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Plawtke: He spoke of his honor.

Duwani: Honor is like the scorchthroat: the more you have, the less you’re inclined to speak of it.

Crinissta, Last Man Printing

Day 1, Act 4, Scene 4







PROLOGUE



“Do it smaller,” my grandfather had told me over and over. “If your parry causes your opponent’s blade to miss you by more than half an inch, it means you’ve pushed too hard and your riposte will be too slow. In a fight, anything can happen, so end it as quickly as you can, and that means not giving him free chances at you. Do it smaller.”

I love how often my grandfather’s fencing advice applies to things that have nothing to do with fencing.

But let me start at the beginning, in that little klava hole, talking to Sara, who’d made the mistake of saying, “So, Vlad, what have you been up to?”

She listened without a word until I’d run down, then she said, “I may be able to help.”

That was it. Not “That’s amazing, Vlad!” or “I can’t believe you did that!” or “You could have been killed!” Also, no “So, you got out of the trouble with the Jhereg, but now the Left Hand wants to kill you?” Nothing like that. Just “I may be able to help.” I hadn’t told her the whole thing because I thought she could help, I just wanted to talk about it, so I was both pleased and surprised by her reply.

“Go on,” I said.

“You need to hide from the Left Hand so they can’t get rich by killing you, now that you went and, that is, now that you no longer have your sorcery protections.”

“Right.”

“But you want to be here, in the City.”

“Exactly.”

“So you need a place with protections from sorcerous detection.”

“Right.”

“But you can’t exactly move in to the Imperial Wing of the Palace.”

“Yeah.”

“So you’re thinking of some individual who is already worried enough about surveillance to keep such protections up all the time.”

I nodded. “I know a few, but either the protections aren’t strong enough to stand up to the Left Hand, or they’re too obvious, like my old office.”

“And putting up a new one defeats the purpose; it’s like a sign saying, ‘Here I am.’”

“Precisely.”

“When did you last sleep, Vlad?”

“Night before last.”

“So a place to sleep where you can actually relax is getting urgent.”

“Yeah.”

“Yes,” she said. “I can help.”

“I’m listening.”

“That’s the trouble. If I understand you right, you might not be the only one.”

“Um. True.”

My familiar interrupted into my head. “Boss? Does this mean Daymar?”

“Maybe not.”

“So,” I told Sara. “I need to make sure I’m not found or listened to long enough to get where we’re going.”

She nodded. “Can you do it?”

“I think so. Or, rather, I think I can arrange it.”

“I’ll wait to tell you the rest, then.”

So, yeah, if you happen to have the most powerful sorceress in the history of the world as a friend, there are times when you go, sure, I can ask her for a favor.

“Vlad. What is it?”

“Greetings, Sethra. I want to ask you for a favor. Is this a bad time?”

“No, it’s fine. What can I do for you?”

“Can you make me psychically undetectable long enough for me to get to a safe place? Say, an hour or so?”

She was quiet, then, “From here?”

“Yeah.”

“You want to walk somewhere, and be sure no one knows you’re going there. And you want me to do it from here, while you’re there.”

“Yeah. Me and one other. I mean, I don’t mind if you come here first, but—”

“No, I want to try it from here. I’ve never done that before. Give me a minute to think about this. I should be able to come up with something.”

Sara was looking an inquiry at me. I held up a finger.

We were, by the way, in a little klava joint in the Hook, which is where I ended up after a night of walking through the city, not wanting to stop for fear of being sorcerously evaporated or something. It had nine tables, mostly deuces with a couple of four-tops, and woodwork that needed painting, and the only light was what came through two paper-covered windows in the front. It did, however, have a rear exit. I was tired, but too keyed up to be sleepy. It was late morning, and the place was empty except for us and the staff. I kept them supplied with clinky things and they kept me supplied with klava so everyone was happy.

I love klava so much. The worst part of dying is the idea of an afterlife without klava.

Okay, maybe not the worst.

Presently, I felt the delicate probe of a familiar presence insinuating itself into my mind, and Sethra spoke into my head again.

“Yes,” she said. “I can do it. Now?”

“Now?” I said to Sara.

She nodded.

“Yes,” I told Sethra.

Then I felt something like a warm blanket settle over my mind, if that makes any sense. Sara looked mildly startled.

“Thank you, Sethra.”

“My pleasure; it’s a rare treat to do something I’ve never done before. You’ll have to tell me the story sometime.”

“Sometime.”

“We can talk now,” I told Sara. “And move without being detected.”

She stood up, picked up her instrument case, slung it over her shoulder, and led me out, preceded by Loiosh and Rocza, who like to be sure about such things. Sara had to hold the door for them as they flew out. Once we started walking, Loiosh returned to my shoulder while Rocza continued circling overhead, for all appearances just another of the jhereg who flew around the city hoping to scavenge someone’s leftovers.

Sara immediately turned south, toward the ocean-sea, and took us downhill.

Before I could ask, Sara said, “So, you’ll never guess who gets completely paranoid about secrecy.”

“Who?”

“Theater companies.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “They’re absolutely convinced their competitors are going to steal their set ideas, their blocking, their interpretations.”

“So, they’re nuts?”

She shrugged. “It’s happened a few times, so there’s at least some reason for it.”

“Okay. So, they have good security?”

“Every theater in the City has spells to prevent sorcery, and powerful spells to prevent clairvoyance and any other sort of detection until the show opens, and most of them don’t bother to take the spells down after that.”

“Huh. Okay, you’re right. I wouldn’t have expected that. What about psychic communication? Will I be out of touch?”

“As a rule, they leave a channel open for that so the director can supply a line an actor forgets. I’m not sure how that works, but you can reach the Orb, it just won’t let you pull in any power for sorcery.”

Psychic contact, for most people at least, involves sorcery, at least a little. So there was a mystery there, and maybe indicated a way the Left Hand could find me. Still, it sounded like the best I was going to get. “So,” I said, “your idea is for me to hide in a theater?”

She nodded. “Most of them have places backstage where people can sleep, and many of them have extensive basements. Some of them, like the one we’re going to, are effectively a block of flats with a theater above them.”

“How do I convince them to let me stay?”

“I know some theater people. A lot of musicians do theater work.”

For the first time, I had a sinking feeling. “Musicals?”

“Sometimes.”

“All right,” I said.

By this time, we were climbing again, and I guessed were heading toward North Hill. We didn’t speak for a while, and, yes, we got to North Hill, and turned onto Fallow Street.

The theater was called the Crying Clown, and there was a big handbill outside of it. I stopped and read it.


Opening on the 14th of Tsalmoth, A New Production of Linesca’s SONG OF THE PRESSES Expanded to Three Days! with Six New Songs Crafted by our Own LADY SINDRA! Featuring MONTORRI as Keraasak and MARSKO as Lethra Savode!



I looked at Sara. “Lethra Savode?” I repeated.

“Liability,” she said.

“Um. Okay. In any case, there’s one good thing you can say about a three-day musical.”

“It isn’t a four-day musical?”

“’Xactly.”

She smiled a little. “I like musicals.”

“Really?”

“The singing is usually very good, and the lightness lets it come up under your guard.”

“Huh. Okay. I haven’t seen that many. There was childhood trauma involved. And it opens in six days?”

“Yes, the big push to get the word out probably started a week ago, and dress rehearsals will most likely begin in a couple of days.”

We went around to a side door. Sara pulled the clapper, a peeper opened, closed, and the door opened. An old man, a Chreotha, ignored me and asked Sara, “Substitute?”

“No,” she said. “I’m a friend of Kota. Can I see him?”

The old Chreotha grunted and stepped aside.

Sara led us through a labyrinth of corridors broken by open areas that looked like workshops, and eventually up a stair, then through more hallways, until we emerged into the main hall. We went down a last hallway toward what I later learned was called “side seven,” that is, the way to get to the stage without passing through the audience. She paused long enough to make sure no one was in the middle of a line or something, and stepped onto the stage. There were several musicians, many of them with instruments I couldn’t name, sitting and looking attentive in the lowered area immediately to our left. We took two steps and jumped down into it.

“Hey Sara,” said one of them. He looked like he was probably a Jhegaala, and hadn’t brushed his hair since the Interregnum. He was holding a violin.

“Kota,” she said. “Good to see you.”

“Who’s the Easterner?” he said.

“A friend.”

Kota seemed surprised but only nodded.

“Can you introduce me to the director?” she said.

“Sure. What’s it about? I mean, if you feel like telling me.”

She looked at me and I shrugged. “In general, sure. If it works, they’ll all know eventually.”

“My friend here is in a spot of trouble,” she told Kota. “I’d like to see if he could use this place to stay out of the way.”

“Huh,” he said. “All right. Can you wait for the end of rehearsal? We have half an hour until lunch.”

We agreed that was no problem, and Sara led me toward a far corner in the side-four section where we’d be out of the way. As we navigated the aisles, I said, “What is Song of the Presses?”

“It’s about the suppression of another play, Last Man Printing, in the Fourteenth Cycle, which was about—”

“Wait,” I said. “They’re putting on a play about putting on a play?”

She nodded.

“Huh,” I said. “That seems kind of—”

I was cut off by a woman sitting right around the middle of the theater, maybe just a bit forward, calling, “Run it from the dramaturge. Keraasak, your line. ‘Ah, but you see.’”

A guy, I presume Keraasak, addressed the woman near him in a stage voice. “Ah, but you see, we are not like other companies. We have our own dramaturge.”

“You have your own dramaturge?”

“We have our own dramaturge!”

The musicians I’d noticed earlier started playing, and I became frightened. A guy entered from the same place we had, turned to show himself to all six sides, and said, “I am their own dramaturge!” Then, as I was afraid would happen, he started singing.


I am the very model of a Fourteenth Cycle dramaturge

I can tell an epic from a canticle or from a dirge.

In Landza and in Ekrasen I’ve studied all the references

And if you give me time I will expound upon my preferences.

I can tell you of the change in rhyme and meter from a younger age

And why it is you’ll always find six sides on every proper stage.

I’ve knowledge of the pay-scales of full actors and apprentices

Along with all the fines for being late upon their entrances.

I know about the costuming of the Eleventh Phoenix Reign

And why the makeup artists nearly always ended up insane.

In short where all the branches of the thespianic arts converge

I am the very model of a Fourteenth Cycle dramaturge.

I’m familiar with the history Lord Neering used about Northport,

And how to dodge the censors when presenting it before the Court.

Producers, they all seek me for my lore of esoterica

And how to turn fine art into the gold returns numerica.

I know which plays will always recompense you monetarily

And which will fail and leave the comp’ny bankrupt most unfairily.

I know why complex stagings can be hoist with their own petards

And why there’s no production of that silly work The Phoenix Guards.

Then I can say what handbills will attract the most nobility

And know how rigging wire can replace lack of agility.

In short where all the branches of the thespianic arts converge

I am the very model of a Fourteenth Cycle dramaturge.

In fact, when I know what is meant by Prop and by Enunciate

And when I know the difference between Punctual and Punctuate

When such affairs as openings and callbacks I’m no stranger to

When I know what the usher and the lighting color-changer do

When I have learned what progress has been made in modern set design

When I know more of blocking than an abstinent might know of wine

In short, when I know values of reserved and of the common seats

You’ll say a better dramaturge has never counted gate receipts.

Though actors run and cower when they hear that I am on the set

And no one has admitted my advice has ever helped him yet,

Still where all the branches of the thespianic arts converge

I am the very model of a Fourteenth Cycle dramaturge.



“Okay,” said the woman who was obviously the director. “Good, but come down left another couple of steps at the beginning of the second verse, so when you get to the second chorus, you can cross and—”

She went on for a while, but I stopped paying attention. Instead, I turned to Sara, who was looking at me. “Well?” she said.

“I have no words,” I said.

She laughed. “If you can withhold your artistic judgments, we might be able to hide you here for as long as you need to settle things.”

I nodded. “I’ll be strong,” I said.

“You always are,” she said.

“And thank you,” I added.






1
DAY 1 ACT 1 SCENE 1



Keraasak and Chorus:


Costumes for bodies and makeup for faces

Dressing rooms, workshops, and dry storage spaces

Meals that are just barely better than none

That’s what it takes to make theaters run.

Sweepers with broomsticks to clean up the aisles

Greedy producers with insincere smiles

Boxes of propses that weigh nigh a ton

That’s what it takes to make theaters run.

Critics to grumble on the morning after

Dancers, and therefore a choreo-grapher

Directors to crush spirits for everyone

That’s what it takes to make theaters run.

If you’re homeless

If you’re beggared

If you’ve naught to eat

Simply join up with a theater troupe

And soon you will miss

The street!

Printers to print up the handbills and flyers

Handbill composers and other skilled liars

Playwrights to sacrifice art for a pun

That’s what it takes to make theaters run.

Spotlights to point out where you should be looking

Cashiers to handle the tickets and booking

Ushers to empty the house when it’s done

That’s what it takes to make theaters run.

Riggers with ladders and painters with brushes

Actors who gen’rally speaking are lushes

A crowd full of killjoys to spoil the fun

That’s what it takes to make theaters run.

If you’re homeless

If you’re beggared

If you’ve naught to eat

Simply join up with a theater troupe

And soon you will miss

The street!





The director called, “Lunch, back in ninety!” and Sara and I waited for Kota. By the time Kota reached us, the director, a Chreotha, by the way, was talking with a well-dressed gentleman who seemed to be an Orca. We couldn’t hear the conversation, but the director was shaking her head furiously and gesticulating, while the Orca kept shrugging and spreading his hands.

I looked around. It was a large company, and a large theater. Er, “house.” If I had to guess, I’d say you could fit at least a thousand people in it, but I’m terrible at estimating things like that, so I could be wrong. The ceiling was high and arched, painted dark blue with gilded swirls coming together in the middle. There was no balcony, though it looked as if there might once have been one. A few sets hung from the ceiling, angled toward the various sides, but they didn’t look like they were part of the same setting—one showed a few low buildings as seen from out a window, another looked like part of an interior, with a table and chairs.

After a little, I realized that I could identify the groups: the actors were draped across the chairs facing side two, the tech people held the stage like an occupying army, and the musicians, except for Kota of course, stayed in their spot, in the sunken area in front of side one. A few people with large boxes held by straps around their necks went around and distributed things—lunch, it appeared. It reminded me unpleasantly of an experience I’d had in the army during a set of events I don’t want to talk about. Maybe whatever the theater people were being served was better.

Eventually the Orca nodded and left. Kota led us over to the director, whose name, Sara told me, was Praxitt, and who was still standing near the door, frowning. Before Kota could start the introduction, however, the director looked up and said, “Sara?”

Sara broke into one of her smiles-like-morning-in-the-East. “I hadn’t thought you’d remember me.”

“Of course I remember you. High soprano in The Color of Water. Unforgettable. How do you know Kota?”

“We’ve worked together several times, and we’re old friends,” she said. “This is my somewhat younger friend Vlad Taltos.”

I could see the director struggling with asking how she came to be friends with an Easterner, but courtesy won and she didn’t. Lady Teldra, the long knife that was hanging from my left side, no doubt approved. How it is a knife can approve or disapprove of something is complicated. We’ll get to it later.

Praxitt gave a slight bow and said, “Lord Taltos.” Addressing me as “lord” meant she’d noticed I was armed, so she wasn’t stupid, at any rate.

“Lady Praxitt,” I said, giving her a very slightly deeper bow than she’d given me. My knife would approve of that, too.

“Just Praxitt. So what can I do for you?” she said, taking us both in. Kota squeezed Sara’s arm, smiled, and went back toward the stage. Praxitt led us across the stage and back out the way we’d come in. There was an open area, now empty, where I suppose the actors would wait for their entrances; I knew that most entrances and exits were this way, though sometimes they’d be through the audience to one of the other sides of the stage.

Praxitt stopped, turned to Sara, and waited.

“Vlad,” said Sara, “would like to hide out here for a few days, maybe up to a couple of weeks.”

“Hide out from creditors?” said Praxitt, smiling a little.

“More serious than that, I’m afraid,” said Sara.

“Oh,” she said. “Then, huh, perhaps don’t tell me from whom. If you tell me, it’ll certainly get around, and actors being actors they’re liable to sell you out if they know who to sell you out to. Hmm. So might I, come to think of it.”

“Heh,” I said. “I appreciate your honesty. I think.”

“So, would it be possible?” asked Sara.

“For him to stay here? Maybe.” She looked at me more closely. “Did you notice the Orca I was just speaking to?”

“Yes,” I said. “Who is he?”

“He’s producing the show.”

“Producing?”

“Yes. He’s the producer.”

“What does a producer do?”

Her eyes widened a little. “You don’t know?” I was grateful she didn’t say “He produces,” which I probably would have.

I said, “I barely know what to call the different sides of the stage.”

She chuckled. “Not a theater buff, I take it?”

“I used to attend from time to time when I was, that is, no, not a buff.”

She nodded. “A producer provides the money to finance the production, hires the director and the company and sometimes others, and rents the house. Short version, he owns the company and we all work for him.”

“Rich as he looks, then.”

“He doesn’t put that much of his own money into it, he mostly finds investors.”

I nodded.

No one spoke for a while, I guess each of us waiting for the other. It sounded like Praxitt had been going somewhere, but she didn’t seem interested in getting there. Finally, Sara said, “What do you think? He knows how to keep out of the way. Can you do this?”

“Maybe,” said Praxitt, giving me a speculative look.

“Mmmm?” I said.

“You’re an Easterner,” she stated, I guess needing to get around to whatever it was the slow way.

“Yes.”

“And you’re carrying a sword.”

“Picked up on that, did you?”

She licked her lips and said, “Have you had much contact with the Jhereg?”

I stared at her, trying to decide if she was joking, but then realized I wasn’t wearing my colors anymore, so I just nodded.

“So then,” she asked, “you know how they work?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Then perhaps you can do something for me in exchange.”

My first thought was to ask Sara if she knew any other theaters, but before I could speak, she said, “You know he isn’t going to want to leave here.”

“Yes, I understand that.”

“What is it you want?” I asked.

“I’d like you to talk to Jenka’s business associates.”

“Jenka?”

“The producer.”

“Oh, of course. I take it his business associates are Jhereg?”

“Yes. And there are some difficulties.”

“You’ll have to tell me a little more than that. Some sorts of difficulties I’m happy to look into. Other sorts…” I left it hanging.

She nodded. “I’ll have to get Jenka to tell you the details, but the short version is he promised them a percentage, then something happened, and now they need the money, and they’re threatening to close the show.”

“That’s odd,” I said. “Most Jhereg keep to deals.”

She looked at me as if she wasn’t sure if I were being sarcastic. Usually it’s only people who know me who wonder if I’m being sarcastic. “It’s true,” I said. “Jhereg who change deals, or back out of them, get talked about in the Organization.”

“Do you think Jenka is lying?”

“He’s an Orca, so of course he lies. But I have no way of knowing if he’s lying about this. If he isn’t, it’s curious.”

“So, will you talk to him?”

“I’ll at least do that much,” I told her.

“Then you can at least stay the night.”

“Thanks.”

She gestured with her chin at Loiosh and Rocza riding on my shoulders. “Are they trained?” she wanted to know.

“Careful, Boss.”

“Not sure what you mean by trained,” I said. “They’ll usually do what I ask, if I ask politely. Why?”

“I was just thinking of uses for trained jhereg.”

“No, Boss, I don’t want to be a star.”

“Don’t want your name on handbills?”

“I really, really don’t.”

“To feel the adulation of—”

“Shut up, Boss.”

“I don’t think so,” I told her. “They already have a job—keeping me alive.”

She tilted her head. “I’ll bet your story could be turned into an interesting show.”

“Several of them, I’m sure,” I said. “But there wouldn’t be any singing.”

“We can always add singing.”

“Don’t threaten me.”

A smile flicked on and off. “Jenka will be back later this evening. You’ll speak with him then?”

I nodded.

“Meanwhile, follow me; I’ll show you where you can hole up.”

“I’ll be on my way,” said Sara. “I need to run an errand.”

“Stay in touch?”

“Oh, I certainly wouldn’t miss this.”

“Good, then.”

We hugged, and she took her leave. I watched her walk away, then noticed Praxitt looking at me. “Let’s go,” I said.

“Hole up” turned out to be accurate. We went down, past several rooms that looked like workshops, and farther down, past rooms whose function I couldn’t guess at, and then down once more. I had to wonder how deep this went, but we finally came to a room too small to hold anything but the cot. I noticed that all of the workshops had trapdoors of various sizes above them, obviously for lifting things up to the stage level, which I noted in case I needed to use them to get away from unfriendly people. I always notice things like that, and I can’t think of a single time it’s been useful. To the left, however, the superstitious part of me is convinced that if I ever don’t notice things like that, that’ll be when I should have.

The room was tiny, but more important it was both quiet and dark, and Loiosh told me that with how few people were around, he was more relaxed than he’d been in years. And it must have done some good, because later, when I slept, I got a better night’s sleep than I had since leaving Adrilankha ahead of a large organization of some of those unfriendly people I just mentioned. But I’m getting ahead of myself—I didn’t sleep then, though I was tempted. Pulling off a huge caper, almost dying, making my way back from way out of town, and then spending the night walking instead of sleeping does leave you a little tired.

See, now you know that. Never say you don’t get useful information from me.

Thing is, I wanted to start learning how to get around in there, start getting an idea of what I was in for with this thing I’d agreed to do. And eat. I also wanted to eat.

That turned out to be a mistake. After showing me the place, Praxitt offered me some of what they had brought in to feed the actors and the crew, and, no, it wasn’t any better than what I’d been given as a soldier, and no, I don’t want to talk about it. I also didn’t want to hear about it, but I had to, because Loiosh ate some and needed to make sure I understood his sacrifice.

He can be extremely eloquent when discussing offenses to his delicate palate.

Spoiled.

Praxitt went back to work, and I wandered for a bit, trying to get to know the labyrinth on the lower floors of the theater. It reminded me a little of Dzur Mountain at first, but I did finally get a feel for it, which I’ve never done for Sethra’s home.

A couple hours later Sara showed up again. I was in the auditorium, so I saw her pretty much right away. It turns out her errand had been to get something for me: a book called The Empire and the Stage by someone called Hisincha, House of the Hawk. Sara said that it was the book Linesca had used to write Song of the Presses, so if I wanted to I could see what the musical was based on, then she kissed my cheek and left to go sing for people with the good taste to pay her to do that. With the choice between reading and just sitting around the place, or watching bits of a play out of order and constantly interrupted, I decided I’d go with the book.



Valenda the Second is one of the more controversial figures in the history of the Empire, with historians and other academics veritably frothing over differences along several different axes: Was he a cruel tyrant, or simply a man forced to pick between unpleasant choices? Would different choices on his part have made any long-term difference in the legal codes as they have come down to us? Was he an aberration among Lyorn, or a perfect expression of the nature of the House?

It is a difficult if not impossible task to lay out the essential events of his reign without taking a stand on those issues; the selection of facts, the way they are expressed, must flow from and lead to definite positions, more or less emphatic, on the part of the author. And, indeed, this writer finds herself strongly inclined to agree with those, such as the worthy Velsigor, who argue that the very attempt to achieve impartiality is inherently dishonest, and a clear statement of the author’s viewpoint is the most forthright and reliable way to express controversy.

Nevertheless, if for no other reason than the love of a challenge, to the best of my ability, I am going to attempt to lay out the events and their consequences in such a way as to minimize my own sympathies and antipathies.

How far back one must go to understand the events of Valenda’s reign is one of many subjects on which there is much disagreement, but at a minimum, we must be aware that by the middle of the Thirteenth Cycle, the Empire had expanded to the point where, give or take a few border skirmishes in the Eastern Mountains, it covers the same area it does today. The last significant expansion had taken place in the far northeast, ending with the Battle of the Cliffs, in which an alliance of several Eastern kingdoms had been broken in a horrendously bloody clash that lasted nine days.

One famous story to emerge from the battle is that of Enivsca e’Terics, who is supposed to have, on ordering her battalion forward, pointed to Deathgate Falls and said, “Don’t worry, my loves. If it should go badly, at least we’re close by.” Most historians doubt this tale, because, in fact, Deathgate Falls is several hundred miles south of the site of the battle and couldn’t be seen from there; but the story persists.

In any case, Enivsca was real, and played enough of a role in the battle that the Dragon Heir, Lissa, granted her a barony at the opposite end of the Empire, just east of Kanefthali. The district was renamed Enivsca, an isolated region dominated by a large lake which provided plentiful fish, and a series of hills rich with iron. The hills, and the iron, extended some distance to the northwest, to another barony called Blackstone, which had been held by the Blackstone family for three Cycles.

The end of the war reduced the need for iron, which meant that Enivsca and Blackstone, both of them by now utterly dependent on mining, had to compete for a smaller market. There are reliable stories of the friendship between the two, which is very likely the reason that, in spite of the intensity of their competition, there were no hostilities until control of those baronies had passed to their heirs. After that, however, the friction increased quickly and dramatically, until, during the Fourteenth Lyorn Reign, it finally erupted into open war.



I put the book down because my eyes were too tired to read any more. I wanted to fall asleep, but I also wanted to try to talk to the producer so I could see if the problem was something I could help with. And to the outside world, it was still afternoon. I got up and started moving, because otherwise I’d have fallen over right there. As I was going back through the theater, I caught part of a song about the terrors of opening night. I dunno, call me unsympathetic, but if they want terror, they should try facing down a Morganti dagger held by someone who will receive an immense amount of money just for sticking it in you. When the song was finished, Praxitt made some comments then declared a break for supper.

What they brought in for supper looked a lot like what they’d had for lunch, so I decided I could skip it and went over to find out when the Orca would likely be back. She didn’t wait for me to ask, just said he’d be showing up sometime in the next couple of hours. I had nothing particular to do, so I sat down and waited, and tried to figure out the best way to get someone I knew to deliver me some decent food without alerting the Left Hand of the Jhereg to where I was.

After a while they started rehearsing again, but fortunately this was a part with no singing, just a lot of snappy back-and-forth between one character, who I took to be an advocate, and another who I guess had some sort of imperial position. I paid more attention than I would have if there’d been anything else to pay attention to, but I didn’t quite follow what was going on. Then they switched, and a guy who was supposed to be the Emperor came on. He was playing a Lyorn emperor, but he wasn’t like any Lyorn I’ve ever heard of—he seemed kind of self-centered and mean. But I admit, I haven’t known that many Lyorns; they aren’t likely to have anything to do with the Jhereg. Most of what I know about them comes from books and plays, where they’re always a hero if not the hero. And, sure, I know you gotta follow that kind of drink with a strong doubt chaser, but it’s bound to have an effect on you.



Some sixty-five leagues to the northeast of the Crying Clown, in a cavernous room in the heart of a mountain, Sethra Lavode studied an assembly of some of the most powerful sorcerers in the world, and said, “Thank you for coming. I want to show you something.”

She led them across the room to one of the walls. Somehow, in spite of her years as Warlord, she had never entirely gotten used to being the focus of a group’s attention. She reached the wall and turned back to them. A circle, roughly five feet in diameter, had been smoothed and polished to a flat gray. Spaced unevenly around it were nine purple stones, each emitting a faint glow that appeared blue in the sorcerous ambient light of the cavern. Eight thin, nearly invisible curved lines of silver took a circuitous path beginning between each stone, meeting in the middle.

“A Lochran wall!” said Morrolan e’Drien. “How long have you had this?”

“It’s new.”

“I thought,” said Telnan, “that you didn’t believe it possible to predict the future.”

“I don’t,” said Sethra. “But I believe it is possible to reveal hidden things about the present.”

“What sorts of hidden things?” asked Aliera e’Kieron.

“Things that are tangled in strands of destiny and choice, fate and possibility.”

“So you believe in destiny and fate?” asked Telnan.

“Not really,” said Sethra.

“I’m sure,” said the sorceress who was dressed in green tunic, green doublet, green pantaloons, and green boots, “that you could be more obscure if you tried.”

Sethra the Younger gave her a glance, which the Sorceress in Green gave every sign of ignoring.

The one called the Necromancer didn’t say anything, but she did show a flicker of mild interest.

Sethra Lavode ignored the exchange, and just said, “Watch.”

She placed her hands against the wall, fingers splayed, and let the sensations and the power flow into and out of her. The light from the purple stones obligingly intensified.

She put a finger to the lines, and traced spirals from the top to the bottom. Having seen the result several times already, she didn’t need to see it again, so she watched her guests.

Telnan looked puzzled, the Necromancer even more interested; all of the others looked stunned.

After several minutes, Aliera said, “Just to be clear, what we’re seeing is real, that is, it is the actual Cycle itself.”

“Yes.”

Several minutes went by, and the image on the wall faded.

The Sorceress in Green cleared her throat. “So, ah, exactly what does this mean?”

“Ask the gods,” said Sethra. “And in this case, I don’t mean that in a dismissive way, but as an actual suggestion.”

“Do we inform Her Majesty?” said Aliera.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” said Sethra. “I’d prefer to wait until we know a little more, but if you disagree—”

“No,” said Aliera. “That’s fine.”

“Good, then,” said Morrolan, squaring his shoulders and nodding decisively. “I’ll start with Verra.”

“It makes more sense,” said Aliera, “if I—”

“No,” Sethra told Aliera. “She’s your mother. That complicates things, rather than simplifying them. Morrolan’s relationship is much more straightforward, so we’re more likely to get an answer. See if you can reach Barlen.”

They spoke a little more, discussing who would attempt to reach whom and how, and then Sethra thanked them for coming, adding, “Aliera and Telnan. Would the two of you please stay a little?”

Once the others had departed, by various means and with various comments, Sethra said, “Tukko!”

Her servant—call him that because, at least at times, he really was her servant—came in holding a pair of satchels. At a nod from Sethra, he handed one to each of them.

“This is—?” said Aliera.

“Your uniform, if you want it.”

“Uniform?”

Sethra looked back and forth between the fiery Dragonlord and the effervescent Dzurlord. “Things are about to get difficult. You are both powerful sorcerers, excellent fighters, and you each have a Great Weapon. I am bringing back the Lavodes. If you’re willing, starting with you two.”

Aliera looked startled, then she bowed deeply—quite remarkable for her.

Telnan just grinned. “I’m in,” he said.



I listened as Praxitt told the Emperor to understate it a bit, reminding me of what my grandfather had said about defense, and around then the Orca, Jenka, showed up. I approached him. He glanced at me, at the jhereg on my shoulders, back at me, and frowned. I stopped about four feet away and gave him a token bow. “I am Vladimir Taltos, First Count of Szurke by the grace of Her Majesty, and I would have words with you.”

Okay, he knew what “by the grace of Her Majesty” meant, but had no idea how to react to an Easterner making that claim, or speaking that formally, or openly carrying a blade, or walking around with jhereg on his shoulders. It’s things like this that remind me how much I enjoy being me.

I was considering my next words when his eyes shifted over my shoulder, so I waited, and then Praxitt said, “This is Lord Taltos, and he may be able to help.”

“You mean with…?”

“He’s familiar with the Jhereg,” she said.

“How familiar?” he wanted to know.

“One hears things,” I said.

He tried the hard stare, but I do it better, and know people who do it even better, so I just waited.

“You’ve worked with them?” he said eventually.

“Well, of course,” I said, “I’ve never engaged in any illegal activity. But I know a few people.”

He finally got the hint, and nodded. “Let’s go somewhere and talk,” he said. “Maybe somewhere outside?”

“I’m not keen on leaving the theater just now,” I said.

“Then—”

“I’ll leave you to it,” said Praxitt.

Jenka led us to side six, where there was a concealed—or, at least, not obvious—door that led to the same backstage area where I’d spoken to Praxitt.

“So,” I said. “Let’s hear it.”

“I’m Jenka,” he said.

I nodded. “So I’ve been told.”

“You understand that my job is to put together investors, right? I have to convince them that the production will make money, will give them a good return, right?”

“Yeah, I got that.”

“For whatever reason, we often get Jhereg interested.”

I nodded. I didn’t mention that “whatever reason” had a lot to do with hiding money from Imperial tax collectors, and with making ill-gotten gains look legitimate.

“Two of them together have twelve sticks.”

“Sticks?”

“Percentages. Broken into seventeen parts, so one stick is one seventeenth of the investment.”

“Seventeenth. Of course it is. So in this case, they have a, uh, what’s the business term?”

“Controlling interest. Yes, they do, but that doesn’t mean a great deal, because the agreement is that I make the show happen and they have no say in how I do it.”

“All right. How much money does this actually involve?”

He hesitated. “A lot,” he finally said. “You have to pay the actors and musicians during rehearsals, and of course the director. The stagehands have to build the sets. And then there’s the house itself. It’s a pretty hefty amount.”

Orca never like to name figures until you’re ready to close a deal. I let it go, and said, “How much do the investors stand to make?”

“That’s the thing about the theater. It could lose money, although it’s unlikely to lose much. Or it could break even, or it could be a shower of gold. You never know.”

I didn’t know if I should explain to him that, even if it lost money, the Jhereg involved would end up with a profit, in the sense that they could make the Empire’s auditors happy about the money they already had. Well, not happy; those auditors aren’t stupid. But it would shut them up. Jenka went on before I could make up my mind how much to tell him.

“I’ve never had a problem working with Jhereg before.”

“How many times have you had Jhereg investors?”

“Um. Ah … nine.”

I nodded. “And what did the investors tell you?”

“They said something had come up, and they needed the funds right away.”

I looked at him carefully, to see if I could pick up any sign he was lying. I can sometimes. This time I didn’t see anything.

“Huh,” I explained. “Did they approach you at the same time, or one after the other?”

He gave me a quizzical look, as if trying to figure out why that would matter, then shrugged and said, “One at a time, about an hour apart.”

“No hint about why?” I asked.

“No. If it means anything, they looked a little embarrassed, which I’d never seen in a Jhereg before.”

“It means something,” I said, believing him a little more. “But what could have come up that— Oh.”

“What?” he said. Then, “What’s so funny?”

“I guess,” I said, “it isn’t that funny.”

“You’re still laughing.”

“Only a little. I just figured out why they suddenly had need of money.”

“What—”

“No, never mind. It doesn’t matter. What are their names?”

“One is Krestin, the other called himself Sparker.”

I nodded. I hadn’t heard of either of them, but there was no reason I should have.

Oh, and to catch you up, because I care about you more than I cared about Jenka, what was funny was that I knew very well why they needed money: me. I’d just pulled off an operation that had the potential to make a lot of money for a lot of criminals, so anyone who wanted in on the action was going to have to gather funds in a hurry. In other words, yeah, the thing I’d done to get me out of trouble was now in danger of getting me in trouble.

I refuse to draw any conclusions about life, but you can if you want.

“We didn’t have a contract,” added Jenka.

“Yeah, you did. You just didn’t have one that was written, or legally enforceable.”

“How is that different from not having one?”

“It gives me something to work with,” I said. “Did you have investors other than the Jhereg?”

“I … a few.”

“Your mother?”

“Sister,” he said, flushing a little. “And a brother by marriage, and an ex crew-mate.”

“All right. I’ll see what I can do. Can you ask the two Jhereg to come over here and talk to me? Don’t give them my name if you don’t have to. Just say you know a guy who might be able to help work things out.”

Judging from the look on his face, the idea didn’t fill him with joy.

“Okay,” I said. “Here’s how to deal with these people. Be polite, straightforward. Don’t get clever, don’t try to act tough, but don’t act scared either. Just straight out say what you want, then wait. And they’ll probably make you wait before answering, just to see if they can make you nervous. If they ask you questions, answer them, and don’t lie, and don’t tell them any more than they ask. Even if they ask who I am, and they probably will, since they aren’t stupid. And keep in mind that they may be as tough as they seem, but they don’t go around hurting civilians unless there’s a very good reason to.”

“Okay, I think I can do that.”

“Good. I’ll be here.”

He nodded, then, almost as an afterthought, gave me a head-bob.

When he’d left, I could hear them still rehearsing, so I stayed in the backstage area. There were a few people lounging in a couple of the rooms, mostly Jhegaala and Chreotha, though I’m pretty sure one of them was a Tiassa. I stopped and talked to them about nothing much for a while, and caught a couple of names, and learned that the green cloth hanging from the entryway meant that there was a rehearsal in progress so they couldn’t do anything loud. I didn’t expect this information to be useful, but I’ve been wrong before.

I took a short walk and found a sort of lounge area, I suppose where the stagehands liked to kick back or whatever. No one was using it at the moment, so I sat down, closed my eyes, and concentrated on an old friend.
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DAY 1 ACT 1 SCENE 4



Costume Master:


Take up your thimble and needle and thread

Measure and cut and sew.

They need us to make the show, my friend,

Costumes can make the show.

You couldn’t imagine a Tiassa in red,

A Dzurlord with boots cut low.

They need us to make the show, my friend,

Costumes can make the show.



Costumer Apprentice:


See how it drapes

See how it flows.



Costume Master:


Now just attach

Each decoration

It must last

The show’s duration.



Costumer Apprentice:


I don’t let the fabric wrinkle or shed,

Someday, I’ll be a pro.

They’ll need me to make the show, my friend,

Costumes can make the show.



Costume Master:


There once was a performance for the Empress

Someone you would always like to impress.

They found themselves stuck over a barrel

When the producer didn’t budget for apparel.

The opening was more than they could handle

The production was shut down because of scandal.

The Empress said that clothing wasn’t optional at court

And all of us costumers could just say in retort:

Take up your thimble and needle and thread

Measure and cut and sew.

They need us to make the show, my friend,

Costumes can make the show.

And that is why, yes,

And that is why

The costumes will be splendid

However the play’s attended.

Put down that knife, use the scissors instead

Cut squarely along the row

They need us to make the show, my friend,



Costume Apprentice:


Without us, there is no show, my friend,



Costume Master and Costume Apprentice:


Costumes can make the show!





“Vlad!”

“Hey, Kragar.”

“You lived? Or is this communion with the dead?”

“Not yet, anyway.”

“We’re talking! What about your protections?”

“I kind of threw them away.”

“You—does that mean it worked? The Jhereg is off your back?”

“It does. You should be getting the word over the next day or so that no one will pay you anything if you stick a Morganti blade in me, which means you’ll have to do it because of my personality instead of for more reasonable motives. You’ll also hear about a great new business opportunity if you care to invest. You’d probably have already heard if anyone noticed—”

“That’s great! I can’t believe it. We should celebrate. Valabar’s. On you.”

“Uh, too soon.”

“Vlad?”

“Yeah, the Jhereg is off me, but…”

“But?”

“Things got complicated.”

I felt the equivalent of a sigh into my mind.

“Of course they did. What’s going on?”

“I’ve now got the Left Hand after me.”

“Vlad—”

“Hey, they don’t need it to be Morganti. This is a big improvement.”

“Vlad—”

“On the plus side, the Jhereg, I mean the Right Hand, very much wants to keep me alive. I’ll be fine. I just need a plan.”

“So no worries then. Where are you?”

“North Hill, hiding in a theater.”

“Why—”

“They have protections so I can’t be found and my psychic communication can’t be listened to.”

“Listened to? Is that even possible?”

“It is now.”

“Um. I see. Vlad, what did you … no, don’t tell me. I want to maintain my innocence a little longer.”

“Your inno—”

“And you said you don’t have your protections because you threw them away.”

“Right.”

“Knowing your conversations could be listened to, and that the Left Hand was after you.”

“Right.”

“Mind if I ask why?”

“Seemed like the thing to do at the time.”

“Just the answer I expected.”

“Hey, look. I can reach you, right? That’s a plus. I can do sorcery again in case I need to chill a bottle of wine, and I can do witchcraft in case I want to give someone nightmares.”

“Right. Okay. Hey, Vlad, if you’re somewhere that prevents, uh, whatever it is that lets someone in on private psychic conversations, what about me? I mean, I don’t have that kind of protection. Can they—”

I used a lot of bad language into his head.

“I hadn’t thought of that,” I told him.

“I’m getting the feeling you aren’t at your best.”

“Yeah, short on sleep, and kind of wound up. So, all right, after this conversation, I’m going to assume they’re listening. For this, well, I guess we take our chances. It’ll take them a while to set up, in any case; it’s a bit complicated.”

“Okay, Vlad. So, what do you need?”

“Can you have one of your people check into a couple of guys named Krestin and Sparker?”

“I’ve heard of Krestin. Mid-level, operates in the northwest part of the city, mostly gambling. I’ll try to get more and find out who Sparker is. If I had to guess, from his name, I’d say he was involved in fire insurance at one time.”

“Yeah, I had the same thought.”

“Anything else?”

“Yeah, I’ll give you a million imperials if you can arrange for someone to discreetly deliver some halfway decent food to me at the Crying Clown on Fallow.”

“Nice to see success hasn’t changed you.”

“Please?”

“I’ll get it done, Vlad.”

“You are the best ever. I may cry.”

“I’ll be in touch.”

With luck, then, I’d learn a little about these guys I needed to deal with. With more luck, I’d soon have some food.



In a cramped little room near Malak Circle in Adrilankha, a Jhereg named Kragar opened his eyes.

“Let me guess,” said the man standing in front of the desk, facing him. “Vlad wants your help again.”

“All right,” said Kragar. “I’ll ask. How did you know who I was talking to?”

“The sardonic look on your face. It’s a special one you reserve for him.”

A smile tugged briefly at Kragar’s lips. “See, you got your old man’s gift of perception.”

“Yeah,” agreed the other, who was called Deragar. “That’s what it is. A gift of perception. What is it this time? He’s trapped in the Halls of Judgment and needs you to recruit a squad of Dragonlords and bring him three Great Weapons?”

“Close,” said Kragar. “He’s hungry.”

Deragar barked out a laugh. “That should always be my first guess. Where’s he meeting you?”

“He’s not. He’s holed up, and wants me to arrange to bring him something.”

“Seriously?”

“When it comes to food, Easterners never joke around.”

“You’re not going to do it, are you?”

“Sure I am.”

“Why?”

“Because he’d do it for me.”

Kragar studied Deragar’s face as that went in, and at last the kid nodded. “Okay, fair enough. I suppose I’m the one who has to make the delivery?”

“Good guess.”

“So, I pick up some food and bring it somewhere. This is my role in our vast criminal network.”

“Where could you have gotten this habit of sarcasm?”

“I can’t imagine.”

“Shut up, kid.”

“Sure, Dad.”

Kragar scratched out the name of the theater and handed it over.

“Memorize and burn?” said Deragar.

“Might as well.”

“So he is in hiding.”

“Oh, yes.”

“So I take it his plan for getting out of trouble with the Organization didn’t work?”

“Oh, it worked. But now the Left Hand is after him.”

“Really? How’d he manage that?”

“Not sure.”

“Anyone in the Left Hand in particular?”

“No.” Kragar studied his right thumb-nail, not sure where he’d picked up the habit of doing that. “We should find out, though.”

“Because he’d do the same for you?”

Kragar shrugged.

“Want me to look into it?”

Kragar sat back and looked at his son. “I won’t order you to.”

“You’d do the same for me,” he said.

Kragar chuckled. “How are you going to approach it?”

“Like my old man.”

“Be serious, Derr.”

The younger man shrugged and sat down, reminding Kragar uncomfortably of himself, when Vlad was behind the desk.

“Okay, this is me being serious. How should I go about it?”

Kragar considered. “I know a few fronts that the Left Hand uses to hide their activities, and I know a couple ways of getting in touch if I want to hire them.”

“Sure. So do I.”

“Okay, then. What I’d do, uh, you’re something of a sorcerer, right, Derr?”

“Some. Mom taught me.”

“Okay, then.”

“Sorry, didn’t mean to bring up—”

“No, it’s fine. Just sad.”

“I know.”

Kragar shook himself out of it. “Yeah, sorcery. Start with asking for a service. Something illegal, but not something that would bring heavy pressure.”

“So, scrubbing coins, say?”

“Perfect.”

“Know where I can find some illicit coins? I know the sorcery to do the shaping and transmutation, but it would take me a week or more of doing nothing else to get a reasonable quantity.”

“Find the bootblack in Malak Circle, the old one. Give him an orb, and tell him you’re looking for a place to hide from the rain where the roof doesn’t leak. He’ll direct you and give you the current password. You’ll get about three and a half to one illicit to real. Then you find the scrubber to scrub them. You’ll end up with about six copper profit for each imperial.”

“I guess it’s a living.”

“Not really. Like they say, any sorcerer skilled enough to make a living making gold—”

“Is skilled enough to make a better living doing something else. Yeah.”

Kragar nodded. “Once you’re in with the scrubber, you can see if she feels like gossiping.”

“That’s the tricky part.”

“It is indeed.”

“All right, I’ll do it this evening.”

“But see to Vlad’s dinner first, all right?”

“Sure. Can’t have your ex-boss forced to eat normal food, right?”

“What’s the problem, Deragar? Is it that he’s an Easterner? I thought you were raised better than that.”

“No, it isn’t that.”

“Well?”

The younger man’s face twitched, and Kragar waited. Finally, “You’re the boss now. So why are you still taking his orders? It isn’t right.”

“You think that’s what’s going on? I’m taking his orders?”

“Seems like it.”

“Are you worried about what it is, or how it looks?”

Deragar hesitated, his face thoughtful—two hundred years before, reflected Kragar, he wouldn’t have taken time to think. Derr finally said, “Mostly how it is. I’m not happy about how it looks, either, but that’s not as important.”

Kragar looked away. So much history there, so much good, so much bad, so much survival when survival didn’t seem possible. “It’s hard to explain,” he finally said. “But whatever it looks like, no, I’m not taking orders from him.”

“All right.”

Deragar didn’t seem convinced, but Kragar let it drop.

“What should I get him?” asked Deragar after a moment.

“Hmmm?”

“What sort of food?”

“Oh. I don’t know. Something good.”

“What are you going to be doing?”

“Trying to find out what I can about a couple of Jhereg.”

“More work from your boss?”

“Drop it, Derr.”

“Whatever you say, boss.”

“Bloody right.”



When the contact ended, I sat there staring at the pale blue wall.

After a while, Loiosh said, “Boss?”

“Sorry, chum. Lost in thought.”

“Demon stuff?”

“Yeah.”

“I remember now too, you know.”

“So, your head got messed with? I should have figured that out. Sorry.”

“Yeah, well. Just don’t get summoned.”

“How am I supposed to prevent that? Have my memories screwed with again? No, thanks.”

For once, he didn’t have a comeback.

A little later he said, “Boss?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you think the Left Hand knows you’re a demon?”

My heart gave a thump and I suddenly felt cold. “Verra’s tits. I hope not. If so, and they find out how to summon me, that’s game over.”

Once again, he didn’t have a comeback.

I wished I could have blamed the Necromancer for making me a demon, or Daymar for restoring my memory of it, which put that string of sounds which was somehow my name back into my head, which meant I could be summoned again; but, try as I might, there was no way to blame anyone for any of it except me. Well, I suppose, and a Left Hand sorceress and ex-Tsalmoth, but it was my choice to go after her. I blamed Verra, the Demon Goddess, but that was just habit.

I could keep pushing back causes, but it always came back to me. See, that’s what happens when you do things: things happen.

Rocza gave a flap from my other shoulder, I guess picking up a mood from Loiosh and me.

“I’m hungry,” said Loiosh, I think in hopes of distracting me.

“Me too. Kragar will find some food for us soon, I hope.”

At this point, I think I was forcing myself to stay awake mostly out of stubbornness, which I know makes no sense, and if something bad had happened because I wasn’t willing to just give up and lie down, it would have been just what I deserved. Nothing did, however.

I got up, found an empty room down a level. It had mirrors all along one wall and a wooden floor that gleamed in the light of the two lanterns I lit. There was also a railing along the mirrored wall, which I’m sure someone put there for good reason. I hadn’t seen that many mirrors in one place since, well, not that long ago, really, but that was a strange place for other reasons too.

I placed myself in front of the mirrors, drew my blade, saluted myself, and practiced combinations for about half an hour. I saluted the guy in the mirror again when I was done, because he’d done pretty well, and I went back up to see if by some chance someone had arrived with food. Once I’d eaten I was going to sleep. Very much, I was going to sleep.



The fourteenth Lyorn emperor, Valenda the Second, is one of the more fascinating figures in the era between the Dredging and the Interregnum. But it’s important to understand that the controversy over his character has existed not only among historians in general, but within his House. Official historians of the House of the Lyorn have come to blows over whether the words “tyrant” and “despot”—words one cannot read about Valenda without encountering—are accurate, as this question perfectly captures the differing interpretations of honor within the House: that is, to use the usual translation of the ancient Lyorn saying, “Honor of the heart, honor of the eye.”

That, itself, deserves a brief discussion. In the ancient language of the Lyorn, the motto is “Kitaweh, hijasik.” To translate kitaweh as “honor of the heart” is fairly accurate, that is, it refers to integrity, to fulfilling promises, to accepting responsibility; in a word, to that characteristic that any Dzurlord or Dragonlord would accept as honor. Hijasik, however, is more difficult. It is often vulgarized, especially by those outside of the House, as meaning the importance of appearing to act with honor. In fact, it is more complex. It refers, first of all, to preserving the honor of the House, so that no enemy has grounds to criticize it; and second, to avoid acting in such a way as to appear to have been dishonorable, third, to maintain the traditions of the House and, in general, all traditions and customs deemed worth preserving; and, fourth and most difficult, to not engage in actions that would force another to lose kitaweh. There is also, hidden somewhere inside the folds of hijasik, the requirement to be gracious in victory, and graceful in defeat.

The reader can no doubt imagine many ways in which these various concepts might do battle with one another, and it was exactly this battle that took place within the person of His Majesty during the Fourteenth Lyorn Reign.

The pressures on Valenda, attempting to live up to this credo, were incalculable, and without understanding them, we cannot understand the events that led to the bloody assault on West Reach.

This is not, I must add, an attempt to justify his actions, but rather to explain them. His personal culpability, if any, is a question for each reader to decide; providing the information necessary to make this determination forms the remainder of this work.

To continue, then, we can say that his reign was unremarkable until the conflict between Enivsca and Blackstone, and all of the matters surrounding it, and those that sprang from it.



My luck was in; there was a basket with my name on it sitting on the floor next to the old Chreotha who’d first let me in and whose name, I now learned, was Ragboy. Or maybe that was his title for some obscure reason of theatrical history.

Since he’d had to sit there smelling the box for a while, I shared some of the deep-fried shrimp with lemon-butter dip. He didn’t say much, but I’m pretty sure he decided that I was all right for an Easterner, and could now be treated as almost human.

Also, there was a lot of shrimp because Kragar is a good person under it all, and it hadn’t entirely cooled off yet. Loiosh and Rocza and I felt much better for the experience.

So after I ate, I read some, and then Kragar got back to me with information about Krestin and Sparker. Nothing all that interesting; just a couple of hungry Jhereg anxious to keep the coin flowing and maybe push their boundaries a little. We were right about Sparker having done some fire insurance scams. Word was he’d also done some “work” now and then. Kragar wasn’t able to confirm that about Krestin, but it was best to assume he didn’t push easy. We were careful, that time, not to say anything that would reveal where I was, because someone could be listening, thanks to the work of some idiot.

When my eyes were so tired I couldn’t read any more—which didn’t take long—I went back up to the theater part. While I was listening to a supposed Dragonlord sing about how hungover he was (when I’m hungover, the last thing I want to do is sing), I was told someone in Jhereg colors had arrived to see me.

“Okay,” I told Loiosh. “Here we go.”

It’s always interesting when you’re about to run into a Jhereg you haven’t met before, especially if you want something from him. What with one thing and another, I’d gotten to be pretty well known, which could work for me or against me. Yeah, I know I’d told Jenka not to say who I was unless they asked, but chances were good they’d ask, and of course he’d tell them. And while I was pretty sure neither of them would take a shot at me like this, out of nowhere, and for no reason, a meeting like this always has the danger of starting something that ends with damaging someone’s outfit and making more work for the embalmers.

If I’d been able to, I’d have put my Jhereg colors back on for the meeting, but I was, as they say, traveling light, and also trying not to attract more attention than an Easterner carrying a sword and walking around with jhereg on his shoulders always attracts.

Okay, looked at that way, the colors probably wouldn’t have made any difference. In any case, I went up to meet him in my traveling leathers.

The Jhereg had a face that looked like it had been pressed sideways and ears that stuck out and an expression that said if you made any comments on either of those it would be a mistake. He’d come alone, and didn’t seem surprised to see me approach him, so I figured he must have, as I’d predicted, asked Jenka about me. He confirmed that by saying, “Taltos? I’m Krestin. You wanted to see me.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Thanks for taking the trouble to visit. Jenka asked me to see you, maybe find out if we could work something out.”

He studied me. One reason I’d stopped four feet away from him was so that he wouldn’t so obviously be looking down at me. He said, “You, of all people, know why we need the money.”

“Yeah. I also know you have a deal with this Orca.”

He made a gesture that could have meant anything and said, “Do you have something in mind?”

“No. I was hoping we could come up with something that would leave you what you need, and still let my friend put her show on. I got no ideas.”

“Just helping a friend, eh?” he said like he didn’t believe it for a second.

Why is it that people are so mistrustful? It’s really annoying on those rare occasions when you’re telling the truth.

“Yeah,” I said, for whatever good that would do.

“I got the impression,” he said, “that you didn’t want to leave this place.”

“Yeah.”

“You being hunted?”

“Yeah.”

“Still?”

“More like again.”

“Talk about it?”

“Nah.”

“Cuz I was thinking, maybe I could help, and that might square the deal.”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “Good idea, though. But this is, yeah, this is kind of outside of our thing.”

“Maybe I’ll give it some thought.”

“Okay,” I said. “Me too. See if we get any ideas. You did make a deal.”

“I know.”

“How do I get in touch with you?”

“Send a message to the Yellow Greeterbird Inn on North. Go ahead and use my name, no need to get fancy. And I take it you don’t want anyone knowing where you are?”

“That’d be nice, yeah. The Council would appreciate it.”

He nodded and left, and I decided that as first encounters with a random Jhereg go, that wasn’t bad. It hadn’t gotten anywhere, but there hadn’t been any threats either.

An hour and a half later, just as I was thinking I should give up for the evening and find my bed, I got word that the other one had shown up. Everyone was taking a break at this point, in their usual groupings, so I found him easily enough standing next to side five with no one close to him. I went down the stairs, and, again, stopped about four feet away from him.

“Thanks for—”

“Fuck off,” he said, and came up to somewhere less than two feet away from me so he was towering over me. One of them. I took a step forward and stared up at him.

“Okay, asshole,” I said. “Now I’m all scared and intimidated. Do we talk, or do you want Jenka to take this up with your heirs?”

“You threatening me, Taltos?”

“I must be slipping. I thought it was obvious. Yes. I am threatening you. I am threatening to kill you. Do I need to explain—”

“I showed up here out of respect for Krestin, cuz he asked me to. But I got only one thing to say to you, and that’s if you so much as breathe on any of my business, you’re gonna—”

“I’m gonna what? Go on, tell me what I’m gonna do. Have you been living in a hole, or are you just stupid?” I took another step toward him; we were almost touching. “You know what happens if I go missing, or turn up leaky? Hasn’t anyone filled you in?”

“Yeah, I heard. And if you think—”

Loiosh reared up on my shoulder and hissed, which cut him off.

I said, “Shut,” followed by “up.” Then I said, “You mess with me, you get the whole Organization down on your head. I know what that’s like. You wouldn’t enjoy it. And a punk like you couldn’t survive it. And—” He opened his mouth. “No. I’m not done. You see how I haven’t hit you in the face yet? I could, and you’d just have to take it. I could also use this.” I drew Lady Teldra, and, tough guy or not, he took a step back as the aura of that weapon struck him. It must have been almost like a physical blow. I’d been around other people’s Great Weapons often enough—far too often, in point of fact—to know just how that hit you, and it showed on his face.

“Yeah,” I said. “See? I could use this, and no one would touch me. You know why I don’t? Two reasons. First, I don’t have to. Second, I’m not an idiot.” I sheathed Lady Teldra. He tried not to look relieved, but he didn’t entirely succeed. “I had no intention of putting pressure on you, or threatening you. Ask Krestin. I want to know if there’s a way to work this out.”

“They say you’re pretty tough,” he said.

“Huh.”

“But not as tough as you think you are.”

“I’m still on the right side of the Falls.”

“Yeah, for now. So, all right. What’s this about? Why do you care?”

“I owe a guy who owes a guy, and you got a deal with that last guy.”

“The Orca.”

“Yeah. You made a deal with him.”

“That’s none of your business.”

“It’s kind of obvious it is my business, or we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“Yeah, well, a chance like this doesn’t come up often.”

The mighty god Irony cleared his over-stuffed throat and asked for my attention, which I refused to give. “I know that,” I told Sparker.

“So why the—”

At which point we were interrupted by a wide-eyed Praxitt. “What was that?” she said.

It took me a second, but then I said, “Some random, ugly magic. Sorry. Won’t happen again. I hope.”

She stared at me. “If it does, you’ll be finding another place to hole up, do you understand?”

“Yeah,” I said.

She looked at me, then at Sparker, then walked back out again to reassure the cast that Ultimate Doom was not about descend on them, whatever it felt like for a second there.

I turned back to Sparker, who said, “If it’s a choice between the Organization making me shiny, and letting myself get pushed around by a guy with hair above his lip, I’m going to let the Organization do its worst, got that? So stay out of my way.”

He turned and walked out. Maybe I should have put my colors on after all. I wondered if I’d have to kill him.
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DAY 1 ACT 2 SCENE 2



Crinissta:


Is this the little script I scribbled?

Is this the story that I wrote?

I don’t remember excess verbiage

Whence the bloat?

When did my prose become so clumsy?

When did my characters go flat?

I must’ve been drinking when

I wrote that.

Reread, edit

Reread, edit

Page by painful page.

Ideas turn overnight to offal

And trash that must never see the stage.

Reread, edit

Reread, edit

Crossing off the words.

I’ll be lucky when I’m finished

If I can retain two-thirds.

Pity the actors who must work this

And the stage manager of course

I must find a way to apologize

For the horse.

I should have known when it came easy

Beware a painless first draft

When at last I was finished

How I laughed.

Reread, edit

Reread, edit

Page by painful page.

Ideas turn overnight to offal

And trash that must never see the stage.

Reread, edit

Reread, edit

Crossing off the words.

I’ll be lucky when I’m finished

If I can retain two-thirds.

Is this the little script I scribbled?

Is this the story that I wrote?

I don’t remember excess verbiage

Whence the bloat?

When did my prose become so clumsy?

When did my characters go flat?

I must’ve been drinking when

I wrote that.

Reread, edit

Reread, edit.





After the encounter with Sparker, I was too jumped up to sleep, so found a spot in the back of the theater and did some reading, stopping when I saw two things that were obviously related: the first was Praxitt with a worried look on her face. Next to her, but heading toward the exit, was a Lyorn.

I tried to remember if I’d ever actually seen a Lyorn before, which is crazy, because I know I had; I was sure they would appear occasionally around Malak Circle, and I’d been in the Imperial Wing enough that I must have come across one at some point, but seeing this guy set me back, like, Wait, is he real, or an actor playing a role?

No, he was real, even though he looked more like a caricature than a person.

The Lyorns I’d heard of, for the most part, were the ones from impoverished families, who took jobs as clerks—they love keeping track of things, and making sure everything is done neat and orderly and right, and it’s even better if it involves taking inventories of very old things and making notes about when and where they’re from. I’ve heard of some working as desecrators, and some working for desecrators, others working in the back rooms of libraries cataloging things no one will ever read.

I knew that there were others who were still traditional, land-holding aristocrats, I’d just never expected to run into one.

This guy, though, was right out of a romance. He wore a red blouse, a brown ankle-length skirt, and even had the vambraces. His hair was long and tightly pulled back, held in place by a blue band—maybe using blue there made him a rebel. For a Lyorn.

He also moved like Aliera used to, that is, as if he were floating. But he wasn’t floating. Just watching him, I had the feeling that I did not want to fight this guy.

As he headed for the exit, his eyes flicked over me and kept moving; noting the furniture, I guess, and this time I was just as glad I wasn’t wearing my colors. I chose not to comment as he walked by, though I admit I badly wanted to stick my foot out. That was probably Loiosh’s influence. Yeah, I think I’ll go with that.

I took myself up to Praxitt, who was staring vaguely at something off to the side. She looked at me, and before she could say anything, I said, “More problems?”

“We may need to shut down.”

“Because of a Lyorn?”

“He was adamant.”

“What’s he going to do, beat you all up?”

“Sue for defamation of his House.”

“Wait, isn’t that what the play is about?”

She looked at me, her lips pressed together, then said, “It’s a musical. Are you enjoying the irony?”

“Let’s just say I’m noting it,” I said.

“I don’t suppose this is something you can work on, too?”

“Uh, sorry, no. Somehow, I’ve never managed to make any connections among the Lyorn.”

She retained just enough of a sense of humor for her lips to twitch.

I said, “What did you tell him?”

“To fornicate with his entire House. Not the people, the building.” When my eyes widened she said, “I didn’t put it exactly like that.”

I made some sort of noise. “So, you didn’t give him an evasive answer.”

She sighed. “I’m no hero or anything. But I love this musical. I’ve dreamed of doing it. It’s about whether we get to hear the truth that powerful people don’t want us to hear. It’s fun, it’s got laughs, it’s got some great songs, and it matters. And on top of that, it’s a love letter to the theater. No, I am not just going to roll over and quit the first time a Lyorn tries to throw his weight around.”

I didn’t say anything. Like, my only opinion on who got to hear the truth was that the Empire didn’t get to hear any truth that would be likely to get me dragged in front of a justicer. Other than that, I didn’t much care one way or the other.

I gotta be honest, here. My big concern was pretty simple: If they had to shut down the production, would that mean I’d have to leave? I didn’t know. Maybe they owned this place, and so I’d be okay staying here anyway, and it just meant I wouldn’t have to listen to someone singing about corrupt trials and such. If I had to leave, I could probably find another place, and I was sure Sethra would be able to cover me again as I moved. But it’d be annoying, and a chance for another slip-up.

Also, there was another side to this I haven’t mentioned yet: I wanted to be somewhere safe so I could take a little time to figure out exactly how I was going to deal with the Left Hand. I was pretty sure I could come up with something, eventually, but it was going to take finding things out, and thinking things over, and talking to people. So, while I wasn’t willing to take a big risk, it’d be better for me if I could just stay here until I was ready to leave.

I considered asking Praxitt about some of this stuff, but this didn’t seem like the right time.

I let it all rattle around in my head.

“Boss.”

“Hmm?”

“Thinking about it is fine, it’s the doing something about it that’s likely to cause trouble.”

“Loiosh, don’t you trust me to stay out of trouble?”

“Great. A few hours go by without having to worry about your life, and now you’re a jongleur.”

Praxitt was still looking at me. “Okay,” I said. “Don’t get your hopes up, but I’ll look into it, see if there’s maybe an approach we can try.”

“Seriously?”

“Like I said, don’t get your hopes up.”

She chuckled suddenly. “If this somehow all works out, we’ll have to find a way to get your name on the program.”

“Tee-ay-ell-tee-ohh-ess,” I said. “There’s no aich at the end, even though it sounds like there should be.”

“I’ll keep it in mind.”

“The Lyorn who was just here, what’s his name?”

“Thalick.”

“Any special position that you know of?”

“He introduced himself as the First Lady of Arms for Prince Yeselik, Lyorn Heir.”

“Huh. I don’t know what that means, but it sounds important.”

“Same, and I agree.”

“I might need to find out something about how the Lyorn do things.”

“Now that’ll be a study,” she said. “In their own way, they’re as mysterious as the Yendi.”

“I guess we’ll see,” I said.

She nodded, walked back toward the stage, and called, “Let’s get back to work,” so I got out of there. All the sleep I hadn’t had hit me hard, then. In the outside world, it wasn’t even night yet, but I was now done. The little hole they’d put me in seemed a long way away, and I hoped I’d make it there before falling asleep. I won’t keep you in suspense: I did.

I wasn’t yet used to the intense pleasure of just being able to sleep, in a real bed, without that constant worry that someone was about to make me glimmer. Sleep—real sleep—is a glorious, glorious thing. When I woke up a few hours later with someone in my head, Loiosh was curled up in the crook of my arm, and Rocza had her head on my knee and I had the sense that they felt the same way.



Night was just falling in Adrilankha when the Jhereg named Deragar came to a three-story red stonework building fronting Garshos just past Tanglebush Road. The building was unlocked. He stepped into a tiny foyer, and that door was also unlocked. He walked through the hallway to the opposite end of the building, climbed a flight of stairs, stopped at the first door on his right, and clapped.

“We’re closed. Come back tomorrow,” came from the other side.

“I just want to see the products,” he told the door. “I don’t want to buy any birds.”

There was a pause, and the door opened and a tiny little woman stepped to the side. “Please come in,” she said. She was just over four hundred, wore Jhereg colors with a high-collared shirt and flared trousers, and had a face like a knife’s edge.

He entered, she shut the door behind him.

“I’m Deragar,” he said.

“Nikka.”

“Thank you for seeing me, Lady Nikka.”

“Please sit. What do you wish?”

“I have some gold coins with the wrong faces on them.”

“How many?”

“Four hundred and thirty.”

“I can do that for—let’s see—three hundred and ten.”

Deragar winced. “I didn’t expect to get rich off this, but that leaves me with a loss.”

She shrugged.

“Can you do three hundred?”

“I’ll do three oh five.”

“Three oh two?”

“Are you in a hurry?”

“No, not at all.”

“Okay, I’ll do three oh two. I’ll plan to have them in two days, but if I get offered something else that’s more lucrative, you’ll have to wait. Is that all right?”

“It’s a deal, and thanks.”

“Sure. How did you hear about me?”

“You know Kragar?”

“Of course. I’m in his area, as far as you people are concerned.”

Well there, he thought. The old man is getting a reputation in spite of himself.

The hilt of a dagger was rubbing unpleasantly against his calf, but he made himself ignore it and looked around. It was neat and tidy, with not a lot of personality except for some expensive-looking Suntran rugs carefully arranged on the hardwood floor to look haphazard. There were several chests and cases, all closed, all easily accessible; the place no doubt sold sorcery supplies. There were not a lot of merchants who worked out of their homes in this part of the city, but there were a few. That is, if this was Nikka’s home.

Deragar smiled. “You people. Heh.”

She shrugged.

“It’s interesting, though,” he continued. “You’re more aware of our areas of control than we are of yours. I have no idea who runs this part of the City for, uh, you people.”

“We don’t operate that way.”

“How do you mean?”

“We don’t carve up sections of the City.”

“What then? Type of service?”

She frowned, and Deragar decided he liked her face more than he’d first thought. “No, there really isn’t any sort of formal division. It’s all who you work for.”

“But,” said Deragar, “if you don’t divide up the turf, how can you have a nice turf war?”

She laughed. “I think, way back, they decided turf wars weren’t as much fun as everyone thought.” Then she tilted her head and said, “Have you ever been involved in one?”

“Um. Sort of. Not directly.”

“Wait. Kragar. The business with the Easterner, Taltosh or something.”

“Yeah.”

“I’ve heard he managed to get clear.”

Deragar laughed. “And I’ve heard that you people want to kill him now.”

Nikka shrugged. “That’s Coala’s people, none of my affair.”

“Who do you work for, if that’s not an indiscreet question.”

“It kind of is.”

“Okay, never mind. Want to get some klava with me sometime?”

Deragar, who’d had no intention of asking that before the words were out of his mouth, had to stop and think to realize that she’d said yes.

“Great,” he said. “When is good for you?”

“Any noon hour, or I’m usually done here around the ninth hour.”

“I’ll swing by in the evening, day after tomorrow, then.”

“Sounds good. I might even have your coins ready by then.”

“My what? Oh, right.”

Nikka laughed. “You’re cute. Okay, get out of here and let me work.”

Deragar gave her a sufficiently exaggerated bow to earn him another laugh, and then retreated before he had the chance to ruin everything.

Well, I don’t think Dad had that in mind, but, hey, I got the information he wanted. And I didn’t even have to work for it. Then, Should that worry me?

He returned to his father’s office, considering.

As he walked past, Tinsplinter gave him a nod and said, “He’s in.”

“Working late.”

“Slaving away to keep food on the table for us, his eager and dedicated employees.”

“Yeah, that’s us.”

Deragar continued back, and, in spite of everything, had to force himself to focus before seeing his father, who somehow blended into whatever background there was.

Kragar looked up. “How did it go?”

“Either extremely well on a couple of levels, or I got played.”

“No chance of both?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Then you’d better tell me about it.”

“Biggest problem is, I got the answer too easy. That makes me suspicious.”

“Tell me the whole thing.”

Kragar listened without saying anything until Deragar had finished, then sat back and studied his thumbnail as if the answer might be written there. After a while, he said, “You know who Caola is?”

Deragar shook his head. “Never heard the name.”

“She’s powerful, high up in the Left Hand, and hates Vlad. Like, a lot.”

“More than most people?”

“He killed her sister. Morganti.”

Deragar winced. “Brutal.”

Kragar nodded. “From a few comments Vlad made, it was more of an accident than anything else. He had a new Great Weapon, he didn’t understand how it worked, and it—she—wasn’t entirely aware.”

“An accident,” repeated Deragar.

“Not that Vlad would ever admit it.”

“Of course not. So, yeah, I guess it’s plausible her sister might have kind of a grudge.”

“Yeah.”

“All right. Then maybe this was no more than it seems.”

His father grinned suddenly. “Hey, my kid’s attractive. What’s so hard to believe about that?”

Deragar felt himself flushing. “Shut up, Dad.”

Kragar chuckled.

“Oh, and just in case things, um, go well—could you have someone else get the Easterner his supper, day after tomorrow?”

“And breakfast the next morning?”

“Dad.”

“Sure thing. I’ll take care of it. Go on home, kid. Get some sleep. And enjoy your date.”

Deragar stood. “I always do what you say when it’s what I want to do.”

“You take after your old man,” he said.



“Hey, Vlad.”

“Who…?”

“Did I wake you up?”

“Kragar. No, I had to wake up anyway because someone was talking in my head.”

“Heh.”

“What’s up.”

“Caola.”

“Huh?”

“Do you remember Caola?”

“Oh. Yeah. What about her?”

“She’s the one behind it.”

“Oh. Crap. I should have guessed. How did you find out?”

“Go back to sleep, Vlad.”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

The next time I woke up, it was morning, and the Orb told me I’d slept ten hours, not counting a brief interruption that—

Caola. Yeah. Crap. I really should have guessed.

“Does it matter that much who it is, Boss?”

“Maybe. It being personal means there are fewer ways to stop it. I don’t know. I’m not awake.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m going to try to get up. Wish me luck.”

I wandered around in a klava-less haze for a while. I poked my head into various rooms and thought about how much work it would be to climb the stairs up to the main level, and wondered if there was any reason to. In the workshop I’d been in before, they were stretching a piece of fabric across a wooden frame, and arguing about how much reinforcing it would need. One of them, obviously a Tsalmoth, noticed me and gave me a surprisingly friendly nod. I tipped my head.

“I’m Vlad,” I said. “Need a hand?”

“No, we got this,” she said. “I’m Vik.” Then she turned to the woman she was working with, a Chreotha, and said, “Leave it up to Tiss?”

She nodded. “I’m grabbing some lemon water. Want some?”

“Yeah, thanks.”

She looked at me and raised an eyebrow.

“No, thanks,” I said. “But I don’t suppose you have klava stashed back there? Or coffee?”

“I’ll get you some coffee.”

“I owe you a life-debt.”

When she’d left, Vik asked me how I came to be hanging around the theater, and I said, “Hiding.”

“Really? Creditors?”

“Sort of.”

She was tall and kind of heavy for a Dragaeran, with broad shoulders and thick, black eyebrows that contrasted with her thin, brown hair. Maybe she dyed them.

She gestured toward my sword hanging at my hip. “You ever use that?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“A lot?”

“Why? You need protection?”

She chuckled. “Yeah, if Tiss tells me we need to scrape paint off old set boards I’ll need you to protect me after I start throwing things at her.”

“Heh.”

She gestured at the jhereg on my shoulder. “Pretty smart, are they?”

“They think so. You ask a lot of questions.”

“Sorry, didn’t mean to give offense.”

“You haven’t. Just seems like there might be something on your mind.”

“Not really.”

“All right.”

“I just…”

“Hmmmm?”

She smiled. “Never met someone like you before.”

“An Easterner?”

“A guy who goes around wearing a weapon like it’s clothes. I’m curious, is all.”

“I just do it because it makes me feel tough.”

“Uh huh.”

I was convinced she did have something on her mind, but it didn’t look like she felt like talking about it yet. Also, I had just walked into the theater the day before and gotten myself two problems; I didn’t feel like going after a third. We talked a little more, then disengaged. The Chreotha returned with coffee, and it was terrible and I learned her name was Lonora and I thanked her profusely and I drank it. I went back to the room with the mirrors thinking I’d fence with my reflection a little more, but it was full of people with their legs showing holding on to the bar and making gyrations that I didn’t stick around to study.

I found an empty room with a full water pitcher. They kept a lot of water around, it seemed. I helped myself to some and started reading, but was interrupted almost at once by a thought growing in my head.

“Vlad?”

“Sethra. Good morning.”

“Just checking. I haven’t heard from you. Are you all right?”

“Yeah, sorry. Should have let you know. I’m fine for the moment.”

“All right. Aliera and Morrolan asked about you. Should I tell them where you are?”

I hesitated.

“Vlad?”

“Ask Cawti where we were the time we argued about how high an untrained person could jump. I’m a quarter of a mile east of there and across the street.”

“Okay. Why so cryptic?”

“I’m in hiding. I worry about psychic conversations being overheard—you know why. Also, the place I’m hiding: these people are doing me a favor, and I worry about a whole army of Dragonlords descending on this place like it’s the assault on West Rest.”

I felt a chuckle in my head. “How do you know about that?”

“Hey, I read history. Also, can you find a way to let Cawti know I’m all right?”

“I will.”

“Thanks.”

It’s nice to be reminded that there are people who care about you, you know?



The dispute grew in the classic form of such conflicts: as the economic pressure increased, there were mutual accusations of border incursions and theft, followed by mutual accusations of various unsavory practices such as pre-Empire sorcery, raising the dead, and slavery. In a few years, it was well established in each of the contending fiefs that the ruler of the other was the foulest, most abusive tyrant the Empire had ever seen, and any steps necessary to stop him were justified. This, of course, led quickly to raids growing into skirmishes growing into battles growing into war, while the Dzur Prince Nialda, to whom both of the combatants nominally owed fealty, tried fruitlessly to ease the tensions, or, as Sethra Lavode has expressed it, “make the water flow uphill.”

It might well have gone on as such conflicts normally do—settled by a treaty after both sides were exhausted, or by one of the combatants annihilating the other—if a ship called the Sealark hadn’t been caught in a squall and foundered off the northwest coast of Elde. The reader must recall that in those days, before the leap in sorcery that accompanied the end of the Interregnum, it was not unusual for a ship to include in its cargo small, valuable items that today would be teleported. In this case, in addition to molasses destined for Carno and textiles for Red Forest, there were a pair of onyx bookends with lyorns inlaid in silver that had been lovingly crafted by Avendahar of Westward and were to be presented to His Majesty.

The commonly accepted version of events—that the salvaging of the ship, and particularly of the bookends, by Elde nearly led to a war—are, as is usually the case, oversimplified, yet not entirely wrong. It was, at any rate, the refusal of Elde to return the merchandise, and in particular the bookends, that frustrated and annoyed Emperor Valenda. The conflicts between Elde and the Empire that led to this moment had been building for centuries. There was, in the first place, Elde’s refusal to address the pirates who took refuge in their harbors to prey on Dragaeran shipping, which had been exasperating the Empire for nearly a full Cycle. In addition, there was the issue of wheat shipments, an important matter to the Iorich and Hawklords around Zerika’s Point, who had gradually over the previous two Cycles been making the transition from sustenance farming to cash crops, and now wanted the convenient markets of Greenaere, which the landlords and yeomen of Elde also had an interest in.

Only the Orb knows for certain if Valenda’s demand of the Elde ambassador to return the bookends was intended to pressure Elde on other matters, or if he quite simply wanted those bookends. The result, however, was a general arming, shipbuilding, and the movement of troops toward the southwestern coast.

At which point the Emperor became aware that iron was no longer flowing from the mines of Nialda. After learning the reason, he of course at once demanded Nialda solve the problem, saying that he would use Imperial troops if necessary.

It is hard to understand the Emperor’s decision to open negotiations with a Dzurlord by making threats, but the results were predictable. The Nialda Rebellion began in the spring of the 286th year of Valenda’s reign.



With nothing else to do, I went back to reading about the Nialda Rebellion until close to noon, then I finally climbed up to the main level in hopes of a decent meal. I wasn’t disappointed: Kragar had a roasted fowl with some rice, beans, and tubers delivered to me, and I took them off to my own room to devour it all. Loiosh and Rocza gave it their undivided attention. I guess I did, too.

I know there are people who are disgusted watching jhereg eat; it’s why I sometimes hide them in my cloak when dining out. But I honestly don’t see why. They’re actually dainty—using their claws to hold the food and taking bites in a way that looks almost human. I suppose that might be the problem. I don’t know.

After we’d eaten, I stretched out on the bed with the idea of taking a nap, but my brain was too busy with all the things I didn’t know but should, and did know but wished I didn’t. I pulled myself up to sitting, back against the wall. The belt, with my rapier and Lady Teldra, looked at me from where I’d set them.

“Okay, Loiosh. Let’s review.”

“My favorite thing.”

“Shut up. I need to figure out how to keep the show from closing until I’ve come up with a way to deal with the Left Hand. And that’s in spite of the Jhereg pulling the money. I need to keep the House of the Lyorn from messing it up. I need to figure out how to keep the Left Hand from doing harmful things to my person. I need to figure out what to do about the whole being a demon thing. Have I left anything out?”

“Probably.”

“Yeah. Well, that’s okay, since I have no idea what to do about any of those.”

“Good, then.”

“I’d read, but I’m too jumpy. So let’s walk around a bit.”

“I knew you’d come up with a solution.”

Sometimes walking helps, and it hardly ever hurts, so I did a lot of it. First I went to the side door where Ragboy was and let the jhereg out so they could fly around a bit. You don’t want jhereg to get bored; Loiosh would complain, which is bad enough, but Rocza would find ways to entertain herself. Once she—No, never mind.

After letting them out I kept walking. There was a great deal of theater to explore, and doing that kept my brain occupied. Sometimes I can get ideas for how to approach a problem by not thinking about it, just sort of letting it bubble around on its own in my head. It didn’t work that time. I took myself up to the stage level, going through the backstage area and out to the place where people buy tickets and then wait for the doors to open—the lobby, they call it—when someone called my name.

I turned, looked around a bit, and spotted her. “Kiera. Let me guess, you found a way in without anyone seeing you?”

“It wasn’t hard.”

“No, I suppose not. How did you know where to find me?”

She didn’t bother to answer that one.

“So,” I went on. “Did you bring me food?”

“You don’t need any, you’ve already arranged it.”

I stared. “Okay, you got me. That time, really, how did you know?”

“I know you.”

“Um. Damn. I’m too predictable for someone with a price on his head.”

“Only to a few of us.”

They were practicing in the theater, so I led her downstairs and found one of the lounges. She declined water. “So,” I said once I had some. “What brings you here?”

“Just thought I’d see if you need anything.”

“I don’t suppose you can tell me anything about the House of the Lyorn.”

“No, sorry. They don’t usually have a lot to do with us.”

“Yeah, I’ve noticed.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

“It’d be inconvenient for me if this play were shut down while I’m trying to hide here, and apparently the play is pissing off some Lyorn or another.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I guess they don’t like what it says.”

“No, I mean, why would that matter to you?”

“Oh. It might not. I don’t know how these things work, if the company owns this place or leases it, or what. It might be that if the play shuts down, someone else will come in and kick me out, or else maybe take down the spells I need. I don’t know. Not the biggest problem I’ve ever faced, but I thought I’d look into it.”

“Probably easy enough to find out whether they own or rent, and how much that is. Maybe start there?”

“Huh. Easy for you, maybe. I’m not sure how I’d find out—”

“Try asking the director or the producer. One of them will at least know who to ask.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“If you happen to speak with Sethra Lavode, she’s the person to ask about the Lyorn, if you still need to know about them.”

She pretended not to see me glaring. She looked around and said, “So, going to move a desk in here?”

I gave up on the glare, and just said, “Probably not. Why, were you going to steal one for me?”

“Now that is something I’ve never done. Presents some interesting problems.”

“Kiera—”

“Okay, kidding aside. I’m here to let you know that if there’s something you need that I can help with, I will.”

I’m not sure what was different now. I mean, I had offers like that from her before, and from others too. But that time, I dunno, I suddenly choked up. All I could do was nod. She pretended not to notice anything. Kiera is as good at pretending as she is at stealing.

“So,” she said. “Want to tell me about it?”

The fact is, with the possible exception of Kragar, I couldn’t think of anyone more likely to be able to point me in the right direction than Kiera, so I nodded again, and ran down the list of problems, except for the demon thing, with as much detail as I could manage.

Once I was finished, she said, “I know Krestin. He’s hired me for a couple of jobs. Played straight with me, and has a pretty good reputation.”

“Know any pressure points?”

“I’ll think about that. What’s the time frame on this?”

“Has to be soon if it’s going to do any good. Like, a day or two.”

She nodded. “That’s what I was thinking. If they back out, is there any way the Orca, the producer, can come up with the money by then?”

“I don’t know. I should have found out how much it was exactly. He didn’t want to say, but I should have pressed him. If he can’t come up with it, the creditors are liable to come in and just strip this place of everything of value and try to get it back that way.”

She shook her head. “This is going to do bad things to their reputations. I mean, the Jhereg involved.”

“I know. But with the amount of money they stand to gain, they won’t care.”

“I suppose. Honor shouldn’t be a commodity.”

I snorted. “Seriously, Kiera? That sounds kind of naive.”

“Not at all. As the Orca or the Jhereg rise in the Cycle, it becomes a commodity, but we’ve got a Reborn Phoenix, with a Dragon hovering and a Lyorn ascendant. That should even have an effect on Jhereg. It’s just odd, is all.”

I thought about that. I was aware that the Cycle—the order in which the different Houses take the throne—was supposed to affect everything, but I’d never seen it in practice. Of course, I was an Easterner, with a life expectancy of maybe sixty years if I was lucky, so I wouldn’t have the chance to live through several different reigns like a Dragaeran.

But still. This was a Phoenix reign—a reborn Phoenix, which should be about, I dunno, renewal? High purpose? And looking at my life …

“It’s never affected me,” I said.

She raised an eyebrow. I decided I didn’t want to think about that too much.

Then I had another thought. “How much stock should I put in that, Kiera?”

“Hmmm?”

“I mean, just how odd is it? One of those flukes that doesn’t mean anything, or seriously strange?”

“I don’t know what it could be other than a fluke.”

Then she said, “Vlad?”

“Sorry, thinking.”

“I always worry when you do that.”

When I didn’t have a comeback for that, she started looking genuinely worried. “Vlad?”

I shook my head. “In the first place, I don’t have enough information to even make a good guess. In the second place, I’m probably wrong. In the third place, if I’m right, it has no effect on my immediate problems. In the fourth place, there’s nothing I can do about it anyway. In the fifth place, if I’m wrong about that, I’m so thoroughly screwed there’s no point in thinking about it. I’d keep going, but I’m out of fingers.”

Kiera was still looking worried. “Vlad, maybe you should let me know what this is all about?”

“I’ll mention it to Sethra, next time I talk to her.” Before she could respond, I added, “And I’ll do that soon. She can tell you as much as she thinks you should know.”

“All right.” She didn’t seem happy.

“Okay, I’ll tell you this much: I had an encounter not too long ago that I’ve been trying not to think about, because it involves things much too big for a simple Easterner, and your comment about honor and the Cycle made me think about it, so now I have another whole thing to deal with.”

“Do you like it when people talk in riddles?”

“I’m not sure. Will you give me three guesses?”

“Vlad—”

“I’ll fill you in after I’ve learned a little more. I promise. First, however, there is someone else I need to speak to, just in hopes it will set my mind at ease.”

“Who?” she said, but I just shook my head.

“All right, then,” she said a little later, when I still hadn’t spoken. “I’ll give some thought to the problem of this Orca. If I get any ideas I’ll be in touch.”

“Thanks,” I said.

She stood up, kissed my cheek, and made her way out. I sat there for a while longer, then stood up.

“Boss? Want to fill me in?”

I didn’t answer him, either. I knew what I had to do, but I can’t say the prospect filled me with joy. He must have been aware of the little rituals, the slow breathing, the relaxing of my shoulders and hands. He might well have guessed what I was about to do, but I didn’t confirm it, and he stopped asking, at least for a while.

I wondered what Sara would say if she knew what I was about to do. It wasn’t something we’d ever talked about.

But I put that aside.

Unpleasant tasks don’t become easier by talking about them.
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DAY 1 ACT 3 SCENE 4



Valenda:


Well? Well? How went the battle?



1st Messenger:


Your Majesty, I am honored to report—



2nd Messenger:


I am honored to report—



1st Messenger:


It was a success.



2nd Messenger:


An achievement.



1st Messenger:


A victory!



2nd Messenger:


A triumph!



They fight.

Valenda:


Stop it! Stop it at once, I say! Details! I want details, or I’ll send you both to the star!



1st Messenger:


Your Majesty, if it is details you wish—



2nd Messenger:


Your Majesty, I can tell you exactly what happened.



1st Messenger:


Seventy-six catapults led the big assault

With a hundred and ten trebuchets at the rear.

There were files and files

Of assorted fighting styles

Axe, sword, halberd, pike, and spear.



2nd Messenger:


Seventy-six catapults tried to breach the walls

While a hundred and ten trebuchets rained ruin.

More than a thousand horse

Prepared to charge in force.



1st Messenger:


Plus nine extra mules they just threw in.



2nd Messenger:


There were two dozen scouts reconnoitering,

Scampering, scampering all about the field.

There were seven separate companies of sorcerers,

And phalanxes behind a wall of shields.



1st Messenger:


There were ambulance drivers and messengers

Scampering, scampering as fast as they could race.

Shock troops to lead and every single heroic deed

Was carefully noted back at base.



1st Messenger and 2nd Messenger:


Seventy-six catapults smashed through the barricades

One hundred and ten trebuchets broke the line.

Once they’d overrun and slaughtered everyone

They pillaged all the beer and wine!



Spoken:

Valenda:


Splendid, splendid! I assume “slaughtered everyone” was, well, hyperbolic?



1st Messenger:


Ah, that is to say …



2nd Messenger:


Will that be all, Your Majesty?





I walked for a little more and ended up backstage. There were people coming and going, and I noticed a ladder leading up, so I took it. I found myself on a catwalk, which led to an area where they probably controlled ropes and lights and sets and things. There was no one there, and I felt oddly alone. Loiosh, still flying around outside, must have picked up something from my mood.

“Boss?”

“You see, Loiosh, there are all kinds of things I can do now that I don’t have that stupid amulet around my neck.”

“Um, yeah. But should you?”

“Guess we’ll find out, won’t we?”

“Boss. What are you about to do?”

I didn’t answer.

I just composed my mind as best I could, closed my eyes, and, putting as much of my energy into it as I could, sent out a prayer to the Demon Goddess.



“What do you think?” asked the Chreotha called Lonora. As she spoke, she held up what seemed to be a painting, oil on wood, its height greater than a man, and its width more than half of its height. Lonora held it easily, and extended it toward the other woman, a Tsalmoth. Were you there, in that large room below the stage, a room smelling of turpentine and sawdust, a room that had once been painted yellow but was now only a sort of failed egg-shell color, you might have wondered at the Chreotha asking her friend for an opinion of the painting. This is because Lonora was showing only the reverse side.

The painting itself was unlikely to be considered a work of art worthy of serious criticism at any time except perhaps during the reign of a decadent Phoenix—it was mostly a wash of blue, with something that might be the final curve of a balcony painted in dull red on the left side, near the bottom.

The Tsalmoth, Vik, studied the back of the painting more attentively than many a critic has studied the front of more well-known works. She reached for the iron ring implanted in the frame and gave it a tug. Then she nodded. “It should hold,” she said.

“Yes. And now I need a large piece of wood. Or maybe an iron bar.”

Vik frowned. “For what?”

“To beat Tiss into a pulp if she tells me it still isn’t good enough.”

Vik laughed. “It’s good enough.”

“I hope so. It’s not just Tiss. There are rumors of legal actions against the performance already. Injuring a few audience members by dropping sets on their heads won’t help.”

“Legal action?”

“So I’ve heard.”

“Have you ever had a performance shut down by the courts, Loni?”

“No. Have you?”

“Once. I was doing sets for The Scholar and the Stableboy at the old Seaview before it burned down. Someone claimed one of the characters was based on a relative, went to court, won.”

“How did the company handle it?”

“It went under. Liquidated as much as it could, then surrendered debts.”

“Ouch.”

Vik shrugged. “It’s a business,” she said.

“Wait. You said ‘burned down.’ Did—”

Vik shook her head. “I don’t think so. The company didn’t own the place, so there was nothing to be gained. Apparently Side Four screwed up a suppression during a rehearsal, so a light spell got out of control.”

“Anyone hurt?”

“No. Killed a Teckla.”

“Good thing it wasn’t during a show.”

“Yeah. They probably could have hired a better sorcerer and prevented the whole thing, but, like I was saying, it’s a business.”

“I suppose,” said Lonora, turning the painting around and studying her work. “But one does hate to see the law involved in theater. Nothing good ever comes from it.”

“And yet, the law is the origin of theater,” announced Vik.

“What?”

“It’s true.”

“If this is about to be one of your jokes—”

“Not at all. Theater is where advocates—or, well, they weren’t called that then, but those who spoke in court on behalf of others—theater is where they would practice their oratorical skills.”

“Then why are there no Iorich in the theater?”

“There is still theater within the House of the Iorich, but it remains private.”

“Still—”

“Well, and the early Issola dancers contributed as well, formalizing traditional Teckla dances.”

“How did you learn all of this?”

“Stay around long enough, and you’ll learn all sorts of things.”

Lonora found a metal file on the workbench, and worked for a bit on the inside of the ring, where the ropes might fray. Vik watched her work.

Finally, Lonora looked up and said, “All right, what is it? You’ve been off somewhere in your head for the whole day. You might as well tell me what it is.”

Vik sighed. “Montorri.”

“Still, or again?”

“Still, only it’s gone up by another six coppers. I’m sure you’ll hear about it soon.”

Lonora used several expressions to describe the character of Orca in general and Montorri in particular that could only be understood metaphorically, as they were biologically impossible.

Vik shrugged. “We know it’s a complete scam, he knows we know, and he knows there’s nothing we can do about it, and we know he knows.”

“Yeah.”

“The producer’s nephew,” said Vik with another shrug, as if that answered everything, which it more or less did.

“Going to quit?”

Vik sighed. “I don’t know, Loni. You know my position. The kids. The flat. If I have to keep paying that son-of-a-bitch just to—”

“What other choice do you have?”

Vik didn’t answer.

“Vik?” said Lonora.

“The actors tell me he’s terrible, by the way. He only has the part because of his uncle.”

“Vik.”

“What?”

“When I asked what other choice we had, I didn’t think you had an answer, but—what are you thinking about?”

“The Easterner.”

“The one who’s hiding here?”

“Yeah.”

“What about him?”

“He came in with a sword, and he’s in hiding. I’ll bet next week’s pay he’s got some Jhereg connections. I mean, in addition to his pets.”

“Go on,” said Lonora, her tone somewhere between worried and interested.

“Jenka has nothing to threaten him with, which means Montorri has nothing to threaten him with.”

“What would you ask him to do, and how would you convince him to do it?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t know, and that’s why I haven’t talked to him about it. But tell me you wouldn’t love to see Montorri in a crumbled heap, battered, with that smug fucking smile gone from his smug fucking face.”

Lonora was quiet for a while, then she picked up the painting again and studied the back. “Yeah,” she said. “I think it’ll hold.”



Praying for contact with a deity—I mean, really praying, not making a sort of random remark that you sort of hope she might sort of overhear—should be like psychic contact, and I suppose also like summoning a demon, only it isn’t like either of those.

I guess that doesn’t help.

Look, skip the demon summoning bit, because, important as it now is to my life, I have no idea how it’s done, and I’m in no hurry to find out. When trying to reach someone using normal psychic contact, it’s all a matter of getting your mind to mesh with the mind of the person you’re trying to reach. Simple, right? Dragaerans concentrate through the Orb, and Easterners, at least those who aren’t citizens, use their own innate power, if they have any. That is, you think about the person, trying to get as much of a feel as you can, until either you have a connection or you give up. Once you’ve made that connection several times with the same person, it gets so easy you don’t even need to think about it.

In fact, it’s more complicated than that—I have a Hawklord friend who explained what actually goes on, but for our purposes none of that matters, because you don’t need to know it when doing it.

Prayer is the same, only entirely different, because, for one thing, you don’t actually know the god, not the way you know a person. But that’s only part of it.

I guess, in a lot of ways, a prayer—a real prayer, one where you desperately want to get through—has more in common with witchcraft than anything else, though it isn’t that, either.

You can do certain rituals that I won’t describe even to you, burn certain herbs that are family secrets passed on carefully to each generation, but the plain fact is those don’t help all that much. What matters is what happens in your head. And what happens in your head is …

Okay, let me tell you something I’ve never told anyone: I’m afraid of heights. I don’t like cliffs, or high places. I’m not, you know, petrified. I can get past it if I have to. Not long ago, I had to jump into the ocean-sea, and it was, okay, never mind; there was water down there, and I was too stupid to know how much it would hurt to smack into water from a height, but it still scared me.

But here’s the thing, when I’m in a place, with nothing between me and a long, long fall, one long enough that I know I wouldn’t survive, it isn’t that I’m afraid I’ll fall, it’s that I’m afraid I’ll jump. It’s not like I want to die, I don’t—if I wanted to die, I’ve had plenty of opportunities. But there’s something about being one step away from death that makes me want to take that one step. It’s an almost palpable temptation, and that scares me.

Okay, if you get that, if you can imagine that, now imagine that instead of your body at the edge of a long fall, it is your mind, your, well, I guess your soul. You reach out for the Goddess, you picture the Goddess, and something deep inside of you opens like a chasm—and you take that step into it. Maybe there’s no danger that you’ll never come out of it again, but it feels like you might never come out of it again. So on those occasions when it’s important, when it really matters to make contact with the Demon Goddess, well, all I’m saying is, it better really matter.

Demon Goddess.

Verra.

It was, in a certain sense, a small act of rebellion every time I called her, or thought of her, as Verra. To those of my birth, that name was never to be used; she was only the Demon Goddess. But why? What exactly did that mean? Demon Goddess. Goddess who was a demon? Goddess of demons?

So I stepped into the chasm, my thoughts of her swirling and disorganized, and into it went all of the feelings I had toward my patron goddess. The love that was part of my inheritance and yet somehow real anyway, the hate for what she’d put me through, the fear of her power, a certain kind of rage that was only there because I hated that I fear her, and the balance, the falling/not falling, as if emptiness were a thing and it filled you, even while you ran/fell/drifted/were pushed through it the compression and retraction of your breathing now feeling as it if were less a part of you than the all-consuming all-encompassing thoughts or emotions as if you could tell the two apart in that state and the determination that drove you here has become part of the world you live in now and—

So, yeah, I put a lot into the prayer. I’d managed to reach her before, so while not confident, I was hopeful. It still felt like a shock, though, when, without any feeling of movement, or any sensation beyond some gold-colored flickering, I was in the wide, white hallway that I’d been in before, where everything echoed echoed echoed including my fear of heights.



Valenda, of course, was not the first Emperor who found himself dealing with a significant rebellion even as he was getting involved in an external war: We need look no further back than the Fourteenth Dragon Reign, only shortly before Valenda’s, where Sethra Lavode was conducting a campaign against Hippata in the Drymouth region when an Eastern kingdom took that opportunity to attempt to wrest the Silvercreek Plateau from the Empire, leading to the well-known matter of the “Warlord Emperor,” so successful militarily and so disastrous politically. In this case, Valenda asked Elde to “reopen negotiations in hopes of finding a peaceful solution to our present difficulties,” presumably with the intention of putting down the Nialda Rebellion quickly and then turning his military attention back to Elde.

The effort was forestalled by Queen Nicessa of Elde, who was well aware of this maneuver, and also knew something about Lyorns, and so replied that she would be happy to negotiate as soon as Valenda would swear on his honor that his interest in negotiation was entirely sincere, did not conceal an ulterior motive, and that he hoped it would result in peace.

After some days of raging and some more days of fuming, Valenda agreed, after which, of course, he was committed to carrying out his oath, and peace was consequently concluded. Valenda was thus able to turn the entire force of the Imperial armies on Nialda.

It has been suggested that one factor that contributed to the massacre at West Reach was the frustration of soldiers who—as the various political circumstances changed—had been marching and counter-marching for weeks and were ready to vent this frustration on anyone convenient. From the few letters that have come to light from soldiers on that campaign, this seems reasonable, though we can never know for certain to what degree it was a factor. In addition, the ferocity of the defense must have had an influence, as with the—typical, though in the event unfortunate—taunting and insulting flyers distributed by Nialda. In any case, whatever the causes, it is undeniable that, on the 12th of Hawk, 14 Lyorn 297, in the walled city of West Reach, at least 312—some historians put the number as high as 618—soldiers, mostly Dragonlords, were killed after having surrendered.



For an Easterner like me, it’s always gonna be a big deal when you’re about to come face-to-face with a god. I guess for Dragaerans, it’s more like something you put on your to-do list between shopping for oysters and kicking beggars, but for us it’s different.

I walked down the over-sized hallway, and it occurred to me for the first time that it was tall enough for a Jenoine, and that may not be a coincidence, but I chose not to dwell on that; I had enough on my mind thank you very much. The echo of my boots was very loud. The huge double doors opened as I approached, and I had the amusing thought that Verra had gotten that trick from Morrolan, rather than the other way around. I resolved not to ask either of them about it so I could keep my illusion.

The Goddess was seated on her throne, and Devera wasn’t with her, which was a shame because there were some questions I’d have loved to ask that “child.”

As I approached, the Goddess stood, at which point the throne she’d been sitting on, and the platform that held it, dissolved into nothing. “Should I applaud?” I asked her.

“Hello, sweet boy,” she said, her voice with that weird echo-but-not-really-an-echo quality that I will never get used to. “I’m just letting you know you aren’t really here.”

“This is illusion?”

“It is. Or a dream, or a vision, as you prefer. We are truly speaking, but your body has not moved.”

“Okay. Good to know. I guess.”

She walked toward me, stopping about a few paces away. “You wish to talk.”

“Yes.”

“Then you may as well get comfortable.”

I looked around. The room was huge, and entirely white, and, after she’d made her throne dissolve, there was no furniture. I looked back at her and raised an eyebrow.

“I just told you, my love, it’s all in your head. If you wish a place to sit, make one.”

“You’re making a point here, aren’t you?”

She shrugged.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll play.”

I’ll keep it short: it was exhausting—especially after everything I put into the prayer—and maybe took longer than it should have, but I was able to conjure an imaginary chair that my imaginary ass could sit in. I sat down as if I had no worries at all of embarrassingly falling right through it. I did not, as it happened, embarrassingly fall right through it. I crossed my legs, and glared at the Demon Goddess.

“Well, done, my dear—” And then she said something I won’t repeat, a name, my name, the name I got that was somehow associated with having been turned into a demon by the Necromancer. As she pronounced those syllables, they went through me like someone had poured ice water over my spine from the inside. The sensation was gone before I could work up a really good rage, but I didn’t care for it.

“Since you can make me come to you any time you want,” I said, “I don’t see the point of you learning that.”

“But I can’t,” she said. “I have to wait until you invoke me. Or I did.”

Yeah, I’d known that. I said, “So, you plan to summon me?”

“No, but I can, and it is only right that you know that.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond; the idea that she would do something, anything, ever, just because it was the decent thing to do, was both inconceivable and obvious at the same time, and I didn’t feel like going into it when I had other things on my mind. But I couldn’t help but ask, “Did you know I got my memories back?”

“Yes, I felt it. Your friend Daymar could grow into an inconvenience.”

“Is that a step up from an annoyance, or a step down? No, don’t answer that. You’d rather I not have those memories?”

“I think you would rather not have those memories. For one thing, without them I couldn’t summon you, could I?”

Just because I felt like it, I changed the imaginary chair, making it more comfortable. Verra noticed, and seemed amused. “So, my pet, what is it?”

“‘My pet’? ‘Sweet boy’? ‘My dear’? You’ve been doing that a lot lately. It makes me nervous, which is probably the point, I guess.”

“I’m simply feeling affectionate toward you.”

“Huh. That can’t be good for me.”

She chuckled. “Perhaps not. But you prayed to me for a reason. What is it?”

I hated that she’d used the word “prayed,” but, well, that’s what I’d done. “Last time we spoke, you threw a lot of stuff at me, about destiny, the Cycle, the creation of the Great Sea, stuff like that. Things my poor, weak Eastern brain isn’t made to deal with. I—”

“You say that like it’s a joke,” she said. “It isn’t a joke.” Then a chair appeared behind her—just a normal chair, a lot like the one I’d conjured, and she sat down. “But go on.”

“I want to know what it all means.”

“You want to know what it means,” repeated the Goddess. “First of all, so do I. Second, why do you want to know?”

“Because I’m involved in it.”

“You were involved in it. Eons ago. So long ago, it seems long to me. And that was only you on some sort of metaphysical level.”

I used a bad word. “I was the one Devera took to that Vallista nest, and I’m the one who knows things an Easterner shouldn’t know, has seen things an Easterner shouldn’t have seen, and can do things an Easterner shouldn’t be able to do. I, me. This guy, who isn’t really here, but is still here.”

Her mouth twitched. “I was hoping you wouldn’t put that together.”

“Yeah, I was hoping for a lot of things too. Like, for instance, that the Left Hand of the Jhereg wouldn’t want to kill me.”

She frowned. “They want to kill you?”

“Yeah.”

“Since when?”

“A couple of days ago.”

She sat back in her imaginary chair. “Why?”

“It’s just business. Well, okay, I guess it’s personal too.”

“Be specific, please.” She sounded like she didn’t really mean the “please.”

“I bought off the Jhereg by handing them an incredibly lucrative deal, a way to eavesdrop on psychic communication, and then a way to sell the service of protecting from that.”

She stared at me. “How?”

“It’s complicated.”

“You came up with that?”

“Yeah. Well, I had the idea. I had help with the details.”

“I’m—all right, Taltos Vladimir. You’ve impressed me. But go on.”

“And I arranged that, if they betrayed me, the entire Empire would come crashing down on them.”

“I’m even more impressed, little one.”

“What I didn’t reckon on was that if the Left Hand got me, they could both have the process, and cripple the Jhereg, that is, the Right Hand. So now it’s in their interest for me to get all nice and shiny. And with how Caola feels about me—”

She put her head back and laughed.

I waited. I didn’t think it was all that funny.

When she was done laughing, she said, “Oh, Vlad, Vlad, Vlad. The things you do to yourself.”

“I apologize,” I said, “if they interfere with the things you wanted to do to me. And speaking of.”

She nodded, still chuckling. “Yes, I guess you deserve some answers. Ask.”

“You were being obscure before. You spoke about something that had started with the creation of the Great Sea of Amorphia, and—”

“No. It started before that.”

“Right, right. It started with the Jenoine deciding to use the entire world to, I don’t know, test something they were curious about?”

“Insofar as we can understand their motivations, yes. At least, that is my opinion. When it comes to the Jenoine, I could be wrong.”

“But then you got away from them, with violence and mayhem, no doubt, and in the process created the Sea of Amorphia.”

“Violence and mayhem,” she repeated. “I don’t think you could have any understanding of … never mind. Go on.”

“Our conversation the other day, while I was trapped in a house that wasn’t really there—no, I mean the one the day before that, while I was still trapped in that house—”

“Wait. Explain that. I remember speaking to you while you were trapped in that house, but what do you mean about the time before that?”

“Oh, sorry. Um, that wasn’t a few days ago for you; it was, uh, a bunch of thousands of years. I was at the fountain in the Paths a few days ago, and—”

“You remembered our conversation.”

“You remember it?”

“Some things I make myself remember, little Dolivar, because I know they’re going to matter.”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Yes. I’ll answer some of them before you ask. It was not—is not—curse this language of yours. It was and is and will not be enough for me to have escaped from the Jenoine, I also wished and wish and will wish to destroy their work. For three very good reasons. First, because I hope and believe that if their experiment is destroyed beyond salvaging they will have no reason to interfere with us anymore. Second, because I hate them and want them to have wasted their time. Third, and least important, because what they’ve done is so profoundly evil that the worst thing I’ve done in the course of my existence could only be called a little naughty in comparison. Are you with me, my sweet boy?”

“Let’s say that I am.”

“Think of it as cycles within cycles. No, maybe that isn’t the best way to see it. More like arcs within arcs. Attend me. The beginning would be when the Jenoine began their experiment. Then my sisters and I and others rebelled and escaped from them, producing the Great Sea of amorphia, and beginning the second arc. The third arc was the establishment of the Halls of Judgment, as you call them—a place from which we could reach this world, yet not be on it. In it? Of it. The fourth was my introduction of the ability to, well, you would say create, although that’s imprecise, amorphia into certain members of the House, or rather tribe, of the Dragon. Fifth, there was the creation of the Cycle by the Jenoine, as part of their experiment, into which I dipped a finger by seeing to it that an unpredictable element was included.”

“Um, that would be me?”

“That would be the Jhereg, and, yes, in that long-ago lifetime, you were who I picked to arrange that.”

“I thought Devera picked me.”

“I stand corrected. So, yes, Barlen, my sisters, and a few others set all of these things in motion, and waited. Adron’s Disaster, the fall of the Empire, the cataclysm of the end of seventeen Great Cycles, marked the point where that last arc, the creation of the Cycle, ended. Do you understand, sweet one? Do you begin to understand how big this is? What was set in motion before the formation of the Empire, the Cycle itself, has now worked through to the end.”

“You mean, there’s no more Cycle? It’s over?”

“It isn’t that simple, but you’re starting to understand. Stay with me, child.”

Those little endearments of hers had already gotten old, and now were annoying and promised to climb still higher on the self-control test index. But I just said, “All right.”

“The next arc, then, was the latent ability within the e’Kieron lines of the House of the Dragon, and that ended at the same moment, that is to say, when Adron used it to destroy Dragaera City and, though neither he nor I realized it, the Cycle.”

“So, uh, what was the next arc?”

“The creation of the Halls of Judgment, which, though, again, I didn’t realize it at the time, fulfilled its purpose when it preserved the Orb, and permitted Zerika to take it and emerge, giving the appearance of restoring the Cycle. The second arc, our escape and the creation of the Great Sea, reached its conclusion with the battle in which you, my love, destroyed a Jenoine and created that weapon that oh so politely hangs at your hip, and which was designed to end the existence of, well, me.” She smiled sweetly as she said that.

“You seem awfully complacent about it,” I said.

“The weapon has been created; it hasn’t yet been used.”

“Will it be?”

“That is up to you.”

“Why don’t you take it from me?”

“Would you let me?”

“Could I stop you?”

“I’d prefer,” she said, “not to find out.”

“Oh,” I said. “Yeah, I suppose.”

She chuckled. “Well, this has certainly taken a dark turn.”

“Yeah, and just a moment ago we were having a light and cheerful conversation about the end of the world.”

“Just the end of the world as you know it.”

“Okay, well, no big deal, then.”

“Do you now begin to see, Taltos Vladimir, the scope of the matters in which you are involved?”

“Of course not. It’s much too big for me to make any sense of it. And this all happened because Devera happened to like my look so many years ago that whole cities have sunk since then?”

“I don’t know if it was your look. It was your tribe, and you were as much the leader of it as anyone was.”

We were both quiet for a minute after that, then I said, “Goddess, you’re making this sound as if it wasn’t a whole plan, as if it just happened, and I’m having trouble believing that.”

She nodded. “It isn’t a plan, but neither did it ‘just happen.’ I knew about the Cycle, about the experiment in stagnation the Jenoine were running, and I wanted to stop it, so I threw sand into their gears in a few ways, and set some things in motion that I hoped would interfere with their schemes, and planted some seeds that I thought would grow into something useful. I assure you, the creation of the device that you are pleased to call Lady Teldra was no part of any plan of mine.”

“Then what was it?”

“I would assume that somewhere along the way, the Jenoine convinced a Serioli to create it, after becoming aware of my existence and intentions, but I could be wrong.”

“So you’re just sort of going along, doing what you can, stirring things up, hoping for the best.”

“That is fairly accurate, dear heart.”

“Nice to know we have something in common. So, what happens now?”

“As you’ve just so charmingly explained, I have no idea. I will see what happens, and react appropriately as best I can. You, I have no doubt, will do the same.”

“Great.”

“Don’t be sad, little Vladimir. Exciting times are coming, and you will be in the middle of them.”

“And that is a reason to be happy?”

“Of course it is. Don’t make me tell you what we both know about you that you don’t care to admit.”

My store of witty comebacks was unexpectedly empty.

After a moment I said, “I hope you understand, Goddess, that I want no part of this, and will play no part in this. If destiny wants me to save the world, destiny can go fuck itself. If fate wants me to kill you to prevent the saving of the world, fate can go copulate with destiny.”

“Do you think you can make that stick? That you can avoid taking a side in this?”

“I know I’m bloody well going to try.”

“How disappointing. And here I thought you’d rise to the challenge and be a world-saving hero.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“And if I find out that I have been singled out for a destiny, I’m going to try even harder to avoid it. If someone or some thing has set me up to be used, then I’m going to go the opposite way, just to mess it up. Do you get that?”

“Of course. You’re like me.”

I had no idea what to say to that, either. She waited while I tried to come up with something. I had the feeling she was enjoying it.

“Why do they call you the Demon Goddess?” I asked. “Isn’t that, you know, a contradiction in terms?”

“Yes it is, and that’s why. Is that all?” she asked.

“One other thing, back to this demon thing.”

“Yes?”

“I’m a demon. Okay, great. I thought that meant I could move among, uh, whatever you call them. Different worlds. I could go to them when I wanted to.”

“Where do you want to go?”

“I don’t know. That’s not the point.”

She nodded. “I know. You do have that power, but it takes training. And you can’t go to anywhere that you don’t know about.”

“Like teleporting? You need a fix?”

“Uh. Similar, but not exactly. As a metaphor, that will work.”

I felt a tiny burst of pride that I’d managed to ask the Demon Goddess a question to which she’d had to say, “uh,” before answering. I didn’t think I’d ever heard her say “uh” before.

“Also,” she continued, “you may occasionally now have visions, or dreams.”

“Of other worlds?”

“Or this one. Events that directly or indirectly involve you; you could find yourself in the head of someone you don’t know, or watching the unfolding of events as they occur. They usually happen in dreams, and you have to learn to feel when they are visions. Though they can occur while you’re awake.”

“Yes,” I said. “I remember that happening with Morrolan.”

She nodded. “I don’t know what causes it, but it may happen again at odd times.”

“Sounds useful.”

“Not as useful as you’d think. They will usually occur well after the events took place, and they may also be false.”

“Don’t trust them, but don’t ignore them?”

She nodded.

“Well, as long as I have a new useless ability to go along with all the rest of the crap. You know, I really, really hate the idea that anyone can just summon me, make me show up somewhere, and make me do whatever he wants. I hate that more than I can say.”

“I understand.”

“Is there anything I can do about it?”

“The question asked by every demon since the species has existed.”

“So, that’s a no?”

“At least, none have succeeded yet. But you, beloved, have something that, to my knowledge, no other demon has ever had.”

“Oh? What is … Oh.”

I reached down and tapped the imaginary hilt of the imaginary Lady Teldra hanging at my imaginary belt.

“Well,” I said. “Um.” And again, I wanted to say something witty, but just didn’t have anything on tap.

“We will speak again, my pet,” she said, and I was abruptly back in the theater, where there were people who always knew their lines.
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DAY 1 ACT 4 SCENE 3



Actor:


Dear good my lord director

I’ve been here a century

But I’m just like a specter

No speaking parts for me

I’m always in the chorus

Like stuffed into a hole.

Leaping lyorns! Let me have a role!



Actors:


Director Keraasak he works very hard

Playing a peasant, or playing a guard

He’s trained as an actor, his diction is fine

He just wants to speak a line.

Speak a line!

Speak a line, speak a line

He just wants a line

Not to be the lead

Just one small line.



Actor 2 (as Keraasak) [spoken]:


I am much moved by your sad tale.



Actor 3 [spoken]:


So let’s move to the producer.



Actor:


Dear noble lord producer

I can’t remember songs

But if you need a juicer

I’m bringing my own tongs

Never mind the shaking

I tell you that I’m fine.

Dancing Demons! Let me have some wine.



Actor 4 (as Producer):


Director Keraasak you’re really a punk

This boy’s only problem is that he’s a drunk

He’s a very fine actor till he goes for a cup

He just needs to sober up.



Actor:


Sober up!

Sober up, sober up

Sober up up up

I can’t act unless I sober up.



Actor 4 (as Producer) [spoken]:


In my opinion this man cannot be let loose on a stage until he is sober.



Actor [spoken]:


Hey, I stink because I drink.



Actor 3 [spoken]:


So take him to the physicker.



Actor:


Dear good my lady healer

My eyes are bugging out

Like a murchin dealer

And my nose is like a snout.

My mouth is too colossal

I don’t even have a neck.

Verra’s fingers! That’s why I’m a wreck.



Actor 5 (as Physicker):


Director Keraasak, go back to your books

The problem’s not his drinking, it is only his looks.

There is no healing that needs to be tried

We have to get him beautified.



Actor:


Beautified!

Beautified, beautified

I’ll be beautified.

So take me to be beautified.



Actor 5 (as Physicker) [spoken]:


In my opinion, if the audience could stand to look at him, he’d be fine.



Actor 2 [spoken]:


So take him to the makeup artist!



Actor:


Dear kindly makeup artist

Powder makes me sneeze

Learning lines is hardest

Cues just make me freeze.

Musicals are stupid

I’ve always been a snob.

Barlen’s Ballocks! I need another job.



Actor 6 (as Makeup Artist):


Director Keraasak you have no class

This boy don’t need a role he should be out on his ass.

It isn’t a question of needing a break

He’s not an actor, he’s a fake.



Actor:


I’m a fake!



Actors:


We are fakes, we are fakes

We are plainly fakes

This company sucks because we’re fakes.



Actor 4 (as Producer):


The trouble is his stagecraft.



Actor 5 (as Physicker):


The trouble is his blocking.



Actor 6 (as Makeup Artist):


The trouble’s in the drought.



Actor 3:


The trouble is he’s talking.



Actor 4 (as Producer):


The trouble is his memory.



Actor 5 (as Physicker):


The trouble is he’s flipped.



All:


Keraasak can’t you find another script?

Director Keraasak we know that we’re right

This production’s going to die on opening night.

Director Keraasak the show’s in a pit.



Actor:


My dear lord director, I quit!





“Boss?”

“Yeah, I’m okay.”

“You talked to her?”

“Yeah.”

“Get anything?”

“Too much.”

“Don’t want to talk about it yet?”

“You know me so well, Loiosh.”

I checked the Orb, and found that that had only taken about half an hour.

I got up, and climbed back down to the stage level, made my way through the auditorium to the lobby. I went through it toward the door to the outside, grabbed the handle—

“Boss!”

I stopped. Just barely. I let go of the door, closed my eyes, and found a nice wall to lean against. I’d just intended to let Loiosh and Rocza back in, but my feet had wanted to keep going.

“Yeah, you’re right, Loiosh. I’m just—”

“I can tell, Boss. But let’s not make it easy for them.”

I moved away from the door and took a few deep breaths. It had been a while since I’d been so upset that I’d almost lost control, and—

Okay, no, I’m lying. It wasn’t all that long ago. But skip that.

“Did you have a nice fly?”

“Sure, Boss. It was great. Did you?”

I went back in and just walked around the theater for, I don’t know, it felt like a long time, trying to get it through my head what the Goddess had just told me, what it meant, how I could avoid fitting into it all. Finally, Loiosh suggested we work on one of the other problems, and I allowed as to how that was a good idea.

I made contact with Kragar, who didn’t have anything else to add to his information on Sparker, but had, in fact, gotten a bit more on Krestin: part of his legit cover involved owning a row of flats in the Captain’s Corner. It was somewhat odd, because it wasn’t in his area, but maybe important, because if he was used to dealing with city rents and property, that might be helpful in dealing with whatever rent or lease or mortgage was involved in the Crying Clown. I asked Kragar if he’d check into finding out what the status of the building was—that is, who owned it—and it turned out he’d already done that.

“The building is owned by an Orca named Faadra, who charges the troupe thirty imperials a week.”

“Okay. That gives me something to work with.”

“There’s more.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, just as I was checking into it, I got word that he’s thinking of selling it.”

“Really? Like, he just now put it on the market? That can’t be coincidence.”

“As I understand it, he didn’t put it on the market, he just got an offer that he’s considering.”

“From…?”

“From someone named Thalick. A Lyorn.”

“Ah, crap.”

“Vlad?”

“Thanks, Kragar. This has been unpleasant but helpful.”

“Isn’t that pretty much the story of our association?”

“Talk to you later.”

I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised, but, damn, that son-of-a-bitch moved fast. I was impressed. And now I knew about it, which meant that I’d officially accomplished something. Well, Kragar had, but I was going to call it progress for me, because I needed some.

Loiosh congratulated me.

I went back down to the workshop levels to avoid running into Praxitt, because I didn’t feel like giving her the latest bad news, at least not until I had a clue whether anything could be done about it.

There are people who believe, or seem to believe, or say they believe, that any problem must have a solution. Those people should stay out of my line of work. Maybe find a position in a theater company, because it’s probably true, there.



A peculiar building occupied a place on High Street just west of the Imperial District. It was peculiar in that it seemed unable to make up its mind what it was: it was surrounded by a tall iron fence, with the four gates (noble, merchant, servant, and horse) typical of the manors in the district, and the ornate door with its engraved jhereg resting was also typical of such homes, as were the modest abstract carvings on the lower two floors. But there were four floors above that, which in itself was unusual, and these, with glass windows, and no decorations whatever, made the place look less like a home and more like one of those structures north and east of the Palace, where functionaries carry out their functions in tiny offices filled with paper and the scraping of pens.

On the fifth floor of this building, a young woman named Ilendra came into a certain room, bowed, and said, “M’lady?”

The one to whom she bowed, Caola, felt her eyebrows climb. “Well. We need to speak in person?”

The younger girl looked down. “I don’t know. I’m not sure now if we can trust psychic communication.”

“Oh! You’re right. I should have thought of that. Very well, then. What is it?”

“Taltos.”

“What about him?”

“You know his little friend.”

“Kragar, yes. He has the Easterner’s old area now. What about him?”

“It turns out he has a son.”

“Remarkable. And yet, thinking on it, I’m sure I’ve heard of other men who had sons.”

Ilendra flushed, and Caola felt bad. “I’m sorry. I can’t help it. What is it about this son?”

“He’s looking into you.”

Caola sat back. “Indeed! Sit down. Talk.”

The girl seated herself on the couch, gingerly, at the edge, like she was afraid it might swallow her. That would be an interesting spell, come to think of it.

“We only learned of it by a fluke. Remember a year ago, when you told us to keep an eye on Lesika?”

“Sure. Just in case. What of it?”

“We’ve been doing random listening spells, just short ones so we don’t get detected, but cued to your name.”

“Oh, ho! Nice. Who came up with that?”

Ilendra looked down. “I did, m’lady.”

“Ilendra, you are a jewel, and I just wish you weren’t so … never mind. Go on.”

“One of Lesika’s people mentioned that it was you who wanted the Easterner shined.”

“Mentioned to…?”

“Kragar’s son.”

“Oh! I see. So, we can assume Taltos knows.” She shrugged. “I don’t think it makes much of a difference; if he has half a brain, he guessed it already. But, yeah, now we know he knows.” She considered a little more. “All right. Have everyone meet me upstairs in an hour. You’re right, until we know for sure, I don’t want to risk being overheard.”

“Yes, m’lady. By ‘everyone’ do you mean—”

“Snowy, both secretaries, both custodians, Bolla, Mitra, and Gin.”

“Oh, I understand. Bolla will be asleep now. Should I wake her myself, or have—”

“Do it yourself.”

“Yes, m’lady.”

“One hour.”

“Yes, m’lady.”

Once Ilendra had left, Caola settled back in her chair and considered. Then she got up and paced, stopping occasionally to stare out of her window. Her sister used to chide her for—

No, not the time for that.

Caola liked the view from above, although she liked it more at night, when she could imagine the various lights spreading out below her were all part of a magnificent old pre-Empire sorcery spell that would produce wondrous but unknown effects. But even in full daylight, the view from above was calming, which is why she’d paid so much for an immense glass window. She didn’t regret the expense a bit.

“Well?” she asked the city. “Where in Verra’s six hells is he?”

The city, spell-filled or not, failed to answer.

An hour later, she asked much the same question of those gathered in the big room with its long couches and big, heavy chairs; some were drinking tea, others wine, and Mitra, of course, was taking tiny sips of oishka. Caola asked already knowing the answer, so she wasn’t disappointed when Bolla, showing no signs of sleepiness, said, “He’s vanished. Can’t find him anywhere.”

“Why?” asked Caola.

“That amulet,” said Mitra. “I thought he’d gotten rid of it, but I guess not.”

“I’m not ready to give up,” said Gin.

Caola repressed the urge to say that, as she hadn’t done anything, giving up in her case wouldn’t make much difference.

“Great. But do you have any ideas?”

“Pressure,” said Mitra. “Force him into the open.”

“Then what?” said Gin. “If he still has that amulet—”

“Pfft,” said Caola. “That isn’t a problem. Once we have him in the open, he could be hit by a freak bolt of lightning, or a rock could fall on his head, or the ground at his feet could open up. Come on, ladies. We’ve had that conversation. The trouble is, pressure how? What kind? His family is protected. We go after them, and—”

“He has friends, as you know,” said Gin.

“Sure,” said Bolla. “We’ll just go after Sethra Lavode. What could possibly go wrong?”

“Hah,” said Gin. “No, not her.”

“Morrolan e’Drien? Aliera e’Kieron? How could that—”

“Kragar,” said Mitra. “We can go after Kragar.”

Caola considered. “Would he care? I mean, I know he’d care, but would he care enough to let himself be killed?”

“I don’t know.”

Caola sighed, finished her wine, and gestured to Ilendra to refill it. Then she said, “Ilendra, you look like there’s something on your mind.”

“I…”

“Stop blushing, girl. It’s embarrassing. If you have something to say, say it.”

The girl poured the wine, then she spoke.



I paced.

Could I risk leaving the place to see the Lyorn? I didn’t know; one thing about when the Right Hand had been after me was that I knew how much danger I was in, and could at least estimate how much of a chance I was taking when I broke one of the rules that was keeping me safe. With the Left Hand, I couldn’t begin to guess when or how an attack might come. Well then, could I get the Lyorn to come to me? Unlikely; at least, I couldn’t immediately think of how to do it.

And would it do any good to talk to the Lyorn? What would I say? I couldn’t think of any kind of pressure I could put on him.

Okay, then, what about beating him to it by buying the place myself? I tried to remember how much money I had in Harbrough’s keeping. It was still a fair portion of what I’d earned for killing Mellar: the me of twenty years ago would have considered it wealth beyond imagining. But the me of today has a better imagination; I was pretty sure I didn’t have enough.

Borrow from someone? I didn’t actually have any idea how much cash Morrolan or Sethra might have on hand, but the idea of borrowing from them made me queasy. No, things would have to become a lot more dire before I considered that.

“Boss? You’re forgetting something.”

“Not surprised. What, another problem?”

“No, an asset. Remember that the Jhereg needs to keep you alive? That was kind of the point of your whole scheme, right?”

“Damn. You’re right. I’m not used to forgetting things that might help me. Huh. Now I got to figure out the best way to use it.”

Loiosh shut up and let me think. The first thing that came to mind was to speak to the Demon, who liked me more than most of the people who’d tried to kill me. And he’d already saved my life once, just a couple of days before. But what would I ask him to do? Yeah, he had a lot of resources, but he couldn’t protect me from the Left Hand. He could probably convince two medium-level Jhereg to carry out their agreement, but that was only a small part of the problem. I doubted there was any way to get him to put pressure on a Lyorn. Get him to front me the money to buy the theater, or to buy it himself? Yeah, that might work. And, depending on how that conversation went, maybe also get him to talk to the Jhereg, leaving me only the minor problems of not getting killed by the Left Hand, still being a demon, and whatever mystical world-changing events I might turn out to be involved in.

Okay, sarcasm aside, I was thinking that might work. It was at least worth a try.

The workshops were all full of scraps of paper as well as things to write on them with. I found a piece that was relatively whole, and a dark crayon, and wrote, My lord, I am in hiding at the Crying Clown on Fallow, and would be grateful if you would be kind enough to send someone to speak with me on your behalf.

Then I found one of the pages who hung around the place to run errands, gave her the note, five pennies, and instructions on where to deliver it.

“Good work, Boss. You’ve set in motion a plan that isn’t obviously going to get you killed.”

“Has it occurred to you that none of the plans that should have gotten me killed did so? So, how do you feel about this one now?”

“I will not surrender to your superstitions.”

“I knew I could count on you to stay strong.”

I went back up and waited around with Ragboy until the food delivery showed up, then I ate while I hung around the theater listening to a big choral number of the sort that made me hate musicals. I don’t know what it is about me, because everyone else seems to like them, but they always feel to me kind of cheap and phony. This song, as far as I could tell, was about how much money they were all about to make, which tickled my sense of irony.

I found the kid I’d sent off to deliver the message, and asked him about it, and he said he’d given it but there hadn’t been a reply, so I was back to waiting, and watching them rehearse, and I started to get interested in spite of myself. I don’t mean interested in the play, and Verra knows not in the singing, but somewhere in there I had a strange thought.

The way they went through everything was so detailed, you know, with “Now you move to that spot, then turn that way,” and “Time your entrance so you step onto the stage when she’s just finishing her monologue,” and like that; it reminded me of what I used to go through when I was going to put a shine on someone. There were a lot more people involved, and even more precise timing, but there was that same feel of “To get this effect, these things have to happen in this order and in exactly this way.” It made me wonder if I could have been a director.

You know, I don’t like to make predictions about the future, but I’m going to go ahead and say that, however the rest of my life plays out, I doubt I’m ever going to be a director. But I couldn’t deny that I was getting more and more fascinated with watching it all come together.

Then a different messenger tapped me on the shoulder, and told me someone who called himself the Demon was in the lobby and wanted to see me.



Sethra Lavode, as Warlord, heard about the massacre at once, and reported it to Valenda. The Emperor, by most accounts, at first thought it was an exaggeration, then tried to treat it as “an unfortunate incident” that could be passed off. Eventually, however, as more reports came in establishing the killing of Dragonlords, Dzurlords, and even Athyra, he demanded that a thorough investigation be carried out. At the same time, he ordered that word of the massacre be suppressed until the investigation was done. Sethra, according to several sources (including herself), informed His Majesty that doing so would be impossible, or at least unlikely. He instructed her to carry out her orders, which she did insofar as they could be carried out, which was, as she had predicted, not far. There is no way to know how word escaped, but as there were hundreds of civilian witnesses, not to mention those who had made the attack, the exact method is unimportant.

First there were rumors, then there were more rumors, and eventually came confirmation from those journalists who were generally trusted. When the various “sheets and wag rags” began carrying the story in Dragaera City, Valenda first responded by discharging Sethra. Sethra, meanwhile, had already begun her own investigation into the incident; an investigation that, with her discharge, was abandoned. This, in turn, created mistrust of the Imperial investigation, as well as delaying it as the confusion between the two investigations was unraveled.

The decision to discharge Sethra Lavode did more, however, than delay the investigation: it also removed the individual most suited to dealing with the disturbances that followed. From the Imperial perspective, however, the worst mistake in discharging Sethra was that when Valenda did so he failed to command her silence.



The Demon had come alone. He may be the only Council member who’d go out without even a single bodyguard. I admired it, and also thought it was kind of stupid.

For the first time, I wondered where he’d gotten the name. Was he actually a demon? If so, could I ask him about it?

Answers: who knows, and no.

I bowed like I meant it because I did. “Thanks for coming to see me.”

He nodded and didn’t answer.

“I’d offer you a comfortable seat and some wine or something, only I’m in a theater.”

“Yes. It took me a moment to figure out why, but then it made sense. Clever.”

“I have smart friends.”

“Yes, yes you do.”

We walked through the theater and slipped around backstage, where I managed to find an empty room. He seemed interested in everything as we walked, his eyes flicking here and there.

I pulled us out a couple of chairs. He waited until I was sitting, then glanced around the room as if categorizing everything in it. He sat and fixed his eyes on me. “Let’s hear it.”

“I have a couple of problems I was hoping you’d be willing to talk about.”

“Like, the Left Hand wanting you dead?”

“Yeah, like that.”

“I shouldn’t tell you this, but there’s been talk of just dropping everything and going after them.”

“A war between the two sides of the Jhereg? That wouldn’t be good.”

“No, but if they succeed in killing you, and the Empire comes down on us, that’d be worse. I don’t suppose you’d consider changing your agreement with the Empire?”

“How long would I live if I did that?”

He didn’t answer.

“Okay,” I said. “First item: a couple of guys are trying to break their contract with the producer here so they can invest in, um, a business venture that just opened up.”

His lips twitched and a real, actual chuckle came forth.

“Yeah,” I told him. “I know.”

“Names?”

“Krestin, Sparker. Krestin wants to cooperate. Sparker doesn’t like me.”

“That hurt your feelings, did it?”

“I’m crushed, but moving on with my life regardless.”

“Okay, I’ll look into it. What else?”

“There’s a Lyorn who wants to shut the play down because I guess the play they’re doing isn’t sufficiently deferential to his House. He’s trying to buy the theater. Ever wanted to own a theater?”

First I’d made the Demon chuckle, and now I startled him. It was a shame I didn’t have anything to mark a tally on, because I was way ahead in some game I wasn’t playing.

“You know,” he said, “I just might at that.”

“Seriously?”

“I’ve always enjoyed the theater. What’s for sale? Is it the company, or just the building?”

“Just the building.”

He nodded. “I’ll look into it,” he said. “What play are they performing?”

“A musical.”

“I like musicals. Which one?”

“Song of the Presses.”

He actually laughed. “Yeah, the Lyorn wouldn’t care for that one so much. You know, I think I just might go and buy myself a theater. It’d be a shame for this production to be shut down.”

“I think so too.”

I told him what I knew about the owner, then I said, “So, what’s on your mind?”

An eyebrow went up and he waited.

“Oh, come on,” I said. “You did not come here just to find out what I wanted; you have people who can do that. You wanted to see me. What about?”

His lip twitched again. The Demon, I should explain, was not given to big gestures. Maybe he’d had a grandfather, too.

“Yeah,” he said. “There’s something you can do for me.”

“If it’s staying alive, I’m happy to cooperate.”

“There’s been discussion in the Council,” he said. “Between the new, ah, business opportunity you gave us, and the threat of the Empire coming down on our heads if the Left Hand kills you, things have become interesting.”

“That’s awfully fast,” I said.

“Yes, we met yesterday. Things are moving fast. Very fast. That’s part of what we discussed.”

I withheld a few wisecracks and just nodded.

“It occurred to us that there is something decidedly odd about such massive events all swirling around—no insult intended—an insignificant Easterner who never rose above low-level boss.”

“I’m not insulted. Go on.”

“We, ah, we’re not inclined to look for mystical answers when we can find practical answers that explain things.”

I knew that.

“This time,” he went on, “we haven’t been able to escape the idea that maybe there’s something going on that’s bigger than us, that involves the Cycle, maybe the gods.”

Yeah, I thought. May. Be.

He was looking at me closely, and I had the feeling he knew what I was thinking. I didn’t figure anything magical in that, just observation and knowledge. I’m not inclined to look for mystical answers when I can find practical answers that explain things.

“Of course, we know about the weapon you carry. We know it is called Godslayer, and that—”

“Lady Teldra,” I said. “I call her Lady Teldra.”

“Uh, in the various writings about that weapon—”

“I know. I call her Lady Teldra.”

He nodded. “Very well. I assume you know how odd, frankly, how bizarre it is that an Easterner would have come across such a weapon.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I know.”

“We put all of this together, and we can’t make sense of it beyond the inescapable conclusion that something big is going down, something bigger than our organization, and that you’re in the middle of it.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“You have to have noticed the same thing.”

I nodded.

“So, we’ve put some people on it.”

I laughed suddenly, and he frowned. “What?” He snapped out the word.

“Nothing,” I said. “Just, the way you said that. ‘We put some people on it.’ I’m suddenly imagining you telling some button man, ‘Okay, go find Fate and Destiny, and tell them they better back off if they want to keep their health.’”

He glared for a second, then broke down and let a brief laugh out. “Yeah, well, if we could play it that way, we would.”

“I don’t doubt it. And believe me, I’d be right there with you. Anyway, so, how do I fit into all of this?”

“We aren’t sure,” he said. “That’s part of what we’re trying to figure out. How much can and will you tell me about it?”

“I don’t know much more than you. I know it involves Verra, and the Cycle, and that somehow I’ve been dragged into it, but I don’t actually know anything useful. I don’t even know if I’m glad of that, or regret it.”

He nodded. “I suspected that. So you can’t tell us anything useful.”

Something about the way he said that made me think there was an unspoken “but” at the end of it. So I said, “But?”

For just an instant, he looked uncomfortable, then it was gone. Or maybe it was my imagination, I don’t know. “Like I said, you have friends. You talk to them.”

I nodded and bit back any remarks.

“Don’t,” he said.

I felt my eyebrows rise, and lowered them. “Don’t?” I repeated.

“Okay, that may be asking too much, especially because some of them may know things that we’d appreciate knowing. What I really mean is, be circumspect.”

“I—”

“We don’t want this getting around, all right? This is big. Bigger than the Organization, and we don’t have a clue how big, or what it’ll affect, what it won’t, what everything is going to look like. Something this big, something that might change the Empire, even the Cycle, we don’t want every two-copper stick-boy talking and speculating about this until we know something.”

I considered. “What you’re saying is, don’t mention this to Kragar.”

“Or Kiera.”

“I don’t think either of them would be particularly interested, or have anything useful to tell me.”

“Does that mean you agree?”

“What, you want me to say it?”

“Yes.”

“All right. I won’t mention it to Kragar, Kiera, or anyone else in the Organization.”

“And your estranged wife?”

I felt a quick surge of something go through me, not sure what it was. When it had passed, I said, “She’s not in the Organization.”

“She was, and she still knows people.”

“Only me.”

“Can you be sure of that?”

I hesitated. “Look, I don’t know what’s going to go down either, but you’re right. We’re moving toward something big, maybe cataclysmic. If I learn what it is, and that I can keep my wife and my kid safe by getting them out of town, or by giving them some information that might protect them, I’m going to do that.”

“Then can you hold off until and unless you learn something like that?”

I hesitated again. I didn’t like the idea that there were things I couldn’t tell Cawti. But it wasn’t like we were together anymore. “All right,” I said. “Agreed. What else?”

“That Issola bard you’ve been seen with.”

“Her too?”

“She’s a bard.”

Yeah, he had a point; telling something to a bard is not the way to keep it secret.

He was looking right at me. I had the sudden feeling that, if I didn’t agree, he would take care of the problem himself. The Organization rarely goes after anyone who isn’t involved with it, but rarely isn’t never.

“All right,” I said. “Agreed again. Anything else?”

“Your other friends. You know who they are. The ones who’ve been keeping you alive all this time.”

That cut a little, but I couldn’t say he was wrong. “What about them?”

“They’re the types who know things, learn things, might have an idea of what’s coming or what’s here.”

“Yeah.”

“We’d like you to tell us anything you learn.”

“I can’t promise that.”

“But?”

“Yeah, okay. I’ll keep it in mind, and tell you what I can.”

“That’ll do. I’m going to put a few people, sorcerers, nearby. In case the Left Hand finds you.”

“What does ‘nearby’ mean?”

“One across the street, another one a hundred paces to the right as you go out the door, another one watching the side entrance.”

“All right. I know this isn’t any sort of act of kindness, but thank you.”

He nodded.

Talkative son-of-a-bitch.

“Also, I’m sending a guy over. I need you to get into his head, and let him into yours, so if anything comes up you can get a message to me fast.”

“Sure,” I said. “But, you know, we could do the same with you and me.”

“Yeah, I don’t think I’m letting you into my head just now.”

I felt my lips twitch a little. “Will this guy know how to prevent eavesdropping?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay.”

“That’s it,” he said. “You have anything else?”

I shook my head.

“Good, then. Stay in touch.”

He got up without ceremony and walked out. I didn’t insult him by asking him if he could find the way. I had the unpleasant feeling that, sooner or later, he and I would have to try to kill each other. The good news was that feelings like that weren’t very reliable for me.






INTERMISSION
THE CRYING CLOWN



A theater is many things at once, but one thing it is, at least on North Hill, is a structure. A physical place. A building, with walls, roof, doors, stairways, and even a couple of windows high on the east side where the producer’s office used to be.

The Crying Clown was built of casterstone, moved three hundred miles from a quarry to the northeast over a thousand years before the Interregnum, when Adrilankha was considered something of a cultural backwater. The Viscount of Adrilankha, a certain Tiassa named Alerac, learned of this during a visit to Dragaera City. Alerac, though disagreeing with the assessment to the extent of running his sword through the body of the Dzurlord who had informed him of it, agreed to the extent of wanting to do something about it when he returned home.

Alerac, therefore, made funds available for the construction of libraries, museums of fine arts, concert halls, and theaters.

The Crying Clown took fourteen years to build, and was owned by a small group of Orca who had been among the first to gather buckets when Viscount Alerac began showering gold. The hilly region of Adrilankha (or, rather, just outside of Adrilankha, as it was then) being loam, there was no trouble digging far down into the hill to give the theater as much work space as was needed. There were also tunnels dug, connecting the Clown to the High Harbor and the Clamshell theaters, although these were later blocked off. At the time, these were known as the Three Sisters, a term that fell out of use as Adrilankha expanded and grew up around them after the Interregnum.

The architect who designed the Clown, a certain Vallista named Duvin-Thali, was enamored of the massive gilded domes and sweeping curved stairways from the early Thirteenth Cycle, which accounts for her unique appearance, compared to the simple functionality of her sisters.

The changes in the theater have been considerable given how short a time has elapsed. The gardens in the back are gone, replaced by costume storage sheds. The lounge on the upper floor, once famous for imported wines and oishka, has been closed off and turned into a director’s office, lighting storage, the lighting color-changer’s office, and a small lounge for the stage crew that, in fact, is rarely used.

The Crying Clown, with the iconic man-sized clown face in bas relief above the main doors, and the outdoor balcony looming above that, addressed Fallow Street as both welcoming and foreboding, disturbing and reassuring, as if to say, “I may take you to places you’d rather not go, but I will always bring you back.”

Because taking you on a journey, and bringing you back changed, is what theater, at its best, is for.
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DAY 2 ACT 1 SCENE 2



Lethra Savode:


Something’s strange at the court right now

I can’t walk away, I’ve taken a vow.

I was given an order that I don’t know how

To obey.

It’s gone too far, it can’t be hid

The world will know just what they did.

When the water boils don’t expect the lid

To stay.

“You can stop it,” His Majesty cries

But there’s infamy for the one who tries.

I command each man, but not his tongue

I couldn’t have managed it even when I was young.



Chorus (Courtiers):


Help the Emperor, do this deed.

We don’t like him, but we all need

His patronage, that’s how we all survive.

Help preserve the Lyorn reign

You’re bound to fail but it isn’t our pain

Dark Lady come forth, we’re trusting to your luck.



Lethra:


You people all suck.

The army did what it oughtn’t have done

You shouldn’t keep killing after you’ve won.

If it had only been peasants that could be spun

It’s a mess.

I only want to do what’s right

Bring the truth out in plain sight

But I’m told to keep it out of the light

Of the press.

This setting is vile, nothing can fix

The court’s morass of politics.

This kind of nonsense drives me insane.

I want to go back to my mountain again.



Chorus (Courtiers):


Help the Emperor, do this deed.

We don’t like him, but we all need

His patronage, that’s how we all survive.

Help preserve the Lyorn reign.

You’re bound to fail but it isn’t our pain

Dark Lady come forth, we’re trusting to your luck.



Lethra:


You people all suck.



(Bridge)


The court seneschal is always polite

The standard bearer’s constantly bored

The intendant of finance has such shifty eyes

You can’t bludgeon past the doorward.

The Herald will say what the Orb wants revealed

The cup-bearer knows what to bring

The Lord of the Stool, I don’t know what to say

I can’t even believe that’s a thing.



Valenda [Spoken]:


You’ve been given your assignment,

You know what it’s about.



Lethra:


Yes, my orders are quite clear

(aside) But they can’t be carried out.



Valenda:


So go put on your travel gear

Delays I won’t allow

Your destiny awaits you.



Lethra:

Someone kill me now.

Courtiers:


No matter how it works out

She’ll get it in the neck.



Valenda:

But cheerfully she serves the Orb.

Courtiers:


Cheerfully she serves the Orb.

Cheerfully she serves the Orb.



Lethra:

Dreck! Dreck! Dreck!

Chorus (Courtiers):


Help the Emperor, do this deed.

We don’t like him, but we all need

His patronage, that’s how we all survive.

You’re loyal, true, and free of vice

You’ll make the perfect sacrifice.

Dark Lady come forth, we’re trusting to your luck.



Lethra:


You people all suck.





I stood up when the Demon left, then changed my mind and sat down again. I just stayed there for a couple of minutes, trying to take in everything I’d been told. It was a lot. I finally decided to set it aside for a while. I realized I was still carrying the book, so I opened it, closed it, drummed my fingers on it. I went back out to the stage, but it was empty; it seemed early for them to be done for the night, but what do I know? I had the whole place to myself. I stood there on the stage for a minute, which brought things back from not all that long before, then I shook myself out of it. There was no one there, and hardly any light, and it was spooky, so I left before Loiosh could make fun of me. My boots were very loud on the stage; I wondered if they carpeted it for performances so there wasn’t such a sharp report anytime someone crossed from one side to the other.

I stopped partway across, and turned in a slow circle, trying to imagine what it would be like with all the seats filled, all of those eyes and ears focused on me. Yeah, I could see where that might be scary. And exciting. I didn’t expect that would be in my future, however, and I was just as glad.

Loiosh was silent; from what I could tell he was deep in thought too, which was unusual for him. Rocza, on my left shoulder, squeezed each foot slowly and constantly; it was like getting a massage, and I appreciated it. I noticed I was tapping Lady Teldra’s pommel and stopped.

I walked off the stage, again noting the racket my boots made in the big, empty room. Maybe actors wore special footgear.

Speaking of racket, there was a lot of hammering coming from the workshop. I decided they were too busy for me to want to interrupt them, so I kept going.

I came across a group of actors lounging around one of the rooms, drinking water. For all the reputation of actors constantly drinking, I’d hardly seen a bottle of wine since I’d been there. I helped myself to some water.

“One and a half to one isn’t bad,” said one of them, apparently a Tiassa. “When I was with the Sandstone, old Mentra made us do three to one. Now that was brutal.”

“How were you even able to get through the opening?” asked a Chreotha.

“He gave us a day off between the last dress and opening night.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” said a different Chreotha. “Why not do two to one and—”

“I know, I know. It was Mentra. He had theories.”

At that point, one of them looked at me, and then the others did.

“Sorry,” I said. “Am I intruding?”

“No,” said the Tiassa. “We’re just talking about the dress schedule.”

“Um, dress schedule?”

“Dress rehearsal. Just like the performance except no audience. Some directors like to cram it. We’re going to be running through three days’ worth of show in two days.”

“Isn’t that kind of exhausting?”

Several of them laughed. “Eight straight hours, two days in a row? Yeah, you could say it’s exhausting,” said the Tiassa.

“So why do they do it?”

“Why,” said a Tsalmoth, “does any director do anything?”

“We’ll get through it fine,” said another Tsalmoth, and everyone looked at him. He turned red and said, “Crap. Sorry. I mean, we’re all going to die.” Then he stood up, walked out of the room, turned around, hit his forehead on the doorframe three times, then rapped on it with his knuckles like an Easterner, and came back in.

He sat down again and everyone relaxed and I decided not to ask questions I didn’t want to know the answers to.

They kept talking, and I hung around, and learned what an “understudy” is, that actors had a high regard for the tech crew which wasn’t entirely returned, that musical directors tended to be strange, that no one in history has ever liked a producer, and that directors were not always spoken of with complete respect.

It was an interesting conversation, though, and I found myself wishing Sara were there so I could get her impressions of it.

Eventually another guy came in, looking like an Orca, which surprised me. He nodded to everyone there, and they nodded back, but it was impossible to miss that the atmosphere had chilled. The conversation gradually died, and the actors drifted off until I was left alone with the Orca.

“I’m Vlad,” I said.

He nodded. “Montorri.”

“Do they not like you?”

He hesitated, maybe deciding if he should deny it, or take offense, but in the end he just said, “They think I only got the lead because my uncle owns the company.”

“Ah,” I said.

I started to ask if it were true, but thought about my knife and didn’t. He answered it anyway.

“I can pull it off,” he said.

“I guess that’s what matters. I hadn’t expected to see an Orca on stage.”

He shrugged. “You aren’t the only one.”

I wanted to like him, just because he was about the only Orca I’d ever met who wasn’t rude to me.

“Tell me something,” I said. “Is it the theater that changes people’s character, or is that certain types of people find their way here?”

“I don’t know. Both?”

“I suppose.”

“Rumor has it you’re hiding.”

“Yeah.”

“From what?”

I guess if I was going to ask blunt questions, I couldn’t complain if he did. “People who don’t like me,” I said.

He smiled. “For a hundred gold, I won’t start spreading around that you’re here.”

I chuckled and pulled a dagger from my boot. “I just learned what an understudy is. Do you have one?”

“I was kidding.”

“Yeah,” I said, “me too,” and put the dagger away again.

He looked a little uncomfortable after that, and eventually wandered out leaving me alone with my familiars.

“Do you think he was kidding, Loiosh?”

“I think he was kidding unless you’d given him the hundred.”

“Yeah, that’s about how I read it.”

I got up and noticed it was getting late. The theater had its own pulse, I was discovering. It wasn’t a small city, like I’d once seen in the bowels of the Imperial Palace, and it wasn’t like the City itself. But there was chaos, and order within the chaos, and chaos within the order; pages scurrying about, different, isolated groups who worked separately and came together to trade off the products of their work, times when it was loud, times when it was quiet, with construction and movement and speech in patterns I could almost feel. There was a comfort here, too; like, if I weren’t me, and I weren’t in the position I was in, I could imagine it feeling like a home, and my crew, whether actors, or musicians, or technical people, becoming a family.

I could imagine it, in another life.

I went back to my hole and slept.



The Demon loved his chair the way some people love their children or their pets. Just seeing it gave him a warm feeling. It was big, sturdy, heavily padded yet firm, with arms that cradled his own like a lover. While it might be difficult to get out of quickly, he did not believe he was likely to find himself in a situation where he needed to, at least not here, in his house, in his private study, surrounded by his favorite books. Most of these books were collections from Sixth Cycle poets, others were recent works on transitional philosophy, which he’d developed an interest in of late. Whatever was going on, sitting in his chair, behind his beautiful marble and teak desk, made him feel that all was right with the world, at least for a moment.

On this occasion, he took an extra moment to indulge that feeling, because he had the premonition that things were about to get very uncomfortable, and he’d come to trust such sensations. Then he took a deep breath in through his nose, exhaling slowly through his mouth as he’d been taught so long ago.

He pulled a clean sheet of paper from his desk, dipped his pen, and wrote two names. Then he picked up the silver and obsidian bell on his desk, and gave the ring for Kessa, who entered as if he’d been waiting—he probably had been—and nodded.

“Get me Jinden,” he said. “I’ll need him right away, for a special job. Then get information on a North Hill theater called the Crying Clown, look into what it would take to purchase the building, and how soon we can make it happen. If it turns out to be easy and reasonable, I’m willing to do the deal as early as tomorrow morning.” He passed over the sheet of paper. “Then find out who these two work for. I’ll need to speak to their bosses.”

Kessa took the paper and glanced at it.

“I know Sparker,” he said. “He works for us, through Leggy.”

“Good. Then have Leggy pay me a visit.”

“Tonight?”

“Tomorrow, around noon will do. Let’s not wreck the poor bastard’s evening. If we end up buying the theater, work around it so I can do both.”

“Will buying the theater solve Taltos’s problem?”

“Most of it, I think. If there’s a gap, I’ll convince Krestin and Sparker to fill it in.”

Kessa nodded, then said, “Do you want the theater in your name? Because if not, you won’t even have to—”

“No, I want it in my name.”

“All right. What else?”

“How are things looking for the deal?”

“What deal?”

“I’m not in the mood, Kessa.”

“Sorry, m’lord. Things are looking good. Word has gone out, and, yeah, there’s going to be a whole lot of money changing hands. I know a few counting houses that have hired extra hands, and the speculators are salivating.”

“Speaking of salivating, have we heard from the caterers?”

“Yes. They’re set, and have probably already started some of the prep.”

“All right, then. Is there anything I’ve forgotten?”

Kessa shook his head. “I don’t think so. I’ll go over everything tomorrow morning to see if anything springs out, but I believe it’s all covered.”

“Good, good.”

“Anything else?”

“No, that’ll do it. Oh, how is Chara feeling?”

“Much better, thanks. I’ll let her know you asked about her.”

Kessa left without ceremony, and the man who was called Demon sat back and considered the metaphysical.



A few hours later I was wishing Kragar still worked for me so I could double his salary, because, yes, someone showed up with klava for me. Actual, real klava. And it was in a Verra-be-damned mug. I took myself off somewhere private to drink it, like an Orca huddled over the coins in his counting room, and I had so many kind thoughts about Kragar that you wouldn’t have believed they could come from me.

When I’d finished it, I made my way back up, feeling that all was right with the world. Even a supposed choreographer singing about how clumsy actors are couldn’t ruin my mood, though it did lead me to ask questions of one of the crew standing around, which is how I learned what a choreographer is. Hey, if I’m ever in a situation where only my knowledge of what a choreographer is can save me from a gruesome death, I will think back on that moment with gratitude.

The woman I asked was slight, with very short hair, and in spite of her complexion and colors, it took me a moment to realize that she was an Athyra. Then another moment to wonder what an Athyra would be doing in a theater company. I mean, you have to figure she was a sorceress, right? And my understanding is sorcery doesn’t work inside a theater. If Sara’s information had been wrong, I needed to not sleep so well. Or be here.

It seemed acceptable to talk quietly during the rehearsals—or, at least, I hadn’t caught any dirty looks during our previous conversation. I said, “So, if you don’t mind my asking, what is your position here?”

“Lighting color-changer.” She said it as if I was supposed to be impressed.

“Um. So, let me guess—you’re in charge of changing the colors of the lights?”

That earned me a Look. “Good guess,” she said.

“Does that involve sorcery?”

“I don’t know how else you’d change the color of lights.”

“I thought sorcery was impossible in a theater.”

“It is,” she said. “Except, of course, for the one who casts the protection.”

“Oh,” I said. “So, it’s the lighting color-changer who casts the spells that prevent sorcery?”

“Who else?” she said, as if I had to be an idiot not to know.

“Um, yes.”

“To tell you the truth, Boss, I was getting a little uncomfortable with how polite everyone was being to you.”

“What about Sparker?”

“Almost everyone.”

I’d have told her my name, but if she’d responded by making a dismissive sniff, I’d have probably killed her or something, and that wouldn’t have advanced my plans at all, so I just nodded and wandered off.

Hey, I’ve gotten a lot less violent over the years, but I’m still me, all right?

I wandered out to the lobby, because the Demon had said he was sending someone over to see me, and he usually got to things fast. In this, I wasn’t wrong; I was only hanging out there for half an hour by the Orb before he came in.

He was an older guy, certainly more than two thousand, and his shoulders slouched and the fingers on his left hand kept moving, like he was tapping on something invisible strapped to his leg. He didn’t look dangerous, but that was an impression I wasn’t going to depend on—a lot of guys work hard to seem tough, and others work hard to seem harmless, and you can’t count on anything.

“You’re Taltos,” he said, pronouncing it correctly. “I’m Jinden.” He said it kind of funny, like the first sound was somewhere halfway between the jh of jhereg and y like yell. I wondered if he had to practice saying it the way I practice being witty.

I nodded to the funny name and said, “Let’s go to my office.”

He followed, and I said over my shoulder, “That was a joke. I don’t have an office here.”

As far as I could tell, the explanation went over as well as the joke had, so I figured to quit there. Though I gotta say I resent it when I don’t get appreciation for the wit I’ve spent so long practicing.

One way I got lucky in this place was how many small rooms there were on the lower levels. And they had pretty thick walls. If I had to guess, I’d say that it was so actors could practice bits or songs without disturbing other people, and I know they were used that way. Maybe all theaters have those, I don’t know. But it worked out well for me.

“The Demon explained?” he said.

“Yeah. We need to be able to talk to each other, so I can get messages to him faster, in case, uh, in case.”

“Yes,” he said.

Weird thing just then—I felt my hands twitch and my stomach drop as I reached to take off the amulet I was no longer wearing. Funny how those things get into your head, isn’t it?

I removed Lady Teldra’s sheath and set it on the table in front of me, put my hand on the hilt. He glanced at it, then back at me.

“You know what this is?” I said.

“Yeah,” he said. “I was told. Don’t worry. I’ve got no orders to do anything except set it up so we can talk.”

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s be about it, then. I’m assuming you know how, because I don’t.”

He nodded.

I gotta say, this was weird. Usually, over time, you get to know someone, and then eventually get to know the person well enough to be able to communicate psychically. But deliberately setting out to do that felt funny. It hadn’t hit me when the Demon had brought up the idea, but now I started feeling uncomfortable.

Fortunately, feeling uncomfortable has never stopped me from doing anything.



It was a Chreotha journalist named Nestron “Plawtke” of Plawtkarce, writing in a sheet called Court Whispers, who, as the story was breaking, had the thought, and the courage, to interview Sethra Lavode. Much of the most fascinating aspects of the interview—such as how he reached her, and how he explained what he wanted, and what gave him the idea to even ask—was not something it occurred to Plawtke to note down. To the left, however, what he did record was of no small importance.

The interview took place in an “undisclosed location near but not in the Underside,” and, according to Plawtke, was more than ten hours long. He praised Sethra for her clear and straightforward answers, including her efforts to carry out His Majesty’s wishes in preventing the story from breaking. Some of these efforts, from her own words, opened her up to legal charges, but it is not impossible that she had sufficient confidence in her own considerable powers, as well as her standing, to conclude that no action would be brought against her, and in this she was correct.

The publication of the interview sent shock waves through the city, and above all through the Court. Sethra, though not charged with anything, was promptly exiled to what His Majesty called “her estates,” and, equally promptly, Plawtke was arrested and Court Whispers shut down. When other sheets picked up the story, they, too, found Lyorn Guard in front of the doors to their presses. Of the nearly one hundred such sheets we know of, sixty carried the story in roughly the form Plawtke had, and of these, fifty-nine were shut down until their owners made a pledge to either no longer cover the story, or to at least cover it in accordance with the wishes of the Empire. Forty-one agreed, the other twenty-eight did not reopen. The remaining one, called Tuffin’s Muffins, was destroyed by a flash flood that caused the canal to overflow. All evidence, both at the time and from later investigations, indicates the flood was coincidental, and merely saved the Empire a small amount of work, although later there would be claims it was conjured, and it would be pointed to as evidence of His Majesty’s ruthlessness. The point is, the Empire quite effectively shut down all forms of dissenting information.

It was the last time in the entire affair that the Empire did anything effectively.



“Sit back,” said Jinden. “Relax. Keep your eyes open, and keep looking at me. You’re not looking for anything special, just look.”

I did that. He wasn’t all that pretty: his nose was too small and too pointed, his eyes were too close together, and he didn’t have enough chin.

“Now,” he said, “concentrate on my forehead, and pretend you’re seeing inside it.”

“Uh…”

“Do the best you can. At the same time, imagine a metal plate covering your own forehead, and then roll it back.”

As a witch, I should have been used to playing mental games like this; I guess part of what threw me was not expecting it from a Dragaeran—I expect sorcery to be more, well, mechanical, I guess is how I’d put it.

But I did as he said as well as I could.

After a minute or so, I said, “Is something supposed to have happened?”

“No, not yet. Just preparing.”

“All right.”

“Boss? Are you sure about this?”

“What, letting someone I don’t know into my head? Of course. After all, he works for someone I don’t trust at all, so what is there to be worried about?”

“Boss—”

“I’m counting on you to stay alert, chum. Even a hint that he’s doing more than we’ve agreed, and he’s getting a lesson in manners from Lady Teldra.”

“Okay.”

He didn’t seem reassured.

“Were you born in the Empire?” he wanted to know.

I started to give him a flip answer, but then realized this was probably part of the process, so I said, “Yes. My great-grandfather came here while my grandfather was a kid. Were you born a Jhereg, or did you join?”

“Born into it,” he said. “I inherited a barony from my mother.”

“Oldest child?”

“Only child.”

“A real barony?”

“No, just paper. Is your holding real?”

“Yeah, I get a few imperials’ worth of rent every year. Never been there. Don’t want to go.”

“But you also have an imperial county, don’t you?”

“Yeah, visited there a few years ago. It’s some nice country.”

“Make much from it?”

“Not really. I’ve put someone in charge of it who can’t be bothered to collect the rents.”

“For a whole county, that could amount to fair bit.”

“It’s mostly mountain. Ever thought about maybe getting some real land?”

“Thought about it. Might someday. Keep looking at me, and keep opening up.”

“I like your boots, by the way.”

He glanced down at them. They were more like what I used to wear when I was traveling—soft but strong, tied around the shin with leather thongs. He obviously didn’t care about style, and had no plans to ride a horse anytime soon. I didn’t plan to ride a horse either.

We talked about horses and why we didn’t like them.

That led us to other means of travel, and I told him that Easterners got sick when teleporting, except that I had an amulet from my grandfather that prevented that, which led us to sorcery, and how much he’d studied, and—

I felt something like the gentle touch of fingers in my mind, and drew back.

“Open up again,” he said. “And reach for me at the same time.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Just startled me.”

He nodded, and I did what he said, and—

“And there we are, Lord Taltos.”

There we were indeed. I could tell that Loiosh was now fully alert, watching for any indication he was going to try something, now that my head was at least a little open to him. But he played it straight.

“That’s it, then,” I said. “Good. I’ll be in touch if I have anything to tell the Demon.”

“Same,” he said, then stood.

I replaced Lady Teldra on my belt, then escorted my new friend, or I guess you’d say close acquaintance, back out, because finding your way around down there could be tricky. When he was gone, I checked with the Orb; the whole thing had taken about an hour. And now I knew how to do that. I always like it when I learn a new thing. That was the second new thing I’d learned in as many days, and I figured knowing how to establish psychic communication with a stranger was more likely to save my life than knowing what a choreographer does.

Seems like I was spending a lot more time thinking about saving my life than I had a few years before. Funny how that works.

I wondered when I’d hear from Jinden, and what new problem it would be about. Yeah, I knew there was always the possibility it could be good news, but how often does that happen?

I went up to the auditorium and had a few friendly words with Sara’s friend, Kota. He tried to find out what I was hiding from, but he was polite about it, and didn’t insist. We talked about the music business, about which I knew more than he’d expected. Sara’s name came up, so I asked him how they knew each other, and we talked about her. I asked how the musicians usually get along with the actors, and he had to think about it.

“This is a company, you know?”

“Uh, no. Not sure what that means.”

“They stay together. I mean, the actors. The cast and crew are the same whatever they’re performing, and then they hire musicians and whatever else they need for whatever show.”

“Isn’t that true of all of them?”

“No, sometimes a producer rents a house, hires a director, hires a cast and crew, does the show, and then they’re done.”

“Oh.”

“Thing is, a group like this, that’s together all the time, gets kind of, uh, they’re like a tight little group, so as a musician, you don’t feel you’re entirely a part of it.”

“That’s odd. It seemed like…”

“What?”

“Well, it just struck me as strange how friendly everyone was to me. I mean, I’m an Easterner, I’m not used to that.”

“Oh, that.” He shrugged. “That’s just theater people. They think of themselves as outsiders, you know? Not respectable, no matter what their House. Anyone from one of the noble Houses has probably been disowned. So they’re always going to be friendly to another outsider, know what I mean?”

“Even the lighting color-changer?”

“Oh, no. They always hire one of those. They’re not part of the company any more than the musicians are.”

“Huh. Interesting.”

Then someone called his name. We both glanced up, and a Tiassa was pointing to him. Then she held up five fingers. I glanced at him and he nodded to her.

“I guess we’re starting again.”

“Who is she?”

“Rezza. Musical director.”

“How is she to work with?”

He shrugged. “Better than some. Hates being kept waiting, though. Talk to you later.”

“Yeah.”

I thought about the history Sara had given me. I couldn’t deny that it was interesting. I’d always had a sort of faint, half-hearted interest in history of the Empire, just because of knowing Sethra Lavode, who’d lived through so much of it. I could imagine a life where I could just sit and read about history. It sounded pretty good. But that was thinking like a Jhereg, and whatever I was, I wasn’t that anymore.

Oh, I should explain: the bosses always dream of making so much money they could retire in luxury, but somehow they never get around to it.

That, I suddenly realized, is what made the Demon different from the others: he had no intention of retiring. He was doing what he wanted to do, and liked it, and knew it. Maybe that’s why I liked him more than I should. I wondered if I’d ever manage to get somewhere like that. What with one thing and another, I didn’t think it was likely.

Meanwhile, I was still waiting for bad news.

It only took a couple of hours to get there.
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Journalist:


Good-bye, Plawtke

Well, good-bye, Plawtke

It’s so sad to see you headed to the jails.

You told the truth, Plawtke

A flaw of youth, Plawtke

And so today you’re hauled away

Where you will tell no tales.

I hope the court’s lenient

Cause you’ve been con-venient

Your troubles don’t look bad from over here.

I’m busy tryin’

With some slick lyin’

To get myself a nice cushy career.

Glad I’m not you, Plawtke

You’re in a stew, Plawtke

But I’m a loyal mouthpiece for the throne.

That’s why your pain, Plawtke

Becomes my gain, Plawtke

I’ll gladly reap the seeds that you have sown.

So best of luck to you

As I help to screw you

I’ll do my very best to foul your name.

And before I get old

I’ll have enough gold

To laugh at all of those who speak of shame.





“Jinden?”

“Yeah.”

“What is it?”

“The building’s been purchased.”

“By…?”

“Sorry. By the Demon, as planned.”

“That’s great ne—”

“And there’s a very unhappy Lyorn.”

“I’d imagine.”

“He knows who you are.”

“How?”

“We don’t know.”

“Then how are you sure he knows me?”

“He was overheard speaking about an Easterner who was at the theater.”

“Huh. Okay. Thanks for the warning.”

Okay, so, that Lyorn I hadn’t wanted to fight was almost certainly on his way over to try to kill me. Or maybe just threaten me in such a way that I’d end up trying to kill him. Whatever. Not good in either case.

The lobby was big and open and would give him all the edges; the auditorium, full of seats, might give him more trouble, and provide me opportunities to throw things at him.

I checked the various things I had that I could throw, and wished I had more.

But then, of course, he didn’t know about my secret weapons.

“You’d better not be thinking about Lady Teldra, Boss.”

“I wasn’t, but I guess I should include her too.”

I found one of the lavatory rooms, used the pump, splashed a little water on my face, dried it, and headed up the stairs. It took me a while to figure out that the person singing on the stage was supposed to be the makeup artist. I wondered if the ushers would also have a song. Probably. I checked my various weaponry again, and continued until the lobby door was ten feet in front of me. Ten feet is a very good distance for throwing a knife.

I really did not want to fight that guy, but you don’t get to make that choice, you know?

But, to the left, I could be pretty sure that whatever a Lyorn might do to me, revealing my location to the Left Hand wasn’t likely. And he was one person, and I was armed, and I’d use Lady Teldra if I had to, and Loiosh and Rocza even if I didn’t. So, come on, Lyorn, let’s get this done.

Ten minutes later I was regretting having left my book downstairs.

Three hours later it finally hit me that the guy might not just walk over here and try to kill me, or intimidate me, or whatever a normal person would have done.

“So, Loiosh. If he isn’t going to show up and get in my face, what will he do?”

“Nothing?”

“Wouldn’t that be nice.”

“Maybe it’s time to have that talk with Sethra about the Lyorn.”

“Yeah, maybe it is.”

Because I was too annoyed to read, and much too annoyed to watch them practice a stupid play, and I guess because I had all this energy built up that I’d been planning to use to try to stay alive, I went back down to the dancing room and fenced my reflection for a solid hour. I put my sword away and took myself on a long walk around the theater. Then I asked around until I was able to learn the hot water customs, and was directed to the baths. Turns out I was able to get my own water to bathe in, which I hadn’t been sure of, and, in the evening, there was no reason to hurry. The soap was cheap and harsh, but I was not about to ask Kragar to find me good soap; there are limits, you know?

Cawti had been very particular about soap, finding stuff in the Eastern markets with little lye and a scent that reminded me of cinnamon, but wasn’t quite that. We had bought a huge tub for our flat. We didn’t often make love when we bathed together, but I remember how her hair felt on my shoulder, and her relaxed breathing as we soaked, my arms around her.

I wondered if Sara had soap preferences.

I dried myself off, dressed, and walked around the theater, trying not to think too much, because all I had to think about was the future and the past, and neither of them were terribly appealing. I thought about practicing more with my blade, because that’s the best way I know not to think about anything, but I somehow couldn’t make myself, so I decided to try to force myself to read.

I was just going into my little hole when Praxitt found me. “I’ve been looking for you,” she said. “We have a new problem. It’s the Lyorn.”

My heart skipped a beat. I took a breath and touched the hilt of my rapier. I nodded. “Of course we do, and of course it is,” I said, and started the long walk up two flights to the auditorium. She followed dutifully. She seemed fairly unconcerned about my future. When we reached the stage, I said, “All right. I’m ready.”

“Did you know the Lyorn had been planning to buy this theater? Presumably to shut us down.”

“Yeah, but that isn’t happening.”

“Oh. You knew. Right, they’re no longer talking about buying the building.”

I chuckled. “No, I suppose not. Where is he? Might as well get this done.”

“Huh?”

“Where is he?”

“Oh, he left.”

“He left?”

“Yes, a few minutes ago.”

“Oh,” I said, and had to deal with nerves that had been pumped up for a fight twice in one day.

“What did he want?”

“Like I said, he isn’t talking about buying the theater anymore.”

“Yeah, it’s too late for that.”

“What?”

“Never mind. What is it now?”

“He said that if we didn’t shut down, he would bring legal action.”

Legal action. Oh. Well, that was a great deal different than wanting to kill me, I guess.

“Can he do that?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I’m no advocate. My impression is that you can always bring an action, but it isn’t liable to go anywhere unless it has some validity, or you have a good advocate.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

“No. I also know that this is outside of your expertise, but I thought you should at least know it was happening.”

“Yeah, thanks.”

“What did you mean about—?”

“I had a friend buy the building, so they couldn’t kick us out.”

“You have friends who can do that?”

“I know some successful people.”

She looked genuinely impressed, which for some reason made me uncomfortable. “Anyway,” I said, “it seems they’ve already found a new approach. Thanks for letting me know.”

So, yeah, this was good; I’d been afraid I was going to run out of things to worry about. I did know a few advocates if it came to that, but none of them specialized in whatever sort of case this was going to turn out to be. That’s the thing about advocates, it’s like they learn everything about one sort of law, and are no better than you at everything else. If physickers were like that there’d be a lot more corpses, and one of them would have been me several times.

Looking at everything, I had to say that I’d been in many worse fixes. My life was under threat, but it wasn’t Morganti this time, and I was safe for the moment. And so far all of the secondary problems that had come up seemed to have solutions that didn’t require me to risk my neck, or cut anyone else’s. It could be a lot worse. And, sooner or later, it probably would be.

Okay, Vlad. Let’s look at this. It’d be good to have a talk with this Lyorn, only he probably wouldn’t talk to me, and he certainly wouldn’t come here, and I don’t want to leave this refuge. So, what options does that leave?

I didn’t know enough to even be sure I had no options.

Well, okay, then. Time to learn what I could about the House of the Lyorn. I thought about Sethra Lavode and reached out.

“Vlad.”

“Sethra.”

“What’s on your mind?”

“The House of the Lyorn.”

“What about them?”

“I find that I need to understand them.”

“Good luck with that.”

“Sethra?”

“Shall I tell you a story?”

“Sure.”

“Late Thirteenth Cycle there was war between the Lyorn and the Dragon that nearly ruined both Houses.”

“Dragons go in for that sort of thing a lot, don’t they?”

“I’m exaggerating, I guess. It didn’t come as close as either of the Dragon-Jhereg wars, but it was ugly.”

“All right.”

“Have you ever been in the presence of the Empress when she’s formally introduced?”

“Uh, no? Why is this important?”

“It takes over an hour. Empress of Dragaera, Princess of Ravendark, Duchess of Bridletown, Duchess of Shrov, Duchess of—”

“I get the idea. But—”

“One of those titles is Duchess of Kalhelm, a nominal Lyorn holding, another is Duchess of Longnight, formally a Dragon demesne.”

“And?”

“When titles are formally equal, the oldest is given first. Bridletown is older, except that there was a period of several months in the early Tenth Cycle when it was held by a Dzurlord.”

“If this is going where I think it is—”

“Yes. The Lyorn went to war over what order the Empress’s titles should be recited in.”

“I have no words.”

“Here’s something else. The orders of nobility.”

“What about them?”

“Barons serve counts, counts serve dukes, dukes serve princes, princes serve the Orb.”

“Um—”

“Principalities are divided into duchies which are divided into counties which are divided into baronies, and sometimes viscounties.”

“Oh, I know what you’re saying, but it never really happens that neatly.”

“It does in the House of the Lyorn.”

“I don’t—”

“Every holding, neat and proper and precise in its relation to every other.”

“How can they keep it that way? Just the natural friction of birth and death and alliances and war and trade—”

“I don’t know how they do it, but they do.”

“That’s, uh, okay. I believe you, but I don’t understand.”

“No one understands the Lyorn except the Lyorn, and not even all of them.”

“Huh. No one?”

“Well, I can maybe think of one other.”

She told me who, and I allowed as to how I should have thought of that. I thanked her, then went back down the stairs again, and from there into the farthest corner I could find.

“Boss?”

“I don’t know the range on this, but just from feel, it should be all right.”

“That isn’t what I’m worried about.”

“You mean, after all the crazy things I’ve gotten away with, you’re worried about this?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ve done it before.”

“I know.”

“Did it bother you then?”

“Yes.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

Farther down the hall from the room I’d been sleeping in was a stairway down and yet another door. I opened it, went through, closed it, and tried to make light happen, forgetting that this was impossible in the theater. Well, at least that meant I was still in the theater.

“Anything here, Loiosh?”

“Yeah, a lot of darkness.”

“Can you tell how big the room is?”

“I think it’s a hallway, goes on for some distance.”

“All right.”

This should be good enough; no need to get myself lost.

I know, I’d promised not to draw Lady Teldra, and when I said it, I’d had every intention of keeping that promise as long as it was convenient.

I broke my promise and drew Lady Teldra.



I feel like stretching my arms wide and taking in a deep lungful of air, and then I feel as if I’ve done so, though I have no arms and no lungs.

I hear/taste/smell mice and smaller vermin not far away, but nothing that could be a threat.

I feel myself thinking the House of the Lyorn and know that HE has asked me a question.

How to answer? How to explain the inexplicable?

No, nothing is inexplicable; that was in all of the lessons I had been taught all of my life, and those lessons I had continued to learn on my own. Nothing human is so far out of the ordinary that it cannot be understood by another human. All of our peculiarities, of House, or region, or individual, in the end serve to underline that, yes, we can understand each other. If “human” means anything, it means that. Human, a word that traces its origins to an ancient Serioli term meaning plan-maker, should have come from a word meaning those who can understand each other.

I can understand, and if I can understand, I can explain it so another can.

The Lyorn. They hold their heads like their namesake animal, high, proud, though the horn—that ever-present warning to be careful when getting too close—would be metaphorical rather than literal in the case of the people.

What I know and understand of the Lyorn parades before my mind’s eye, an endless march of images and feelings, and I know this is useful, but not enough. I must go deeper, I must go inside. What is it about this House that makes it what it is? What, in all of its genetic coding, in its history within itself and with all of the other Houses, with all of the history, and myth-making about that history, comes to the heart of what it means to be a Lyorn?

Kitaweh, hijasik.

In the end, I know, that is everything to the Lyorn. The beginning, and the end; the summary, and the seed used to start the exploration, the—

But no; He doesn’t need everything. He is practical, and needs enough to know how to take the next right step. So narrow, condense, concentrate, summarize.

We Issola do not know history as the Lyorn do, but we know history in our own way. Fewer names, more customs; fewer dates, more behaviors. But from customs and behavior, one can know a great deal.

Kitaweh, hijasik.

Honor of the heart, honor of the eye.

Honor. A concept I had never before had cause to consider. But consider it now, Teldra. You were taught these things, and that your teachers didn’t know what they were teaching only puts the lessons in stark relief.

Honor means something different to every House, yet there are threads common to them all. It is an old concept, going back to the Second Cycle, or late in the First. The idea grew up with commerce, and borrowing, when it became important to have a reputation for reliability in paying debts. Though expanded, and now filled with elaborate ornaments and embellishments, that original use is still at its heart. And in the way of all ideas that escape their bounds and go running off into the wild, the ornaments and embellishments have come to be seen as the central point, and no House epitomized that so fully as the Lyorn. The Jhereg and the Orca, who most fully express honor in its purest sense, never use the word except ironically.

Kitaweh, hijasik.

Nothing is as closely associated with honor as the custom of dueling, which began with the House of the Lyorn in the Third Cycle. The development of this custom perfectly expresses this change: from the idea that someone who would risk his life over mere words could be trusted to take obligations seriously, its inverse became emphasized—it came to be assumed that anyone who would not risk his life over mere words could not be trusted to fulfill obligations. And from there, as it was developed by the Tiassa, the Dragons, and the Dzur, it became its own practice, with its own customs, and the skill of dueling became a fetish, until by the Eighth Cycle, the Orca, the Jhereg, the Tsalmoth, the Chreotha, the Jhegaala, and of course the Teckla, were considered, even when at the top of the Cycle, to be unworthy to issue a challenge to or accept a challenge from.

The Lyorn will be kind, and arrogant. Will do what is right, but be unyielding in deciding what “right” means, which can turn kindness to cruelty, and inflexibility to blindness. As tenacious as a tsalmoth, as cruel as an Athyra noble, as proud and, at times, as dangerous as the animal for which he is named.

So, then, the Lyorn: who learned to fight at a time and in a place where they couldn’t build weapons to match their enemies, and so learned to fight without weapons, still fight that way because that’s how it’s always been done, so that is what is Right.

I have—had—always liked Lyorns. They were unfailingly polite, and, when the issue was clear and straightforward, you always could depend on them to do the right thing. They cannot truly be blamed if, every so often, the right thing is anything but clear and straightforward.



I re-sheathed Lady Teldra with some regret, and stood there.

Well, okay; now I had other things to think about that were neither past nor future. If that seems ironic, it isn’t—it was something of a relief.

But after a while I realized that standing in the dark in a narrow passage leading nowhere was kind of silly, and also too easily lent itself to metaphor, so I went back up, and up, and into the auditorium. On the stage, they were sitting around doing nothing while Praxitt was having a quiet conversation with the guy playing the Emperor. Loiosh was silent; I guess he was thinking about things too. I don’t spend a lot of time thinking deep thoughts, but what was going through my head just then was this: everything is always more complicated than you think it is.

I guess maybe that isn’t so deep, is it.

For no special reason, I went around past side six and into the backstage area.

If I could manage to digest everything Lady Teldra had communicated to me, I would have some understanding of the Lyorn. Enough to come up with a plan?

They started rehearsing again. The musicians started, so I moved farther backstage.

Every time I went through this area, it was different—set dressings in different places, sometimes ropes coiled up, other times they were hanging from the scaffolding above. I was sure it was all done for a reason. Hey, my plans usually don’t make sense either until you know the whole thing.

“Usually not then, either.”

“You can shut up now.”

“You see, Boss, the theater is a metaphor—”

“Don’t even.”

Loiosh giggled into my mind. He is always very proud of his wit. That’s probably our biggest point of similarity.

Thing is, it seemed to me I ought to have everything I needed. This was usually the part where a plan would present itself. This time, I had nothing. It was annoying. The singing, just out of range to distinguish words, didn’t help any. I thought about leaving the theater and its problems, and maybe tracking down a few highly placed individuals in the Left Hand and see how many Lady Teldra could put away before they got me. I had no intention of doing it, you understand, I just thought about it.

I started composing messages to the Lyorn, Thalick. My lord, I wish to see you on an urgent matter. That’s as far as I got. What could I possibly have to tell a Lyorn to give him any interest in seeing me? I immediately got six ideas on how to approach it. Once I’d eliminated the ones that would require me to leave the theater, I was left with zero. That was only one fewer than I needed, so that was encouraging.

I wasn’t aware of it when rehearsal ended until I noticed people drifting past me. I made my way back toward the stage and ran into Praxitt, who caught my eye and approached me. I was afraid she’d ask if I’d made any progress, so I said, “I hadn’t realized the lighting color-changer is the one who casts all the spells.”

“Only magic there is within the walls.”

I nodded. “It has to be complicated, permitting psychic communication but nothing else.”

“I don’t know, ask Side Four.”

“Side Four?”

“Her. Murit.”

“The Athyra? Why do you call her Side Four?”

“It’s shorter than lighting color-changer.”

“Is there some significance to side four?”

“Old theater tradition that’s mostly ignored these days. Side four is the entrance and exit for forces of nature, or demons, or magic that you want to bring through the audience instead of from backstage.”

“I never knew that.”

“No reason you should. As I said, it’s mostly ignored now.”

“Interesting, though.”

She nodded. “Side one is for the love interest and family; side two is for the hero; side three for gods, fate, or the emperor; side five for the enemy; side six for the moral center.”

“Seems awfully restrictive.”

“Yes, that’s probably why it fell out of use.”

“I’ll bet the Lyorn hate that.”

“Huh? Why?”

“Abandoning tradition.”

“Oh. Not a lot of Lyorns in the theater. The first thing you have to give up if you go into this business is any sense of dignity.”

“Right. That’d leave them out, wouldn’t it.”

“Speaking of the Lyorn,” she said, “any progress?”

Okay, that was my own fault.

“No,” I said. “I don’t have any ideas on how to stop the lawsuit. Yet.”

“We might win it, you know.” She said it the way you’d say, “I might suddenly learn that the Empress is my sister.”

“Have you found an advocate?”

“No. Jenka’s working on it.”

“Yeah, I suppose an Orca would know about those things.”

She nodded. “And in the end, it’s his money.”

“Think we have much chance in court?”

“The Lyorn is near the top of the Cycle, the Iorich near the bottom. What do you think of the odds of getting justice?” Then she said, “Oh, I guess you wouldn’t know about—”

“Yeah, I would. And I take your point.”

“So, you’ll stay with it?”

“Yeah. No promises. But I recognize my own interest.”

“You know, I am curious about who you’re hiding from.”

“I’ll let you know once I no longer need to hide from them.”

“There’s a juicy metaphor somewhere in there.”

“That’s over the head of a poor, ignorant Easterner.”

“Uh huh. You play that ‘poor, ignorant Easterner’ game a lot, don’t you?”

“Not as much as I used to, and only for amusement now.”

“Who does it amuse?”

“Me, and anyone smart enough to know what I’m doing. Why the interrogation?”

“Trying to figure you out.”

“With what goal?”

“None. Satisfying my curiosity.”

“Not going to write a play about me?”

“I’m not a writer.”

“Good.”

“But I could talk to one, maybe suggest—”

“Ever been threatened by a professional?”

She laughed. “Save it.”

“You’re losing your touch, Boss.”

“Yep. It’s all over for me.”

“Time to move out to your estates.”

“I’ll garden.”

“Good plan.”

“As soon as I wipe the entire Left Hand out of existence.”

“Yeah, after that.”

“Were you just in psychic communication?” said Praxitt.

“Oh, sorry. That was rude. No, talking with my familiar.” I gave a head bob toward Loiosh, who flapped his wings in response.

“They talk?”

“Loiosh talks to me. Rocza talks to him.”

“Huh. Must be strange.”

“You have no idea. But, really, I do apologize. It was rude to ignore you like that. And my knife hates it when I’m rude.”

She laughed. “I’ll bet your cloak doesn’t like it either.”

That pulled a laugh out of me. “A sentient cloak,” I said. “Nice. I like it. I should find one of those.”

“You should.”

“I mean, they can’t be that hard to come by, right?”

“Yep. Head to Weaver Lane, and you’re liable to just trip over one.”

“I’ll get right on that,” I said. “As soon as I can leave the theater.”

“I’m sure of it. Excuse me, I need some water before we start up again.”

She went past me into the unending labyrinth of backstage, where lurked pitchers of water and other mysteries. Maybe even sentient cloaks.



The suppression of information on the West Reach massacre appeared, at first, to be successful. The dissenting sheets were closed, and the Empire put out the word that Nestron—that is, Plawtke—was a paid agent of Elde, and hinted that he also practiced the Eastern magical arts in order to summon demons and engage in other foul practices, and, with the cooperation of the remaining sheets, these seemed to work. However, like Fossum’s itch, truth is always there under the surface, and will break out just when you’re thinking it’s over. Unlike Fossum’s itch, there is no simple sorcery able to give relief. Murmurings among the Teckla never entirely stopped, and would break out from time to time over the next year among elements of the Chreotha and Tsalmoth, spreading at times to the occasional Lyorn or Dzur, and so to the ears of the Court.

Meanwhile, the Emperor ordered Plawtke’s arrest on charges of sedition. He was taken into custody on the 9th of Chreotha, in the 201st year of Valenda’s reign. The arrest appeared to have come off quietly and discreetly, but Plawtke had been more than half expecting it, and so had already retained counsel, and made arrangements with a few journalists he trusted to spread the word in case he suddenly disappeared.

News of his arrest had spread throughout the City by the 1st of Yendi.



I put the book down and thought about Fossum’s itch. It didn’t affect Easterners, so I’d never had it, but I’d heard of it, of course. It’s the sort of thing that comes up now and then, when someone will say someone is as welcome as it, or some problem as hard to get rid of as it, or something is as funny as it. Other than that, I don’t know anything about it. But I guess it’s one of those things that’s useful as an example.

But I couldn’t help but wonder who Fossum was, and how he felt about having an itch named after him.

I found Ragboy in his usual place, and sat down on one of the stools next to the side entrance. In exchange for all the food I’d shared with him, he entertained me with stories of theater productions where things had gone terribly wrong, which usually seemed to involve horses, fire, or trying to make a character fly without sorcery. They were fun stories. I was starting to like the guy.

I remembered to ask him whether Ragboy was his name, or the position, and he said it was the position, but when I asked him why, he said he didn’t know, while giving me a look that implied he’d never wondered about it before.

Theater, I was discovering, was its own world, with its own laws, its own history and traditions. And they almost certainly made no more sense than the laws, history, and traditions of the larger world that contained it. But, that said, I was starting to see why it might be nice to dive into that world, get lost in it, and forget about the other.

But then, of course, what was going on right now just proved that whenever you try to isolate yourself, the other world, the bigger one, was going to come barreling into your private party sooner or later, upsetting the tables, insulting the guests, and puking all over the sofa.

Right now, that other world was threatening a lawsuit that would shut down a play, which would remove my safe haven. The smart thing would be to find another theater. The second smart thing would be to find a plan to deal with the Left Hand before I had to leave my sanctuary. Instead, I told Ragboy that I’d be back in a bit, went off to find one of the pages. I gave her a few coins along with directions to an advocate I knew named Perisil.

“What is the message?”

“Ask if he can recommend someone who’s good at putting up a fight to keep a play open that the House of the Lyorn wants to shut down because it hurts their feelings.”

The Teckla repeated it back and nodded.

“Also, don’t tell him where I am.”

“Yes, m’lord.” She bowed and went on her way.

You haven’t lost, after all, until you’re out of options, and dead is just one more way to run out of options.
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DAY 2 ACT 3 SCENE 3



Stagehand:


Ever since I was a young boy, I’ve dreamed about the stage

Chewing up the scenery with pathos or with rage;

I knew about the glory; now I know the pain.

Working as a stagehand sure drives a man insane.

Directors are all idiots, they can’t make up their minds

I’ve re-done the same rigging sixty thousand times.

I guess being artistic means you don’t need a brain.

Working as a stagehand sure drives a man insane.



Actors:


He’s a tech crew worker

He has to have great will

A tech crew worker

Has such good cause to kill.



Why do you think he does it?

Stagehand:


To get paid.



Actors:


What makes him come back?



Stagehand:


If it wasn’t for the actors this job would a breeze.

They trip over their own shadows, a light change makes them freeze.

At the picnic of the theater, the actors are the rain.

Working as a stagehand sure drives a man insane.



All:


I thought I’d have a decent life at last

But stagehand work is a pain right in the neck.



Stagehand:


The smell of the greasepaint always makes me sick,

Or maybe that’s the lacquer from sets painted too quick.

To ask someone to do this, it’s simply not humane.

Working as a stagehand sure drives a man insane.





I discovered that I was enjoying talking to Ragboy, so I went back there, but he was gone. I checked the Orb, and it had gotten later than I’d realized, creeping up to late afternoon. I checked the stage, and it was empty—I never did figure out the rehearsal schedule.

I walked into the middle of it and stood there, alone. The only light came from a couple of lamps hung on the wall. I could see rows of empty chairs wherever I looked.

I remembered being in Morrolan’s army, in a war, in a battle. Rising above the horrible sounds of screeching metal and screaming people, and above the stench, and even above the terror, there was the knowledge that on either side of you was someone who was counting on you. Was it like that on the stage, I wondered? I recalled a guy named Napper, and I could imagine the contemptuous laugh he’d give if he heard me comparing being on stage to being in a battle. But he wasn’t here—he was gone. Gone, gone, gone, to that place from which there is no return, no crowds to cheer you or boo you, no friends to give you hurt looks if you’d let them down, or warm nods if you’d come through.

I suddenly didn’t like being alone on an empty stage in an empty room, so I started to head backstage, but then I heard, “My lord?”

I turned around, and could just make out the messenger I’d sent, now returning. She walked up onto side one and said, “I have a reply, my lord. I have a name of an advocate who is eager to consult on the matter. Those were the words, my lord. Eager to consult.”

The most surprising thing any Dragaeran can do is respond quickly. And anything surprising is also suspicious, so I was suspicious. I spent a few minutes interrogating the messenger about what exactly Perisil had said and how he’d said it. The interrogation seemed to puzzle her, but I guess she figured either aristocrats are weird, or Easterners are, and she handled it with good grace and answered all of my questions. I didn’t think a Teckla could be that good a liar, so I believed her. Among other things, I asked her if she’d told Perisil where I could be found. She looked startled. “You said not to.”

“Good. Thanks. Here, have a couple of orbs. And, if you would, one more message.” We went backstage together until I could find paper, then I scratched out a note for Kragar and handed it to the messenger with directions. I reminded myself that this kid was only not selling me out because she didn’t know who to sell me out to, so I’d better not use her too much. Although the two orbs did seem to win her undying loyalty.

All of these machinations with messengers going back and forth was just to get the new advocate over here to talk to Praxitt; one side of this mess I was in—hiding, not able to trust psychic communication—was that it made the simplest things complicated enough to be annoying.

But that, too, was something for which I could only blame myself. A pity.

When the messenger had left, Rocza gave a flap on my shoulder that I suspected meant she was bored or tired. For my part, I was tired—I think I still hadn’t quite recovered from the last few days. I took myself back to the room and had a nap. I woke up after an hour or so, feeling better than I had in a while. I went back up with the book and read.

The next interruption came a couple hours later when I was told an advocate named Abesra, sent by Perisil, wanted to see me. I did not want to see her, and there was no reason to, so I asked the page to bring her directly to Praxitt.

There. I’d found them an advocate. Maybe. In any case, I’d done my part.

I went back to reading.



Eventually, word of the affair reached the ears of a little-known Tiassa poet named Crinissta, who was, as she later said, too furious to capture her feelings in poetry, and so decided to try her hand at writing a two-day play.

Her research was meticulous, although, like all artists, she then felt free to change what she wanted to produce the effect she was after. Still, the historian has little to complain of in her selection and arrangement of incidents; and her assigning of motivations to the various characters is, at any rate, plausible. In my opinion, that is the most one can ask of playwright.

While unwilling to pass myself off as a critic of the arts, I can at least testify that most such critics of our period speak highly of it. As one assumes a poet must, she had a good ear for the acoustic properties of words, the rhythmic characteristics of sentences, and the power of images. Though certainly written to argue a point, it is generally accepted that the value of the work, in exploring the complexities of what drives someone to make decisions against either interest or conscience, goes beyond the intention of the author.

It must be added as well, that, from the response it received at the time, both from audiences and from critics, this was generally accepted once the play became sufficiently popular to attract attention.

Unfortunately, at least for Crinissta, it did attract attention.



One of the nameless, faceless, countless pages—okay, I think there were only three of them—found me and said Praxitt begged for a moment of my time. I sighed. It seemed the advocate wanted to talk to me about the legal side of this.

I had no idea what I could contribute to the conversation, except money of course, but I grunted and indicated he should lead the way. The conversation was as welcome as Fossum’s itch.

They were in back of the auditorium. I found a seat in front of them and sort of slouched into it so I could twist around backward. Auditoriums are not set up for having a conversation among more than two people.

I nodded to the advocate, a strongly built Iorich with dark skin and deep blue eyes. “You’re Lord Taltos?” she said. I nodded.

“I’m Abesra.”

“A pleasure. How can I help?”

“We’re discussing strategy for the lawsuit.”

“Right. How can I—”

“There are a few ways we can approach this, and we wanted your thoughts about which one to take.”

“All right. But I don’t see how I—”

“This is just about the general approach. I was told you were stuck here in the theater, so seeing you is why I came here, rather than meeting in my office. Which,” she added, “will of course be reflected in my fee.”

“Okay. As long as you aren’t expecting any legal—”

“No, no. Let me outline it.”

It occurred to me that one reason I’d liked working with Perisil back during the affair with Aliera is that he was the only advocate I’d ever met who’d permit me to finish a sentence once in a while. I nodded, because it’s hard to interrupt a nod.

“The biggest thing we have in our favor is that Emperors are allergic to the word ‘tyranny,’ and Her Majesty is, I think, especially sensitive after the events in South Adrilankha a few years ago, if you’re familiar with those,” she added, looking at me. “Also, you are probably unaware of it, but there were certain events in a village called Torma not long ago that somewhat echo the inciting incident in this performance, and might have an effect on how Her Majesty views things.”

“Tirma,” I said.

“Hmm?”

“Tirma, not Torma.”

“Ah, yes.”

“And I know what happened in South Adrilankha.”

She looked suddenly uncomfortable, like she realized she’d brought up a disagreeable subject. She cleared her throat and started again.

“The biggest thing we have working against us is that we have no legal grounds to insist on the right of a play to be performed.”

“Musical,” corrected Praxitt, earning her a look from Abesra.

The advocate continued, “So we have to find a way to frame it such that Her Majesty is afraid of being called a tyrant, but also has an excuse to rule against the Lyorn.”

I nodded like I belonged in the conversation.

“I’ll need to do some more study, but I have a couple of ideas. One approach would be to claim overriding public benefit.”

I looked at Praxitt as if she’d know what that meant, she looked at me as if I would, then we both looked at Abesra again, who said, “Another idea—”

“Can you explain that one?” I said.

“Hmmm? Oh. There’s a codified tradition that if the Emperor deems something good for the Empire, it can override individual concern.”

“Oh. How can a play—”

“Musical,” said Praxitt.

“—be good for—”

“If this were a Tiassa reign, it’d be easier,” she said. “But we could argue that art is in and of itself good for the Empire.”

I couldn’t imagine how, but didn’t want to go into it. “You said it can override concern—”

“For an individual, yes.”

I thought about killing her but didn’t.

“Can it override concern for an entire House?”

She hesitated, and I felt like I’d won a victory.

“Possibly,” she said. “It’d be tricky.” Then she frowned. “I’d enjoy that one, I think. They’d have to demonstrate harm to the House itself, and there would almost certainly be holes there. It would be interesting to see how it played out.”

“Okay,” I said. “What is the other—”

“Slander.”

“Slander? How—”

“Praxitt can claim that the accusation of slander implied in the lawsuit is itself a slander against her.”

“That doesn’t—”

“It might convince them to drop it.”

“So that would be like me hitting you and then yelling at you to quit hitting me?”

She blinked. “No, more like—”

“Or me punching you in the face and then claiming you hurt my knuckles?”

“No, no.”

“Or my stabbing you and then demanding you pay for cleaning the blood off my shirt.”

“Not at all.” She did not appear to take the point of the examples I was using, but at least I’d gotten to interrupt her once.

“It would be more like you hitting me and then claiming I had done something that required you to, such as threatening you, or trying to rob you. If you could prove that, it would be enough to get charges of battery dismissed.”

“All right.”

“A third approach is to demand documentation on how the pl—, the musical is harming the Lyorn. We’ll have to do that, to some degree, in any case. But I’m looking at it as a way to delay them. That is, drag things out until the, uh, the event, the performance, is over, at which point it becomes moot. It is unlikely to work, as the justicer will likely realize what we’re doing and stop it. So, what are your thoughts?”

I opened my mouth, closed it, and looked at Praxitt, who was looking at me. What her mouth had been doing I can’t say. We both turned back to Abesra. I shrugged. Praxitt said, “You’re the advoc—”

“Yes, but you’re going to have to be involved.”

“I’m not,” I said.

“You have an interest, and you’re the one who pulled me into this, so I’d like to hear your thoughts on strategy.”

“Only if you promise to ignore them.”

Her lips twitched, and I think she suspected I might have been joking, but wasn’t sure, or didn’t know how to respond.

From things Sethra has said, I get the idea that the history of laws and courts, starting with the word of the Emperor for some things, and the word of whoever the local landlord happened to be for others, is long and complicated. I don’t know. I also don’t care. What matters to me about laws is how much I can earn from breaking them, and what matters to me about courts is how to stay out of them. So, no, I wasn’t the person she should have been asking for opinions about this stuff. But since she did—

“Tell me more about the public benefit thing.”

She nodded like she’d been waiting for that question. “In the Thirteenth Hawk Reign there was an action from the twenty-third Duchess of Burnhold to protect a painting that an Athyra had deemed offensive. I don’t know the details of the painting or of the complaint, though that’s one of the things I’ll be looking up. The Duchess decided that, purely for the beauty of the painting, and ignoring everything else, it had a right to exist and to be seen, because it would, in her words, ‘spiritually uplift’ them. Empress Sicoris the Second upheld the request on exactly that basis. This is precedent.”

“For a painting. Would—”

“It remains to be seen how far that extends.”

Abesra turned to Praxitt. “Is this musical artistically important? Would Her Majesty consider it sublime?”

Praxitt hesitated, then said, “No. It will be entertaining, and it will make powerful arguments against censorship. But, no, it isn’t sublime.”

“Can you make it sublime?”

Praxitt laughed. “Just like that?”

“I don’t know how these things work.”

“For sublime, find a poet.”

“I don’t understand. Don’t the songs rhyme?”

Praxitt opened her mouth, closed it, and shook her head.

“Well,” I said, standing. “I’ve given my opinion. I’ll leave you two to discuss the sublime.”

I got out of there faster than I used to leave a fresh-minted corpse. I managed to escape down the stairs with my book, but had barely gotten it open before I felt psychic contact wanting to happen, and I let it. It turned out to be the Demon’s man, Jinden, who said, “He wanted you to know the deal is happening now.”

“Hello to you too,” I said.

“It’ll be concluded in an hour. And he’s done the final paperwork on the purchase of the theater.”

“Fine, thanks. And yourself?”

But he was already gone.

I had to wonder if the Demon had picked him specifically to taunt me.

“Okay, Boss,” said Loiosh. “It’s official.”

“I guess. Doesn’t change the fact that Caola wants my head.”

“Revenge damages the soul, Boss. She’d be much happier if she just forgot about the whole thing.”

“So would I.”

Rocza gave a little shiver, which might have meant agreement, or disagreement, or fear, or cold, or laughter, or nothing at all. If it were important, Loiosh would tell me. I sat in one of the small rooms and drank some water. The water wasn’t especially cold, but it was good—I think from some sort of spring where there was something in the ground that made it almost sweet, and the tiniest hint of sour, like maybe lime or something.

I wanted to take out a blade and a whetstone, just to deal with my nerves. But none of my knives needed sharpening, and it might have looked threatening to some random actor who wandered in. And I didn’t have a whetstone. I tried to read a little more, but couldn’t concentrate.

“What is it, Boss?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Is this one of those ‘something is wrong and I don’t know what’ feelings you get right before everything goes crosswise?”

I hesitated, trying to figure out what I was feeling, which has never been one of my skills.

“Not exactly,” I said finally. “It’s more like, remember the last time we went back East?”

“I’d rather not.”

“Me too. But that feeling like I was stuck somewhere, and I couldn’t act, just tell other people what to do.”

“I thought that was being a boss.”

“That’s when you want to, not when you have to.”

“You know I’m not big on fine distinctions.”

The Orb indicated it was time to see if supper had shown up, so I did and it had.

It was some sort of unholy alliance of shrimp, sausage, goose, tomato, and onion mixed with rice, and I took my time with it, sharing some with Loiosh, Rocza, and Ragboy. Ragboy allowed as to how it was pretty spicy. I would have agreed with him, but somewhere I developed the belief that burning out my mouth, throat, and sinuses and pretending to enjoy it made me look tougher. Still, it was good; if I got out of this, I’d have to find out where they’d picked it up from.

Jhereg, by the way, lack whatever it is in the human or Dragaeran mouth that makes us react to spiciness, so Loiosh took it as yet another opportunity to laugh at me.

Ragboy told me a bit about growing up in a village not far from Adrilankha, his mother being the coppersmith and his father running a small winery. Every ten years, they would make a trip to the City and stay for a week, and on one of those occasions they saw a performance of The View from the Nest, and Ragboy, or whatever he was called then, fell in love. He’d worked in the theater in one capacity or another since he was ninety, and would never want to do anything else.

“In spite of the food?” I said.

He waved the piece of shrimp in his chopsticks and said, “Seems pretty good to me.”

We talked some more. I wanted to just say, “I don’t get it. You have a crap job. You watch the back door, and then go around and clean the woodwork in the lobby. How are you even part of it?” But there was no way to do that without being offensive, and my knife wouldn’t like that.

But I guess I got a piece of it anyway. At one point he said, “You know, there’s this look, it isn’t like anything else, this look people get as they’re leaving at the end of day two of a three-day, or day three of a four-day. I mean, when you really have them, and you can see, every one of them is going home and counting the hours until opening. You’ve got them, and you know it. And then the look at the end, when they go shambling out, knowing they’ve been transformed but not yet knowing how. Everything else is worth it, just to be a part of that. Even if that part is…” He looked around and gestured vaguely.

No, I still didn’t understand, and yet I sort of got close, I guess.

We finished our meal, and Ragboy graciously volunteered to dispose of the trash.

I spent more time walking around the theater, and I realized that I was feeling more and more cramped, unable to do anything. It was like a cage.

Being in a cage is no fun, and it does things to your head; but I guess it’s better than dying, right? And as cages go, I’d been in worse.

I still hadn’t entirely recovered the sleep I needed, so I decided to call it an early day and headed back to my hole.



Deragar studied himself in the glass and ran a brush through his hair one last time.

He reached his father’s mind and said he’d be busy for the rest of the evening.

“Yes,” said Kragar. “I imagine—”

“Don’t.”

What felt like a laugh echoed in his head. He finished getting cleaned up, and stared at his reflection, which seemed amused. He was amused. He noticed his own eagerness and couldn’t help but laugh about it a little. He wondered if the element of mistrust—she was Left Hand, after all—would interfere with his enjoyment of her company, or add a small thrill to the experience. Or both, perhaps?

So, on to the important questions: Bring a gift, or not? And, if so, what sort of gift? In other words, was he actually courting her, or just getting to know her well enough to decide if he wanted to? The biggest argument in favor of finding her a gift was time: it would give him a way to kill the next hour before meeting her.

Oh, come on, Deragar. What are you, a child?

He finally decided that, as they’d put it on such an informal basis, a gift would run the risk of coming on too strong. Also, now that he thought of it, the cut of his clothes was a little too much—velvet said something he didn’t feel like saying, and the ruffles around the neck, no, just not right.

Also: Real sword, or dress sword?

He dug around his closet, changed his mind three times, and finally headed out. No sword, but the daggers were purely functional.

The walk was invigorating, the night pleasant. It amused him to note that there was an actual bounce in his step as he entered the building.

Nikka stood up as he came in, and smiled. “Nice,” she said. “I like the outfit.”

“Thanks.”

“A little fancy for klava.”

“True. Maybe drinks somewhere nice? Or even dinner?”

“Sure. On me, since you went to the trouble of dressing up.”

“It wasn’t that much trouble. The only hard part was making it look like I wasn’t trying to dress up, and obviously that failed.”

She laughed. She had a good laugh, coming from somewhere deep in her throat and making her eyes glint.

Ordwynac’s armpit, Deragar. You’re smitten.

“You have somewhere in mind?” he asked.

“Yeah, I know a place. It’s a bit of a walk, though.”

“It’s a nice evening.”

“Is it? I haven’t been out all day. Working on your coins.”

“There’s a warm breeze from the ocean-sea. I always like that.”

“Better than from the slaughter-houses, anyway.”

“Ugh. Had to bring that up?”

“Had to. You were on the edge of prematurely romantic.”

“Is that a thing?”

“Uh huh.”

“I’ll be more careful.”

“Timing, Lord Jhereg.”

“I understand, Lady Jhereg.”

He offered his arm and she took it without hesitation.

“So,” she said. “How goes the crime?”

“Good. And yours?”

“Excellent.”

“Hmmm. Are you sure crime isn’t romantic?”

“Not the way we do it.”

“True, true.”

The inn was small, looking like the home of a merchant with a few walls ripped out. There were six tables, each with only two chairs, and a small bar with no chairs, where a few Teckla stood around drinking out of glass cups and speaking quietly. Deragar recognized the smell of vanilla and a citrus of some kind, but couldn’t identify any of the others. Only one of the tables was occupied. They took one in the back, Deragar giving Nikka the position against the wall.

“I like this place,” said Deragar. “What’s good?”

“Do you like beer?”

“Not really.”

“Good. Because it’s terrible. They have some decent wine, however. But the meat pies with orange sauce are what we come here for.”

“Meat pies with … huh. Okay.”

“Trust me.”

“I will.”

There was more conversation, Deragar was sure of that, but he couldn’t remember what it was, only that sometime after that he felt dizzy, and that a wine cup fell from his hand, and that Nikka suddenly looked worried. He remembered wanting to tell her he was fine, but didn’t know if he actually said anything before he felt himself lurch out of his chair for no reason he could think of, and then the floor was rushing up at him.



I was woken by a clap outside my tiny little room, to which I responded with a clear and sharp, “Mrrf?”

“Someone has had klava delivered for you.”

I didn’t recognize the voice, but the words penetrated. Funny how the idea of klava woke me up as quickly as klava itself.

In any case, I threw on some clothes and got myself to the side entrance, where the klava was still steaming. I wanted to emit a diabolical cackle. And I was in a theater, after all, so I probably should have.

The klava was hot and not too sweet and spread happiness to all of my extremities. Loiosh and Rocza were silent in respect to my euphoric communion with the mug.

Eventually I climbed up to the auditorium level, feeling benevolent enough not to be worried about what I might encounter on the stage. As I emerged, I saw the advocate just coming in. I stayed out of the way. My instructions had been to bring him to Praxitt, leaving me out of the matter entirely, and they’d ignored that once so I didn’t feel like giving them the chance to ignore it a second time. With everything going on, I didn’t think I had the patience to deal with the legal ins and outs of preparing a court case about whether the Lyorn had the right to shut down a play because it hurt their feelings.

I felt myself scowling and stopped. Yeah, there was too much going on all at once, and it was interfering with my ability to deal with any one piece. But that was no excuse to let it show on my face. If people can read your face, they don’t even have to bother with a mind probe.

But the klava put me in a good mood in spite of it all.
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DAY 2 ACT 4 SCENE 1



Makeup Artist:


After every night

Of entertaining

The actors look into the glass.

And I always hear

The same complaining:



Actor:


Wrinkles on my face!

How did this come to pass?



Makeup Artist:


They’re always blaming me

Which is beastly

For none of them can see

That I am going through the lotions

Trying all the creams

Nothing ever works on them it seems.

Actors always need

To look their finest

That is pretty much my goal.

But makeup, it’s agreed,

It causes dryness

I swear it on my soul.



Actor:


I look like a troll.



Makeup Artist:


You could be on the dole.



Actors:


There should be some sorcery

To smooth this out for me

But we’re just going through the lotions

Hope this one doesn’t suck.



Actor:


If some gets in my mouth I think I’ll—yuck.



Makeup Artist:


You can see from your reflection

This won’t work with your complexion.



Actor:


Where will it all end?



Makeup Artist:


Dejection.

I don’t want to be

Going through the lotions

Hoping one’s a win

Even a synthetic

That works as a cosmetic

They just want to have

Good skin!





Passing by one of the small rooms I saw a sheaf of papers lying on a table, and I’m not someone who can pass by an unattended sheaf of papers without at least glancing at them.

The top page, typeset in large letters, just said Song of the Presses. Written by hand in the upper right, in neat, careful lettering, was, “Plawtke.”

I turned over a few pages, read a little, then stopped.

Cawti used to have a few books that were nothing more than scripts of plays—she had some by Ekrasan, and a few by Karathis of Nesquin-by-the-Lake. We’d gone to see a couple of plays written by Karathis—her most famous, The Three Locks, and one of her comedies called The Saga of Puniyal. I’d liked them, though I wasn’t as passionate as Cawti. But I did try to read some of the scripts, and they did nothing for me; even the jokes in Puniyal that had made me laugh so hard my stomach hurt only got a chuckle from me when reading them.

That came back to me as I scanned through the script, skipping the songs but noticing lines that, maybe, would be funny if I heard them delivered.

To compare it to my own business, it’s like the script is the plan, the performance is the execution. Probably a bad analogy, but you take what you know, I guess.

A little later a Tiassa came in and said, “Have you seen my—Ah, there it is.”

I bowed and handed it over.

“They fine you if you lose it,” he said.

“I’m not surprised.”

He nodded. “Every time you forget that it’s all about the gold, they find ways to remind you. I’m Haichfa.”

“Vlad,” I said. “And these are Loiosh and Rocza.”

“A pleasure to meet the three of you.”

“And you.”

“So, what brings you to our little family home?”

“Hiding.”

“Oh? From whom?”

“People who would do me harm.”

“Seems like the right sort to hide from.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

“Do you know what they look like?”

“Nope.”

“Hmmm. Then how will you identify them?”

“I look for someone who asks a lot of questions.”

I think I was hoping he’d suddenly get scared and make an excuse to leave, but he just laughed and said, “Well played,” and I admit I kinda liked that. But I guess if you’re going to get up in front of a thousand people and take the chance of making an idiot of yourself, it takes either guts or that thing Dzurlords have instead, that thing where you just don’t care what happens.

Me, I always care what happens.

And I don’t think I’m especially big on the courage front either, come to think of it. So how is it I do what I do? I guess mostly by not asking myself questions like that. I was still considering this when Haichfa said, “Excuse me?” and I realized I’d asked him a question, and had to think for a minute to figure out how much of what I’d been thinking I’d just said out loud.

Oh, right.

“I was wondering about getting up in front of all of those people,” I said. “Are you brave, or do you just not care?”

He looked thoughtful, then said, “In my case, I mostly don’t care. I don’t get stage fright, though I get something a lot like it after the performance. But, you know, everyone’s different.”

Yeah. Everyone’s different. Ain’t that the bloody truth.

“Have you ever figured out why you like it? I mean, being on stage.”

He’d been standing; now he sat. He poured a cup of water and sipped it; he had very fluid movements, reminding me of Sara, or the Lyorn I’d seen leave the theater. Then he said, “I’ve thought about it, of course. You have to. And I think this is something else that’s different for every actor.”

“And? I mean, if this is too personal—”

“No, it’s fine. We’re talking about me; that’s every actor’s favorite subject.”

“Heh. So, what have you figured out?”

“There’s lots of pieces. One big one is that, you know, I just love having all the eyes on me.”

“Yeah, I know people like that.”

He nodded. “I have a singer friend, Haskev—” He paused and looked at me, I guess to see if I recognized the name. I shook my head. “Yeah, Haskev. He said that he learned long ago that he was one of those people who go through life saying, ‘Look at me, look at me!’ He said that, if he was going to be like that, he owed it to anyone who looked to make sure there was something worth looking at.” He shrugged. “That’s probably why he got so good. I’ve taken it to heart.”

“Fair enough. You said that was one piece. What else?”

“You know what it feels like to work with a bunch of people, all aimed at doing one thing, and then pulling it off?”

“Uh, not really.”

“Try it sometime. It’s a good feeling.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“And then…”

I waited, but he just sat there looking thoughtful. I finally said, “Hmm?”

“What? Oh. I was looking for words. I don’t usually have to do that, you know. They got writers to give me those things.”

“Yeah.”

“It’s hard to talk about. But sometimes you get, I don’t know, lost, I guess.”

“Lost?”

“In the role.”

“Like you become the person you’re playing?”

“No, not really. More like the whole process—the lines, the blocking, the gestures—don’t matter anymore, and you’re just doing it. It’s like you can’t go up on a line, or miss an entrance. It’s like it’s happening to you, and you’re just watching. It … it’s hard to talk about.”

“No, I kind of get it. I’ve felt things like that.”

“It doesn’t happen often.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“Wish there were a way to make it happen.”

“There is. Get good at the thing, do the thing anyway, hope you get lucky.”

He laughed. “Yeah, you do know about it. What was it in your case?”

“Fighting for my life.”

He laughed, then he looked at me and stopped laughing, so I smiled.

“So tell me,” I said. “When you’re playing a part, do you feel the things the character is supposed to feel?”

“Only when I get hit really hard,” he said, which got a chuckle from me. “No, seriously,” he said. “Some work like that. I know Burrik does. But for me, it’s just expressions, gestures, movements, and I’m back there, like a marionettist, pulling the strings and making sure nothing gets tangled.”

“Huh,” I said.

“What, does that disappoint you?”

“Kinda. Makes it all sort of a lie, doesn’t it?”

“So, what’s wrong with lying?”

“Good point. Nothing, I guess, if you do it well enough.”

He stood, gave me a sort of salute, picked up the sheaf of paper, and walked out, leaving me to think about lying.

I remembered once, shortly after I’d started seeing my now-estranged wife Cawti, we were having one of those conversations couples have where they’re desperate to learn everything they can about each other right now. We were sitting at an outdoor klava place in the Canal District, and I was still recovering from a wound. Well, in fact, a wound she’d inflicted, but never mind that now. At one point, she asked me if I’d ever been scared, like, really scared.

I hesitated, then hesitated some more, then said, “Yeah.”

She laughed. “Why the long wait there, Vladimir? Did you think I was going to think less of you?”

“I didn’t know,” I said. “I mean, it doesn’t happen often—you know as well as I do that most of the time you’re too busy moving and watching and listening to have time to be scared. But, yeah, it’s happened, and no, I didn’t know how you’d react.”

Her eyes laughed, and she said, sort of teasing, “Then why tell the truth?”

I took a deep breath. “Because I don’t know what this is yet, you and me, but it might be real, it might be something important in my life, you know? And if it is, I’m not going to start it off by lying to you.”

“Oh,” she said, suddenly serious.

“And,” I added, “if you want to know the last time I was scared, it was right before I said that.”

And she reached across the table, put her hand over mine, let me fall into her brown, brown, so very brown eyes, and said, “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

I let the memory dissipate like a sea fog in a gale, bringing me back to the cold and empty present.

I had some water and went back up toward the auditorium.



“Message, Boss,” called Tinsplinter. “Yellow armband.”

Back when Vlad had been running things, he hadn’t liked them yelling from room to room; Kragar had never understood that then and still didn’t.

“What does it say?” he called back.

“Dunno. He says it’s Your Hand.”

Kragar sighed, stood up, and, just out of habit, made sure his dagger was loose in its belt sheath, the throwing knife ready between his shoulder blades. There was, he reflected, an element of superstition in that—assassination attempts never come when you expect them, so any action that prepares for one prevents it. Nonsense, of course, but there it was.

A harmless-looking elderly Teckla stared at Kragar for a moment before noticing he was there, then looked startled, bowed low, and held out the rolled-up paper—good paper, Kragar noticed, not cheap parchment.

He took it, and nodded to Tinsplinter to give the boy something, then unrolled it as he returned to his office.

He read it. It was very short.

He sat down, read it again, and noticed that his hands were shaking, so he set it down.

“Tinsplinter! Don’t let that messenger leave, I need to talk to him.”

“Okay, he’s waiting.”

“Have someone watch him so he doesn’t go anywhere, and come here.”

His secretary appeared. “Dinni is keeping an eye on him. What is it, Boss?”

“Deragar has been taken.”

Tinsplinter stared at him. “What do you mean?”

Kragar passed over the note.

“They say they’ll be in touch.”

Kragar nodded.

“You okay?” said Tinsplinter.

“Not sure yet. I already know who they are and what they want, I just don’t know what to do about it.”

“You think this is about Vlad?”

“They’ll figure I know where he is.”

“And you do.”

“Yes.”

“So they give you Deragar if you give them Vlad.”

“That’s going to be the deal.”

“I—”

“We do nothing now,” said Kragar. “And this doesn’t go beyond us. I need to think.”

“Okay, Boss. Do we keep the deliveries going?”

“No. Tell Fucci to skip it. I don’t want to take the chance of him being followed.”

Tinsplinter left quietly, and Kragar stared at the blank wall in front of him and considered. I should hang a picture there, he thought for the thousandth time.

He waited for his heartbeat to steady and for his brain to stop racing in circles. If there was any time to be calm and to think carefully this was it, and he was able to recognize that he couldn’t do that. He needed to question the messenger, and he was in no shape to even know what questions to ask.

So he waited. And waited some more. Then he cursed under his breath and continued waiting.

He held out his hand, and noticed that it was still shaking, and cursed again.

Funny, he thought, how I can sit here and coolly, dispassionately note that I’m not in any condition to think coolly and dispassionately.

After about half an hour, he called out, “Find Shoen.”



I was backstage when a page found me and let me know a guy in Jhereg colors was in the lobby wanting to talk to me. I wondered how worried I should be. Not very, I decided. I was pretty sure that, if the Left Hand had somehow found me, they wouldn’t just walk in and ask to see me.

“Loiosh?”

“I don’t know, Boss.”

I checked my weapons and headed to the lobby.

It turned out to be a guy named Shoen, who sometimes did freelance work, had worked for me, and at least sometimes now worked for Kragar. I relaxed a little, though not entirely, when I saw it was him. His expression made him look cold and distant and potentially murderous, because he was, and because as far as I knew that was the only expression in his arsenal.

“Hey,” I said.

He nodded back. I suspect it was a point of pride to him to always answer in fewer words than whoever was talking to him.

He pushed his cloak aside and drew out a folded sheet of paper. Well now, I thought. The mystery deepens. He handed it to me and waited, meaning whoever had sent it—I was guessing Kragar—was expecting an answer.

It was sealed, and I suddenly doubted it was from Kragar, because when would he use a seal? I could have asked Shoen, but that would have required him to speak, and the strain might have killed him. I broke the seal, unfolded the paper, and recognized Kragar’s handwriting at once. I mean, it isn’t like I hadn’t seen it a million times or anything.

Vlad: Deragar has been taken by the Left Hand. They want me to set you up. If they can listen in on psychic communication, this is the only way I can talk to you. I trust Shoen.

A few seconds later, Loiosh said, “Boss? You okay?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know what I am. His son.”

“It isn’t your fault.”

“It kind of is.”

“No, it isn’t, and it doesn’t matter, because we’re going to get him back.”

I looked at Shoen, who certainly had no idea what the message contained. He was just waiting. I needed to tell him something.

I took a breath and tried to think. Kragar probably wouldn’t be doing so well with the whole thinking thing, so it was up to me to at least try. This was a different experience than I’d ever had before, but at least I’d had practice in making what brains I possess do their job in spite of the rest of me.

Deragar, by the way, was Kragar’s son; I hadn’t known he had a son until a few days before. Why it is Kragar had come to me with this, instead of cooperating with the Left Hand, was something I’d love to know. Also, of course, what we should do about it. That meant having a conversation. There were only two ways to go about it: either give him the counter-spell so we could speak psychically without being listened to, or find a way to meet in person.

You know, I didn’t regret the whole idea that had gotten me out from under a Jhereg death sentence, but it sure was making things inconvenient.

Whatever and however, I was going to need to talk to Kragar. And it was pretty obvious that if Kragar had intended to betray me, at least before talking, he would have had no reason to let me know.

“Okay,” I told Shoen. “Tell him to find a sorcerer—probably Narvane—to do a full sweep on him, then sneak out, using the tunnel, and meet me here. I’ll be waiting. If there’s some reason that can’t work, I guess you’ll have to play messenger some more.”

He nodded, gave a sort of grunt of understanding, and walked back out. I stared at his back, then at where his back had been. I’d known him for years, and yet I knew nothing about him, except that he was an effective killing machine. What goes into that? How does someone become an utterly cold, dispassionate killer?

Yeah, I guess I should know, having been one for so long, but for some reason it hit me there, as I watched him leave.

Somehow, over the years, I’d changed more than I thought I had. If the only way I could survive was to become that person again, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to do it.

There were no chairs in the lobby, so I went back into the auditorium and found a seat in the back facing side two and watched a scene in which the director was convinced to put on the play in spite of the risks. “Damn the Empire, damn the Lyorn, and damn all cowards to Ordwynac’s coldest hell.” Then they broke for lunch.

I’m pretty sure the real Keraasak never said that, by the way. But that’s what plays do: they take what happened and improve on it. That’s why I like them.

As the actors left the stage, a few of them gave me looks, like they were trying to figure out just who I was and what I was doing there. Surprising; I’d have expected the story to spread much faster than that. Or else maybe there were conflicting rumors, and they were speculating on which was true.

I would have read, but I’d left my book downstairs, and I didn’t want to dwell on my feelings about Kragar’s son, or anything else for that matter, so I sat there and reminisced with Loiosh about bad old times and then we talked about ideas for getting out from under the Left Hand. My suggestion was that I offer to cook them all a nice meal, after which we’d all be friends. Loiosh expressed some doubts about this approach.

That thing Kragar does, where you don’t notice him, has always seemed like something he didn’t do on purpose, and he’s said the same, he just naturally fades into the background. Only, for whatever reason, this time he didn’t—he walked into the auditorium, found me, and waited. The smirk on his face, which I’d always sort of taken as a fixture, was gone. I looked around; there were actors and musicians and crew on the stage and walking around.

“Follow me,” I said.

I’d noted a backstage room just off of side one that was never used, and was isolated from everything else. There was a desk and a couple of chairs in it, and it was pretty big; I suspected the Orca, Jenka, probably used it as an office when he was here.

I pulled the chair out from behind the desk and set it facing the other, then sat.

“Your son,” I said.

He sat facing me. “Yeah.”

“So, why?”

“You mean, why tell you about it, instead of setting you up like they wanted?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you sure me being here isn’t part of the setup?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re right, it isn’t.”

“Then why—”

“Because I know you, Vlad. People who cross you tend to get dead, and people who depend on you pull through. Usually. I don’t know if it’s luck, skill, or a combination. But whatever it is, I’ve seen how it works too many times. I’m betting on you against the whole Left Hand. Or at least a faction of it.”

I nodded. “What do you have to do to get Deragar back?”

“Tell them where you are without alerting you.”

“Okay.”

“Ideas?”

“Not yet, but give me a minute.”

“Take two.”

It should have been typical Kragar banter, but there was a flatness to his voice that made it entirely different. He was worried. It was oddly upsetting; even when he’d been wounded and almost killed, he hadn’t lost that snark from his voice or his face, but now he had. Fact is, it made me feel a bit guilty about how little I knew about him.

“All right,” I said. “I can’t say I have much in the way of ideas, but I’ll get hold of Sethra, Morrolan, and Aliera, and see if they have any ideas for searching. They’ll need something to search with.”

“Something like…?”

“I don’t know. I think some sort of psychic image would be best, but there’s no way to get that. One-off impressions from you would probably work.”

“So, who will be invading my head?”

“Probably Sethra, maybe Morrolan. I wouldn’t ask Aliera. Daymar, if necessary.”

He nodded.

I said, “Who was his mother?”

His eyes narrowed. “Does it matter?”

“If you’re sure it doesn’t, that’s good enough for me.”

He hesitated. “I’m not sure of much of anything.”

“Welcome to my world.”

“As opposed to where I’ve been for the last twenty years?”

“Yeah, okay, good point.”

“Anyway, his mother.”

I waited. He looked unusually thoughtful.

“It was during the Interregnum,” he said. “The Organization was in chaos. I was working for a guy named Dofer, who ran some strong-arm stuff and owned a couple of cleaners. There was law in Adrilankha, because of the Countess, but it was inconsistent. You never knew for sure what you could bribe your way out of, and what you needed to hide.”

“Sounds tough.”

“It was. Everything was a mess. No sorcery, you know. A coughing sickness went through the city and I got it and I was sure that was it for me.”

“Yeah, glad I missed that whole thing.”

“Yes, you are.”

I couldn’t get over how serious he looked. Then he said, “What is it, Vlad?”

“Huh?”

“That look on your face.”

“Oh. It flashed through my head how I’d feel if someone took Vlad Norathar.”

He let out a breath and nodded. “Yeah. So, the Interregnum. Dofer. Things weren’t as well organized as they are now, but Dofer worked for a guy named Halvar. At some point, Halvar made some sort of deal with the Countess.”

“The Countess,” I repeated. “Of Whitecrest?”

He nodded.

“What kind of deal?”

“I don’t know exactly, but it doesn’t matter.”

“It’s just that she doesn’t seem the type to—Okay. Never mind. Go on.”

“I didn’t have a big part in all of that. Mostly, I just hung around Dofer, did some collections for him, and paid attention to any rumors that might mean we’d have to keep our heads down for a while. Sometime in there I was passing through a market and saw a bronze sculpture of a horse. Just a small one, I could hold it in my hand, but it was amazing work. The detail on it was, I don’t know. You can see the wind ruffling the mane. You can see, well, I’ll show it to you sometime.”

I tried to remember if I’d seen anything like that in his home when I’d visited him while he was recovering, and I was sure I hadn’t, which probably meant that wasn’t his home. But this wasn’t the time to unravel all of the Kragar mysteries.

“I bought it, of course, and spoke to the artist. She turned out to be a Jhereg, of all things. No connection to the Organization, either Hand, though of course she knew about it. So, you know, one thing led to another.”

“You get married?”

He nodded.

“Where is she now?”

“She died,” he said flatly.

“I’m sorry.”

He nodded. “It was a long time ago.”

“Any relatives on her side?”

“No. Adron’s Disaster.”

I nodded.

“How about you?” I asked, because I never had before, and who knew what might matter.

“Hmm?”

“Relatives?”

“Vlad, they’re all Dragons. They won’t admit I exist.”

“Ah, right. Sounds like there’s nothing useful there, sorry to drag you through it.”

“Next idea,” he said.

“The Jhereg has an interest in keeping me alive, so, hmm, no, bad idea.”

For just an instant, his old smirk came back. “Since the best way to do that involves putting a shine on me, I agree. Bad idea.”

“Kragar.”

“Hmm?”

“Do I have to say I’m sorry you’re going through this because of—”

“The Left Hand. Yeah. I know. It’s on them.”

“If you—”

“Vlad, you probably know what it means that I was born into the House of the Dragon.”

“Um. I think so, yeah.”

“I still have that in me.”

“I know.”

“It seems like Caola doesn’t. And however this goes, she’s going to find out.”

I nodded. “Okay, tell me more about Deragar.”

“Like?”

“Why hadn’t I seen him until the other day? I mean, why wasn’t he working with us before?”

“What can I say, Vlad? The kid’s lazy.”

“Huh?”

“Okay, not lazy, but he isn’t driven, either, know what I mean?”

“You think I wanted people who were driven? Because, Kragar, I have to say—”

“Yeah, he comes by it honestly. But he was on his own stuff, running a few games here and there, cleaning a bit, making a nice little living.”

“He ever do any heavyweight stuff?”

“We never talked about it, but I don’t think so. Some muscle though. He can handle himself.”

“Yeah, I got that feeling. Okay, give me a minute.”

So, for the third time in three days, I reached out for the Enchantress of Dzur Mountain.

“Sorry to keep interrupting you.”

“No worries. What’s on your mind?”

Five minutes later I said goodbye and told Kragar, “Okay, we have a problem.”

And again, his old self was back for an instant: “What else could I expect? I guess you’d better tell me about it.”

“That was Sethra. She says if they’re using Phoenix Stone, like I had, there’s no way to find him, and if they aren’t, she can probably find him but not without alerting them.”

“That’s a problem, yeah. Any ideas?”

“We find him the old-fashioned way.”

“What’s the old-fashioned way?”

“I don’t think there is one. We’ll have to invent it.”

“Vlad, I’m not in the mood—”

“Yeah, sorry. I’m thinking.”

“What about witchcraft?”

“That’s what I’m thinking about. The problem is, they know me by now. I think they’re likely to have gotten over their prejudices about it, which means—”

“They’ll be looking for it, and if they detect it, they kill him.”

“Yeah.”

“Even if they expect it, will they be able to find a witch?”

“Maybe not, but can we count on that?”

He grunted and shook his head.

I started to say something about knocking on every door in the city, but caught myself.

“If he were a demon,” I said, “we could summon him.”

“Vlad—”

“I’m just throwing out things, hoping something will give me an idea. I usually do this in my head, or with Loiosh, but this is about you, so I’m doing it out loud.”

“All right. I get it.”

“We don’t know enough about the Left Hand. It’s crazy, it seems like since day one I’ve been plagued by not knowing enough about the Left Hand. I’ve tried to get info on them, made a couple of attempts to buy someone on the inside, but it seems like every time I get close I have another run-in with them and whoever I was going to buy decides she’d rather kill me.”

“And yet, you’re such a likable guy.”

“Shut up.”

“We need to know more,” I said after a moment.

“You mean, like, where he’s being held? Yeah.”

“I mean about various ways to search for people.”

“The Left Hand—”

“I know. Magic. Whatever it is, we can’t use it, because they’re too good at it. So how else do you find someone?”

“I don’t—”

“How did you get the message that he was taken, and what you had to do?”

“A messenger, yellow armband. He didn’t know anything.”

“Written or verbal?”

He frowned. “Written, but why does it matter?”

“The messages they deliver can be received verbally, in writing, or psychically. If the messenger delivered it on paper, chances are it wasn’t given to him verbally, so he wouldn’t know who sent it.”

“That doesn’t—”

“So we need to trace it back to whoever sent that messenger, find out how it came in, and see if we can figure out who it came from.”

“I did question him, and he didn’t know anything.”

“We gotta push it, see if we can find who took the message, and hope that can lead us to who sent it.”

“You think they’ll make it that easy, Vlad?”

“Almost certainly not. But we need to try anyway. Meanwhile, I’m going to think of other things to try, and we’re going to keep trying things until one of them works.”

“Okay. I’ll put someone on it; I can’t risk doing it myself.”

“One other thing. When you get back to the office, get hold of me psychically and ask where I’m hiding.”

“In case they’re listening in?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay.”

“Kragar, we’re going to do this.”

He nodded abruptly, and left without saying anything else.



Accepted wisdom is to only write plays or novels about Emperors who are long dead, and even then be careful. Whether Crinissta was unfamiliar with this rule, or chose to ignore it, we cannot know.

Last Man Printing opened at the Tribune on the first day of spring in 14 Lyorn 297 to little notice. Those who generally reviewed the theater were too intimidated to so much as mention it, and those who might have been willing were not theater reviewers, and thus unaware of it. It must be said, between Keraasak, the director, and Crinissta, there was no attempt at subtlety: the play was unabashedly about the arrest, slander, and imprisonment-pending-execution of Plawtke. In spite of this, it might have gone unnoticed if it had not, by all surviving accounts, been a brilliant and powerful production, making use of some of the finest theatrical talent of the day.

Slowly, by word of mouth, more and more people heard of it, and came to see it, until at last the Court could no longer ignore it.



The trouble was, Deragar was in the Organization, he was part of it. So the Left Hand wasn’t violating any Jhereg customs by using him this way. For that matter, I didn’t even know if those sorts of customs meant anything to the Left Hand.

There was no point in thinking about that in any case—it wasn’t going to help me come up with a way to save Deragar without letting them kill me. No way was I letting Kragar down. I wasn’t excited about letting them kill me either. I mean, not only would that mean I let them win, but I’d also be dead. That meant no more klava.

There had to be a way.

This was different than when my life was on the line, or those few times I’d stuck my neck out for someone else. This was someone I cared about, a friend, who was in danger of being hurt because of me. It was a new feeling. I didn’t much care for it.

I let things rattle around in my head until I was convinced I wasn’t going to get anywhere, then went down and got my book, thinking maybe if I took my mind off it, the back of my head would come up with something. It didn’t.
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Choreographer:


We’ve just been introduced

I do not know your skills

But only half a year ago

You were a shipping clerk

Actors are all oafs

They don’t know how to move

I hope I’m wrong but I guess that we

Should get right down to work.

Can you dance?

Can you fan kick without getting a sprain?

Can you dance?

Will I ask for an arabesque in vain?

At first glance

You move like a kethna in the rain.

Will a simple coccyx balance

Make you roll into the valance?

Should I give up in advance?

I admit I’m afraid

To ask for a promenade.

Can you dance?

Can you dance?

Can you dance?





After an hour or so I got restless, so I headed up through the auditorium, where they were still hard at work, and into the lobby, which I entered at the same time Shoen was coming in, because timing is my specialty. He passed me a note from Kragar that just said, Nothing yet, still checking.

I guess it was too much to hope for that we’d get something on the first try.

“Okay,” I told Shoen.

He grunted, nodded, and turned away, which for some reason annoyed me. I almost said something snarky, but there was no reason for it; he was who he was, and he was good at what he did, and he was useful, and we could trust him. We could definitely trust him. I was almost sure of it.

I watched his back as he left, my imagination filling in all the details of the Left Hand bursting in here and blasting me with sorcery and—

Wait a minute. They couldn’t do sorcery here. Which meant …

Sometimes my brain works faster than the time it takes to explain it, but here’s more or less what went through my head in the next second:

If I were going to save both Deragar and myself, I was going to have to come up with something tricky.

Tricky means misdirection, which is nothing more than a kind of illusion.

Theater is proof that illusion doesn’t require sorcery.

I was, as it happened, in a theater, where they wouldn’t be able to do sorcery. In fact, I could tell them that was why I wanted the exchange to happen here, and then—

“Shoen, wait.”

He stopped, turned, came back, waited.

I said, “Message for Kragar. Tell him to tell the Left Hand that he agrees to their terms, he knows where I’m hiding, and he’ll set up an exchange. Also tell him that I mean it, and we are going to do the exchange—sort of. I mean, we’re getting Deragar back. But I need a few days to set it up. And tell him to sneak back here, because we’re going to have to talk about it. That’s all.”

Shoen grunted and turned around again, and I went backstage. I had to make myself not run.

“Boss, you know how risky this is.”

“No, I don’t. That’s the first thing I need to find out.”

“All right.”

It took me a little while to find Murit, who was sitting at a table drinking water with her legs stretched out. I walked up to her and said, “So, how good are you?”

She very slowly turned her head and looked up at me, then raised an eyebrow in a move she must have practiced.

I waited, she waited. She won.

“Are the spells you cast strong enough to stand up against the powerful sorceresses from the Left Hand of the Jhereg?”

I took some pleasure in startling her. After a moment, she said, “Why? Do you want to hire me for something?”

I waited, she waited. I won. “Yes,” she said. “Some of them are very good. But in something like this, there’s an advantage in the barrier. They have to break through, all my spell has to do is resist. I’d put myself up against them. Now, why?”

“I’ll get back to you on that,” I said, and walked out. I think the secret of happiness is learning to savor the small victories. Well, and food.

Rocza, who over the course of years seemed to have decided my left shoulder was better than the right, gave a flap and a shiver, then nudged my ear.

“What’s she picking up on, Loiosh?”

He hesitated, then said, “A weird combination of worry and excitement.”

“Okay, that seems right.”

“You’re going to invite them in, and count on the spells here to keep them from killing you?”

“It’s going to be a bit more complicated than that, but yes.”

“Of course it’s going to be more complicated. It’s you.”

“It’s me. Along with your reliable wisdom and advice.”

“Wisdom. Right.”

“Wisdom is what you get when your knowledge turns out to be inadequate.”

“Deep, Boss. Really deep.”

“Don’t sweat it, Loiosh. You’ve got plenty of wisdom. I count on it.”

“Oh. Well, then everything should be fine.”

Okay, then. Now I just had to put the rest of it together. No problem.

No, it wasn’t going to be that easy—too many pieces to this to just slide them all into place with no trouble. But it could be done. At least, I was pretty sure it could be done. Sure enough to devote some brain power to it, in any case. Besides, it wasn’t like I was doing anything else, right?

I walked aimlessly around the theater, not really aware of where I was going except that I stayed as far as I could from the stage, especially when someone was singing. It’s not that I don’t like singing, or, really, don’t like those songs. It’s just that I have to be in the right mood. And some of those, like the costumer’s song, just didn’t make sense out of context, and I still didn’t fully understand the context. Although, mostly against my will, I was getting closer.

Anyway, I tried to work everything out in my head, and failed, so I went downstairs and found some paper and a crayon, and started writing things down. I gotta say I hate doing that, because what one man writes another can read. But technically, what I was putting down wasn’t evidence of a crime, and this was just too complicated to work out any other way.

“You will remind me to destroy this paper, right?”

“I’ll remember, Boss.”

I guess I was at it for a few hours, because Praxitt came in, which meant it was lunch break. “Tell me you’re not writing a play,” she said. I resisted the urge to quickly turn the paper over, because that just makes people more determined to see what’s on it, and I was pretty sure none of my scratching and notes would make sense to her anyway.

“I’m not,” I said. “Well, not really. Um. Maybe sort of, now that I think of it.”

“Uh huh. I’ve heard that before.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t ask you to direct.”

“Of course not. You’ll want to do that. Everyone wants to direct.”

At least she didn’t try to read over my shoulder, she just headed out to eat her horrible lunch and gossip with the crew. I noticed that she didn’t spend much time having casual conversations with the actors, but seemed to enjoy all the technical people. I wondered if that was common for directors, or unique to her.

I shrugged and got back to work.

“You enjoy this, don’t you, Boss?”

“Huh?”

“Lining up all the pieces. That’s the part you like, like when you used to kill people.”

“You’re just now realizing that?”

“Okay, so hurry up so we can get to the part I like.”

“You mean, where you sarcastically point out all the things that won’t work?”

“So you know me better than I know you. I will have my revenge.”

“Shut up and let me work.”

He did and I did. I was given one of the lunches that the troupe provided, and kept working while I ate, like a barbarian, but at least that way I wasn’t tempted to concentrate on the stale bread, dried-up meat, and fruit that had died far too young.

It was a little after I’d finished eating that I found myself staring at the paper and cursing.

“Yeah,” said Loiosh. “I thought this was looking too easy.”

“Shut up,” I explained.

I let them out to fly around, then read a little more, watched some of the rehearsal, and waited.



The first action of the Empire, upon feeling forced to act against the production of Last Man Printing, was to let the Imperial Censor loose on it. The Censor (whose name we do not know, as this was, at the time, a position where anonymity was rigorously enforced) promptly made a “few minor corrections” that, of course, changed it completely, turning it from a criticism of the Empire to a condemnation of Plawtke, accepting all of the slanders leveled against him, and even adding a few more. At this period, however, the rights of the Imperial Censors were not absolute; writers and artists could contest, on a line-by-line basis, any deletions or alterations demanded by the Orb. Crinissta and Keraasak, therefore, at once set out to find an advocate to plead their case. This is how they met Duwani.

Among the common misconceptions around these events—a misconception fueled by some of the sloppier reporting at the time and so exaggerated and passed on down through the years without examination—is that Crinissta and Keraasak accidentally discovered Duwani as a young, inexperienced, but brilliant advocate waiting in the Iorich Wing hoping for a client. In fact, the decision to hire Duwani was anything but chance. He was, at this time, nearly three thousand years old, and had a reputation among other advocates for his deep knowledge of Codified Traditions, and for his consistent efforts to limit them; that is, he had clashed with the Court before, and won. For example, he had been the lead advocate on the team that successfully defended Marshall Viborra e’Lanya against the charge of treason during the Fourteenth Dzur Reign by arguing that permitting an undeclared enemy to receive strategic information was sufficiently different from giving a declared enemy tactical information, that the statute in question could not reasonably be applied. More significant than his past cases, however, was his present case, as he was already the advocate engaged in defending Plawtke, so both asking him to defend Crinissta’s play against the Imperial Censor, and his agreement to do so, were nearly a foregone conclusion.



The advocate, Abesra, came back again, and wanted to talk to me, which I learned when I was summoned to meet with her and Praxitt in a small conference room a level below the auditorium. I sighed, but couldn’t come up with an excuse not to comply.

“What is it now?” I said as I walked in. Abesra stopped in mid-speech and looked at me. Yeah, okay, I was rude. But I was irritated; I’d already been through this once, and couldn’t imagine what they could get out of having me there. “Sorry,” I muttered anyway. “Just in a mood.”

They nodded and I sat down.

“We’re still discussing options,” said Abesra. “I’ve done some studying, and it looks like overriding public benefit gives us the best chance. For one thing, making that our primary argument gives us a chance to bring in the other points, and harder for our opponents to ask for exclusions.”

“Um,” I said.

She picked right up on my confusion. “We can argue no damage to their House as part of arguing that the pl— the musical is beneficial to the public.”

“Okay. What I don’t understand is—”

“Why you’re here?”

“Yeah. It can’t be because you want to give me the chance to complete a sent—”

“She wanted you here,” said Abesra, indicating Praxitt.

I looked at her.

“I want to hear your ideas,” said Praxitt.

“But … okay.”

So they talked and I listened—well, half listened—and whenever they turned to me I just sort of grunted. Mostly I was trying to come up with ways to plug the holes in what was—I have to be honest here—still only a pretty vague plan about how to get Deragar back from the Left Hand without becoming dead in the process. Praxitt and Abesra talked about delaying tactics and whether they’d work, and about the chances of getting the Lyorn heir to appear, and whether that might be enough to get the Lyorn to drop the matter, and about how to convince Her Majesty to let them perform the musical at court. I actually caught that last part, and something hit me, and I followed it for a bit, and suddenly I was very glad they’d brought me.

“No,” I said.

They both looked at me.

“We don’t want to perform the musical at court.”

“All right,” said Abesra. “I’ll bite: Why not?”

“I know her,” I said.

“You don’t mean personally, right?” said Praxitt.

“In fact, that is what I mean. I think I might be able to convince her to attend here.”

They looked at each other, then back at me. “Assuming that is true,” said Abesra. “Why is it better?”

Oh, yeah. That was a tough one. “Let me try to explain,” I said, to buy time. “For one thing,” I lied, “I know she enjoys getting away from the Palace, so that will put her in a better mood. For anoth—”

“How do you know her?” Abesra wanted to know.

“I had the honor to perform a small service for the Empire during the recent crisis with Greenaere. She was kind enough to reward me with an Imperial County.”

They looked impressed. As it turned out, they were impressed enough that I didn’t have to make up any more reasons why it would be good to have her brought to the theater.

They went back to their conversation, and I went back to not listening.

Oh, let me back up a minute. While I’d been half listening to them, it had hit me that all of the increased security involved in the Empress appearing at a play, I mean a musical, would neatly plug one of those holes I just mentioned. Especially considering the Orb itself, which would react to any violence nearby. Now, that did mean I was going to have to invite Her Majesty, but I had enough connections to do that. It also meant she’d have to accept the invitation; that was trickier. And it also created a few new problems in the plan I was formulating, but I was confident I could solve those.

They were still talking, and my mind wandered. I suddenly imagined some poor bastard seated behind the Imperial box trying to see around the Orb, circling Her Majesty’s head. I brought myself back. “Okay,” I said. “You keep going; I’m going to look into getting in touch with Her Majesty, see if she can make it, and, if so, when. Who has the performance schedule?”

“Jenka, but it doesn’t matter—if there’s a time that’s convenient for Her Majesty, we’ll perform then.”

“Got it. Excuse me.”

I stood and got out of there before they could object, because now I needed to think. I found an empty room, sat, put my fists on my forehead, and set in to do that. It was hard, but once I managed to force my head into it, I made some progress. I mean, I won’t say pieces fell into place, but at least I identified some pieces and had an idea where to look for their places. Though I did have to keep asking myself why everything I came up with had to be so complicated. But, as my grandfather had told me, problems are always complicated; if they aren’t complicated, they aren’t problems, just unfortunate. Or, to put it another way, it isn’t a problem if you can solve it by walking up to someone and putting a few inches of steel into his left eye.

So I guess this was typical, except that it wasn’t just about me this time; Kragar was counting on me. That added some pressure. If I got his kid killed—

No. Stop it.

When trying to come up with a solution, it doesn’t help to dwell on what happens if you fail. I have to keep learning that.

Eventually I stood up and started pacing.

Then I was pacing and cursing under my breath. That meant it was going well. Eventually, I had figured out how to get it started, and how to finish it off; it was just the big part in the middle that was missing.

Meanwhile, in another part of town, Jhereg were exchanging large sums of money—chests of gold, maybe, or else promissory notes, or some combination—in exchange for being let in on some secrets I’d discovered. I suppose I could have resented it that none of the money was coming my way, but the whole point had been to get out from under a death sentence by the Jhereg, and I’d done that, so no complaints.

Well, except for the Left Hand now wanting to kill me; I could complain about that, I suppose. No, not the Left Hand. Caola. That distinction could become important; I needed to keep it in mind. I’d complain about that, then.

“Hey, Boss? Have you ever noticed how complaining about things is always so helpful? I know. ‘Shut up, Loiosh.’”

“Yeah, that.”

All right, then. I had a plan, or at least most of one. Now I had to start collecting what I needed and setting it up. The first step was likely to be the hardest, so I wanted to get it over with: inviting the Empress. Well, at least I could do that. Then I’d figure out …

I went off in search of Praxitt, and she was right where I’d left her. They were still talking. Mostly, Abesra was talking and Praxitt was listening. It didn’t show any sign of ending soon, so I went off and got the book and read a little more about the history this thing was based on. I found myself getting interested in spite of myself—not so much about the issues the author seemed to think were important, but just about how it would all turn out. So I read while glancing up from my little corner off the side of the stage to see if the conference was still going on, and eventually the advocate got up and left.

Praxitt stood, saw me approaching, and waited for me. “So, you want to hear what we came up with?”

“Not especially,” I said. “I do, however, have a request.”

“Oh? All right, I’m listening. If we manage to get this production to the stage, especially with Her Majesty in attendance, we’ll owe you. What is it you want?”

“I’d like to be in the play.”

She stared at me for what seemed to be a long time. Then, “Musical,” she said.



In the House of the Lyorn, on the top floor, at the very back, was a room with marble counters and stainless steel shelves; with ice-boxes and ovens, and with exhaust pipes and chimneys leading to the outside through which the constant kreek-aw-aw-aw of flocks of wanderjacks could always be heard at this time of year.

The Lyorn called Thalick entered this room, trying not to show his nervousness. “Your Highness asked to see me?” he said, bowing.

“Sit,” said the Prince.

Thalick frowned. “Your Highness, have I done something wrong?”

“No, no. Well, I hope not.”

“Your Highness?”

Thalick, used as he was to being summoned to either the Prince’s audience chamber in the Palace, or his private dressing room in the House, had never before been asked into His Highness’s personal sanctum: the kitchen in the residence. Everyone knew the Prince went in there from time to time, sitting on one of the tall, low-backed metal stools at the wide marble workstation, nibbling on bread and radishes; or dark rolls with butter cheese; but this was accepted as his private time, when he was not to be disturbed. No one, so far as Thalick knew, had ever been called into the kitchen to speak with him.

“Sit,” His Highness repeated.

Thalick did so, facing across from his liege, who absently stirred a bowl of blueberries and milk.

“This business,” said the Prince, “has been weighing on me.”

“About the, uh, the performance?”

“Yes.”

“Which part? That it exists, or our efforts to stop it?”

“The latter.”

“Your Highness, what should we do? This is a slander against our entire House.”

“I don’t object to buying the theater, if we can. But if that fails, the notion of bringing it to the courts troubles me.”

“It has failed, Your Highness.”

“What?”

“Someone bought the theater out from under us. The legal approach is the only one we have now. And I agree, it won’t be pretty. But the alternative is worse.”

His Highness was quiet for a moment, with that look of concentration he got that was almost comical, like thinking required a major strain on his face muscles. He was not, Thalick reflected with some affection, the brightest heir among the Houses, but he had a good heart.

“Tell me,” said the Prince, dropping his voice as if about to confess to something embarrassingly personal, “what do you think of Valenda?”

“I … Your Highness?”

The Prince waited.

Thalick considered. “What do I think of him? I think he was a Lyorn. I think that is what matters, Highness.”

“Is it, though? I mean, is that all we should care about?”

Thalick wasn’t sure which was more disturbing: the question, or the fact that His Highness had been contemplative enough to ask it. But if the Prince were willing to think, Thalick could do no less.

“I believe,” he said slowly, “that he did the best he could, and that it is our duty to honor that effort.”

“The effort? What of the effect?”

“Was it so bad?”

The Prince pointed his head down and his eyes up. “Do you really want me to answer that, Thalick?”

“No, I suppose not.”

His Highness stared at his hands. “I’m not the most qualified heir our House has ever produced.”

“I think Your High—”

“Shut up. I’m not a profound thinker like Kovadre. I don’t have the charisma of Chander. I’m not a great fighter like Nyeftha. But I can at least do what I can to make sure we’re doing what’s right. And for that, I need to know what’s right. So kindly stop feeding me easy answers.”

Thalick badly wanted to say, “Who are you and what have you done with His Highness?” but His Highness was not known for his sense of humor.

After some thought, he said, “I honestly don’t know, Highness.”

“I like the ‘honest’ part of that, Thalick.”

“Highness, there are more aspects to this than spears in the Dragon Wing, but what I can’t get away from is that we simply cannot, cannot permit the House to be slandered. Who are we if we start letting Chreotha, even Teckla, laugh at us, mock us. Surely none of us would accept that as individuals. Accepting it in the name of the House is a thousand times worse.”

The Prince was silent for a long time after that; Thalick fancied he could hear the slow, ungainly mechanism in his liege’s head moaning, squeaking, and grinding.

“Very well,” said the Prince at length. “Then carry on.”



“Can you sing?” asked Praxitt.

“Let’s go with no,” I said.

“Dance?”

“I know a few Eastern … Okay, let’s go with no again.”

“You see where that might be a problem in a musical, right?”

“Aren’t there any non-singing roles?”

“No,” she said.

“Wait, everyone has a song?”

“Well, no. There are those in the chorus who don’t have their own songs, they just sing along on some of the numbers.”

“And couldn’t I just sort of blend in there and not sing?”

“Um. So, you don’t want a speaking part?”

“Lords, no! I just want to be on the stage. Somewhere where I can be seen, and recognized.”

“We’ll have to give you some lifts if you don’t want to either be completely invisible or else stand out.”

“Standing out is kind of what I’m after.”

“So, you’re here to hide, but you want to go on stage, and stand out.”

“Yep.”

“Okay, then. I won’t ask. But you’ll wear the lifts anyway, or you’ll look ridiculous. I trust whatever it is you’re doing won’t harm my performance?”

“No, I just need to be seen on stage.”

She nodded. “There are twelve places during the show when the chorus is performing.”

“I just need to be on at a single point, and it can be any time you want, so that works.”

She nodded. “You’ll have to practice with us.”

“Just for when I’m on, right?”

“Yes.”

“Will I have to wear a costume?”

“Not for the practices.”

“But for the performance?”

“Yes, of course. And the dress rehearsal, which starts tomorrow.”

“Okay.”

“Care to tell me what this is about?”

“Not really.”

She shrugged. “All right. Welcome to the cast. It’s the least I can do for you saving the production.”

“I haven’t saved it yet.”

“And if you don’t, you won’t be on stage. See how well it works?”

“I am so going to love this.”

“Don’t start, Loiosh.”

“That doesn’t mean I have to eat those horrid lunches, does it?”

“Haven’t you been anyway?”

“Yeah, sometimes.”

“Does it matter for your nefarious purposes which day in the performance it is?”

“No, any of the three, any time, although the sooner the better, and did you really just use the word ‘nefarious’?”

“Yes. Did you really just understand it?”

“Also, how do you know my purposes are nefarious?”

“Anyone spending three minutes in your company will know that those are the only kind of purposes you have.”

“Uh, I see.”

“Should I be flattered, or offended, Loiosh?”

“No.”

“Okay,” I said. “On advice from counsel, I’ll just let that sit there.”

“Good choice. Any time the chorus is on we can find a way to stuff you in, so look the script over and decide.”

“All right, I’ll let you know.”

I walked away and Loiosh said, “Come to think of it, I’d make a pretty good advocate.”

“If you could resist the urge to eat the jury.”

Okay, so: Yes, I liked my odds—that is to say, Murit’s confidence—that she could prevent sorcery from happening in the theater. And Praxitt had agreed to let me on stage. Two problems solved, both painlessly. I didn’t expect this would continue.

Before I could get any further, I needed to find a script. And I also needed to invite Her Majesty.

Good. A couple of clear-cut tasks I could actually accomplish.

A page found me a little later to let me know a Jhereg was asking after me. She gave the message like she expected me to cry out, “The Horse! I am discoveréd! Quick, fetch my spurs and sword!” I just nodded and set out for the lobby. I don’t know if she was disappointed or relieved.

“Shoen said you wanted to see me,” said Kragar.

I nodded. “Sorry to drag you here for a few basic questions, but that’s the trouble with being afraid to speak psychically. What asshole screwed that up for us, anyway?”

His smile came and went, and he waited.

“First thing I need to know is if they’re bringing Deragar here to do the exchange, or if they’re going to keep him somewhere and reveal the information to us.”

Kragar scowled. “I want him here.”

“That’d be better.”

“What’s your plan, Vlad?”

“I’ll tell you when it is one, and that requires answers to some questions.”

“All right. What else?”

“If they’re going to reveal the location instead of bringing him, will Caola be there herself?”

“Any idea how I’m supposed to find that out without making her suspicious?”

“I trust you to come up with something.”

“That’s reassuring. All right, I’ll try to figure something out.”

“That all I can think of. Once I know the answer to those questions, I can finish the planning.”

“When do I get hold of them?”

“Now.”

“And what, exactly, do I tell them?”

“That you’ve been in touch with me, and will be able to tell them where I am in a couple of days.”

“All right.”

He turned and walked out onto the street without another word.






11
DAY 2 ACT 6 SCENE 6



Censor and chorus:


I’ll cut this a sentence and a line

A sentence and a line and a fifty-silver fine

A fifty silver fine for insult to the throne

Insult to the throne and you ought to have known.

Have it banned! Have it banned!

I’ll cut this a sentence and a line

At His Majesty’s command.

A doodle oodle oodle (A doodle oodle oodle)

A doodle oodle oodle ooh doo.

I’ll cut this a sentence and a line

A sentence and a line the authority is mine.

The authority is mine by Imperial decree

Imperial decree to censor what I see.

Have it banned! Have it banned!

I’ll cut this a sentence and a line

At His Majesty’s command.

A doodle oodle oodle (A doodle oodle oodle)

A doodle oodle oodle ooh doo.

I’ll cut this a sentence and a line

A sentence and a line don’t worry it’s benign.

Don’t worry it’s benign when you’re muzzling the truth

Muzzling the truth because it’s often so uncouth.

Have it banned! Have it banned!

I’ll cut this a sentence and a line

At His Majesty’s command.

A doodle oodle oodle (A doodle oodle oodle)

A doodle oodle oodle ooh doo

A doodle oodle oodle ooh doo

A doodle oodle oodle ooh doo.





The handbill had said fourteen Tsalmoth, which meant three days. Three days. I scowled. That was going to be a long time for Deragar and Kragar.

Three days—and that’s if Her Majesty could make the opening. If she agreed, but wanted a different show, it’d be more.

I needed to ask her, then, and the sooner the better.

I wondered if the Empress knew that it was now possible to listen in on psychic communication. If so, the Orb would let her counter it if anyone tried to listen in on her conversations; and no one would be that foolhardy anyway, right?

Right?

I knew I was being way over-the-top paranoid, but I found paper and the stub of a pencil and wrote out a message, slapped some wax on it, and smacked it with my ring. I found one of the pages and held out the message.

“Her Majesty Zerika, Imperial Palace,” I said.

He stared at me. After a minute, he said, “Is that a line?”

“Pardon me?”

“Are you rehearsing? Because I’m not—”

“No, I’m not rehearsing. I’m giving you a message for delivery. That’s what you do, right? Run errands for the theater?”

“Yes, but…”

“But?”

It took me a moment. Then I said, “Oh. Uh, yes. Bring it to the Palace, and put it into the hand of a page. Tell the page it is urgent from Count Szurke. Can you remember that? The page will get it to Her Majesty.”

“Oh. Yes. Count Szurke.” He seemed relieved. Sometimes I forget that Teckla are Teckla.

He took the message, made an obeisance, and went running off.

And that was as far as I could get until I got an answer from Her Majesty, so it was time to turn my attention to other matters.

“Boss, there’s just no way you’re going to be able to get decent food without leaving the theater.”

“Maybe I can get one of the pages to get it for me?”

“Boss.”

“What?”

“I hate those meals as much as you do, or more. But—”

“Okay, okay. But what else am I going to do? I can’t help with the court case, the deal is going down—or by now has already gone down—without me, we dealt with the two Jhereg who wanted to pull their money—or at least the Demon has—and it looks like I’m stuck here for at least another three days. I gotta do something.”

“Maybe someone will teach you to sing.”

“Heh.”

I found Praxitt watching the Emperor argue with his advisers while she told them to open up more, whatever that meant. During a pause she glanced at me. “Yes?”

“I need a script.”

She turned to a youngish-looking Tsalmoth who was seated next to her and nodded. The Tsalmoth stood and said, “Come with me.”

I followed. “I didn’t even notice you sitting there.”

“I get that a lot.”

“Are you related to Kragar?”

“Who?”

“Never mind.”

I followed her up to the catwalks and into a tiny office where she handed me a script from a stack of them. I thanked her, and she said I was welcome to stay there and read it, so I did.



Duwani’s strategy in challenging the Censor was as follows: First, he attempted to show that the play, in its original form, even if damaging to the reputation of Valenda personally (though he refused to concede this point, and in fact challenged it several times), in no way harmed the reputation of either the Empire or the House of the Lyorn. He then argued that if affronts to the person of the Emperor were subject to Imperial oversight, it would undercut the authority of the Council of Princes, and, in effect permit the Emperor to interfere in the internal affairs of the Great Houses “in his own person,” instead of, as was the tradition, only in cases of Imperial necessity. He thus used one Codified Tradition, as an observer at the time put it, to slap the face of the other.

In carrying out the first part of his program, he delved into the history of the House of the Lyorn, as far back as the Fourth Cycle, and managed to establish that the Lyorn in particular had always made a distinction between offenses against the individual, and offenses against the House, and argued, therefore, that if that distinction were valid, it was impossible to accept, for a Lyorn, that personal offenses against him would reflect on the Empire.



I only read the first day, and found a couple of places that seemed likely to work for my nefarious purposes.

“That’s gonna stick, isn’t it, Boss?”

“Probably.”

I let the plan sauté in my head along with what I now knew of the first day of the musical. Since I think better when I’m moving, I went back down to the room with the mirrors, which was empty, and practiced.

I’d just started when someone said, “Oh, want a sparring partner?”

I turned around and recognized the choreographer, who I’d heard referred to as Spindly, and, again, I don’t know if that was a name, a nickname, or the choreographer was always called that. “Sure,” I said. “You know your way around a blade?”

“I’m the choreographer.”

“Yeah, I know, but—”

“I choreograph and direct all the fight scenes.”

“Really? I thought you did the dancing.”

“Fighting is just dancing with less music and more blood.”

“Huh. Okay, I guess I can see that. I didn’t realize that fights were choreographed, though.”

“Have to. Otherwise someone might get hurt.”

There was something funny about that, but I didn’t mention it. Though it did go through my mind how much easier things would be for me if my fights were choreographed.

“Let me grab some practice weapons,” he said. He opened a closet, pulled a couple out, and handed me one.

“Um,” I said. “Do you have anything lighter?”

“Huh. Let me look.”

He did, and eventually emerged with a practice weapon that was heavier than I was used to, but still useful. I took a couple of practice cuts, nodded, and saluted.

In three seconds, I’d put a “cut” on his wrist and another on his leg and “stabbed” him in the shoulder and he stopped, a delighted look on his face, and said, “You have to show me what you’re doing!”

“It’s Eastern style, for those with lighter weapons and no sorcery. Just turn your body sideways. Smaller target, more distance.”

“But doesn’t that take your other hand out of play?”

“You were only using one weapon. If you pull a second weapon, I can always throw a knife at you, or pull a second weapon myself.”

“Okay, but those cuts you made. How—”

“Yeah, it’s called a ‘riposte.’ It’s an attack that follows from a parry. Here—”

We kept at it for most of an hour, at the end of which time I was exhausted, he was obviously thinking about how he could find an excuse to use the new stuff in a fight scene, and we’d gathered a little bit of an audience.

I gave the choreographer his practice sword back and walked out like I didn’t enjoy all the looks I was getting.

Okay, I was starting to maybe understand a bit why actors did what they did.

And I very badly wanted a bath, so I headed off to do that.



Behind the herb shop was a small room where a group of Tsalmoth and Chreotha sat around a table playing cards. Nikka didn’t recognize the game; she wasn’t much for card games.

There was a wooden stairway leading up, with a pair of Jhereg at the bottom, who gave her the cool, evaluating look of their kind. They both, in a simultaneous gesture that seemed almost unconscious, let their hands rest against their daggers.

One said, “Is there something—”

“My name is Nikka, and I want to see Kragar.”

“Heh. We’d all like to see Kragar.”

The other laughed, and Nikka had the feeling that they went through this conversation a lot.

“You guys must be really bored,” said Nikka.

There was a moment when they were trying to decide if they should take the jibe as friendly or hostile, then one of them shrugged and said, “You have no idea. What’s this about?”

“His son.”

“Derr?” said the smaller and uglier of the two. “He isn’t here.”

“Yes,” she said. “As I told you, I want to see Kragar. Would you mind letting him know?” Or would you rather I set your eyeballs on fire? She smiled pleasantly.

He shrugged, turned to the other, and nodded. The other one sauntered up the stairs.

She waited for somewhere between two and three minutes, and then the door opened and the Jhereg came down, another next to him. The door behind her opened and there were two more standing there, both holding daggers. The one who had waited with her also stood and drew. The card game stopped, and no one moved.

“I love the attention,” said Nikka. “But can we either get on with letting me see Kragar, or get on with killing each other? I have plans for later.”

As she spoke, she felt for the tap, and let the spells take shape in her mind: first to bring down their pitiful defenses, and maybe give them a nice flash of light to entertain them, then left hand for defense, right hand for attack. To move, or not to move? Five of them wouldn’t be easy, especially if they knew their business, and they probably did; moving out of the way might be the difference between feeling steel and not. But it would distract her from shaping the—

“He said he wants to talk to you,” said the bigger and, okay, maybe he was actually uglier of the two.

“That works out well. I want to talk to him, too.”

“Why?” the guy wanted to know.

Yes, the taller one was definitely uglier; at least the other guy had a chin.

“It’s about Deragar,” said Nikka, keeping her voice even and controlled.

“What about him?”

For an instant, her vision-behind wavered, but she steadied it without, she thought, letting anything show. Neither of the ones behind her, at least, took the opportunity to attack her.

“If your liege hasn’t told you, I’m not going to. If he has, I don’t need to.”

“We just call him the boss.”

“All right. Can I speak to him?”

A new voice broke in with “You’re speaking to him now.” Nikka realized that it came from someone who had been standing at the top of the stairs for the entire time, but she hadn’t noticed.

She stared at him. “How did you do that?”

“Pretty well, I thought.”

“You aren’t at all like your son.”

“He told me about your date.”

“So I assumed.”

“Other than a death-wish, what would bring you here now?”

“A desire to convince you I had nothing to do with it.”

Kragar—for so he must be—had narrow eyes and a nose like a knife’s blade, and carried himself with a sort of relaxed arrogance that, she supposed, was either required or acquired in a “boss” of the Right Hand. She held his gaze; if he didn’t know how dangerous that was, no good purpose could be served by telling him. She waited, and felt the familiar itching on the backs of her hands as the precursor, the opening of the tap, waited to be set off.

There were plenty of Jhereg sorceresses able to control, channel, and direct more power than her; there weren’t that many who were faster. There were six of these Right Hand brute-boys. The odds weren’t great, but neither were they impossible. She waited to see if they wanted to start the dance, her senses stretched out.

Kragar said, “Can you give me a reason to think you aren’t planning to kill me?”

“Can you give me any reason to think that, if I wanted to kill you, this is how I’d go about it? In the middle of the day, surrounded by civilians, with all of your vassals—or whatever you call them—on high alert?”

“Let’s go with minions,” said Kragar.

Short-and-ugly chuckled; none of the others reacted at all.

“Is that a good enough reason?”

Kragar gave her the hard stare—the one that made it look like he was trying to look into her skull. Then, “No,” he said. “Got any more?”

She looked around. “Do they know?”

“Not yet.”

“Then I’ll just repeat what I said before: I had nothing to do with it.”

“Think you can convince me of that?”

“No,” she said. “But I need to try.”

He nodded slowly. “It’s all right,” he said. “Let her up. Splitter, show her to my office.”

Everyone around her relaxed. She climbed the stairs, keeping her guard up while trying not to look like she was keeping her guard up.

“This way,” said one of the ones who’d been at the top of the stairs.

She followed him, Kragar followed her.

It was a small room, even for one person, bare except for a desk, a mostly empty weapon rack, and a psiprint on the wall showing a woman in Jhereg colors. Deragar’s mother, she wondered? She wanted to study the print, but decided this wouldn’t be the right time.

“Sit,” said Kragar.

Nikka blinked, then realized that he was seated behind the desk, though she hadn’t noticed him moving around her. She hesitated, then sat. Kragar nodded to the thin-lipped Jhereg standing behind her; she tensed for a moment, but he turned and left, closing the door behind him.

“Okay,” said Kragar. “Let’s hear it.”

“I know how it looks,” she said. “You must know that Deragar and I were together when he disappeared.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know if you’ve heard anything, but even if not, you must have suspicions of who’s taken him.”

“I’ve heard.”

In spite of everything, she realized that Kragar’s stare was making her nervous. She met his eyes. “He asked me out. I accepted. We were eating. I noticed him looking odd, maybe disoriented. I started to ask him about it, or maybe I did, I don’t remember.”

“You don’t remember?”

“I passed out somewhere in there.”

“Even if true,” said Kragar. “It doesn’t prove you weren’t involved.”

“I know.”

“Why did you come here?”

“Because I had to tell you.”

“Why?”

After what felt like hours but was probably only a few seconds, she heard herself saying, “I don’t know.”

Kragar made a soft grunting sound. “So, if it wasn’t you, how did they do it? Did anyone know where you were going?”

“I don’t think so. I can’t think how anyone would have; we didn’t know ourselves until the last minute.”

“Then how did they do it?”

“I’ve been asking myself that. I have spells that would have detected unusual interest, such as anyone following me. And I’d have noticed any effort to track me sorcerously. The only thing I can come up with is sorcery aimed at Deragar.”

“And how would you go about finding out who did the trace?”

“You want to know who had him taken? Because I’m pretty sure it was Coala’s group.”

“I am too. No, I’m interested in finding him. If we know who did the trace, we’ll be that much closer to finding where he is now.”

“So, does that mean you believe me?”

“Of course not.”

“But?”

He shrugged. “Get some useful information. If it checks out, that’ll go a long way toward convincing me.”

Nikka was quiet for a while as she tried to work out why that irritated her. Then she said, “Okay, I just figured something out. In spite of coming here, I don’t actually much care whether you believe me.”

“Then—”

“I’m pissed off about having been used.”

“I can understand that.”

“Also—” She hesitated, then shrugged. “I care about Deragar. If anything I know or can find out will help, well, here I am.”

Kragar nodded. “I’ll take that,” he said. “So, let me give you a test. There’s a piece of information I need, and I’m going to trust you enough to let you know I need it.”

“I’m listening,” said Nikka.



Somewhere, in some dusty little room, probably within the confines of Pamlar University, there’s a scholar who studies the history of Adrilankha, and could tell me something about North Hill. I’ll never seek him out, but I admit I’m curious. It isn’t like anywhere else in the City. It rises high enough that there’s a great view of the ocean-sea, and so of course there are a number of manors that occupy the western sections; aristocrats require nice views or they risk getting kicked out of the club.

Not that I’d object to a view of the ocean, mind you. And, hey, I’m an aristocrat myself, at least technically. And I’d have one of those manor houses if I could. So, well, anyway, I was telling you about North Hill.

As you go east from the manor houses you start heading downhill, and there’s a wide market area, bigger than Malak Circle, where they sell the usual assortment of produce and seafood, but also a lot of jewelry. There are always Phoenix Guards there, as well as mercenaries hired by whoever runs the market.

Six streets run out of the market (or into the market, if you prefer). Two of them, Anchor and Fallow, run generally northeast and southeast respectively. Perhaps a hundred paces from the market on Anchor is the Anchor Stage, the beginning (or the end) of the North Hill theater district.

All in all, on Anchor and Fallow, there are nine theaters, the last being Hilltop on Fallow.

So, here’s my question: Why?

Why is it that, when someone, back in the far reaches of time, buys an old building near the North Hill Market and starts staging productions on it, does it happen that a bunch of other theaters open in the same area? I mean, it isn’t like they give off spores that sprout stages. So what is it?

Hey, I know it doesn’t matter. But I’m curious. Although not curious enough to find that dusty room and ask that scholar.

That’s the thing about baths, I guess. Something about being immersed in hot water makes my mind wander. Loiosh was quiet; he and Rocza seem to get drowsy when sitting in a hot, steamy room; I don’t know why that is and neither does Loiosh.

My last few conversations with the Demon Goddess went spiraling through my head. She’d given me a lot more straight answers than I’d ever expected, so of course I was more confused than ever.

I was a demon now, complete with that sound in my head that would permit someone to summon and control me. Did that mean I was now even more under the Goddess’s command, or did it mean we had become alike to some degree?

The water was now lukewarm. I reached down for the ewer on the brazier, and added hot water until it was almost too much. Somewhere in there a woman I didn’t know came in, added hot water to one of the other tubs, and started undressing. I turned around so my back was to her, which got a chuckle.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’m used to actors.”

“No worries,” I said, and sank a little deeper in the tub to discourage conversation. I heard some splashing and tried not to think about it.

A demon wouldn’t have turned around. Right?

The worst part of it was that I couldn’t help but feel I was being prepared for something, that all the odd things that had happened to me—becoming a demon, finding a Great Weapon—were part of a plan, that I was going to be placed in a situation where I had no choices, where I was just going to be used. Hey, I know it sounds far-fetched to think that my whole life was manipulated; but I couldn’t help but think it even more far-fetched to have all of those things happen by chance. No, someone or some thing was behind this, the Demon Goddess being the obvious candidate, but that wasn’t certain. Whoever or whatever it was, I could only hope it was something I could get my hands on. Or my blade into.

I realized I was grinding my teeth and stopped.

I considered what I was planning. What I really wanted to do was witchcraft, because the spells to prevent sorcery wouldn’t stop it. But no matter how many ways I looked at it, the timing just wouldn’t work; witchcraft takes too long. And that meant there was only one alternative.

“You’re going to ask Daymar, Boss?”

“I’m afraid so.”

I added more hot water, then sank deeper into the tub, letting my stupid bony knees stick out of the water and submerging my shoulders. I tried not to think. I failed. At some point there was a splash behind me, and I almost turned around before I remembered that I wasn’t alone. I heard the sounds of the woman getting out of the tub, and a little later of bare feet slapping away on the hard tiles.

After the bath, which was pleasant in spite of my stupid brain being unwilling to shut down, I went up to where they were passing out dinner and accepted one of the boxes, trying my best not to look ungrateful. It had a piece of meat—kethna, I think—that was too tough, too fatty, and too salty; as well as a piece of bland, stale bread and some beans that, from their look, had had all of their flavor boiled out of them. I skipped the beans, though, so I can’t say for certain. Loiosh and Rocza seemed to enjoy their pieces of kethna, but I’m pretty sure that was more for the challenge than the flavor.






INTERMISSION
THE RAVENWING PLAYERS



Though presently out of fashion, there is no question that the works of Landza will once more regain popularity—they always do, and for good reason. Writing from the end of the Ninth Teckla Republic to the middle of the Athyra Reign, her ability to capture in words the changing rhythms of her time, and to present us with themes that seem to renew themselves with each change of House, may be, in the words of Cartors, “the most pure and simultaneously powerful magic this Empire has ever witnessed.” Or, as Wistrop expressed it in his seminal work, The Tiassa from Highbend: A Destiny Fulfilled, “When the plays of the Black Tiassa stop being performed, we can be certain that it is only in preparation for another revival.”

Such a revival occurred during the Sixteenth Teckla Republic. Prince Ravenwing, Hawk Heir, being both wealthy and a passionate devotee of the playwrights of the “Popular Exalted” period, particularly Landza, put together a traveling company to perform her works throughout the Empire. The Company, known as the Ravenwing Players, carried out this mission for nearly a thousand years, until the passing of the Prince. At that time his heir built them a theater in Dragaera City, still devoted to Landza’s work. Some ninety years before the Interregnum, the theater was destroyed by a fire that spread from a nearby refinery, and so the company—all of whom, fortunately, managed to escape—took to traveling again.

They were still traveling at the time of Adron’s Disaster. With no base, and no dependable income, necessity forced them to expand their repertoire, now traveling through the Empire performing whatever plays seemed likely to produce coin, or even foodstuffs and fodder. Half the company died when they were caught near Kamis-by-the-River when the Lowland Fever broke out there, restricting their productions even more.

So it was that, when Zerika took the Orb, they made their way to Adrilankha, a small, impoverished company, but with a tradition of brilliance.

At first, they performed in market squares, scraping by on what pennies they could collect and living, for the most part, by camping in the northern jungles outside the city, often with other theater troops in similar situations.

This changed in the third year of Zerika’s reign, when their performance of Stonewell’s Ensign of the Guard began to attract attention. After being favorably mentioned in a couple of the more popular rags, it was seen by Whitecrest herself, who enjoyed it so much she recommended it to Her Majesty, who brought the entire troop in for what proved to be an extremely successful command performance.

The next month was one of intense negotiation, as at least six offers came in from those interested in financing and housing the company. In the end, they agreed to go with an Orca who offered them an exceptionally fine house and a budget to expand the company, hire technical staff, and the promise of making musicians and dancers available should they decide on a musical.

They moved into the Crying Clown near midsummer of the fourth year of Zerika’s reign.
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DAY 3 ACT 1 SCENE 2



2nd Actor:


I always hate an opening night

Feeling sick from that old stage fright

Too late to re-block or rewrite

Waiting for my entrance I think I will pass ou-out

Will it be hurrah, or will it be boo?

There’s nothing like the terror of a debut

Hope I can survive to my first cue

Can’t even remember

What this play is abou-out.

Light the lantern, ring the bell

Openings are purely hell.

Light the lantern, ring the bell

Openings are purely hell.

My head starts to itch from the wig that I wear

My lungs can’t seem to get enough air

My mouth is so dry I can’t even swear

I pray that my entrance will never arri-ive.

Why do I do this? I don’t even know.

That’s my cue, it’s time to go.

Then I step on and I’m into the flow

Nothing else makes me feel so ali-ive.

Light the candle, ring the chime

Openings are the greatest time.

Light the candle, ring the chime

Openings are the greatest time.





She found me lounging with my book in one of what I’d learned were called dressing rooms and came right up to me, with that determined “Okay, I’m going to do it” expression. I put the book down.

“Your name is Vik, right?”

She nodded.

“Okay. What do you need my help with?”

She smiled a little. “Figured it out, huh?”

“It wasn’t difficult.”

“I suppose not. There’s a guy who’s been demanding money from us, from the tech crew. Not a lot, but a bit every time we’re paid, and it’s going up, and—”

“Wait a minute. How does he enforce it?”

“Well, I mean, he pretends he’s collecting for charity, but everyone knows the only charity is his pocket.”

“No, I mean, why do you pay him?”

“Oh. Anyone who doesn’t pay is liable to get dismissed from the company. And anyone who complains about him is liable to be dismissed and droplisted.”

“Droplisted?”

“Word goes out that you’re unreliable and no one will hire you.”

“Okay, but how—”

“His uncle owns the company.”

“Oh. Montorri.”

She nodded.

“Yeah,” I said. “This kind of thing goes on in the Jhereg, but I’ve never liked it. It’s not like a guy who wants to gamble but doesn’t want to pay the taxes on his winnings. Or someone who needs to borrow money but the banks won’t touch him. This is going up to some poor bastard and taking his money and not giving him anything.”

“So, you’ve never done that?”

“That would be breaking the law.”

“Yeah. So, you’ve never done that?”

“Of course not,” I said, which was mostly the truth. The one time I’d gotten involved in anything like that, the guy, a wool merchant, had come to me, and he really had needed protection, so it wasn’t a scam. Then, of course, things had gotten complicated, because they always do.

“So, that’s the situation. Can you help?”

“You thought of me because I wear a sword, and because they can’t, uh, droplist me?”

“Pretty much. We can get some money together—”

“No, no. It’s not money I’m after.”

She suddenly looked nervous. “I’m not sure what else—”

“A couple of favors.”

“All right, I’m listening.”

“I need help from the Athyra, Murit.”

“Side Four? What kind of help?”

“Are you sure you want to know?”

“I don’t, but I need to know how big a favor I’m asking.”

“I need her to block psychic contact.”

“You mean, in general?”

“No, just once, a particular person at a particular time.”

“As long as it isn’t during a performance—”

“What if it is?”

“You know she’s responsible for changing the lighting, right?”

“Oh. Yeah, I’d forgotten about that. How often does that happen during a show?”

“Not very, but she can’t miss one. If anything unexpected happens, well, you know actors. Once things start to go cold, they don’t usually stop before frozen.”

“Yeah, so I’ll have to find a time she isn’t actually needed. Think you’ll be able to talk her into it?”

“Maybe. If she thinks there’s a good reason, or if it amuses her, or she’s in the right mood. You know Athyra.”

“Not very well, no, but I’ll take your word for it.”

“You said a couple of things.”

“Yeah. I need to find an actor who isn’t in this production.”

“An actor. I know a lot of actors. Any specifics?”

“Yeah,” I said. “A very short one.”



Hard, crisp footfalls on pavement, loud in contrast to the silence of this Adrilankha neighborhood, echoed from the houses built across from each other on a road so narrow a wagon could not have navigated it. The individual presently making the sounds did not, in fact, spare a thought for this; her mind was occupied with equal measures of fear, hope, and annoyance. The fear was that her suspicions about her summons were correct; the hope was that, if so, her preparations would be adequate; and the annoyance was about being summoned in the first place.

Caola, like a demon, resented being summoned. Although the method of summoning was nothing more than a verbal message instructing her to be at a certain place at a certain time, her feelings about it were much the same as if it had involved chanting and the drawing of sigils; and although it required nothing more than a quick teleport across town, and a brief walk uphill, her feelings were much the same as if she had unwillingly traveled through different dimensions, or worlds, or realities.

The summoner’s name was Destonova-Finnila, or D’nilla as she was called everywhere except in official documents. She lived far more modestly than Caola would have, if Caola had those kinds of resources and that kind of power: a simple, one-story home in Little Deathgate, in a rare quiet section of a neighborhood full of klava holes, music venues, and art galleries.

Caola was still ten paces from the front door when she felt the complex interweaving of spells surrounding and permeating the area. She continued until she was in front of the plain, reddish door, which now glowed faintly yellow. “Caola,” she said.

The yellow glow ceased and the door noiselessly swung open.

The crisscrossing lines of magic, sensed at some level that was just below sight, were more subtle inside the house, but still very present; Caola had a pretty good idea of what would happen if anyone did so much as a light spell in here. Much like what would happen if someone did so much as a light spell in her own home. But more, there was an elegance, signs of a deft touch in which the will of the sorcerer was so perfectly in tune with the desired result that not a gesture, not a thought, not a particle of energy had been wasted.

But then, she reflected. I’m still young. I’ll get there.

The parlor was small, or rather, “cozy.” Two bookshelves, a fireplace with a mantel full of small paintings and psiprints. There was a sofa, a low table, and two stuffed chairs, one of them occupied by D’nilla.

“Please sit,” she said. “Merith is just making tea. Would you care for some?”

D’nilla was dressed in an elegant housecoat of pale yellow with white embroidery and sleeves you could hide a body in.

“Tea would be lovely,” said Caola, hoping she hadn’t misread the signs, and aware that she’d never know either way. D’nilla, as a rule, didn’t give anything away.

“It is a lovely blend of varieties from Lostway and Elde,” said the hostess, as if a discussion of tea were the entire reason for the meeting. “I order it from a distributor in Lorstin Reach.”

Caola realized she was becoming nervous, which could only mean that D’nilla wanted her to.

She cursed in her head, making sure nothing showed on her face, and accepted the saucer from the Teckla who, it seemed, had been selected and dressed for as close to invisibility as possible. The teacups and saucers, on the other hand, were not—bright purple with gold trim, because surely the more expensive the teacup, the better the tea must taste.

“Milk, lemon, sugar?” was what D’nilla wanted to know.

“Lemon.”

The girl squeezed the wedge carefully, shielding it from Caola’s eyes.

D’nilla had hers with both lemon and sugar. The sugar was bleached, and ground into granules, and probably cost more by the ounce than most of the supplies Caola sold. But if it was intended as intimidation, it failed—Caola could afford sugar like that too, if she wanted it.

The thought made her feel better, more relaxed. She sipped her tea—which wasn’t all that wonderful, to be honest—and waited.

D’nilla had a sip of hers, closed her eyes as if having an experience that transcended the bounds of normal human pleasure, and swallowed. She replaced the cup in the saucer, the saucer on the table, and said, “Really, you must stop.”

Caola preferred to be in her own home, surrounded by her own people, so she could be in control of conversations like this. In the meantime, she didn’t respond, because the only thing she could have said was “Stop what?” and that would have inevitably produced some sort of you know what reply. Since she didn’t know what, she waited.

“This business with the Easterner,” said D’nilla after a moment.

Caola stared. “‘This business with the Easterner’? You know what he did to my sister. And you know how much money we stand to make if this works. And you know this is my affair in which, by all the rules, you have no right to interfere. And do I need to mention that it was you who first suggested—”

“I remember. But things have changed.”

“In the last three days?”

“Yes. This is bigger than you know, Caola.”

Caola became aware that her mouth was open, and closed it. “Bigger? Bigger than destroying the entire Right Hand and generating incalculable amounts of income?”

“Yes.”

“D’nilla, just what are we talking about here?”

“An alliance.”

“With whom?”

“Say rather, ‘with what.’”

“Very well. With what?”

D’nilla hesitated. “You have a few choices here, Caola. One is to do as I ask, and we’ll say no more about it.”

“I don’t care for that one. Go on.”

“Another is to simply defy me, to stick to the rules and the agreements, and see how that works out for you.”

“Is that a threat, D’nilla?”

“The third choice is to get the explanation of why it’s so important.”

“Yes, I’d like—”

“That will require the oath of the serpent.”

Caola stared for a while, then managed, “Is that even real?”

“Yes, it’s real.”

“I’d always thought—”

“I know. But yes, it’s real, and if you want to come inside on this, you must take it.”

“What’s involved? I know the stories, but what is the reality?”

“We take a small amount of your blood and feed it to a spotted tree viper, and you swear your oath to it as it drinks.”

“So that part’s true.”

“Yes. And if you break the oath, the venom will be transferred to your bloodstream and you’ll die screaming. Or so I’m assured; I’ve never seen it happen.”

“Sounds unpleasant. If I take the oath, you will explain why all of a sudden it is important to let the Easterner live.”

“Yes.”

“I think I’ll go with the second option. The one where I defy you and see how that works out for me.”

D’nilla sat back and sipped her tea. “I admit, I didn’t expect that answer,” she said.

Caola set her tea down and waited.

“You’re in my home, you know. You are aware what I’m capable of. And especially here, with everything at my fingertips.”

“Yes. But that means I’m your guest. And you’ve given me tea.”

“That’s an old custom, and a thin one to stake your life on.”

“He killed my sister. He took her soul.”

“I know.”

“I’m not letting this go, lady.”

“I had it pretty clear in my head how this was all going to go down. That should have been a danger sign, I suppose. All right. Thank you for taking the time to visit me.”

Caola was shaking when the door shut behind her.

She felt the gate open and pulled recklessly from the Orb as she walked—D’nilla could be subtle, but she was more likely to go straight at a problem if there was no reason not to.

Caola reached the street, turned, and faced the house. “Come to me now,” and the now was barely an echo of a whisper of a thought when the attack came. She was ready, she had been expecting it, and help was on the way, but still—

She raised her arms and extended her reach and—

Sheet lighting, too bright to look upon, rolling toward you at terrifying speeds, and—

It breaks into pieces, each piece an ember, each ember giving up the tiniest spark of light to an indifferent city, dying even as it reaches you, and—

Re-forming now, as it was but subject to your will, breaking upon the house that seems to laugh at your pitiful efforts as it absorbs and transforms and—

Spears spinning, spotted sparkling spiny spikes; whirling whistling wind to ward.

Somewhere glass breaks, its sound first separate then a part of the mauling, malicious maelstrom of madness and murder.

Fire and ice and steam on a public street in old Adrilankha, which, to be fair, has seen much of this sort of thing, and an overwhelming sense of pressure, of weight called to come crush, compress, convert to a battle of wills for a moment, an instant, an eternity, and—

Over!

Pressure relieved, attack done, confusion of Wait, I’m alive?

Six sorceresses in Jhereg colors stood in a loose circle before D’nilla’s modest little home, arms raised, beating back the attack while Caola caught her breath, shocked at her own survival, even though she had prepared for exactly this.

The door opened and D’nilla stepped out, gown flapping carelessly in a breeze that now came from the ocean-sea and had nothing of magic to it, save whatever magic the thundering waves conceal.

“You broke my window,” said D’nilla.

Caola said nothing, and hoped the other would consider her silence to be stern and indifferent, rather than a combination of exhaustion and an utter inability to come up with a good reply.

“And so,” continued the other, carefully taking in the semi-circle of sorceresses, “either we have a battle royal on the street, or you force me to back down.”

Caola continued saying nothing; it seemed like the best choice, and she still wasn’t certain she had any others—her brain was spinning with the half-audible, half-visual buzz that came with the aftermath of going to the very edge of losing control of the energy she’d commanded.

“I’ll tell you what,” said D’nilla. “I’ll call it off if you’ll pay for the window.”

Caola managed a deep breath. “Done,” she said.

“Good. If you want to come back inside, I still have tea, and one argument I haven’t used to convince you.”

“What argument?”

“You want me to say it out here, in front of everyone?”

“Yes. They’re my people. They know what I’m doing.”

“All right, then. Killing him is a great deal kinder than what I have in mind.”

Caola studied the sorceress for almost a full minute—an eternity. Then she turned to her friends.

“Thank you all. I’m going inside to drink some tea.”



The presence in my head was strong and familiar, but it still took me a moment to identify it. Then suddenly I was very alert.

“Your Majesty!” I said, fighting off a stupid and pointless urge to kneel. “This is an unexpected—”

“Don’t lie to your sovereign, Taltos.”

“Well, really, I didn’t expect you to reply this soon, or directly to me.”

“I have important business waiting for me, so I have little time. What is this about?”

“There’s a musical that I’d think you’d enjoy, and—”

“Stop it, Vlad. What are you up to?”

“Your Majesty, if I could tell you, I would.”

“I cannot be involved in anything illegal, Vlad. You know that.”

“If there’s any involvement in criminal activity, it would be more like preventing a crime than committing one.”

“I’m not reassured. How important is this to you?”

“It would help. It will solve a number of problems for me. And, seriously, I think you’ll enjoy the show.”

“Vlad.”

“You’re aware we could be listened to, unless the Orb can prevent—”

“It can. And that whole business is something else we need to have a conversation about.”

“Maybe after the show?”

I heard a psychic chuckle. “Very well, Count Szurke. I will see if I can attend the opening. If I cannot, would another night do?”

I thought about Deragar and Kragar, and said, “Not as well, but yes.”

“All right, Vlad. I’ll see if I can work this into my schedule. I do like musicals. But you understand, I assume, that if there is anything that looks like a threat to me, it won’t be pretty.”

“I get that, Majesty. And thank you.”

So. Another piece was in place.

“Well done, Boss. I’m surprised.”

“Yeah, that was easier than I thought it’d be.”

So, then. What was next?

I wondered how Abesra was doing with the court case.

The next thing I should do was find someone to explain to me how all the ropes and pulleys that controlled the scenery worked, as well as the mechanisms that controlled the trapdoors in case that proved to be a better method, but I didn’t feel like my brain was in any shape to deal with all of that, so I just found a quiet spot and read some more.



The four-judge panel—two Iorich, a Tiassa, and a Lyorn—deliberated for less than a day before ruling three to one in favor of Crinissta (the report can be found as Hivisca vs The Orb 14/3, as it was filed on behalf of Hivisca, the Producer). The play, which had been closed down during the trial, reopened with doubled ticket prices, an extended run, and long waiting lists.

One effect of the renewed popularity of the play was the delay—again—of Plawtke’s execution, Valenda remarking at one point, “I can execute him at any time. Unexecuting him is more of a challenge.” Another effect was to throw the Court into a frenzy. From the vantage point of history, it is obvious that Valenda would never simply accept such a decision; it is less clear that anyone could have known that at the time.

This period, of all the stages in the “drama of the drama,” is richest in testimony. Everyone was writing about it, and much of what was written survives to this day. It is instructive to see the breakdown and shades of opinion on the matter as they correspond to the position of that individual’s House in the Cycle. Those near the top—Phoenix, Dragon, Tiassa, Hawk, and of course the Lyorn—were nearly unanimous in believing the slanders about Plawtke and demanding his immediate execution, and the shutting down of the play—especially odd, one would think, in the case of the Dragon, as most of those killed in the massacre had been Dragonlords. Those toward the bottom—the Orca, the Chreotha, the Iorich, and the Vallista, were far more inclined to take Plawtke’s side. It was those in the middle, then, such as the Jhegaala, the Issola, and the Dzur, where there was wavering, and where the real battle, as it were, took place.



I closed the book, marking my page with a thin strip of paper torn from the bottom of my script. I tried to figure out why someone would do what Duwani had done—risk everything to go up against the Empire. All I could come up with was that he was like a Dzur, except before justicers instead of people with swords. I didn’t find that convincing, but I suppose that’s because Iorich aren’t Dzurlords, I mean, by definition.

Justice? I’d had a talk with Sethra about that, not long ago. I remembered the conversation, but I didn’t entirely get it.

Sethra. I’d have to call her “Lethra Savode” sometime and see how she reacted. What’s the worst that could happen?

“Boss.”

“Yeah, good point.”

Justice. Feh.

I stood at the back of the auditorium, facing side three, and watched. The Emperor was arguing with “Lethra Savode” about whether the events in West Reach could be concealed. The actor playing “Lethra” was a lot taller than Sethra, and much more obsequious. Maybe Sethra had been like that, back then, but I doubted it.

I had a sudden fear that they would start singing, and if that happened I’d never be able to look at Sethra without dissolving into giggles, so I got out of there.

I was thinking about reading some more when one of the pages let me know someone had arrived to see me.

“Who?”

“She didn’t give a name.”

“House?”

“She’s an Easterner, m’lord.”

“Oh.”

Cawti was waiting for me in the lobby, leaning against a wall and not looking nearly as dangerous as she was. I froze when I saw her, just for a moment. She’d changed her hair, shortening it a little, but it looked good. She wore baggy trousers of some sort, green, gathered just above her ankle-length boots. Her blouse was white with long collar points and sleeves gathered with ribbon the color of the trousers.

I took a breath then approached her. I stopped short of hugging distance, because I wasn’t sure how she was feeling, but she took a step in and put her arms around me so I did the same and tried not to let it be more than it was.

“Hello, Vladimir,” she said.

“Where’s the boy?”

“With Norathar.”

I nodded, my chin bumping the top of her head, then I let go. “So,” I said, and coughed. “What’s on your mind?”

“Can you get me two tickets to opening night?”

It actually took me a second to realize she was kidding. I have no excuse.

“I take it Kiera told you I was here?”

“Yes.”

I felt a little bad for not telling Cawti what I knew about Kiera, but it wasn’t my secret to share. “So, if it isn’t tickets to opening night, what is it?”

“I wanted to see you.”

She met my eyes.

“You’re trying,” I said, “to figure out just how much trouble I’m in this time, and whether you need to prepare Vlad Norathar to become fatherless.”

“I’d like some idea,” she said.

“I think it isn’t as bad as it was a week ago.”

“The Left Hand—”

“I know, I know. But it turns out not to be the entire Left Hand, just one faction.”

“Why do you keep bumping into them, Vlad? I don’t know anyone else in the Organization who’s tangled with them as much as you in as short a time.”

“Fate, destiny.”

“I’m not sure that’s funny.”

“I’m not sure I meant it to be. There’s a lot going on, Cawti. I’m in the middle of things that are too big for me.”

She laughed. “When haven’t you been?”

“Never, I guess. But this time—no, I mean, I think I haven’t before realized how big … never mind. So, you wanted to see me. Here I am.”

“I also wanted to know if you need anything.” I opened my mouth and she said, “Besides a decent meal.”

“You could have brought me something, you know.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t.”

“‘Cruelty is the business of life.’”

“Hmm?”

“I don’t know. One of the lines in the play. I mean, musical. Not sure what it even means.”

“It means I should have brought you something to eat.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“In fact, of all the things there are to worry about, that one, well…”

“Isn’t as high on the list for you as it is for me?”

“I would very much like you to remain alive, Vladimir. For your son’s sake, as well as my own. And finding you hiding in a theater, of all places, makes it clear just how much danger there is. You wouldn’t do this if—”

“I was stupid,” I said. “When I threw that amulet away, it was stupid. But I knew that at the time.”

“And you did it anyway?”

“I needed to do it anyway. I needed to be free of it. I needed to face down my enemies instead of hiding from them.”

Her lips twitched.

“I know,” I said. “And here I am, facing them by hiding in a theater.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything.”

Loiosh flew over to her shoulder and accepted some chin scratches. Cawti said, “I do know what you mean, though. I mean, about the feeling of being pushed everywhere, and having your choices taken away. Is there somewhere we can talk?”

“Sure. This way.”

I led her about halfway around the lobby until we reached the side-one door, and from there backstage, downstairs. She kept looking around, just like the Demon had. We found an empty dressing room.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve been to the theater,” she said. “And never backstage.”

“I don’t know if seeing how it’s done makes me appreciate it more, or takes the magic out. Both, I guess.”

We found chairs and I poured her water. A couple of paint-spattered tech people stuck their heads in, left. Cawti said, “So, Vladimir. Fill me in?”

I considered how much to tell her. What with one thing and another, she deserved to know at least as much as Sara, right? I wasn’t going to tell her about the things I’d promised the Demon not to talk about, at least not yet, because knowing about them wouldn’t keep her safer. But other things, sure.

She didn’t seem to be in a hurry, and I had nothing better to do, so I gave it to her from crown to heel, with Loiosh jumping into my head now and then to remind me of stupid things I’d done that he thought I should be sure to include. She listened carefully, like Sara had; that thought made me uncomfortable so I shook my head to drive it away.

“What?” said Cawti.

“Hmm?”

“You shook your head.”

“Oh, nothing. Where was I?”

“Walking back to the City.”

“Right. So…”

I finished up the story, and she nodded. “Who is Sara? You’ve mentioned her before.”

“An Issola bard.”

“Really, Vladimir?” she looked amused. “I would not have expected you to be involved with a Dragaeran.”

“Who says we’re involved?”

“You do, with the way you say her name.”

“Oh. Well, it isn’t clear if—”

“You owe me no explanation. In point of fact, I would rather think of you moving on with your life than pining away in misery designed to weigh me down with guilt.”

“I think ‘designed to’ may be a little harsh.”

She nodded. “You’re right. I withdraw it.”

“And you? Is there anyone?” I tried to ask it as if I were just mildly curious; I don’t think I pulled it off.

“Most of my time is taken up being a mother to Vlad Norathar.”

I frowned. “Is that healthy?”

Her eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

“I mean you deserve a life, and he needs to know that he isn’t the center of the universe.”

“So, you’re going to give me parenting advice? After being away his whole life?”

“Hardly my fault.”

“Don’t glare, Vladimir. I know that. But the fact remains that you haven’t been there.”

“Let’s talk about something else.”

“Very well. I take it you have a plan for getting Kragar’s son back? Hmm. Kragar’s son. That is a phrase I had never expected to say.”

“Yeah, same. But, yes, I have a plan. Most of one.”

“Part of one?”

“Shut up.”

“Can I help?”

“I don’t think so, but thanks. Anything I can help you with?”

“All kinds of things, once it’s safe for you to leave here, and once you no longer have people who want you to glisten in the candlelight.”

“So, never?”

“Do you really think that?”

“No. It feels like it, but I don’t really think it. There’s a way out of this. For one thing, I now have the entire Organization on my side. For their own reasons, of course, but that’s more resources than I’ve ever had. You’d think I’d be able to work my way out of this, right?”

“You always do,” she said, with a quirk of her lips.

“Yeah, I think it’s fate.”

She looked suddenly serious. “Do you?”

“No.”

“Good.”

“Or, if it is, I’m going to find fate and stick a knife into its left eye.”

She nodded. “Just what it deserves. The bastard.”

“That’s what I say.”

She was quiet, then, looking away. A stray lock of hair fell over her eye and I resisted the urge to push it back. I said, “Thanks for coming to see me.”

“Of course. Oh, and before I forget, I actually came here to bring you something.”

“Oh?”

She handed me a polished stone about half the size of my palm. It was a dark gray, almost black, wrapped in a complex weave of silver, and hung from a silver chain.

“Hematite,” I said. “Do you think I’m going to be psychically attacked?”

“I don’t know, but it’s something you’re no longer guarded against.”

“I’m no longer guarded against anything.”

“I know. But Lady Teldra can protect you against a lot of it.”

“You’re right.” I studied the amulet. “Thank you. It’s beautiful. Whose work is it?”

“A friend of your grandfather’s. Chainne.”

“She does good work.” I held it up and studied it. “‘Lasting beauty is a marriage of form and function.’”

“Are you quoting someone?”

“Sethra. She was talking about her knife, I think.”

Cawti laughed. “Of course she was.”

“I had another past-life experience,” I said.

“When?” she said, apparently not at all disturbed by the abrupt change in topic.

“You mean, when did I go back, or when did I go back to?”

Her smiled flicked on and off. “Both, I guess.”

“It happened a few weeks ago, and took me back to the beginning of the Empire and a meeting with the Demon Goddess where I was set on a path of destiny. How’s that for a kick in the balls?”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Yes. And did you know I’m a demon?”

“Yes.”

“And you never mentioned that?”

“I was assured you didn’t want me to.”

“By?”

“Sethra.”

I grunted. “Yeah, that makes sense. I didn’t. I arranged to forget.”

“Why? I never understood that.”

“The only way to prevent me being summoned was to remove my memory of my name.”

“Your name?”

“My demon name. Or true name. Or necromantic name. I don’t know, something like that. And when they removed it, other stuff came with it.”

“That explains a great deal.”

“Yeah, like the memory issues. I’m pretty sure they did it once before that. Or it happened once before that. Not sure how much was deliberate, and how much was a result of a living person entering the Halls of Judgment.”

“I wonder if it did something to me as well.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your memory issues, and what Sethra told me about not reminding you about being a demon. They’re much too obvious for me not to have connected, but I never did.”

That made too much sense for me to even question it. “I’m sorry,” I said.

“It isn’t on you.”

“It kind of is. If I’d known—”

“You didn’t.”

I nodded. I suddenly needed to be talking about something else, anything else, so I held up the chain and studied the stone she’d given me. The silver wrapping was complex and elegant, curving into spirals and waves that worked their way around the stone. In the depths of the stone I could almost imagine I saw something living.

“You’re a mess,” she said.

“Yeah, I know.”

She gave me a hug.

“Thanks for the amulet,” I told her. “Hope I don’t need it.”

“Me too.”

She kissed me on the cheek, turned, and left. I spent a while staring at the empty place she’d been, then went back into the theater, suddenly taken with a strong desire to go back to my little nook, climb into bed, pull the covers over me, and sleep until everything was fine again.

According to the best Athyra scholars, that rarely works, so I didn’t do it.

I fingered the hematite around my neck. It was the second amulet I had hanging there, the other being a gift from my grandfather to prevent the feeling of illness that accompanies teleporting. I had no intention of teleporting anytime soon, so I could have taken it off, but I didn’t want to.

I thought about my grandfather, now off in a far Eastern county I owned. He, also, knew I was a demon, and he, also, had carefully not mentioned it. To an Easterner like him, the word “demon” brought with it all sorts of baggage, none of it good. Of course, I was immune to such things.

And if you believe that, I have a squareball tip you’re going to love.

I stood up and started walking. There are some concepts that are just too big for a simple Eastern thug to wrap his head around. And I can’t escape them, and I hate them.

I looked back on my life since that day when I’d come into a small fortune, and went to a seer to get an idea on the best course to take. It won’t matter what you decide, he’d told me after consulting the Cards. What will happen, will happen. It was fresh in my memory, and simultaneously seemed to have happened in another lifetime, to another person. I could almost remember being the young punk who heard that and just sort of shrugged and waved it off, and yet at the same time he was a stranger to me, to this somewhat older punk who now stormed through a labyrinthine theater and asked unanswerable questions of himself, of the gods, of destiny.

I’m not sure where I went. I think I saw some people here and there, but I ignored them and they ignored me. I’ve seen animals who’ve been confined too long in cages that were too small, and the way they looked was the way I felt. I didn’t—still don’t—know why it hit me that hard just then. Being cooped up in that theater was part of it, but not all. I don’t know. I stormed around the place, hoping someone would say a wrong word to me so I’d have somewhere to direct my frustration.

Words kept spinning around in my head. Stupid words.

Justice. Destiny. Fate. Duty. Words that define what I should and shouldn’t do, what I can and cannot do.

“Boss? You okay?”

I was a long way from okay.

And on top of it all, there was nothing to prevent someone from summoning me, controlling me, making me do things. Just like fate or duty, I suppose, but more in my face.

I stopped where I was, just behind the stage. It was empty, the auditorium dark. I leaned against a wall and closed my eyes.

“You okay?”

That wasn’t Loiosh. I opened my eyes. The guy standing in front of me looked like a Chreotha. It took me a second to place him—he’d been one of the guys on the stage during the dinner break when I first came to the theater. A tech guy.

“Yeah, mostly,” I said. “Just feeling kind of caged.”

“I get it,” he said. “You’re here hiding from something, right?”

“Yeah.”

“How long?”

“Hard to say. Probably until the show opens, at least.”

“Can you stand it?”

“Hope so.”

“Best of luck on that. Want some wine?”

He held out a flask. I nodded a thanks and took it, sipped. Brandy. Good stuff.

“You have excellent taste, my friend,” I told him.

“Next time I’m miserable, you can help me. Probably tomorrow.” He laughed a little.

I had another sip, handed it back. “I’m Vlad,” I said.

“Faymer.”

“A pleasure. Why is it no one here treats me like an Easterner?”

“This is the theater, brother. It’s us against the world.”

“Okay, I think I get that.”

“Except for Side Four.”

“Huh? Oh, the Athyra. Yeah.”

He gestured at my hand. “What happened?”

I held up my left hand, looked at the place where the least finger used to be. “I traded it for wisdom,” I said. “A sage wanted it in exchange for telling me how to get through life.”

He chuckled. “I see. And what was the answer?”

“Grip with all ten fingers.”

“Nice. You’ve been saving that up, haven’t you?”

“Possible,” I said. I glanced up at the pulleys, cables, hitches. “Can you do something for me?”

“What?”

I pointed at the catwalks overhead, and the various levers on the stage level. “Show me the ropes,” I said.

“Sure, why not. Come on.”

So I did. He was patient, and a good teacher, and it wasn’t as hard as I’d expected it to be. When he finished, we shared another drink, and I felt like I’d at least accomplished something. Then, since I was already on the level above the stage, I went and found Praxitt.

She looked up as I came in. “Have you picked a spot?”

I nodded. “The first big production number. I mean, the second, not the opening one.”

“‘Seventy-Six Catapults’?”

“Yeah.”

“So I need to arrange how you’re going to be seen from all six sides, without dancing, and without ruining my musical.”

I hesitated.

“What,” she said.

“If this goes as I hope it will, it will not ruin your musical, but there will be some disruption. Minor, I think—a few patrons will be annoyed, and it might even distract some of the actors for a short time. But if it works, you’ll be able to keep the show open.”

“Thanks for your honesty,” she said. “I’ll take my chances.”

I nodded.

“Okay, we’ll make you one of the Court guards. Tovin is doing it now, but he has enough else to worry about that he shouldn’t be too upset about missing one piece of it for one performance. You march around the edge in time to the music. Spindly can take you through it. Ever wanted to be a Dragonlord?”

“No.”

“Wrong answer. You’ll need to get rid of those whiskers above your lip.”

“They’ll grow back.”

“Also, you’ll need a costume. By tomorrow. The costumers already hate me. Now they’ll hate you as well. Keep an eye out for pins ‘accidentally’ left in the costume before you put it on.”

“Um.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll make it right with them.”

I nodded.

“We’re all going to die,” she said.

“So I’ve heard.”

“Okay, I guess we’re set.”

“Thank you.”

She waved it away. “I owe you.”

“I sincerely hope so.”

I found the costume shop and got myself fitted, and no, the costumers didn’t love me, and, no, I don’t want to talk about how I was measured, made to bend into uncomfortable positions, measured again, and, no, just forget it.

When they were done, I turned to leave and almost ran into Spindly, the choreographer, who was looking every bit as happy as the costumers. “Come,” he said, and turned around.

I followed him.

“What is this about?” he said. “The day before dress? And you can’t dance? What am I supposed to do with you?”

There are questions to which there are simply no good answers; I remained mute.

We stepped onto the stage and he said, “You’ll enter here, along with the dancers. Can you march?”

“I don’t—”

“Like this.” He began walking around the stage with his knees rising, the whole of his foot planting at the same time. I’d seen Dragonlords do something like that, both in the Palace, and when I was with Morrolan’s army. I tried it, and he grunted as if to say, “Surprisingly, you aren’t as completely useless as I’d thought, only mostly.”

It was a very expressive grunt.

He pointed to Loiosh and Rocza. “They won’t be here.”

I nodded, they both raised themselves up, spread their wings, then sat down again. Spindly tried to act like nothing had happened.

“All right,” he said. “Now, can you march in time?”

“In time for what?”

He started to look angry, then said, “Oh, you weren’t joking?”

“Uh…”

“I mean keeping a certain pace while you march. Like this.”

He began clapping his hands at a steady rhythm, and marching so his right foot landed with each clap. I did the same.

“Okay,” he said. “That’s what you’ll do. When you enter, move over to here, right to the shore. Then—”

“The shore?”

“Sorry. The very back of side one. Stay there and don’t move a muscle. When the dancers start, you’ll march around the stage until you reach the mountain—that’s the back of side six, then turn and stand. Dazi will be marching the other way. You pass on him on the inside. The inside. Please, please remember that. You’re new, so you are further away from the audience, okay? Then, when the dancers exit, you go with them, and try not to trip anyone. Think you can do that?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay. Your only practice will be the fucking dress rehearsal, so don’t blow it. If you screw up my dance, I will make your life so miserable, you’ll wake up and go to sleep cursing fate.”

“That ship has already left the harbor.”

“I wish I knew what this was about.”

“You really don’t.”

“All right. Let’s run through it. I’ll sing, starting where you begin. One, two, one two three and nine extra mules they just threw in…”

So, we did that, and I didn’t embarrass myself too much, I guess. But I couldn’t help thinking that, of all the bizarre things I’ve had to do to keep the shine off my skin, marching around a stage in time to music had to be near the top.

I was tired, so I went to bed, and, for whatever reason, slept okay.
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DAY 3 ACT 2 SCENE 2



Valenda:


They say

They don’t want a row they just want to put on a stage play

I see

They can’t hide their treason behind their performance from me.

A nice try

To insult the Orb is to insult

The Emperor too

By the way, that is I

I guess it is time to say

Which laws I can apply.

Here’s what’s next:

I’m irate

And I have the power of the state.

They have words:

Rapture. Joy.

I will break them like a child’s toy.

I’ve got courts,

It’s a perk.

They should have let the censor do his work.

Soon they’ll know what I can do.

It’s their fault when I arrest them:

The entire cast and crew.

Da da da dat da dat da da da ya da

Da da dat da da ya da!

You’re in my jail.





The next morning I felt groggy and annoyed, but at least in control of my faculties enough not to go storming around the theater like a blind tsalmoth in heat. I left my weapons in the room, except for one small dagger strapped to my left sleeve for a right-hand draw, then set out feeling more helpless than I had in years. I managed to find coffee, drank some, and waited for it to do its magic. After waiting as long as I could stand—maybe a minute—I went back up to the stage level, where dress rehearsal was getting started. It was, it seemed, a complete run-through of day one and half of day two.

Opening was not far away. Dress rehearsal was here.

You could feel it, you know? Everything was different, more alive. People moved a little faster, and even the smallest motions—a finger scratching a chin, a nod, raising a glass of water—seemed to have more definition, more meaning.

And this was only dress rehearsal; what would it be like when they opened?

When we opened.

Something dropped inside my chest. The sensation wasn’t as remarkable as the fact that I felt it, if you know what I mean. It was strange.

There was a queue outside the costume shop—six in front of me.

I hate queues. How can you just stand there, waiting, doing nothing, without at least thinking about killing the person in front of you?

A sharp bell clanged out, and instead of killing the Tsalmoth in front of me I asked her what it meant.

“Thirty minutes,” she said.

Well, at least that put a limit on how long I’d have to stand there.

My turn came, and they handed me the costume with glares, and I went off to find a private place to change. There were none—there were people everywhere, putting things on, taking things off, putting makeup on themselves, putting makeup on someone else—it seemed like the total number of people involved in the production had increased tenfold.

Finally, there being no way to avoid it, I stepped into one of the dressing rooms, ignored the other people in it, turned my back, and changed clothes, doing my best to act as if it were no big deal. I got through it in spite of Loiosh laughing at me. I forgot to check for loose pins “accidentally” left in the thing, but I guess they’d either forgiven me or were in too much of a rush.

The boots gave me an extra three inches in height. I was surprised at how easy it was to walk around in them—I didn’t even have to practice. And while three inches doesn’t sound like much, I found I liked having that little extra, and not having to tip my head up quite so much. I’d have to think about getting myself a pair like this.

I found a glass—there were a lot of them here and there through the theater—and looked at myself. I had high black boots, black velvet pantaloons, a black shirt with silver buttons and silver stripes down the side, a black half-cloak trimmed with silver, and a badge and belt in Lyorn red, the belt holding a fake sword. I admired myself for a bit; a proper little Dragonlord was I.

And if that sounds like it’s about to be song, rest assured, it isn’t. You can write it if you want, but I shan’t.

You’re welcome.

I told Loiosh that he and Rocza needed to stay off my shoulders until I was back in my own clothes, which produced a little grumbling but not much. I studied the short Dragonlord in the glass and nodded approval to myself.

“Taltos!”

I turned around, and Spindly was there. He looked me over and grunted. “You can do this, right?”

Remarkably, my mouth was suddenly dry. I nodded.

“Good,” he said. “Now get made up.”

“What?” I managed.

He pointed over my shoulder. “Last door on the right. Makeup.”

“I need to—”

“Yes.”

“But I—”

“Now.”

I turned around and headed for makeup. And I never even thought of stabbing Spindly in the left eye. Weird, huh?



“We are,” D’nilla explains, setting her tea down, “in an impossibly contradictory position.”

Caola notices that the other is holding a pair of small purple crystals, and she knows at least some of the things they can do, and she knows that something is in the tea.…

“What did you just give me?” she asks.

“The same thing I just gave myself. We need to take a journey together, if you are to understand.”

“A journey,” repeats Caola, her voice echoing strangely in her ears. “I…”

Time slows; the act of setting her own teacup down takes an eternity, and the sound of cup on saucer echoes, and her vision blurs and—

“Breathe,” says D’nilla. “The disorientation will pass.”

It seems like there is a long time between these words and their comprehension. Caola wants to ask if the other is expecting to be trusted, but words are not so easy to produce.

Caola senses the gathering of power, the focus, but is aware that she cannot rely on her perception of how much, much less how it is directed.

“I don’t expect you to trust me,” says D’nilla, “but no harm will come to you.”

Caola is more aware of the beating of her heart than she has ever been, yet is uncertain if she is hearing it, feeling it, or both. Or something different? And there is sorcery, power flowing distorting sight, D’nilla seems two-dimensional and Caola wants to laugh but now everything is two-dimensional and she looks down at her hands and wonders what they are whose they are the room is spinning now, no, really, it is spinning, this is not dizziness, this is … movement? Transition?

Her mind is calming, becoming her own again; it is everything else that makes no sense.

Another room—or rather, place—overlays itself atop where they sit; rough, uneven walls that look like dark gray stone with silver veins running through them, something liquid and yellow running along the floor, lapping at the walls, while shapes move through it. Caola wonders at the perspective; the shapes could be smaller than her fingernail, or larger than a mountain from what she can tell.

One of the shapes turns, and Caola feels seen.

“It’s all right,” says D’nilla, and the piercing clarity of her voice is shocking.

Caola opens her mouth to say—something—but then thoughts flood her mind, thoughts from outside of her, but that is all she can tell—she is no more capable of comprehending an individual thought than a man being carried away by a flood can identify a water droplet. The closest she can come to coherence is the sensation of a thought—sound, with words?—from D’nilla telling her to remain calm, and maybe saying that the torrent would pass, though this seems impossible.

And then there enters her mind, something, from somewhere: images of monstrous beasts with blurred edges near a valley cutting through a mountain range, breezes between the mountains carry the smell of wild roses and rotting eggs and sing a song of loss and longing which obliterates all that is Caola; now she is only a vessel into which flood sights, sounds, tastes, thoughts—

From here only speculation is possible:

Something moves along an invisible pathway toward an imaginary destination for an incomprehensible purpose.

When the world is so foreign to our experience that we have nothing for our mental hooks to sink into, when the very nature of existence is without form, our minds cry out for something to cling to, and will invent it if necessary.

How much more so, then, when we cannot see, hear, taste what is happening, but must take our interpretation from a distance, through eyes no clearer than ours, through swirls of purple crystals that reveal motion without direction, shape without form, light without color?

Senses? Smell, then. A dry chalkiness, harsh on the back of a throat, were there a throat to have a back, overlaid with the sweet mustiness of raisins, and a hint of something that calls to memory green grass, though in a place that has never known grass and perhaps never known green. Move on to hearing, and consider the last lingering of small bells that rang moments ago, and the hiss of waves receding from shore. Proprioception, perhaps: that at least we can depend on, though the nature and purpose of the limbs is as mysterious as the material of which they might be made; and there is a head, or something like it, and maybe even sense organs on it. There must be at least some commonality with what is human, or the imagination of the presumed onlooker will break its traces and run heedless in a direction determined by the rolling of cosmic dice, the pull of a card from the eternally shuffling deck of infinite size.

Yet, imagination or no, there is motion; that which we try futilely to observe is, however invisible the pathway, however imaginary the destination, however incomprehensible the purpose, moving. For motion itself is to be and not be at once, to be here and there at the same time, which is impossible, and the impossibility suffuses the observer until it suddenly ceases, motion ends: arrival!

It comes to a place that might only exist within a mind, or in some dark void of unreality that no mind can grasp, and there are others of its kind there, each being autonomous, which is perhaps its greatest point of commonality with ourselves, so let us cling to that, at least until we have something else to hold on to.

And there is communication among them.

Something like speech, gesture, telepathy, emission of chemicals deliberate or otherwise, all combine to permit the exchange of thoughts.

Greetings? Pleasantries? Perhaps. Reminiscences? Maybe. Banter and humor? Possible. The kind of communication that leads to what we would call romance? That, too, might happen, or might not.

But eventually there is an exchange of ideas: the process of making certain everyone present has the relevant information, and, eventually decision. After decision, action.

In this, then, they are not so different from humanity.

Speculation ends where activity begins—

—There is a return of what was missing, self—

—and the images all pass but leave something behind, and Caola knowing more than she knew.

Caola sits perfectly still, then carefully pushes the teacup away, as if afraid she might accidentally have another sip, more comfortable now that the eternal present has become the past.

She turned to D’nilla. She checked the Orb, and discovered she had been there nearly half a day; it was now late morning in the Empire; though it felt as if barely an hour had passed. She was hungry, and exhaustion nearly overwhelmed her.

But not quite. She took a deep breath, and let it out.

“You,” she said carefully, pleased that her words were now working again, “are insane.”

“Perhaps that is so,” said D’nilla. Caola felt an instant of concentration, then the maidservant appeared with a tray that had obviously already been prepared. It held a coffee pitcher, a bowl of mixed fruit, bread, butter, koelsch leaves, and berries in cream. “We’ll speak after we’ve refreshed ourselves.”

Caola nodded, and skipped the coffee, which she’d never been able to abide, but sampled everything else, scattering the koelsch leaves among the berries.

“Feel better?” said D’nilla some time later.

“Much,” said Caola. “But you’re still insane.”

“Why?”

“Because we’re near the bottom of the Cycle! We can’t—”

“Yes, that is the beauty of it. We’re at the one moment in longer than anyone can conceive of, when that doesn’t matter. As the Cycle itself fails, our position doesn’t matter.”

“But you want to restore it. That’s the insane part. If the Cycle exists, we’re powerless. But if we have the power, and use it to restore it, we make ourselves powerless again and, by the laws of magical balance, we’re doomed to fail. You must see that.”

“I did not say it would be the same Cycle.”

“You wish to create a new Cycle?”

“Why not?”

“Do you know how insane you sound? From nearly the bottom of the Cycle—”

“But don’t you see? The Cycle is already falling apart. I’ve seen this. That means our position on it is meaningless. What we have to do is permit the Jenoine to reestablish it. That is where we went—we saw them, heard them, and insofar as it is possible, even understood them. They know their little experiment is falling apart, and they want to put it together again. We need do nothing for this to happen—all we have to do is stop those who would prevent it.”

“That’s all.”

“That’s all. And that is something that lies within our power.”

“How?”

“One being: Verra. She is the mastermind behind the Cycle breaking, she is the one who can and will stop it from being restored. If we take her out, then the Cycle is restored, and we use our influence to see that it is a little more to our liking.”

“Take her out? How do we ‘take out’ Ver—Oh.”

D’nilla nodded. “His weapon is, after all, called Godslayer.”

“Just one small problem: Why would he do this? Why would he kill his own patron? Easterners are superstitious of such things, you know. He doesn’t just know her, he worships her.”

“Yes,” said D’nilla, smiling. “You can leave that to me. It is why I said what I have in mind is far crueler than killing him. Do think it over, won’t you? And have another peach. They’re quite lovely.”



We will not discuss the process of having makeup put on me, except to say that, if putting on my costume in front of people helped me understand what Praxitt meant about having to give up your dignity to work in the theater, being made up finalized that understanding. Though I must give them credit: they shaved off my mustache as if it was something they did every day.

The double-bell—five minutes to showtime, I was told—rang as they were finishing up with me. I should also mention that none of them started singing about lotions.

By that time, there was a general flooding toward the area immediately behind side seven. Those in the first scene, Keraasak and about two dozen others, waited. I tried to imagine how much more tense it would be with a house full of people, and I couldn’t. Or maybe less tense? I didn’t know. I guessed I’d find out.

It took me a while to figure out where to wait—that is, those of us who had to kill time before going on. By the time I did, the show had already started. Depending on the direction the actor was facing, I could sometimes make out everything distinctly, and at other times was only vaguely aware that speaking was going on. When the music started for the first song, though, there was no question about it.

I noticed my foot tapping and stopped. My palms were sweating.

“Boss?”

“What.”

“You know it’s going to be more than three hours until you go on?”

“Yeah. So?”

“So maybe there’s no point in hanging around here making yourself crazy?”

“Um. You’re right.”

I slipped away.

Might as well do something useful, I decided. Two days, and so much needed arranging.

I found the room—a workshop—where I’d fall through after the trapdoor opened, if everything went according to plan. A big if, I know—I was counting on people I didn’t know. In fact, hadn’t even met. But never mind that. I looked up at the ceiling, found where I’d land, and then walked the path I’d have to take to get to where I’d have to be.

Then I went back and did it again, and then again—there were enough turns and doors and stairs that it’d be easy to get it wrong. But that’s what rehearsal is for, right?

When I was sure I had it, I still had two and a half hours until my part. I needed to get a message to Kragar and let him know what was going on, but the pages were all busy during the rehearsal—doing what, I don’t know—so that would have to wait. I went back to my hole, found the history book, and read some.



The civil unrest produced by this conflict was deep but not wide. That is, though the dispute was passionate, it was confined to only a few areas: the gossip sheets, tavern brawls and street fights, and debates at the universities. There is no record of Valenda’s deliberations and consultations with his advisers, save witness testimony that they took place, leaving us to speculate on his reasoning. That said, it is a reasonable assumption that his intention was to begin with shutting down the discussion at the universities as the easiest first step, then to attack the play itself, and hope that then the coverage in the sheets would die on its own, as a fire when deprived of air.

In any case, and probably on the assumption that the academics would be unwilling to put up a fight if they were ordered to silence, he started with ordering all debate on the subject at the universities to cease at once. For the most part, the assumption we attribute to him was correct, except that those few who were willing to face down the Empire over the issue of freedom of discourse were extraordinarily vocal, and pulled in a good number of other academics who had been staying entirely out of the conflict until they saw the Empire’s fingers attempting to invade their beloved academies.

In the end, he was forced to conclude that this effort had failed, and so he ordered the play shut down once more, and this time had the entire company arrested.



I still had half an hour until I was on, so there was no reason for the sudden panic that hit me at the thought I might miss my entrance. But it did, so I put my book down and ran all the way back to what was, for some reason, called the catapult. Fortunately, that left me twenty-five minutes to recover my breath. I was standing there, breathing hard, when one of the assistant costumers came by, glared at me, adjusted my collar and shoulders, then left with a “humph.”

I considered the fact that the me of fifteen years ago would have left a trail of bodies all over the theater by now.

I wondered if I’d be able to stand the waiting, and how much worse it would be at the opening, but then we moved closer, as we were the next ones on, and I could hear better. I actually got caught up in the banter between the director and the playwright. It’s too bad people aren’t that witty in real life, you know?

Also, from what I could tell listening from backstage, Montorri wasn’t that bad. Of course, I’m hardly going to set up shop as a theater critic. But he seemed fine to me. More important, though, was that I got lost enough in what was going on that I stopped counting seconds. I couldn’t see the stage well, but I could tell when it suddenly went dark, and then everyone around me was moving so I did too.

I stood in my spot, watched supposed courtiers talk to the supposed Emperor, and waited.

It turned out to be much easier than I’d thought it would be.

The music started, I waited, and when the other dancers started moving, I did too. I marched around the stage until I was at the corner of side six, and just as I got there, the dancing stopped and they went back into the song, which was either an amazing coincidence, or Spindly knew what he was doing.

Eventually the lights went out, and I followed everyone else toward the glow of the backstage lamp.

Once we were there, I kept following them to see what they’d do, but they just returned to waiting.

“What do I do now?” I asked the Tsalmoth next to me.

“If you’re done, scrub the makeup off.” That seemed too reasonable to argue with, so I went to a dressing room and did my best, and I guess I did all right; at least I couldn’t see any traces in the glass.

Also, certain musical opinions to the contrary, I didn’t notice any new lines on my face.

“What do you do with your costume?” I asked the Chreotha next to me.

“Make sure it doesn’t get wrinkled,” she said, “or Pins will hang you upside down from a coat hanger and use you as a dressmaker’s dummy.”

From this, I deduced that I was to hang on to it.

One of the pages was free, so I gave her some copper and sent her off to tell Kragar I needed to see him, then I hung with the rest of the cast, full of that warm, happy feeling that comes with not needing to do anything else, at least for a few hours. I guess they did, but I wasn’t a part of it. Eventually I went down to my hole, carefully hung up the Dragonlord on the hook on the door, and donned my old self again. Strapping Lady Teldra back on my hip made me realize that I’d had sort of a low-level, constant discomfort from being away from her.

I went back up and around and past side six and so into the auditorium itself, where I found a corner and watched the first half of the second day of the musical. I tried to fit what was happening on stage with what I was reading about the history, but had only indifferent success.

When it was done, Praxitt called out, “Notes in thirty!” whatever that meant.

I went backstage with the idea of hanging out with the cast—I weirdly felt a part of them, in spite of everything that was different about me. Everyone looked gloomy, however. Conversation was muted, and I caught several people with guilty expressions. I had the feeling that if I asked what was wrong, it would set me apart, so I just found a quiet corner and sat there. I tried to listen in, hoping to get some idea of why everyone was so depressed, but I didn’t get anything. I was just about to give up and go somewhere to read when they started shuffling back to the stage. Not knowing what else to do, I followed.

Everyone—cast, crew, musicians, dancers, singers, crammed onto the stage. Facing us like the Three Dzur at Forvinar Bridge were Praxitt, the musical director, the tech director, and the choreographer. Yeah, I know that makes four, but it’s still what it reminded me of.

We did not, however, charge them.

“Well,” said Praxitt. “That was terrible, so good job.”

There were a few chuckles, and I just chalked up it to another theater reference I wasn’t getting. Then she said, “Tiss, you start.”

“Okay,” said the head of the tech crew. “Side Four—”

“I know, I know,” came the Athyra’s voice from somewhere to my right. “Act two scene four, I forgot the blues.”

She nodded. “Also, let’s cut down the orange a little in one, three on day two. Next…”

We were there for a solid hour, just standing. I ignored most of it, and tried to figure out if there was a way for me to slip away without anyone noticing. Occasionally do I envy Kragar. Then I heard my name, and my immediate reaction was that it was interesting that there was someone else in the company also named Vlad. I was going to look around to see if I could spot him when I realized Praxitt was talking to me.

“Before the dance starts. You’re a guard. You’re not supposed to be paying attention to what’s going on in the Court, you’re supposed to be watching that no one gets in. Pick somewhere you imagine the door to be—let’s say the side-three lobby door—and focus on it until it’s time to start marching.”

I felt my face getting red, but before I could respond she was on to someone else.

Yeah, there’s no question; I couldn’t do this on a regular basis without producing a significant number of bodies.

Eventually, however, the ordeal was over, and we made our way backstage again.

“Hey, Boss. We’re starving over here.”

“Yeah, me too, come to think of it. Oh, right. They never served lunch. I guess that’s part of cramming a day and a half into a day. No wonder everyone hates it. I’ll ask someone.”

As it turned out, I didn’t have to. Also, as it turned out, this was entirely different from what we normally got: the biggest of the carpentry rooms had been cleaned, tables placed, and they’d brought in food from somewhere. I could already smell it as we went down the stairs, and it smelled like something I actually wouldn’t mind eating.

We formed a queue, and once more I managed not to stab anyone in front of me.

There was a lentil soup with, praise Verra, enough cumin and not too much thyme; and a shrimp souffle which I gotta say is a new one on me, and there were deviled eggs with Eastern red pepper, which I thought showed extraordinarily good taste, and an entire kethna that had been slow roasted with honey and mustard and wine. Oh, and there was also beer and wine. I tried the wine, and it was cheap but drinkable.

I had to sneak away to another room to share my meal with the jhereg, so I didn’t have the chance to talk to anyone, but I had food to concentrate on. I’d missed food. It’s my favorite thing to eat.

I was going back for more when Vik found me.

“You wanted a short actor,” she said without preamble.

I nodded.

“Okay, found you one. His name is Ibrik. He’ll be here in a couple of hours. Ragboy will let him in.”

“Okay,” I said. “Thanks. I guess that means we’re going to do this.”

“And you’ll take care of our Montorri problem?”

“You’ll get Side Four on board?”

“I’m still working on that.”

“Let me know.”

“All right. Where will you be?”

I pointed toward the food, of which there was still a good supply. “Right here for a while. I’ve got business to take care of.”







14
DAY 3 ACT 3 SCENE 1




Crinissta: Have you ever been in the Iorich Wing before?

Keraasak: I’ve never needed to.

Crinissta: Over there, might he be an advocate?

Keraasak: He seems young.

Crinissta: Young means hungry.
[to Duwani]
Are you an advocate?

Duwani: I would be, if …

Crinissta: If?

Duwani: If I had a client.

Crinissta: You want a client?

Duwani: More than anything. A client, civil or criminal, Imperial edict, statute, or codified tradition, so long as it’s something really, really difficult.

Keraasak: If you had such a case, what would you do?

Duwani: What would I do? I’ll tell you what I’d do!




[Sung]:


I would argue for my client

Whether willful or compliant

With eloquence and grace.

I’d be forceful and persuasive

Never surly or abrasive

If I only had a case.

On behalf of future students

Of modern jurisprudence

Every challenge I would face.

I’d provide a good example

How contentions to dismantle

If I only had a case.

The court, I would exhort.

All the facts I would align,

I would lay out how they all combine.



Crinissta [as opposing counsel] [spoken]:


“Will you settle?”



Duwani [spoken]:


“We must decline.”

From the start through the duration

Of my cross-examination

The witness I would chase.

I would question every claim;

He’d be doubting his own name

If I only had a case.

Case law at my fingers

My summary full of zingers

Of indecision not a trace.

I would harp upon the details

Until my version prevails

If I only had a case.





I was still there half an hour later, drinking wine and feeling satisfied, when Vik came back. “All right,” she said. “Here’s the deal. Murit will consider it, but she needs something from you in exchange.”

I sighed. “Of course she does. What?”

“The story. Of why you’re here, and what you’re trying to accomplish, and how it all fits together.”

“Bloody Athyra.”

She chuckled.

I thought about it. Telling anyone—especially anyone involved in the theater—who I was hiding from, was taking a risk. A big risk. How badly did I need Murit to pull this off?

Badly. Without her, there was no way Deragar survives. Well, unless I want to stage a massacre, and even then there was no guarantee. Crap.

I wondered if I could get away with lying to her. It’d have to be a good one. I considered. I’m no Orca, but I can still tell a decent lie if I have to. Not that I’d ever lie to you, of course.

Lying, though, comes with its own risks.

“Can we go back to the massacre idea for a minute, Boss?”

“No.”

“All right,” I told Vik. “I’ll talk to her. Where is she?”

“Up top, arguing with the riggers about light placement.”

“Maybe I should wait.”

“The riggers would appreciate it if you didn’t.”

“All right.”

I got up and started the long walk. It hadn’t seemed like a long walk the last time I’d made it, but I didn’t have a full belly then. I hoped I wouldn’t have to defend myself. Loiosh observed that, if violence occurred, he wasn’t going to be of much use either, and recommended tact.

Murit was easy enough to find; right in front, by the railing, waving her arms around and asking an irritated-looking Vallista if he had ever tried to control five lamps all within two feet of each other from halfway across a theater. I hurried over there to distract her.

Vlad Taltos: peacemaker.

I’m lying.

“Excuse me,” I said. She stopped in mid-rant, turned, and glared. I smiled pleasantly.

She took a deep breath, turned back to the stagehand, and said, “Fix it.”

Then she nodded to me and walked past. I assumed I was intended to follow so I did.

She led us back down the ladder, which I climbed down while she levitated, I assume just for effect. I followed her out into the lobby. It suddenly hit me that, the day after tomorrow, the place would be full of people, and I had a gut-dropping moment.

Then I made myself focus on business.

Murit turned to me. “Let’s hear it, then.”

“Not much to tell,” I said. “The Left Hand of the Jhereg wants to kill me.”

“Why?”

“It’s just business.”

“What business?”

I hesitated. “I, uh, created a situation where they can make a lot of money if they kill me, all right?”

“What situation?”

“Why so interested?”

Then it was her turn to hesitate, but I guess she couldn’t resist the temptation to show how clever she was. “I guessed the Left Hand had to be involved somehow, because you’re obviously a Jhereg. Maybe they were just hired by another enemy, but hiding in a theater for days, especially someone like you who is obviously uncomfortable here, made that unlikely. So if you had gotten involved with the Left Hand enough that they want to kill you, then somewhere underneath it all is liable to be some interesting magic. So I want to know about it.”

I sighed. “Yeah, you pretty much nailed it.”

She looked smug. I refrained from stabbing her because Lady Teldra wouldn’t have approved. I think.

“I was able to discover a way to eavesdrop on psychic communication, and then a way to insure against it.”

She stared at me. I resisted the urge to look smug because Lady Teldra wouldn’t have approved. I think.

“You … how? That’s impossible.”

I shrugged. “I’m not giving you the method. The agreement was I tell you why I’m hiding. I’ve done that.”

“But—”

“Don’t worry, the process will be for sale soon. Probably by tomorrow.”

“I don’t believe you.”

I shrugged.

She stared at me some more, then said, “All right. What exactly do you want me to do?”

“Can you cut off psychic communication?”

“I can. But I won’t during a performance. At least not without the director’s permission.”

“Not for everyone. Just one person, who isn’t even in the company.”

“When does it need to happen, and for how long?”

“Day one, act three, scene five, starting about two minutes in—”

“What’s the cue?”

“When the Emperor says, ‘Clear the room.’ And it just needs to last for about five minutes.”

“All right. Why?”

“Why?”

“That was part of the deal. What are you planning?”

I took a breath and let it out again. “The Left Hand has kidnapped a friend’s son, and they’ll return him if he gives me up. So we’re playing a little game with them, and when they find out they’ve been played, they’ll want to order the kid killed. I want you to prevent that.”

Nothing I said was a lie. If she somehow got the impression the son in question was a child, well, that was her making assumptions.

She nodded. “All right, I guess that isn’t anything I need to be ashamed of helping with.”

“Good.”

“I’m still not sure if I believe you. About the spell.”

“I’m sure you’ll hear about it soon. But in the meantime, avoid saying anything into someone’s head that you want to keep secret.”

I guess her focus had been on the spell itself, not the implications to her personally, because I saw that one go home. I took some satisfaction from that, and myself back into the auditorium.

I only had to wait a few minutes before Vik showed up again, along with an extremely short Tiassa—like, he was shorter than Aliera, just barely taller than me. I smiled at Vik. “Perfect,” I said.

Vik nodded and headed out, while the Tiassa and I found a quiet corner of the auditorium opposite side six.

“I have a guess,” he said, looking at me. “Just tell me it’s not because someone wants to kill you.”

“Well, it sort of is, but you won’t be a target. I just need to be in two places at once.”

“Is one of them on stage?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t look much like you.”

“I’m going to march around the stage to give everyone a look at me, then I end up in that corner, right there. I’m mostly hidden at that point. When the First Messenger crosses over to the front of side five, I’m completely blocked for about five seconds. That’s when we switch places. You stand there until the end of the scene, then exit with the dancers through side seven.”

“I’m supposed to be a Court guard?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay. Sounds easy enough.”

“Oh, also, come with me.”

I led him to the backstage area and pointed to a lever. “Pull that just before you replace me.”

“Is there a practical reason, or is it just that you’ve always wanted to use a trapdoor?”

“Some of each.”

“All right. What am I getting paid for this?”

“Twenty.”

He frowned. “I think—”

“Imperials.”

“Oh,” he said. “Well, then.”

“You’ll have to supply the costume. This is it.”

I handed it to him, and he looked it over. “Dragonlord in a Lyorn Court,” he said. “I can do that. Vik said day after tomorrow?”

“Yeah, opening night.”

“Sounds good. You’ve hired yourself a double.”

I dug around in my purse, found twenty imperials, handed them over. “There you are. Full payment in advance.”

“Well. You’re a trusting soul, aren’t you?”

“No.”

He glanced down at the steel hanging from my belt, and nodded. “I’ll see you the day after tomorrow.”

That done, I was able to return to my hole and hang up my costume, thus perhaps saving my life.

Things were coming together.

I closed my eyes and reached out, and—I was surprised how easily the contact came.

“Lord Taltos.”

“Lord Jinden.”

“You wish a message conveyed, I assume.”

“If you’d be so kind. You’re sure it’s safe?”

“Safe as the Jhereg treasury.”

I wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that.

“What is it that you need?” he asked.

“Not much. At about this time tomorrow, might he have Sparker meet me in the lobby?”

“What shall I tell him?”

“That your boss will be grateful if he would do this little service for me.”

“How little is it?”

“Pretty little, just annoying.”

“Very well, I will arrange it.”

“Thanks.”

Then he was gone, and, “Boss, you’re hiding something from me.”

“Yeah.”

“If you don’t want me to know, that means it’s something that might get you killed.”

“Possible.”

“I can’t help you if you don’t tell me about it.”

“Yeah.”

I went back up to wait for Kragar.



Nikka ran her hand over the door of the shop, sealing it, headed down to the street, and turned right toward Frosthall, her mind racing.

“Hey, Nikka!”

She stopped and turned. The pastry vendor whose cart was right outside her shop was looking at her with a slightly hurt expression.

“Sorry, Lovi,” she told the boy. “I’m distracted today. What do you have?”

“Apple froth, made from newcrisp apples from Gildiern Orchards wrapped in a flaky phyllo poppyseed turnover.”

Nikka laughed. “Okay, sold. I’ll take one.”

She ate the pastry as she walked, careful not to make a mess. She had no idea how she was going to carry out her mission, but she was convinced stains on her clothing could not possibly help. Adrilankha was in the midst of its long, long, surrender to night, and here and there a lantern came on. As she continued in the direction of the Imperial Palace, these were replaced by street lamps, which had not yet ignited. She idly considered testing herself against the spells from the county and lighting them up herself, but if she were to be arrested, she’d prefer it not be for something quite that frivolous.

To the left, if things went crosswise today, she might regret not being in a nice, safe prison cell. But no, Desi was unlikely to turn on her, even if …

In the meantime, the air was cool, the breeze on the right side of her face smelling of iodine, a little sulfur, and even a bit of the scent of wet wood coming from the harbor. Closer to the ocean-sea, it could be unpleasant; but here, so far inland, she loved it. She also enjoyed the anonymity; she wore a plain brown robe, belted, with the hood thrown back, and no one she passed knew her, and no one she passed knew what she could do.

She liked it that way.

Just before reaching the Palace district, she stepped onto the Street of the Dzur and took it right, toward the ocean-sea. Five minutes later she was in front of a house with a sign depicting a seagull, wings spread, beak open. She went in. She reminded herself that sorcery of any kind—at least, any kind that could be detected—could be a bad idea at this point, so she just stood inside the entrance until her eyes had adjusted to the darkness on their own. It didn’t take long, with how night was already falling. She looked around. No one yet.

It was the sort of place that never had enough light, never had any of the high nobility, and never had any Teckla. Tsalmoth, Chreotha, Jhegaala, and the occasional Orca made up the clientele. The room was big, with a small bar at the far end, and tiny but tall round tables throughout. More tables than chairs, in fact, which sometimes annoyed her, as she felt it somewhat barbaric to drink while standing. It was just starting to get busy, but she managed to secure two chairs at a table near the left-hand wall. She extended her guard a few feet, just out of habit when in a public place, and her awareness throughout the room.

Desentin arrived exactly on time, and they spotted each other immediately. Desentin was a willowy creature with a deceptively sweet-looking face on an abnormally long neck, a feature somewhat covered by a truly impressive amount of wavy brown hair tumbling over her throat and chest.

She sat, and Nikka signaled the barman over.

“What’s good here?” said Desentin.

“Decent beer, bad wine.”

“Beer is good.”

The barman greeted her by name and took the order for a couple of stouts.

“Well,” said Nikka. “And how are you?”

“Well enough, I suppose. Are you familiar with the Stability Hypothesis?”

Nikka blinked, suddenly feeling like she was in the middle of a conversation of which she couldn’t remember the first half. “Sure. I’ve heard of it. I don’t believe it. If the only thing keeping the Great Sea stable was the pull through the Orb, then the Lesser Sea would be unstable, because nothing is draining that. Why do you bring it up?”

“My lady was talking about it,” said Desentin. “Sounds like she’s more than half convinced.”

“How does she explain the Lesser Sea?”

“It hasn’t reached critical mass to start uncontrolled expansion.”

“According to Lord Kosadr—”

“I know, I know. And it’s the sort of thing I’m inclined to trust him about. But still.”

“What’s going on, Desi?”

“According to gossip, the potential end of the world.”

“My, my. Is Lady Caola concerned?”

“Interested, at least, though she has other things on her mind. Which reminds me: Bad Nikka!”

“Uh oh. What did I do?”

“You told someone that it was my lady who was after that Easterner, Taltoss.”

The beers arrived at that point. When Caldre was out of earshot again, Nikka said, “I hadn’t realized it was supposed to be a secret.”

“Well, I mean, it isn’t, really. But it isn’t the kind of thing you mention to strangers.”

“Desi,” said Nikka slowly. “How do you know the person I spoke to was a stranger?”

She shook her head. “Everything about that Easterner is all we’re talking about now. It’s annoying. Worse, it’s dull. My lady is fixated. She got into a huge battle—I mean, lightning and fire, her and six others, with—well, I shouldn’t say.”

“That doesn’t sound dull!”

“I was stuck organizing income reports. I heard about it from the others, but my lady, when she finally got back, was still only talking about what she was going to do to the Easterner. Dull.”

“Sounds unpleasant.”

“Ah, well.” Desentin shrugged. “It’ll be over soon. Just a couple more days.”

“Oh?”

She nodded. “We should learn where he’s hiding in the next day or so. Then my lady will go and take him out.”

“What, personally?”

“It’s personal to her.” Desentin frowned. “And don’t go blabbing this to everyone you meet.”

“Don’t worry,” said Nikka. “I’ll only tell people I already know.”

“You aren’t that funny, m’lady.”

Nikka smirked, then held up a finger. “One moment; I’m getting a message from Kari.”

“Take your time.”

Nikka reached out. “Kari?”

“I’m here. Did you get the answer?”

“The answer is yes. Get it over there right away.”

“Are you ever going to tell me what this is about?”

“Probably not. And, I’m not kidding, this stays between us.”

“I understand, m’lady.”

Nikka nodded to Desentin. “That was brief, at least.”

“What did she want?”

“It’s for the shop. My own fault; I promised to look into restocking our jewelry to enchant, and then it slipped my mind.”

“Tsk tsk.”

“Yeah,” said Nikka. “I know. I’m terrible. Shall we have another beer?”

“I haven’t finished this one yet.”

“Neither have I. What does that have to do with anything?”

“Yes, another beer. You still haven’t told me why you wanted to meet.”

“Dotty’s ten-year name-day is coming up, and we need to decide how to outdo ourselves.”

“Oh, good point. Remind me, what did we do last time?”

“The riding party.”

“Oh, right. Yes, that was fun. Do you have any ideas?”

The beers arrived, they drank them, they spoke, and Nikka gradually relaxed, trusting that Kragar now had the information he needed.



“Hey, Vlad.”

I jumped, Loiosh and Rocza hissed, and except for the unusually serious expression on Kragar’s face, it was just like old times. He sat down next to me.

“I’ve got the plan,” I said.

He nodded. “When?” was his first question.

“Day after tomorrow.”

“How’s your confidence in it?”

“I need Daymar.”

For an instant, the smirk was back. “That bad, huh?”

“I think we’ll get this,” I told him.

He gave a quick nod.

“Okay. I’ve been assuming they won’t bring Deragar here—they’ll reveal where he is once I’m in their hands, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Figured. If I’d been wrong, everything gets too easy. Who will be showing up? Caola, or one of her people?”

“Is it important?”

“Not really. If it isn’t her, that just means I need to scrap the whole plan and start over.”

He managed a slight chuckle, though I could see it took an effort, and I regretted my attempt at wit. “She’ll be there,” he said. “She wants to look you in the face when you’re taken.”

“You’re sure?”

“To be honest, no. It requires trusting someone I have no good reason to trust.”

“Then—”

“But I trust her anyway.”

I nodded. “And I’ll trust you on that.”

“So, how will this all play out?”

“Yeah. It starts in act three, scene four.…”

I went down the whole thing with him. When I was done, he nodded. “Yeah, that should work. At least, it gives us our best shot.”

“Second best.”

“Hmmm? Oh. No, I’m not selling you out, Vlad. Not at this point.”

“I know.”

“Anything else?”

“I’m getting low on funds. Got twenty on you in coin?”

He nodded, dug around, and passed over at least that much.

“What else?”

“I think that’s it for now.”

“Then I’ll see you day after tomorrow.”

I sat in one of the dressing rooms figuring to kill time with reading, but I’d barely found my page when I felt someone attempting to reach me. I let it happen.

“Taltos. What exactly are you playing at?”

“Your Majesty?”

“I have just been presented a petition—approved by the justicers—to have a play shut down. And, lo and behold, it just happens to be the very play my loyal and trusted retainer the Count of Szurke, also known as Vladimir Taltos, convinced me to attend the opening of. How remarkable.”

“Um.”

“Yes?”

“There’s something you need to know, Your Majesty.”

“I imagine there is, yes.”

“It isn’t a play, it’s a musical.”

“Vlad!”

“Okay, sorry, sorry.”

“I want to know what’s going on.”

“I’m hiding here. From the Left Hand.”

“Why, of all places, would you—oh. Of course. Very clever.”

“It wasn’t my idea.”

“No, your idea was inviting me to the opening in order to prevent it being shut down, regardless of the mess it makes for me with the justicers, not to mention the House of the Lyorn.”

“Well, also, our advocate is going to argue, uh, something legal about the importance of it to the Empire, and so you having seen it will help us make that case. We hope.”

“Ah. Overriding public benefit. All right. That helps. But don’t tell me there isn’t more.”

“There is, but you don’t want to know it.”

I felt her hesitation, then, “Very well. I’ll trust you. Please do not make me regret this choice.”

“I’ll try my best, Your Majesty.”

Then she was gone, and now if things went wrong, the Empress would be really mad at me. I wondered how I kept managing to dig myself into ever deeper holes.

No answers came immediately, so I read some.



The arrest of the theatrical company produced a reaction of an entirely different nature and degree than anything that had gone before. It was now that the word “tyrant” was first whispered, then spoken, then shouted.

This is not to say the outrage was universal or anything like it—many of the most powerful journalists continued to defend the Empire on whatever pretext came to hand, but most often by bringing up the rumors that had been used to vilify Plawtke. Just how rational this was when it came to defending the arrest of an entire theatrical company did not appear to matter in the heat of the moment.

Within the House of the Iorich, the various indictments that were signed or declined remain a matter of study and debate to this day. The letter of complaint written by the advocate Sescitra on behalf of the House of the Hawk is considered by many one of the masterpieces of Fourteenth Cycle letters, along with the speech on the same subject given in Fairprice Market by the Tiassa Lady Summers. But the legal issues are academic, and, at the time, Sescitra was ignored and Summers was arrested.

For the most part, the cast and crew were tried together, fined, branded, and released. The key trial, however, was of Crinissta herself. Duwani, of course, was lead advocate. While he concentrated on the legal aspects of the defense, others quite openly attempted to arouse public opinion, and especially convince those of the noble Houses near the top of the Cycle, in hopes this would sway His Majesty.

It did not, and Crinissta was convicted of inciting treason on the ninth day of the month of the Hawk in the 111th year of Valenda’s reign. Two days later, she was executed at the Star of the Iorich Wing. The order for Nestron of Plawtkarce’s execution was given for six days later.



I put the book down and considered the idea of the entire company around me being arrested. I didn’t think what I was doing could have that result, but, you know, things happen.

“Boss? Aren’t you supposed to see that Orca?”

“Yeah.”

“You’ve been putting it off.”

“I know.”

“Is it that you don’t want to be that guy anymore?”

“Hmmm. No, it’s that I’m not sure I can be.”

“Boss, I’m pretty sure you can. You should get this done.”

I sighed. “Yeah, you’re right.”

I found him in one of the larger dressing rooms, stretched out on a sofa, feet sticking off the end.

“Montorri,” I said. “Just the guy I was looking for.”

He opened his eyes. “Oh?”

“Yeah, I got a business proposition for you. Let’s take a walk.”

Orca, in case you didn’t know, are incapable of hearing “business proposition” and remaining indifferent. They need to know. Sometimes they try to hide it, but it’s like insulting a Dzur—there is nothing unpredictable in your immediate future.

He got up. “Lead the way,” he said.

We went to the back of the auditorium and found a place against the wall, facing side five. I dug around in my purse and found ten imperials, handed them over.

He took them, looked at them, and said, “What’s this for?”

“Nothing. It’s a gift.”

“A gift.”

“Yeah.”

He kept looking at me. Then he said, “You told me you had a business proposition.”

“Oh, that. Yeah. That ‘charity’ operation you’ve been running. Just want to let you know it’s mine now. You’re out of that business. Permanently.”

He stared at me like no one had ever spoken to him that way. I gave him a friendly smile.

“What makes you think—”

“You do have an understudy, right? I think we had this conversation already. If something terribly tragic were to happen to you, the show would still go on? Because that’s important to me.”

“If you’re trying to scare me—”

“Why would I do that? I have no reason to scare you. We’re friends. I just gave you a gift. And you’re about to do a nice thing for the crew members here.”

“If I told my uncle about this, you’d be out on your ass in ten seconds, and I know you don’t want that.”

I nodded. “True, true. But consider what will happen in the ten seconds after that.”

He folded his arms and tried the haughty look. Maybe I’d given his acting too much credit. “What will that be?”

I slapped his face. When he raised his hands, I made a dagger appear and pressed it against his sternum. “I’ll remove your intestine, stretch it out, and stuff it back inside you like you’re a fucking sausage.”

Loiosh and Rocza both stood up on my shoulders, spread their wings, and hissed. See, they know their cues.

I stared at Montorri, hard, for about five seconds.

Then I made the knife vanish, patted him on the arm, and gave him the friendly smile again. The jhereg relaxed on my shoulders. “So, we have an understanding, right?”

He nodded.

“Good, good. Well, get a good night’s sleep. Dress rehearsal continues tomorrow. Everyone’s counting on you.”

He left in a hurry.

You still got it, Vlad.

I found Vik where I’d first seen her, in the set shop. She and a couple of others were cleaning the place up and putting things away. She looked over at me.

“Done,” I said.

“What? Just like that?”

“Yeah. He was pretty easy-going about the whole thing.”

She looked skeptical.

I shrugged. “Trust me, it’s over.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Did you have to threaten him?”

“No, it was mostly our common interest in food that did it.”

“Food?”

“Yeah. We talked about sausage making.”

She looked skeptical again, but I just turned and walked out. I was feeling sleepy. And besides, how can you not leave on a line like that, right?
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Keraasak:


The deafening cheers of the crowd

Tra-la

Tell us we’ve done what we should.

It’s over, we’ve come out and bowed

Tra-la

We’ve harvested where we have plowed

Tra-la

We know the performance was good

We know the performance was good.

And that’s why I’ve said that it makes me feel proud

To take in the deafening cheers of the crowd.

Tra la la la la la

Tra la la la la la

The deafening cheers of the crowd.

Tra la la la la

Tra la la la la

Tra la la la la la



Crinissta:


The deafening cheers of the crowd

Tra-la

Mean little or nothing to me.

My play is no longer allowed

Tra-la

Now I am frightened and cowed

Tra-la

By an Imperial inquiry

By an Imperial inquiry.

And that’s what I mean when I tell you out loud

Oh, bother the deafening cheers of the crowd.

Tra la la la la la

Tra la la la la la

Oh, bother the cheers of the crowd.

Tra la la la la

Tra la la la la

Tra la la la la la.





I found coffee, and made myself drink it. I sat in one of the dressing rooms and watched the bustle. I was the one person in that structure who had nothing to do today. It was kind of weird—like I was above the whole thing, observing.

Once the Evil Black Poison had done its work, I sat down to think. I had one day to finish preparing for this; what else needed doing?

“Loiosh?”

“I’m sorry to say this, Boss, but I think you’ve done what you can.”

“Crap.”

The thirty-minute bell rang, and, with nothing else to do that day, I went up to the auditorium and took a seat opposite side two to watch the show. There were a few others scattered throughout—presumably people looking for things that needed fixing. The musicians came in and took their place. Kota caught my eye and nodded before taking his seat and starting to tune.

There is nothing quite like an orchestra tuning up. It is discordant and annoying, and yet it generates anticipation; there is a promise there, that from the meaningless noise will emerge its opposite. If I were an Athyra, I’d find there some kind of metaphor for life. But I’m an Easterner who used to be a Jhereg; we don’t find metaphors, we just sell onions.

Presently the show started, with day two, act three, scene one. I tried to pick up on the action as best I could, and not think about whether those things outside of my control were coming together the way I needed them to.



Daymar nodded to his enthusiastic-but-thumb-fingered assistant and said, “This lot’s ready to go to the museum. Be careful with them.”

“Yes, lord,” said the boy and picked up the box. He made a clumsy obeisance while still holding it, then left on his mission.

Daymar felt a certain relief when he’d gone. He liked the young Lyorn, and there was no question as to his usefulness, but the boy was so easily hurt that Daymar had to constantly be watching himself, examining everything he was about to say to make sure it couldn’t be taken as a jibe or a cut, and it was exhausting. It wasn’t that Daymar didn’t like being around other people, it’s just that, well, after a while, he didn’t like being around other people.

He turned back to the artifacts in front of him. He wrote, Dagger, early Third Cycle, decorative, jewels indicate a Dragonlord of the e’Kieron line. He carefully attached the note to the dagger and set it aside. He was reaching for the next artifact when the clapper sounded. He frowned. The boy wouldn’t clap if he’d forgotten something, and no one else ever visited him.

He went to the door and opened it enough to stick his head out. For the briefest instant, he thought no one was there, then, “Oh. Kragar. Come in.”

“Good to see you,” said the Jhereg, though Daymar wasn’t certain if it was true, or just one of those things people said because they were supposed to.

Kragar looked around the room. Daymar tried to see it the way someone else might: clean, but not tidy, with bits of what looked like scrap metal, or rusted rings, or worn armament, scattered about on every available surface; books and scrolls overflowing the shelves and piled on the floor, cloaks and shirts on a chair in the corner—

“Shall I clear a place for you to sit?”

“No, that’s all right. I came for a favor.”

“Oh?”

“My son is being held.”

Daymar tried to decide which of the questions this generated he should ask first, and so ended up just staring. He noticed his mouth was open, and closed it.

“I’d like your help to get him back.”

“You have a son?” Daymar finally managed, then shook his head. Obviously Kragar had a son. “I mean, how old is he?”

“He’s an adult,” said Kragar.

Daymar took a breath, then said, “Who is holding him?”

“A faction of the Left Hand.”

“Do they want money? I have—”

“No, they want Vlad.”

“Vlad? Your boss, Vlad?”

“Ex-boss, and yes.”

“Why do they want him?”

“So they can kill him.”

“Why do they … no, sorry. What is it you need me to do?”

“Pull a location out of a powerful sorceress of the Left Hand while in a field that suppresses sorcery.”

Daymar considered. It occasionally annoyed him that his psychic ability was all some of these people cared about. His more important work, the uncovering of secrets from the past, never seemed to interest them. To the left, however, he’d always liked Vlad and Kragar, and helping them always gave him pleasure.

“What kind of protection from sorcery?”

“My understanding is it’s pretty good. Cast by an Athyra named Murit.”

“I don’t know her,” said Daymar. “Where is this?”

“The Crying Clown. It’s a North Hill theater.”

“Oh! Yes, theaters usually have very good protection from sorcery, though I don’t know why.”

“Me neither. The impression I get from Vlad is that it has something to do with changing the colors of lights.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

“But, okay. If it’s supposed to happen in the theater, then I won’t be able to do it without her being aware of it.”

“Yeah, that’s what we figured.”

“All right. When and where.”

“I’ll get you a ticket to opening night. Um, how do you feel about musicals?”

“I enjoyed The Little Helper. My grandmother took me when I was young. I wouldn’t mind seeing another.”

“Then you’ll have the chance to. At least, most of one. Now, here are the details.…”



I watched the rehearsal through to the end, and, yeah, okay, it wasn’t bad, though the ending caught me by surprise, and I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to be feeling. Maybe that was the point. When Praxitt announced notes in thirty, I got out of there, both because it seemed like I shouldn’t be listening to other people being humiliated when I wasn’t involved, and so I could be first to the food. In this I succeeded, though, truth be told, I felt a little guilty about it, since I hadn’t been involved in the rehearsal that day.

Not guilty enough, however, to keep me from enjoying thick slices of winneasaurus with a spicy honey glaze and tomatoes, or the baby tubers roasted with rosemary and whiteseed. There was also gosling root with garlic and red wine vinegar, which was fine, but I do it better. I’m just stating a fact here.

I brought my plate and wine goblet to a tiny dressing room down the hall so I could feed Loiosh and Rocza without getting odd looks.

Praxitt found me just as I was finishing, and said, “Lord Taltos.”

“Hmm?”

“A squad of Phoenix Guards has just arrived.”

“Oh, that doesn’t sound good.”

“It isn’t terrible—they’re simply checking the area in advance of Her Majesty’s attendance at the opening tomorrow.”

“Okay, makes sense.”

“Is there a reason that you didn’t inform me that she had accepted the invitation?”

“Oh,” I said.

“Hmmm?”

“Uh, can you give me a few seconds to come up with a convincing lie?”

“In other words, it slipped your mind.”

I sighed and nodded. “Sorry,” I said.

She chuckled. “Well, not too much harm done. The set crew can scrabble and put together something appropriate for her. And of course, I’m delighted she’s attending.”

“What do you mean put together something appropriate for her?”

“An Imperial box of some sort, providing space for her security forces. Right now, the Phoenix Guards who arrived are rather unhappy with us.”

I shrugged. “It’s silly. The Orb protects her; she doesn’t need all that fuss.”

“I know. But it’s how they do things.”

“Yeah. How did the second half of the dress rehearsal go?”

“Terrible.”

“Oh. Well. Um. How are advanced sales?”

“Also terrible, but that doesn’t worry me. North Hill musicals usually do poorly in advance, but we set the prices low for the opening, and usually fill up on walk-ins.”

“Huh. Weird.”

She shrugged. “I know it isn’t like that with the theaters near the Palace, or the ones in the Canal District, but that seems to be how it works here. After that, of course, it’s a matter of how the notices are, and word of mouth.”

“Are you nervous?”

“What are you, stupid? Of course I’m nervous.”

“Uh, yeah. Sorry.”

“Are you?”

I considered, then laughed. “You know what? I’m more nervous about the five seconds I’m going to spend marching around the stage than whether the plan will work.”

She laughed. “I’m sorry to say it, but that comforts me.”

“Of course it does.”

She patted me on the arm. “Don’t worry about it. We’re all going to die.”

“Uh huh.”

She left me alone. I went down and got my book, hoping for distraction.



From the distance of nearly three full Cycles and an Interregnum, it is difficult to understand those who accepted the actions of the Court without complaint. In all the records and letters and diaries and memoirs, not a single one has said, “I accepted the actions of the Court, knowing it was wrong, because otherwise my place and perhaps even my life would have been threatened.” And, although from our perspective it is clear enough that that is what happened, it ought to be obvious that no one would thus express himself. Instead, there are justifications and reasons, more or less convoluted, to explain why this or that merchant or minor lord believed the official word that came out about the arrest of the theatrical company and the continued incarceration of Plawtke.

Also, as is not unusual in such cases, and marking a sharp change from the period before the execution, those who were willing to publicly defend Plawtke were heterogeneous in House, social standing, and ideology, and thus many of them were deeply uncomfortable in each other’s company, resulting, predictably, in a great deal of conflict within those forces. Again, from our distance, it is easy enough to wag our fingers at them and speak of how much stronger they would have been had they put aside their differences, but in reality, such a program can only be realized in the head of someone standing outside of the conflict. The things that separated Plawtke’s defenders were as deep and powerful as their Houses and their social positions and their own vital life interests. Indeed, upon careful consideration, it is remarkable that they were able to present as much unity, especially against a force as powerful as the Empire, as they did.

But it should also be noted that, if there were conflicts within the ranks of those defending Plawtke, the Empire was, for the most part, too confused and too obstinate and too inflexible to take advantage of them.

There was never a serious threat from the violence in any broad sense. A good number of heads were broken, arrests were made, and some property destroyed, but there was nothing that ever even remotely threatened the stability of the Empire. That said, the events certainly left their trace on the Court, the Houses, and the Empire as a whole.



I put the book down and checked the time. I’d managed to kill a few hours.

Tomorrow was going to be a day.

I went up a level and walked around to see who might be there.

The answer was Shoen, and as soon as I saw him, my first thought was, Something’s gone wrong, but, no. He nodded to me and said, “Arrangements are complete.”

“Where exactly?”

“Backstage. The big office-type room just inside side one.”

“Right,” I said, wondering if it was physically painful for him to use that many words. I chuckled, then, thinking of the amount of walking I was going to have to do to cover what was essentially the width of the stage. I didn’t explain what was funny to Shoen, and, of course, he didn’t ask.

Now I had all the pieces, and half a day to make any final arrangements.

No problem.

Sparker showed up just as Shoen was turning to leave. They looked each other over like a pair of predators wondering if they needed to kill each other to secure their hunting ground. They stared at each other for what seemed to be a long time, then nodded to each other, and Shoen left while Sparker approached me.

The look he gave me wasn’t noticeably more friendly than the one he’d given Shoen.

“What,” he said, making it more of a statement than a question. Maybe I’d get him and Shoen together to see who could use fewer words, and make book on it.

“Did the deal go through?”

“Yeah.”

“Lined up to make a lot of money, are you?”

“The fuck do you want?”

“Just making chit-chat.”

“Listen, fuck. If you—”

“Right. Business. Okay. There’s a Lyorn named Thalick. He serves the Lyorn Heir as, I don’t know, something Lyorn-y.”

“And what do we have to do with them?”

“He’s making my life more difficult. The Demon would appreciate it if you would help stop him from doing that.”

“What do you need me to do?”

“Find someone who can pretend to be an advocate. Here, this should be enough to cover it. Have the advocate find Thalick and tell him Praxitt—remember that name, Praxitt—is willing to negotiate with him to see if they can come to an agreement about changes to the musical to make it less offensive. Tell him she is even considering changing the name of the Emperor and putting him in a different House. Got that?”

“Yeah, I got it.”

“But she wants to meet him in person, here, in the producer’s office off of side one, during the performance. She has some free time on day one, act three, scene five. Got all that?”

“Yeah, except the part where I have some reason to do what you want.”

“The Demon will owe you one.”

“Huh. Okay. Why is it you want me to be the one to handle all this?”

I stared him in the eye. “Amusement value.”

He scowled.

“I wasn’t kidding about the Demon owing you a favor. Can you handle this?”

“Yeah, I can handle it. But go over it all again.”

So I did, and then again. I’m not laughing at him; I’ve learned the importance of rehearsal.

When he felt like he had it all, he grunted and left.

I thought about just going to sleep, except I probably wouldn’t be able to, and there is little I hate more than tossing and turning and feeling like I should be sleeping but I can’t. It hasn’t happened very often, but this felt like one of the times it would.

I thought about reading more, but was too restless.

I went to the room with the railing, thinking to fence myself, but it was full of dancers being yelled at by Spindly. I had to wonder how good he was at his job. Do you really want to be yelling at people the night before the show? I know I wouldn’t be yelling at my people the day before an operation. I don’t know, maybe theater was different. More likely, Spindly was just as scared as everyone else.

But in any case, I couldn’t practice fencing there; I moved on.

Praxitt was in one of the dressing rooms I passed. “All set?” she said.

“I guess.”

“Remember, this is just like a rehearsal.”

“Seems like I remember you in rehearsals telling people to treat it like a performance.”

“Don’t be smart.”

“Sorry.”

“You’re nervous. I’m nervous. Everyone inside these walls is nervous. The more nervous we are, the higher we’re going to feel when—if we don’t all die.”

I nodded.

“Try to get some sleep,” she said, and I went off to follow her advice.
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Chorus:


There’s no trial like a show trial

Like no trial you’d hold.

All the charges formally are listed

No procedure ever left to chance

The whole judicial process has been twisted

And the verdict determined in advance.

There’s no jury like a show jury

They do what they are told.

This is not a process that they can block

If they try, they’ll get a shock

They’ll be the next ones up in the dock

It all comes down to the gold.

The judges, the baliffs, the evidence, the court

The Imperial factor’s sleek approach

A felony, a warrant, a motion, a tort

The witnesses that you know have been coached

Once the bribes and the threats have all been broached.

There’s no trial like a show trial

Like no trial you’d hold.

Opposing advocate may make objections

Everyone will know it’s just a game

He just doesn’t have the right connections

But he hopes he doesn’t get the blame.

There’s no jury like a show jury

They do what they are told.

Assert the defendant’s misbehavior

Never mind her if her voice should quaver

Nothing that you might do could save her

It all comes down to the gold,

It all comes down to the gold!





I woke up alert, my heart pounding.

“Take it easy, Boss.”

“Yeah, easy to say.”

I put on my costume, and checked the time, and realized that I’d woken up way, way too early. I was supposed to go to makeup, but no one would be there yet. I thought about taking off my costume, but I decided against it.

I went down to the area beneath side six, found an empty cupboard, stashed my clothes, my boots, my weapons, and Lady Teldra. The rapier wouldn’t fit, so I left it propped up against the wall and hoped no over-zealous prop apprentice tsked and put it back where it “belonged.”

“Boss, what are you doing? I’ve never known you to shut me out like this.”

“Yeah, sorry. You’re going to hate this.”

That done, I had to kill at least a couple of hours, and there was no way I was getting any more sleep. I wondered if I could concentrate well enough to read, so I decided to give it a shot.



The conflict between the Court and the academy, between the Court and the presses, between the Court and the theaters, became less a test of strength than of weakness, where disorganization of forces, confusion of goals, and vacillations in purpose competed with each other. If there was a tipping point, a decisive moment, it must be seen as the March of the Professors—when two dozen academics came, not to the Imperial Wing, but to the House of the Dragon, and the Hawklord Durabess gave her famous “Why don’t you care?” speech to the assembled Dragonlords.

This, directly, had no noticeable effect on the Dragons, but it provided Valenda the opportunity to make one, last mistake: he ordered the Imperial Guard to break up and arrest the protesters, not fully understanding that these guards were themselves mostly Dragonlords. Princess Heshiva was not, as it happened, prepared to cede to the Empire the right to decide who got to speak to Dragons, and made a formal protest of the order. The protest was ignored and the order renewed.

Heshiva grudgingly carried out the order (although never in history, it seems, has a protest been broken up so gently, or arrests made so kindly), after which she ordered the entire matter of the slaughtered Dragonlords, that is, the massacre at West Reach, to be investigated by the House. When someone brought up the matter of Plawtke’s supposed crimes, she said, “After what we’ve just seen, why should I believe them? And if I do, why should his crimes excuse the crimes of others?”

An investigation by the House of the Dragon was, of course, independent of the Empire, and Valenda could do nothing to stop it. Plawtke’s execution was delayed pending the results of the investigation, and after that events took their own course.



I put the book down, checked the time, and headed for makeup. It was a choice between standing in queue, or waiting until the makeup artists got there, and I didn’t much care for either one.

In fact, it was a little of both, but not bad; there were only a couple of people ahead of me, and the artists weren’t there yet, but they arrived soon so I was ushered in pretty quickly.

Then I sat there while they used brushes and fingers on my face and talked about someone’s upcoming wedding and how much their backs hurt and wasn’t last night’s winneasaurus amazing.

I privately agreed with that, but I didn’t say anything because I’d have just been getting in the way of their conversation—I was a canvas to be worked on, certainly not a person to be spoken to. I kind of understood that.

When I was done they looked at me—reluctantly, I thought—and said I was done in a way that implied I was taking up needed space and wasting valuable time and they had been done for nearly three seconds and what was I still doing there?

I went up to the stage level, and it was still pretty early. I thought about finding something to eat, and then decided that would be a bad idea, so I just sort of hung around near side seven, clenching and unclenching my hands.

“Opening-night jitters?”

I turned around to see who’d spoken. An actor I didn’t recognize, dressed up as a Lyorn, stood next to me staring out at the stage. She looked like she might actually be a Lyorn, but then I’d seen what makeup artists can do.

“What makes you think so?”

“You’re swaying side to side, but your back is stiff as a board.”

“Oh.”

“My brother gets the same way.”

I swallowed bile and nodded.

“Is he in the troupe?”

“No. He’s with the Felhingor company.”

“Oh. I think I saw them once. Something about a fishing boat on a river?”

“Trawler. He played the first mate.”

“You sound proud of him.”

“I am. You have any siblings?”

“No.”

“People are starting to come in,” she said. “We shouldn’t be here.”

“All right.”

I followed her back. “That’s when it gets real, you know. When you see the first people start coming through the door and taking their seats.”

“Yeah, so I’ve learned.”

“There’s a bucket around the corner here.”

“Thanks,” I managed to say before dashing off and using it.

“When are you on?” she asked as I rinsed my mouth out, suddenly understanding, or at least having a theory, about why there was water everywhere.

“Dance number, act four, scene three.”

“A long time to wait.”

“Tell me about it. I’m Vlad, by the way.”

“I know. I’m Krisha, though of course, today I’m Lady Belith.”

“And I’m Imperial Court Guard number one.”

“I was dancer number five in my first show. After the performance, my great-grandmother found me and assured me I was the best actor on the stage. It was so adorable I almost cried.”

There was the chime.

“Five minutes,” she said.

“I guess I’ll go find my company. And Krisha—thanks, I owe you.”

“We’re all going to die,” she assured me. Then she waved a hand, smiled, then turned and made a dash for the bucket.

I walked around aimlessly for a minute or so until Loiosh reminded me that I should be with the rest of the dance troupe.

I joined them, and instantly recalled my brief stint in the army, because every one of them had the same expression as did my comrades when we were waiting for the order to charge. Which I know is ridiculous, you can’t compare the risk of making a fool of yourself with the risk of getting cut into pieces, but there it was.

“That’s not what they’re afraid of, Boss. You know that.”

“I do?”

“Is that what you’re afraid of? Is that what you were afraid of before, in the army?”

“Yes.”

“Was it?”

No, it wasn’t; I was afraid of letting everyone else down. Well, that made more sense, at least.

“Shut up, Loiosh.”

“You’re welcome, Boss.”

I wanted to ask how long it would be until we went on, but I realized my mouth was too dry to speak, so I looked around for water, found some, drank it, and it occurred to me that asking that question would probably be really irritating, so in the end I just waited.

Then there was murmuring from the audience, or I guess the hum of pre-show conversation got louder, and I turned to the dancer next to me, a Tiassa I’d guess, whose name I’d never learned.

“What—”

“I think the Empress has shown up.”

“Ah. Yes.”

“First time performing before Her Majesty?” she asked.

“Yes,” I answered truthfully.

“Don’t let it get to you; it’s just another show.”

I nodded. “We’re all going to die.”

“That’s the spirit.”

“Two minutes to lights,” someone said loudly. I didn’t see who said it. My hands were numb, which wasn’t a good sign, as I wasn’t even on stage for the opening. It was all very strange. I’d seen it before, of course, from the other side—the anticipation, and then that brief instant of total darkness when the house lights go out and before the stage lights come on. From this side, it was different, and the same.

There’s a feeling you get from witchcraft: the building of tension, and then the release. The tension here, especially in those long, long seconds before the lighting change, reminded me of that.

And then the flicker, and the applause.

How many times had I been in the audience for that applause—started slapping the sticks because it was the custom to do so when the lights over the stage came on? Funny, I’d never before asked myself how many plays I’d been to. Probably at least thirty over the years. And that clapping at the beginning, well, it was just what you did. Only now, hearing it from the other end, it was like a witchcraft spell itself, and I suddenly thought of the time a Hawklord with more power than sense had flooded my mind with psychic energy. Only this was far more pleasant—I felt taller, stronger, more powerful, just from being on the receiving end of that applause.

It was good that I didn’t need to go out onto the stage right away, because I felt unsteady on my feet. It was strange—suffused with energy, and still shaking. The expressions on the faces of those around me reflected not what I was feeling, but my effort not to show what I was feeling.

The music started, and I remembered that I was the only one of this troupe not going on—they were only putting me on for the one scene when I needed to be there. I stepped back so I wouldn’t be in anyone’s way.

They went trotting out, and the singing started. Part of me wanted to join the small group clustered in the dark spot behind side seven where they could watch, but another part wanted to be somewhere with no one else near me, so I compromised by not moving.

Somewhere, in a private box, Her Majesty was watching the show. Somewhere, elements of the Left Hand were preparing to meet Kragar so he could deliver me to our exchange location backstage. And I was about to get onto a stage, and I think I was more terrified than I’d ever been in my life. If you’re familiar with some of my past experiences, you’ll know that’s saying something. My feet felt numb, my mouth dry, my heart was pounding, and my stomach felt like I’d just teleported.

This, of course, is exactly the shape you want to be in when you’re about to do something tricky and dangerous that would call for exact timing and precise observation.

That was irony, in case you missed it.

I went further back until I found a chair, sat down, then stood up.

“Boss? Rocza is starting to freak out a little.”

“Me too.”

“Maybe wine?”

“Loiosh, no. I am not going to attempt to do this after drinking.”

“Just a cup?”

“No.”

The song ended, the audience cheered and snapped their clackers and stomped their feet, and the dancers came running back looking flushed and excited. I had been one of those cheering and snapping my clacker and stomping my feet. It was an entirely different experience from this side of the entrance.

I stayed back, but could still hear the performance—I think there were pipes or something running from the stage just to permit that.

Cawti used to collect clackers from different shows we’d seen. There was a whole drawer full of them in the front room. I guess a lot of people did that.

“Hey, Vlad.”

I turned around.

“Sara!”

“I couldn’t miss the debut of your stage career.”

“I think you mean my final performance.”

She laughed. “You’ll do fine.”

“I think I’m going to be sick.”

“Probably. It’s something of a tradition.”

“For opening nights, or debuts?”

“Both.”

“It means a lot that you’re here, Sara. Thank you.”

“You’re in the show, then?”

“Yeah, because reasons. Did you know?”

“I do now. Wouldn’t miss it. How long until you go on?”

“Still a couple of very long hours.”

“That’s the hardest part. Once you go on, you’ll be fine.”

“That’s what everyone tells me.”

And now I’ll tell you something weird: I’d been so focused on going out in front of those people and going through the motions that, for the whole morning, I hadn’t even thought about why I was doing this. I mean, not only had I lost focus on the fact that the entire point of this was to save Deragar’s life—and mine if possible—but also on the fact that walking onto the stage was only one step in a bigger plan. It’s crazy what happens to you when you’re about to perform. But then I remembered, and thought about what Kragar must be going through, and then I didn’t want to be thinking about anything, but that never works.

Sara gave me a quick hug and kissed my cheek and said something about sneaking back to her seat. The idea that she was going to be watching made things better and worse simultaneously, and I’ll explain that as soon as I understand it.

“Okay, Loiosh. You two wait here until after the performance.”

“Boss—”

“I think this is going to work. But it won’t work if you’re there.”

“I really, really hate the sound of that.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Boss.”

“That’s how it has to be.”

Loiosh and Rocza flew over to the shelf they’d used before.

At first the time dragged, because I had nothing to think about except how unhappy Loiosh was. But then I started getting caught up in the show, which I’d never been able to get more than pieces of until yesterday, and that was the second half. Then I suddenly heard the two hungover soldiers threatening to kill a messenger if she kept talking in such a loud voice, and my heart dropped, because I knew the next scene was at Court, and that meant—

“We’re on,” said one of the dancers, and I stood as best I could on feet that were still numb.

It was much harder to walk on three-inch lifts than it had been the last time I’d tried.

And then, just like that, it was time.

I was aware of my pulse pounding in my ears, and my feet still felt numb, but I was carried along in the whole thing. I reached my spot, and remembered that I was supposed to be a guard, so I fixed my eyes on the side-three lobby door. Fortunately, now that I think of it, I couldn’t see the audience at all—the lights were bright and mostly yellow as they showed the Court, so I just kept my face impassive as the dialog started, and then the music started, and I had my last instance of panic: What if I forgot my cue?

And nine extra mules … beat beat beat beat go!

I was tremendous. I was wonderful. I marched around the perimeter of the stage, never once coming close to falling off it. My face was set like duty was all I knew, my marching was perfect, and I didn’t even bump into the other guard as we passed each other (You’re on the inside, Vlad. The inside.)

It was a stunning, an amazing performance, and if there were any justice, I’d be mentioned in the notices tomorrow.

I reached the other end and did an about-face turn that Morrolan would have approved of, and waited.



Caola looked up at the stage from the very corner of side one, just behind the musicians, turned to Kragar, and, had sorcery been possible, she might well have burned him down.

“You didn’t tell me he was in the play,” she said in a harsh whisper.

“I didn’t know,” the Right Hand Jhereg whispered back. “He told me where he was, that’s all.”

“This doesn’t smell good. If you want to see your son—”

“Don’t threaten me. If anything happens to Deragar there’s nothing that can protect you. You said to find out where Vlad is and meet you there. I did and I did.”

Caola glared some more.

An elderly Chreotha seated near them gave them an even fiercer glare and put a finger to his lips.

Kragar motioned her to follow him backstage and whispered, “Are we going to do this, or not?”

She held up a hand and waved her backup closer. They were freelance Right Hand toughs, but she’d worked with them before and found them reliable. And she certainly had no intention of going somewhere where sorcery was suppressed without some muscle to back her up. It looked like a sort of office, narrow but long, only a few feet from the stage, and Caola reminded herself to keep things quiet.

When they arrived she said, “Bide,” to Kragar, who was busy not looking intimidated by her companions.

He shrugged, she reached out. “Ilendra?”

“I’m here, m’lady.”

“They may be up to something. I don’t know for sure, but it smells funny. I need you to be ready to pull the switch. Can you do that?”

“Kill a random thug from the Right Hand? Yes, m’lady, of course.”

“I’m counting on you, Ilendra. I’ll not be played. If Kragar betrays us, Deragar dies.”

“I will handle it, m’lady.”

“Good.”

She stepped back into the auditorium, past the glare of the old Chreotha, long enough to reassure herself that the Easterner was still on the stage, then she returned.

She nodded to Kragar. “Very well, we can proceed.”



I wanted to look for when the messenger crossed to the spot in front of me, but I was supposed to be a guard, so I couldn’t look that way. I just kept my knees a little loose, and then it hit me that, while I could normally deal with a fall like that without a problem, falling in three-inch lifts would be a good way to break an ankle, which would inconvenience me. There’s a lesson here about the importance of dress rehearsals.

It would also inconvenience me if I had to start on this level and walk all the way back to the stairway before going down in order to come back, find where I’d stashed my gear, and come up, so I hoped Ibrik would remember to pull the—

My stomach lurched and I was falling.

I landed, rolled, and failed to break an ankle, though I twisted the left one a bit.

I got back to my feet, kicked off the damned lifts, extracted myself from my costume, put on my own clothes and buckled on my weapons. It felt good to have Lady Teldra back on my hip.

My left ankle hurt, but I could walk, and I wasn’t in that much of a hurry.

I went around toward the side-one side, found the stair, climbed.

I stood outside the office, and saw Kragar. He half glanced at me, then tapped the side of his leg once, which meant everyone was exactly where they were supposed to be. As I stood there, I felt someone come up next to me. I turned, and held my finger to my lips and whispered, “Hello, Daymar. Thanks for coming.”

“Of course, Vlad. Is she in there? She’s the one who has Kragar’s son?”

I nodded.

“Should I get it now?”

“Not quite yet,” I said. “I’ll tell you when.”

“All right.”

And now, if everything worked, it was time for—

“All right, I’m here,” whispered Murit. “This scene is eight minutes and ten seconds long, and it took three minutes to get here, and it will take three minutes to get back. I don’t have much time.”

“That should be plenty, if our other guests are on time. The instant you perform the block, leave. I mean, the instant. Things will get ugly after that in ways you want no part of. Daymar, this is Murit, who controls the color of the lights.”

Daymar frowned. “That would mean you control all the sorcery, yes?”

“Obviously,” said Murit, giving me a glance.

I whispered, “Murit, my friend Daymar. He’s a desecrater.”

“A pleasure,” said Murit.

“Interesting,” said Daymar.

“What?”

“I don’t believe you’ve ever referred to me as a friend before.”

“I—Okay, let’s get a little closer. Quietly.”

Almost set. Just one more party to the show, and if necessary, we could go without him, on the basis that sometimes pinkfish fillets are just fine even without burnweed.

But right on cue, he showed up through the auditorium door, frowning, like he was caught between annoyance and confusion, which he most certainly was, and which was just where we wanted him. He ignored us, of course, and continued to the producer’s office, and, though it was no part of my plan, in a perfectly timed accident the orchestra started up as he appeared. Accident? I don’t know. Maybe there is a hidden destiny out there with a very low sense of humor—I’ve seen evidence of it before.

I collected Murit and Daymar with my eyes, nodded, and stepped into the office.

So, yeah, though it was no part of the plan, and didn’t change anything, the orchestra started playing something triumphant, just as—

Thalick the Lyorn walked right into the Jhereg party, just as—

Caola saw me, her mouth dropped open, because, of course, she’d just seen me on the stage a few seconds ago, just as—

I said, “Now, Daymar,” just as—

I nodded to Murit, just as—

Caola got a look of concentration, then a look of surprise, then a look of fury, just as—

“Got it,” said Daymar.

Caola turned to her toughs and said, “Kill them.”

But Daymar and Kragar slipped away the instant Daymar said, “Got it.” Murit, too, was nowhere to be seen.

That left me and Thalick, and obviously they weren’t going to try to kill a Lyorn.

The toughs drew daggers and fell into fighting crouches as they started at me.

And I turned my back on them, faced the dressing room wall, and waited. I was now helpless, my back toward two Jhereg who’d just been given orders to kill me.

And, yes, it was scarier than going on stage had been.

Somewhere, I knew, Loiosh and Rocza were flying to me as fast they could; I could feel Loiosh’s panic.

If only there were some noble, brave Lyorn around whose honor required him to prevent even an Easterner from being stabbed in the back.

Oh, my goodness, there was.

There was the clink of metal on metal, a couple of thuds, and I turned back. But by then it was over: Thalick stood looking at Caola, the two thugs sleeping peacefully on the floor, one with his arm bent at an angle it wasn’t supposed to bend at, the other with a trickle of blood coming from where his head had met the floor.

“Thank you,” I told the Lyorn.

He turned and looked at me, his face a study in incomprehension.

“Hey, those Jhereg would have killed me if you hadn’t been here. Who would have expected a Lyorn to interfere in a Jhereg assassination?” I was about to add something about maybe I’d hire him sometime, but I bit it back, because from the look on his face, he’d have flat killed me, and I’d just gone to all of this work to not die.

He stood there, his mouth open, trying to figure out what had just happened.

“Well played, Taltos,” said Caola. “But now I can find you, and—”

“And you just ordered a murder committed.”

“As if that—”

“In the presence of Her Majesty.”

She sniffed. “Her Majesty is nowhere near—”

Which is as far as she got before two Dragonlords came in, dressed in the insignia of the Imperial Guard—a Seventeenth Cycle Phoenix version of the very outfit I’d just been wearing the Fourteenth Cycle Lyorn version of, if you want a nice touch. They weren’t all that similar, truth be told, but it’s the idea, right?

Their eyes flicked past me and landed on the Lyorn.

“Lord Thalick?” said one of them, as if amazed to find him there. The Lyorn nodded.

“The Orb sensed violence, and traced it here. What happened?”

He gestured with his chin. “That woman, the Jhereg, ordered those two to kill that one.”

They turned toward Caola, who gave me one of the best glares I’ve ever gotten in a lifetime of being glared at. She said, “I swear by—”

But she was interrupted by the arrival of Loiosh and Rocza, who startled everyone except me by flying right past them all and landing on my shoulder.

“Boss, that was the most idiotic stunt—”

“It worked. Now let me listen to this.”

But there wasn’t much to listen to; they took Caola by the arm, slapped an amulet around her neck, and secured her hands.

“I’ve got this one,” said one. “You keep an eye on these two in case they wake up.”

“Got it,” said the other. She didn’t appear to be pleased to be left with the job of watching sleeping Jhereg, but I suppose the other Dragonlord outranked her.

Caola looked at me again. “I should have gone along with her plan after all,” she said, and I could almost taste the bitterness. “But with me out of the way, I guess she’ll go ahead. And I’ll take that as my consolation: you’ll wish I’d killed you.”

I’d be lying if I said a chill didn’t run through me, but I trust I didn’t let it show.

Around then I received word from Kragar that Deragar had been successfully retrieved; evidently they’d put him somewhere inaccessible except through sorcery, but someone named Nikka had gone and gotten him.

“Glad to hear it,” I said. “If you’re celebrating, let me know and I’ll join you, now that I can.”

“He’s having a private celebration,” said Kragar. “I don’t think either of us would be welcome.”

“Oh?”

“Oh.”

“All right then. Let’s you and me have a drink.”

“Tomorrow okay with you?” he said. “I need sleep. I haven’t slept well lately.”

“Yeah, tomorrow works. And Kragar, thanks for trusting me.”

“You would have done it for me,” he said.
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DAY 3 ACT 4 SCENE 5



Chorus:


When the Court nods its approval

And the notices are all aglow

Then crowds will fill the theater

And coin will start to flow.

This is the start of a box-office phenomenon

Office phenomenon

Phenomenon

Phenomenon.

Fame and fortune are expanding.

Star appearances demanding.

Investors asking for their slices

Of the rising ticket prices.

Even the playwright’s getting wealthy

No time to ask if it is healthy.

Phenomenon

Phenomenon.

When the Court nods its approval

And the notices are all aglow

Then crowds will fill the theater

And coin will start to flow.

This is the start of a box-office phenomenon

Office phenomenon

Phenomenon

Phenomenon.





I went back to one of the dressing rooms, leaned against a wall, and slowly felt myself relax to the soothing voice in my head of Loiosh chewing me out (literally, at one point) for almost getting myself killed without even letting him be there.

Eventually I heard the clacking, and realized that day one was over, as was my acting career. Well, the theater’s loss was … not really worth noticing, to be honest.

Sara found me still leaning against the wall in the dressing room. “You were the best one,” she said. I laughed.

“It’s good to see you,” I said. “Feel like celebrating my theatrical debut?”

“What did you have in mind?”

“Valabar’s?”

“Really? So, you managed to pull something off?”

“Yes, thanks to my friends. I’m a free man.”

“Vlad! That’s wonderful!”

“Thanks. I think so, too.”

“What will you do now?”

“We’ll talk about it at dinner. I’m considering a career on the stage.”

“I think you’re making up part of that.”

“Yeah.”

“So, what will you do?”

“Now that I’m free? I have no idea. Just enjoy it for a while, I think.”

She nodded. “Did you ever read the book I gave you?”

“In fact, yes. I’m almost done with it. Just a page or so left. I quite enjoyed it.”

“Good.”

“Doesn’t seem to have a lot to do with the musical we just put on, though.”

“No, but you can see where Linesca drew it from, which is closer to history than you usually get in a musical.”

“I suppose. In actual history, people hardly ever spontaneously burst into song. Present company excepted.”

She laughed. I decided I really liked her laugh. I liked it enough that I felt it should be rewarded with a kiss, so I kissed her, and it was almost as if she’d been expecting it, which I certainly hadn’t been. Her lips were soft and yielding and her tongue tasted faintly of honey and my knees threatened to give way. Then she pulled back a couple of inches and looked at me. “Well,” she said. “Thank you, Vladimir. I think the stage has had a good effect on you.”

“It’s certainly had an effect.”

“I’m going to take care of finding a substitute for my show tonight, so I need to run off. But I’d like one more of those before I go.”

“With great good will,” I said.

When she left I sat down because I needed to.

Then I just sat there for a while.

“I really hate it when you’re smug, Boss.”

“No, you don’t.”

“No, I suppose I don’t.”



Thalick stared at His Highness. “You’ve what? Sire?”

“I’ve ordered our advocate to desist from the prosecution.”

“But, Highness, you would let them slander—”

“You, Thalick, would make us part of a Jhereg assassination plot?”

“We’re not part of it!”

“No, but it would look like it.”

“That—”

Thalick sat down heavily, then suddenly remembered, almost stood up, but the Prince, with an amused expression, gestured for him to remain seated.

“We’ve been played,” said Thalick after a moment.

“I know,” said the Prince.

“By a Jhereg. By an Easterner Jhereg.”

“I know.”

“What are we going to do about it?”

“I don’t believe,” said His Highness, “that there is anything to be done about it.”

“Well, we could buy up all of the seats to every show, so they’d be playing to an empty house.”

“Aside from the money, and aside from the fact that we’d be financially rewarding those who wish to slander us, they’d just keep playing it indefinitely. No. We’ve lost. Let us accept it with grace.”

“Not so easy to gracefully accept humiliation.”

“No, it isn’t,” said the Prince. “If it were easy, everyone would do it.”



I went back to my cubbyhole for the last time and grabbed the book. I came back up and walked around looking for Praxitt. I said good-bye to a few of the others I’d gotten to know. I gave Montorri a friendly smile, but he ignored me. It made me very sad.

There was an odd mood in the place—something I couldn’t quite give a name to; a sort of pleased tension, I guess. Various people told me day one had gone well, and they “had” the audience. But I suppose it’s like when some operation is going well, but it isn’t over, things could still go crosswise. I guess that’s where the tension came from.

I saw Vik in the room that I’d dropped to from the stage. Unlike the cast, she and a few others were working—from the look of it, clearing things out from the day and setting things up for tomorrow. She stopped when she saw me and gave me a smile.

“You should be good,” I said. “But if there’s any trouble, let me know.” I told her how to get to Kragar’s office, and what to say.

“We owe you,” she said.

“I owe you,” I said. “So let’s call it even.”

Then she hugged me, which I hadn’t expected, and neither had Loiosh and Rocza, who at once flew off my shoulders and hissed, which Vik ignored. She was considerably taller than me, which made the experience a little embarrassing, but not unpleasant.

I walked around the place some more, feeling bizarrely nostalgic. I looked up Ragboy in his usual spot, and there he was, so we chatted for a while. I went back toward the auditorium from there and ran into Praxitt, just heading toward the stage.

“Thank you,” I said. “If you need me for anything—”

“They’ve dropped the lawsuit,” she said.

“Really?”

“Yeah. So thank you, too.”

“I hope I didn’t disrupt things too much.”

“Only in the sense that we’re losing our best Imperial Guard One.”

“Not really.”

“No, not really. But you did pull it off. Oh, and here.”

She handed me a small booklet. It had Song of the Presses written across the top. I flipped through it, and sure enough there it was, in small type on the fourth page: “Imperial Guards: Vlad Taltos and Deshinka.” And, I’m not making this up, I almost started crying. I mumbled another thanks and turned and got out of there.

That was all I had to do, I guess, except to wait until it was time to meet Sara. I thought back to my last meal at Valabar’s, and decided I was going to enjoy this one even more.

I took myself to the last row of the theater, opposite side six, and looked at it. A few stagehands came by to move things off the stage or clean something up. I looked at the book. I was almost done with it. If I finished it, I could give it back to Sara when we met.



In the end, Plawtke himself escaped execution, as the various political, social, and legal conflicts came together to convince the Tiassa that the Cycle had turned, and the Lyorn were unable to convince enough of the Council of Princes that they were wrong—which, of course, is exactly what proved the Tiassa correct. The Empress Hiravi, second of her name, at once pardoned and released Plawtke, who spent the remainder of his life attempting to have Crinissta pardoned posthumously, an effort at which he failed due to the obstinacy of the House of the Lyorn, which was, after all, still powerful.

The forces that had been defending Plawtke celebrated, and, certainly, they had some reason to. Just how much they contributed to the turning of the Cycle and the freeing of Plawtke is not something we can answer, but at least they felt they had played a role.

And to this historian, if she can be forgiven for a momentary excursion into the role of moralist, that is no small thing. That is to say, quite apart from the question of whether Valenda was a tyrant or merely someone caught in a position from which he was unable to extricate himself, there can be no question that great injustice was committed, and opposed. Is it going too far to say that opposing injustice is the highest calling to which an individual can commit? Is it going too far to assert that those who see injustice but do nothing about it are as culpable as those who commit it?

If there is one thing to be learned from the history of Valenda it is that when there is tyranny, when there is knowledge of tyranny, there will also be opposition. It is the hopes of this historian that she has contributed in some way to knowledge of the past that might guide someone in staying alert and taking action when tyranny, as it always does, dares rear its head.



I put down the fucking book.

Tyranny. I didn’t give a fuck about tyranny, and no bloody moralizing historian was going to make me.

Even if it were an entire world being tyrannized. Why should I care?

The Jenoine were after knowledge. Well, good for them. Why did they want this knowledge? For some noble purpose? Because they were curious? Just for the amusement value? For some reason that my merely human brain would be incapable of comprehending?

I couldn’t care less why they were doing it.

I thought about the theater.

Theater has an effect on people. I know it does. Once I needed some of my blood for a witchcraft spell, and I got it by cutting my palm instead of poking a finger or cutting the back of my arm like a sane person. Why? Because that’s how they always did it on stage, so I just did it without thinking. Of course, I never did it that way again. My point is, you learn things from the theater even if you aren’t aware of it.

The theater, you see, is a place that exists to be observed; with no observers it is pointless.

If a theater can be that, why not a whole world?

There’s a difference, though: the actors in the theater are choosing to be there.

Do that to a whole world?

I had been groomed, manipulated, honed, prepared for a task I never wanted or agreed to. The more I became aware of that, the more I hated it.

But.

Would it be better if I didn’t know it was going on? Would it be worse?

I wasn’t groomed, manipulated, honed, or prepared to answer questions like that; I’m just good at killing people.

But I did know, and with every little piece of it I discovered, I hated it more.

But—

There are people who will cheerfully put themselves in harm’s way, or even walk into certain death, for a cause. I’m not one. I’ve never been one. I could never be one. Sorry. If you’re looking for a hero, that ain’t me.

Yeah, shitty things happen to people. Too bad. They’ve happened to me. I didn’t whine, I didn’t—

I didn’t—

I had friends who helped me. I always had friends. I wasn’t the toughest, or the strongest, or the fastest, or the best sorcerer, or even the best witch (damn you Morrolan and Warlock). But I had friends. I had friends who overshadowed me, but that I could always count on.

What about people who didn’t have friends like that?

Well, yeah, but I didn’t care.

Just because—

Just because there was a whole world unable to choose what their lives meant. And I could change that, I could give an entire world, each person, a freedom none of them knew they didn’t have. All I had to do was let myself be used. All I had to do was allow myself to be what I most didn’t want to be.

“All right,” I told the gods, the fates, and the empty theater. “Fuck you. You win. I’m ready to do this.”





ENCORE




Invoke the Lords of Judgment

I think I’m going to die.

My head is made of sludgement

I’m smelling like a sty.

If I weren’t a Dragon

I would break right down and cry.

Invoke the Lords of Judgment

I think I’m going to die.

Tell my friends the afterlife, it calls

(life it calls).

So haul me arse up to Deathgate Falls

(Deathgate Falls).

Make certain the embalmers make me shine

And when I splash you can have my cache

Of that “harmless” Eastern wine.

Invoke the Lords of Judgment

My mouth, it tastes like lye.

Just need a little nudgement

To get to my last sigh.

I’ll soon have another lifetime

Which could never go awry.

So invoke the Lords of Judgment

I think I’m going

(He thinks he’s going)

I know I’m going

(And so he’s going)

I think I’m going to die.

Good-bye.
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