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It was raining in Kohayne, as it had been for over a month. The winter months always brought colder air down from the northern climes, filling the sky overhead with thick swollen clouds, poised to spill rain upon the city at any moment. Generally, Kohayans referred to this time of year as “the Damp.” Nothing would dry properly; even on the rare days when the sun might break through the clouds and shine down on the sodden city, all that happened was that things went from chilly and wet to warm and wet.
It was a time when citizens stayed indoors, and above the waterline if they could manage it. When the rains turned from a constant drizzle to a downpour, the steep streets of Kohayne could transform into lethal rivers, sending torrents of water hurtling down from the upper portions of the city, carrying trash, debris and those unfortunate souls caught in the flood, down into the waiting harbor. The upper classes, those who lived on the higher slopes of the city, might quietly refer to such events as “a good scrubbing” with smug little smiles on their faces, but they knew better than to descend into Harborside at night during the Damp, even when the rain was only a faint mist in the air. The poor, struggling to stay dry and healthy, not to mention avoid being carried off by a flash flood, were acutely aware that during the Damp, they were literally the dregs of Kohayne. Outsiders were frequent victims of their bitterness.
But some activities in Kohayne did not abate during the Damp. Indeed, some of them flourished during a time when the streets were emptier than usual and even the City Watch was likely to stay indoors around a comfortable fire.
“Randall Veln?” asked one man who made his living at such business. He was addressing a second man as they stood in the shadows of an alley in Harborside. Both wore cloaks and wide-brimmed hats, water dripping from the brims and splashing in the puddles at their feet. The rain had been falling heavily tonight, but it was now lighter; turned to a dull, slow soak.
“Must you use my name?” the second man asked, his voice strained and nervous.
“If I am to ensure I’m talking to the right man, yes,” replied the first. “You have the papers?”
“What’s your name?”
“Ah, friend,” the first man replied with a shake of his head, “that’s a buyer’s question, and it would cost you all you have to learn the answer. No, you’re not here tonight to buy; you’re here to sell. Do you have the papers?”
“D-do you have the money?” the second asked
The first chuckled and reached under his cloak. The second man flinched back, but the first only withdrew a small pouch, which he tossed once into the air. As he caught it, the faint clink of coins within could be heard. He then tossed the pouch to the second man.
“It feels light,” complained the second.
“It is. Light by half. The other half is yours after I get the papers.”
After a moment, the second man drew a slender leather cylinder from his own cloak and handed it to the first man, who opened it and drew out a roll of parchment which, as it unrolled, proved to be several documents. The first man moved into the thin pane of light coming down the alley from a tavern lamp some distance away. This briefly illuminated his face before he moved the papers into the light to review them. His face was thick, the nose bulbous. His eyes were thin, piggish slits that narrowed further as he quickly looked over the documents, then returned them to the protection of the leather case.
“What the scrump is this?”
“I-I don’t know what you mean.”
The first man spat into the gutter. “There’s two ways to take what you just said, friend. The first is that you’re a fool. I don’t take kindly to dealing with fools. The second is that you’re a liar. I take even less kindly to dealing with them.” He held up the cylinder. “So…which one are you? There’s some messages here, correspondence, but no maps. You promised me some maps.”
“There aren’t any maps that show what you-”
“Then you’re wasting my time,” the first man interrupted. “Time-wasters are right about at the level of fools in my book.”
“No, you don’t understand…” the second man pleaded. “There’s no maps to give you because there’s no maps in the Duke’s archive that match what Grivus has!”
“So what’s this?” the first man asked, waving the case at him.
“The Duke’s expanding the search; those are copies of a correspondence between him and the Lord Mayor of Narlos.”
The first man paused, looking at the case once more, as if he could still read the contents. “Narlos? Why?”
The second man stepped closer, to speak more quietly, but the first man backed away. “Safer for us both, especially you, if we keep our distance, friend.”
The second man looked around. “I…I didn’t want to say it too loud. Who knows who’s listening?”
“I do,” the first man replied. “My boys cleared this block of riffraff an hour past; there’s no man that could hear us.”
“What about…the elf?”
The first man spat once more into the gutter. “Drown the elf…everyone gives the Duke’s new pet more credit than she’s worth. She’s not here to catch you at your treason.” That last word made the second man give a start once more. The first man chuckled. “Don’t like to hear it put that way, eh? Just as well you get used to it. There’s no going back. Now, why Narlos?”
“The letters will tell you.”
The first man chuckled. “Just can’t come right out and say it, can you? Friend, your ship left harbor when you agreed to meet me, and your course was laid in when you laid this case in my hand. It’s best you understand that; you’ll live longer.” He secured the case beneath his cloak. “Now, I’ll ask you a third and last time,” he growled, “why Narlos?”
The shoulders of the second man slumped in defeat. “It’s the Right Hand’s idea.”
“Indeed?” the first man said, intrigued. “Why does the Old Spider’s eye turn that way?”
“Narlos is the closest island to where Praeditorus Rex was killed. Also, he harbored there more than once before the Sabrians caught up to him. So the Right Hand thinks that maybe this secret island is closer to Narlos than anywhere else, and the Lord Mayor might have it on a map.”
“A valid theory,” the first man mused, considering it.
“And even if there’s no useful maps,” the second man went on, “there could still be some men alive who met the pirate before he died. Mayhap one of them knows something.”
“Mayhap,” the first man said, thinking. “There’s no one in the Quad who can make that claim…old Rex never came here.” He nodded, satisfied. “Who’s going to Narlos?”
“He’s sending the Left Hand.”
The first man nodded, though he didn’t appear happy with the answer. “Been wondering where he was; there’s been few sightings of him since the fete. Will he be going alone?”
“I think so.”
“What about the elf?”
The second man shook his head. “No, the Duke’s keeping the elf close.”
“Oh, really? How close?” The first man made a rude chuckling noise. “There’s some that say she shares the Duke’s bed.”
The second man shrugged. “I’ve heard that as well, but I’ve seen nothing to confirm it.”
“I’ve heard other stories about her,” the first man went on, curious. “The Duke was near death not long ago; but suddenly this elf’s about and he’s walking around in the peak of health.” He laughed. “There’s some that say he sold his soul to her; that only her magic keeps him alive.”
“I’ve not heard that before,” replied the second man, “but who knows what magic can do?”
“Who indeed?” asked the first man. He pursed his large lips, thinking. “Narlos…very well.” He turned to go.
“The other half of my money,” reminded the second man.
“Ha! Even slugs will grow a spine if there’s money involved, eh?”
“Well, as you say,” the second man went on, “if there’s no turning back, then I’ll take the money I’ve earned.”
The first man remained motionless, a large shadow in the alley. Then, with a last chuckle, he tossed a second jingling bag to the other and resumed his departure. The second man hefted the new bag, comparing its weight with that of the first one. Then he secured that beneath his cloak as well and headed in the other direction.
It was only a short time afterwards that he knew he was being followed. He didn’t bother looking back, but picked up his pace, scuttling through the narrowest alleys, changing direction constantly. But the sound of footsteps thudding behind him did not fade away. The man broke into a run, apparently hoping to make his way down towards the lights of Harborside, but a second set of footsteps ahead warned him that way was cut off, so he headed up, towards the darker and less populated streets.
It seemed inevitable when he turned one corner and found a dead end before him. He whirled about, trying to exit the alley, but not quickly enough: two large silhouettes blocked his path.
“Not a bad run,” admitted one of them as he moved into the alley.
“Not bad at all,” agreed the other, following. “Almost lost him once or twice. Clever little rabbit, this one.”
“Please…” the fugitive said, gasping. “I’ve got money…you can have it if you let me go.”
“We know about the money, friend. We watched you tuck it inside your cloak. But you see, that’s not your money…it’s ours.”
“He said he had men watching the area; that it was safe!”
“That was us, friend. We kept it safe for him. It’s just that he told us that when the job was done, he’d have given our money to you. We just had to come and get it.”
The man with his back to the alley did not move, did not cringe further away as they drew near. “Do you need to report to him that the job’s done?”
The first of the two brutes hesitated. “What an odd question, friend. Why would you care?”
“Humor a dead man.”
The brute chuckled. “As you like, friend. We’re to drop the empty bags off with the innkeeper of the Old Toad; that’s the end of it.” The two large forms began to move closer again.
“That’s neatly done,” the man admitted. “A clever man, Devon Beech. Covers his tracks with minimal risk to himself.”
“Was that his name, friend? He never told us. Not that we asked.”
“Well, he wouldn’t want you to repeat it, would he? His plan does have one drawback, though.”
“Oh, really?”
“I suppose I could drop off those moneybags instead and he’d still think you finished the job.”
“That’s only a drawback if you live through the next minute, friend.”
“Then I suppose I’d better do that,” the man said, letting his cloak fall away with a shrug and drawing two blades, a long and a short. As he moved forward, both brutes tried to back up, falling over each other in their haste to get out of the alley, to get room to maneuver. It was over in a few moments.
Tesca was wiping his blades clean on one of the dead men’s shirts when he heard movement above him. Turning his head, he saw the silhouette of a head leaning out over the top of the alley two stories above, looking down at him.
“I thought you were going to give the signal if there was trouble,” Kayrla called down in a quiet voice.
“There was no need,” her friend replied. “I took my measure of them when they were talking; big and slow, only armed with daggers.”
“Big usually means strong,” she warned. “If one of them had gotten lucky, maybe got his hands on you or just bowled you over, what would you have done?”
He grinned up at her. “Waited for you to rescue me.”
She made one quiet “hmph” in protest, then pulled herself over the edge of the roof. Tesca couldn’t see any handholds in the dark as she climbed down to join him, but he knew how sharp Kayrla’s night vision was.
“You look like a spider, coming down the wall like that,” he commented as she reached the ground.
“Oh, don’t mention spiders,” she replied as Tesca bent down to examine the bodies. She took a small lantern from a backpack slung over her shoulder, held it in front of her and waved her hand at it with an intricate gesture. The lantern’s wick popped into flame, and she turned the light beam down to where Tesca was searching. “A few years ago, while crewing on the Cutlass, I tried to invent a new spell. I wanted to make my hands and feet sticky, like a spider’s, to make it easier to move around in the rigging.”
Tesca was holding up the thugs’ personal effects to the light, examining them. “I’m guessing your spell didn’t work?”
“Oh, no…it worked. It worked too well,” she snapped. “I cast the spell and grabbed a part of the rigging, but then I found I couldn’t let go! I was stuck fast; it was like the rope and my hand were both coated in glue.” Tesca chuckled; she glared down at him. “Then when I tried to pull my hand free, my other hand got stuck, and when I kept on struggling, I found the rest of me was sticky too. My hair and one shoulder got stuck next. Clegg heard my cries for help, and he damn near died on the spot from laughing…but when he finally tried to pull me loose, his hands got stuck to my waist!” Now Tesca’s shoulders were shaking with laughter. A rueful smile spread across her face. “We had to stand there for an hour until the spell wore off. Thank the Triad we weren’t further north! If the mana was stronger, we might still be stuck there.”
Tesca stood up, still chuckling. “Do you have any more of these magical accident stories?”
“No,” she snapped. “None that you’ll get to hear, anyway.” She blew out the lantern, returning the alley to darkness. “That reminds me…Beech referred to Galen as ‘the Old Spider.’ Allie called him that too, back at the fete.”
Tesca nodded. “The Feynes started calling him that not long after he arrived in the Quad, over thirty years ago. Of course, back then it was just ‘the Spider’.”
She grinned. “I guess he was famous for his complicated intrigues even from the start?”
Tesca gave her a grim smile. “That, and one other. You’re forgetting what else spiders are known for.”
Her eyes went wide in surprise. “Poison?” she gasped. “Galen?”
“So the stories go,” he replied with a shrug. “The Feynes were terrified of him. Draxen Feyne and his generation used to use Galen’s name as a warning to their disobedient children.”
Kayrla couldn’t hold back a giggle. “You mean, ‘eat your vegetables or the Spider will get you?’”
“That’s what Allie told me once,” he confirmed. “It’s more than Galen’s ever said on the subject.”
She frowned. “Maybe he just let a few rumors spread. Then any of the Feynes would start to think anyone who died in their sleep was one of his victims. Let their imaginations do all the work! Now that sounds like the Galen we know!”
Tesca shrugged. “You can ask him about it if you like, but don’t be surprised if your next assignment has you crawling through the sewers for two weeks.”
Kayrla shuddered. “I’ll pass, then. He’s been downright cranky recently.”
“He’s got a lot on his mind,” Tesca said. Reaching into his belt pouch, he handed her the two moneybags he’d received earlier. “Take the coins. We’ll need to get the empty bags dropped off at the Old Toad.”
She nodded and started to transfer the coins into a side pocket of her backpack. “This is a fair amount of silver. The Feynes pay well for treason.” A few moments later she asked, “Why did you let them catch you?”
“What do you mean?”
She handed the empty bags back to him. “You could have escaped those two easily, if you’d wanted to. There were at least three places along the route you took where you could have climbed up to the rooftops and joined me, giving these two the slip. Instead, you deliberately drew them to a quiet, secluded alley, setting up a confrontation that you knew could end only one way.” She shook her head. “Galen said avoid combat if possible.”
“I know what Galen said,” Tesca replied. “But I could tell from the moment Beech tossed me the second bag that he’d already arranged my death.”
“Are you sure?” Kayrla said.
“As loose ends go, there’s none looser than a traitor,” Tesca told her. “Devon Beech believes he bribed a member of His Grace’s court to sell valuable intelligence. Someone who’s sold his loyalty once can do it again. So Beech gets what he wants, then gets rid of the person who’s seen his face and might double-cross him later.”
“So, if you’d just escaped those two thugs, you figure word of it would have reached Beech’s ears?”
“And made him wonder if the information he bought was genuine,” Tesca finished. “I had to see what he’d arranged for my death and let it play out.”
“Risky,” she chided. “What if he’d sent more than two men? Or what if they needed to report back to him in person after they’d killed you? He’d get suspicious if they never turned up.”
Tesca shrugged. “It was a safe enough risk, once I knew I was dealing with Beech. Galen has a rather large file on him. He always covers his tracks; that’s his highest priority. For him to actually come himself to collect the information tells us how desperate Draxen Feyne is to find out more about the secret island. Beech won’t refuse the orders of the man who pays him, but he won’t risk letting a traitor who’s seen his face live out the night.”
She nodded. “That explains why these two only had to drop off the empty moneybags at the Old Toad; Beech would never want to see them a second time either.”
“And they never learned his name,” Tesca added. “Oh, he might have liked to arrange for their deaths as well, but there’s far less risk of those two falling into Galen’s hands than a traitor in the Duke’s court. They do their job, drop off the bags as proof, and Devon’s hands are as clean as they need to be.”
“I can’t fault your logic,” Kayrla admitted, “I just got the feeling you weren’t doing everything you could to avoid that fight. Are you getting frustrated with the work Galen’s been having you do?”
He looked at her sharply. “What are you talking about?”
She sighed. “I’m not an idiot. I’ve learned a lot of things from you and Galen, and the most important of them is to how to observe. We’re setting the Feynes up for something big; I read the reports the City Watch sends up to the estate; there’s been more bodies turning up in Harborside. Men killed like these two. But I also know you’ve been spending most of your days and a fair number of nights posing as Randall Veln, to lure the Feynes into bribing you. Those deaths weren’t your doing.”
“What does that tell you?” he asked.
She looked unhappy. “Galen is using other men than yourself for the knife work. I thought being the Left Hand, that would be your job.”
Tesca didn’t reply at first. “The Left Hand’s job is whatever the Right Hand says it is,” he finally said.
“Don’t do that,” she snapped, “don’t brush me off with a catchphrase. You’re the deadliest blade in the entire Quad; why isn’t Galen using you for this?”
Tesca looked around, wincing as a raindrop landed inside his collar and ran down the back of his neck. “This isn’t the place to discuss this; let’s get to the safe house.”
“Fine by me,” Kayrla replied eagerly, “My feet have been soaked for hours. I need to get new soles on these boots.” They headed out of the alley and back into the maze of narrow streets. Tesca’s path was circuitous, doubling back once or twice to ensure they weren’t being followed, but generally their course took them up towards the higher reaches of Kohayne.
“Something else is bothering you as well, isn’t it?” Tesca asked after they had been walking for some time.
“A little,” she admitted with a brief smile. “We can’t really hide anything from each other, can we?”
“I suppose not,” he replied, also smiling. “Are you bothered by me killing those men?”
“No, they were there to kill you, and you knew what you were doing; I’ll not lose sleep over them.” She hesitated; Tesca stopped and looked at her. “What Beech was saying about me…that I’m sleeping with the Duke, or that he sold me his soul. Do the Feynes really believe those rumors?”
Tesca sighed, and Kayrla could tell that he had been expecting this. “No, I don’t think the Feynes believe them. But those rumors are beginning to circulate through the city.”
“Allie’s handiwork,” Kayrla snapped. “She won’t face me directly; instead she just starts rumors that can’t be traced back to her.”
“It’s possible,” Tesca admitted. “When it comes to people’s reputations, Allie’s a master assassin. But Galen doesn’t think she’s to blame.”
“Why not?” Kayrla demanded.
“I’ll explain,” Tesca promised, “but let’s get to the safe house first, all right?”
She nodded, and Tesca resumed his path through the streets. They maneuvered through several alleys, coming out onto a broader street, one of the main roads cutting east-west across Northside. Behind and below them, the noise of Harborside, even during the relative inactivity of the Damp, was a dull roar. Ahead and above, the majestic silence of the manors, homes to the esteemed citizens. Lights twinkling in their windows broke up the darkness. To their right was the gate of one of the smaller manor houses. Tesca knocked on the door and the viewport opened. A pair of dark eyes looked out at them, then a moment later, the smaller door set into the gate was opened. The moment Tesca and Kayrla stepped through, the door was shut at once.
Kayrla turned to look at the man who had let them into the safe house. “Vilio!” she said with pleasure. “Good to see you again!”
“Likewise, Mistress Kay,” the man responded with a short bow. “Master Secarius,” he added a moment later, nodding to Tesca. Kayrla thought she heard a touch of coldness in the man’s voice.
Tesca’s reply was no warmer; a simple acknowledgement. “Vilio.”
“Your little mission went well?”
“Yes, but two men were sent along to silence ‘the traitor,’ and now they require some disposition.”
“I’ll see to it,” Vilio said, as casually as if he had been asked to water a plant.
While Tesca described the location of the bodies to Vilio, Kayrla took a look around. This was the first chance she’d had to see the inside of one of the manor houses, even one of the smaller ones like this. The Right Hand had several safe houses scattered throughout Kohayne, safe refuges for his operatives when necessary. She’d stayed in a few of them these past months, but they had all been in Harborside, little more than shacks, or a small room hidden in a basement.
The house resembled a miniature version of the kind of coach house inns she’d seen back on the mainland. They were in a covered pathway that passed under a second floor. This shallow tunnel quickly opened into a small courtyard, where a black two-horse carriage was sitting. To her right was a stable, ahead was a storeroom and on her left was the residence itself. She was wondering if anyone actually lived here when she saw movement at a curtain. A young woman peered out in their direction, but there was no light in the courtyard save that of the half-moon trying to break through the rolling clouds. That was enough light for Kayrla, but she doubted the woman at the window could see more than shapes in the darkness.
Tesca moved up to Kayrla and the woman darted back behind the curtain at the sign of movement outside. “All right, a change of plans. We’re taking the carriage up to the estate. Vilio will take care of the cleanup and drop off the empty moneybags at the Old Toad.”
“All right.” She climbed into the carriage, Tesca following her. He told the coachman they were ready to go. A moment later, Vilio opened the gate for them, then closed it after himself and slipped into the shadows, heading down towards Harborside.
Kayrla sighed as she sank into the cushioned seats. “I’ve gotten used to that walk up to the estate; I really have. Hells, I’ve run it once or twice…but I’ll always be glad for a chance to catch a ride up there.”
“I know,” Tesca grinned. “But this ride’s for security, not our comfort. There’s only one way to approach the Ducal estate, and right now the Feynes have men watching that route day and night. It wouldn’t do for Beech to learn that we were seen entering the estate not long after he concluded his business of treason; you wouldn’t have to be as smart as him to get suspicious.”
“Well, that’s what all these safe houses are for,” Kayrla said. She paused, as a thought struck her. “The Feynes have safe houses all over the city too, don’t they? Their estate has the same problem as the Duke’s; no back door.”
Tesca nodded. “The price you pay for having the most exclusive real estate in Kohayne. You’ll hear rumors from time to time that the Feynes have tunnels going back into the mountain, and they use them as secret vaults to store their wealth. Some of those stories say that those tunnels lead to secret exits lower in the city, allowing them to come and go as they please.” He chuckled. “Don’t believe it. That high up, you can’t dig very far before you hit solid rock. The Feynes might have carved out a few smaller chambers to hide treasures, or even prisoners…but tunnels?” He shook his head. “No, they have as many safe houses as we do…more, in fact. Most of the esteemed citizenry here have at least one or two.”
“Spying must be Kohayne’s chief trade,” Kayrla commented. “Some nights I’d be watching whoever Galen sent me after, and at some point I’d realize that I wasn’t the only person following him! One time, no less than three of us were following the same merchant, probably for three different reasons!” She laughed. “When the merchant finally blew out his lamp and went to sleep, I was sorely tempted to call the other two over and compare notes.”
“That happens more often than you’d imagine,” Tesca said. “For every soul in the Quad that has business they’d prefer to keep private, there’s two that want to find out what that business is.” He leaned back in his seat, sighing. “I thought we‘d be staying at the safe house tonight, but Vilio said that we’re wanted back at the estate as soon as possible.”
“I’m not complaining; I’ll be glad for a night’s sleep in my own bed,” Kayrla commented. Then a moment later: “You and Vilio…you don’t like each other, do you?”
Tesca shrugged. “It’s not a requirement for us to work together. He’s a professional; capable, quick-thinking and above all, discreet. Galen’s used him and others like him for years before I came along.”
She frowned. “Was Vilio once the Left Hand?”
“Oh, no…” Tesca said with a chuckle. “Before me, the last official Left Hand in the Quad was Galen.”
“But unofficially?” Kayrla asked.
“Well, unofficially, I suppose you could think of Vilio and the rest of those men collectively as the Left Hand.” He smiled. “More of Galen’s fondness for misdirection; he liked having people think there was some single shadowy figure stalking Harborside in the Duke’s name.”
“And then you came along and made that true,” Kayrla said with a laugh. “So what’s the problem between you and Vilio?”
Tesca sighed. “I embarrassed him. When I first arrived in Kohayne, it didn’t take long for Galen to hear about it, of course. He sent Vilio to follow me.”
“And you fought?”
“No,” Tesca replied. “We’ve never actually crossed blades; not even to spar. No, once I realized Vilio was following me, I gave him the slip and started following him instead. It took some time, but eventually Vilio’s trail led back to Galen. Vilio thought I’d left the Quad, he didn’t actually see me again until after I’d become the Left Hand.” He shrugged as Kayrla laughed. “We work together just fine, but he’s never really gotten over that mistake.”
“Well, you’re both on the same side,” Kayrla said. “That certainly helps.”
“There’s a distinction there you need to be aware of,” Tesca said to her. “Vilio has never sworn the oath as we have. His loyalty is to Galen, not to His Grace.”
Kayrla blinked. “Why?”
“There are times when a thing must be done that the Duke can honestly say he has no knowledge of. And it must be done by a man who’s never met him, who’s never been sworn to his service.”
“Like the knife work Galen’s specifically not assigning to you,” Kayrla said. Tesca nodded. “I wonder why he wants us back so suddenly, though,” she went on. “I know tensions are rising between the Duke and Draxen Feyne, but has it gotten that bad yet?”
“No, not yet,” Tesca replied, “but it’s about to. You were right before about us setting up the Feynes for something big. Draxen Feyne’s put a good deal of resources into finding out what we’ve learned from Grivus and whether or not we’re any closer to finding the island. That has exposed a large number of their operatives in Kohayne.”
“Just as Galen hoped it would!” Kayrla said.
Tesca smiled. “We have a very clear picture now of how extensively the Feynes control events in Harborside, even identifying several of their agents in both the Harbor Authority and the City Watch. Those men are about to be purged from the ranks; then we’re going after several different smuggling operations in the city.” He smiled with grim satisfaction. “When that starts, things may turn very ugly around here. The Feynes can’t publicly object to the Duke cracking down on crime of course, but aside from cutting off a notable portion of their income, Galen will try to find proof of the Feynes’ connection to the smugglers. That could make them desperate.”
“Just how many Feynes are there?” Kayrla asked. “You keep talking about them like they’re a small army.”
“Force of habit,” Tesca admitted. “The Duke and Galen always speak of them that way. It’s really more of a term referring to their entire network, though there used to be a large number of the family itself living here. Draxen Feyne has made it clear he doesn’t consider Kohayne large enough for any more Feynes than himself and his children now.”
“So where are the others?”
“A number of cousins, once or twice removed, live elsewhere in the Frees. They’re the ones that survived Draxen’s rise to power.”
Kayrla frowned. “He killed members of his own family?”
Tesca nodded. “Draxen was something the family hadn’t encountered before. This started during the reign of Marcus Kohaya, His Grace’s grandfather. At that time, the Feynes were at the height of their power in the Quad. Men who crossed or insulted the Feynes one day were often dead the next. And it was harder to avoid that danger than you might think; there were perhaps thirty, maybe as many as forty members of the family living in Kohayne at that time. Their family politics filtered through every aspect of life in this city. They were fabulously wealthy, controlled a majority of the smuggling in the Quad and had Marcus heavily in their debt. It was assumed that they’d pressure Marcus into marrying one of their daughters before long and take formal control of the realm through that marriage. But they had become…” he paused. “Soft isn’t the right word for a family who’d order a man’s death for the merest slight, but they had become lazy, complacent. Things had become too easy for them.”
“They lost their edge,” Kayrla said.
“Exactly,” Tesca replied. “Then Marcus died and his son Andran succeeded him. Andran was not like his father; he resolved to break the Feyne’s grip on his throne. The Feynes didn’t notice what he was doing at first, and they started blaming each other for the various setbacks that seemed to plague them.”
“I’ve heard some of this before,” Kayrla said. “This was around the time Galen came to the Quad, wasn’t it?”
“Not just yet. Andran played the Feynes against each other for several years by himself. Then his son Stephen joined him once he was old enough. Before long, Galen joined them as well as the Left Hand, adding his own particular genius to their operations against the Feynes.”
“And how does Draxen Feyne fit into this story?”
“Draxen came of age during this time as well. He was ostracized, having been born a bastard to one of the Feyne daughters. His family never let him forget it.” He chuckled. “It’s easy enough to earn Draxen Feyne’s wrath, but it’s said the quickest way to do it is to bring up his subject of his birth. The rumor goes that his mother begot him on the Ducal estate during one of Ascension fetes.” That brought a smirk to Kayrla’s face. “Anyway, the Feynes considered themselves well above the waterline by now and Draxen ended up getting a lot of the jobs the rest of the family wouldn’t sully themselves with. He ended up being one of the family’s direct liaisons with their smuggler and pirate contacts.” Kayrla’s eyes widened at that. “You can see what a mistake that turned out to be.”
“The smugglers took their cues from him instead of the rest of his family,” Kayrla said. “He became custodian of one of the family’s biggest sources of income.”
“Exactly,” Tesca said, “and unlike the rest of his family, Draxen kept his edge razor-sharp. You’d have to in that sort of working environment. At the same time that was going on, the Kohayas’ efforts to shake off the Feynes’ hold over them intensified. The fuming and squabbling between the Feynes flared up into actual feuding. Draxen took full advantage of the chaos. Personally, I think he encouraged it as much as Galen and the Kohayas did, chipping away at the foundations from the other side of the wall, always gathering more power at his relations’ expense.” Tesca shook his head. “The way I’ve heard it, those years were the bloodiest Kohayne’s ever seen. You had Kohayas fighting Feynes, Feynes fighting Feynes, and the other merchant families got pulled into it, most often as pawns on the board. Meanwhile, Draxen was steadily eliminating his rivals. Galen told me that some mornings there were more bodies pulled out of the harbor than fish.” Kayrla wrinkled her nose at that. “Anyway, when the dust settled, the Kohayas were free of all debts and obligations to the Feynes, but they barely had two coppers to rub together. And the Feynes weren’t much better off; over half of them were dead and they’d lost a great deal of influence in the city from the waterline on up. But for the first time in years, they were now under the firm control of a single person: Draxen Feyne, and he wasted no time in rebuilding his family’s empire. Those surviving relatives who had scorned him and his mother moved to other islands, ostensibly to keep an eye on the family’s shipping interests there.”
“Exile,” Kayrla said.
Tesca nodded. “It’s had the additional effect of expanding the family’s power regionally. Keeping their distance from Draxen gives the other Feynes some breathing room, but he never lets them forget who’s in charge. He always gets his cut from their profits, and he hasn’t hesitated to assassinate a cousin or two that he thinks might be getting too ambitious.”
Kayrla fidgeted in her seat. “And that’s the man we’re going after. Well, I’m sure once that operation begins, you’ll start getting the more dangerous sort of work soon, right?”
Tesca looked frustrated. “I’m not sure. I’m not looking for a chance to cut a bloody swath through Harborside of course, but there’s a lot more I could have been doing over these past four months than posing as a bribable traitor in the Duke’s Court.” He sighed. “You’re right; Galen’s been deliberately holding me back.”
She gave him a sympathetic smile. “I understand. I’m really surprised you’re not doing more. Something really risky, like…I don’t know, like sneaking onto the Feyne estate and spying on the family itself!”
“I’ve offered to do just that,” Tesca told her, “more than once. I know at least three different ways to get onto the grounds without being seen, if you’re careful.”
“But Galen hasn’t let you go in there?”
“He says that it’s not time to spy on the Feynes directly; we’re going after their connections in Harborside instead.” Kayrla was surprised to hear anger in her friend’s voice. “That’s important work; but the sort of things he’s given me to do are…safe. This is the first assignment since the fete where I’ve had to draw steel, and that was something Galen wanted me to avoid. I just don’t know why.”
“Have you asked him?”
He shook his head. “I’ve never had to ask him that sort of thing before. Things are just…different since the fete. Before that, Galen and I had a rapport. The two of us seemed to know what the other was thinking. If there was work that needed done, most like I’d already have done it before Galen had to say anything.”
“One hand knew what the other was doing, as it were,” Kayrla offered with a smile.
Tesca smiled back. “Yes. Now, we don’t seem to have that anymore. I have to think it’s something I’ve done, but for the life of me I can’t imagine what.”
“I’m sure it’s nothing,” she assured him. “He’s busier now than he’s been in years. Besides, your reputation has grown since the fete. Those two lumps back in the alley didn’t know your face, but the instant your blades came out, they fled for their lives.”
Tesca nodded glumly. “A white man in Kohayne fighting in the Sabrian style can only be the Left Hand, is that it?”
“Exactly,” she said. “You’ve developed a high profile, and it seems to me that the sort of work Galen needs done requires more anonymity. That’s another reason he’s using Vilio more often; he doesn’t want any of this knife work in Harborside traced back to His Grace. It’s the same sort of thing that Devon Beech is doing, isn’t it? Keeping blame from pointing to his master?”
“A good point,” Tesca admitted. “But if that’s the reason, I don’t know why he doesn’t just tell me that.”
“Well, you didn’t ask. He probably assumes you understood the situation. Look, Galen would never have given you this mission if he didn’t trust you completely, and you know it.”
“I know he trusts me…he just seems to be holding me in reserve, and not explaining why. It’s the lack of explanation that bothers me. It’s not like him.”
“Well, count yourself lucky that at least he used to tell you things,” she said with a laugh. “I’ve crawled through sewers and sat on rooftops in the rain, following all sorts of people, and I never have any idea who they are or why they need to be watched.”
He smiled back at her. “When I first entered His Grace’s service, Galen warned me that for some time, a lot of what I’d be doing would be like that. ‘Do not feel slighted if you don’t know why you’re asked to do things, lad,’ he would say. ‘Knowing why is a luxury few of us can afford.’”
Kayrla laughed. “You sound just like him when you do that!”
Tesca chuckled as he glanced around the curtain. “We’re approaching the estate.”
As the carriage drew near the gates of the Ducal estate, the coachman flashed a quick signal to the sentries with his lantern. The horses didn’t even have to slow down as the large doors swung open to admit them. Tesca was hopping down to the wet cobblestones barely before the carriage had come to a stop.
“Close up the gate, lads,” called a voice. “Seal her tight. Good evening, Master Secarius, Mistress Kay.”
“Castellan,” Kayrla said with a wide smile as Kelvo approached. “The night finds you well?”
“Well enough,” Kelvo said. “A quiet night so far. My favorite kind.”
“You’ve certainly settled into your new job,” Tesca said with a laugh.
“I suppose,” Kelvo replied, smiling. “As a lieutenant, I could afford to wish for a little more action. But it’s not really something for a castellan to look forward to, is it?”
Tesca smiled, catching a wistful tone in the young man’s voice. “I expect you know my next question?”
“Indeed I do. His Grace is in the library, awaiting the pair of you.”
“His Grace?” Tesca asked. “I thought Galen was the one who had sent for us.”
“The Right Hand is there as well,” Kelvo admitted, “but His Grace himself was the one who asked me to send you to him.”
Tesca and Kayrla glanced at one another, curious. “Well, we won’t keep him waiting,” Tesca said, nodding to Kelvo. “Have a good night.”
“The same to you both,” Kelvo said in return. As he turned away, heading for the front gate, Tesca and Kayrla began to take the stairs from the courtyard up into the estate grounds.
“Where did this ‘Mistress Kay’ nonsense begin?” Kayrla asked. “I didn’t mind Ella calling me ‘Kay,’ but now everyone’s using it.”
“Your full name’s a little hard for some of them to pronounce,” Tesca told her. “Kay is easier to say than Kayrla.”
“Are trying to ignore the fact that I’m not human?” she asked.
“Think of it more like they’re treating you as human.”
She almost missed a step in surprise. “Really?”
“Really,” Tesca replied. “You saved His Grace’s life and are one of his most valued retainers; it’s only proper that they address you with some honorific as a measure of respect. If the guards called you ‘madam’ or ‘miss,’ it would mean they’re keeping their distance. But ‘mistress’ is more informal. It means, in a way, you’re part of the family.”
She grinned, a warm feeling fluttering in her chest, making her forget the chill air and her wet feet. “I wonder why we had to come back tonight,” she said, trying to keep the excitement out of her voice. “Maybe we are going after the treasure after all!”
“Don’t get your hopes up,” Tesca replied, though Kayrla noticed her friend had picked up his pace. “Part of what I told Beech was accurate: Grivus has finished looking over the Duke’s maps. He hasn’t found anything that matches the one he brought with him. If we’re going to look for that island, we need some idea of where to start.”
“Pessimist,” she threw back, taking the steps two at a time now to keep up with him. “Bet you five marks I’m right.”
He chuckled. “You sound like Allie when you do that, you know.”
She glared at him as he ran ahead, dodging her swing.
The guards at the entrance to the manor looked curiously at the pair as they walked up to the door, Kayrla still swatting at his arm and Tesca laughing at her mock fury. They nodded in greeting, both smiling as well, and let them pass without a word.
“Oh,” Kayrla said as they walked down the hall towards the library, “speaking of Allie, you promised you were going to tell me about those rumors.”
Tesca sighed. “All right. I don’t think Allie’s behind the rumors, because Allie’s not in Kohayne.”
“What? When did she leave?”
“Not long after the fete, actually. We think she’s been sent away as a form of exile; part of her father’s punishment for letting Grivus escape. Like as not we’ll soon hear of her embroiled in scandal and gossip in some distant port.”
“Couldn’t be distant enough for me,” grumbled Kayrla. “Think we’ve seen the last of her?”
“Not a chance,” Tesca said, dashing her hopes. “She and Anbros are Draxen Feyne’s only children; he’s not like to let her out of his sight for long.”
She frowned. “So…if Allie’s not the source of the rumors, what is?”
Tesca looked uncomfortable. “The mainland,” he finally admitted. “Anti-elf sentiments are on the rise in Malachi and Terendor.”
“Elves have always had problems with persecution on the mainland,” Kayrla said. “It’s why my father kept moving us south.”
“Well, the rumors and prejudices aren’t limited to the mainland any more than mana is. Now that the citizens know you’re here, and that magic is possible even in the Quad, they’ve become far more curious about magic in general and elves in particular. Unfortunately, the rumors and stories that arrive first are always the most outlandish, the most exaggerated. So now they’ve started to echo them with rumors of their own, about you and His Grace, mostly.”
She stopped walking as a fierce anger began to boil inside her. “Fools. Bigots and fools!”
“They’re scared,” Tesca explained. “It doesn’t help that the assassin from the fete turned out to be an elf, and that he murdered several well-known people with the use of magic. The look of horror on the victims’ faces always gets mentioned when folk talk of those deaths.” He shrugged. “No one knows what to believe.”
“It never stops,” she said, her voice bitter. “I thought by taking to sea, I’d outrun the stories at last.” She sighed. “Just wishful thinking, I suppose.”
“We’ll figure something out,” Tesca said. “There’s none of that talk around the estate, at least. Kelvo’s keeping an ear out for it among the guards, and Ella’s doing the same among the staff. You don’t have to worry about those rumors inside the walls.”
“And outside?”
“You’ll just have to convince them, one at a time,” Tesca assured her. “Get some of the more notable citizenry to argue against those rumors; fight fire with fire.” She smiled up at him in thanks, and he titled his head in the direction of the library. “Let’s not keep His Grace waiting any longer, shall we?”
She nodded, and they continued down the hall. At the entrance to the library, the posted guard nodded formally to them, then knocked once on the door. A moment later came the reply from inside the room. “Come in.”
Tesca and Kayrla entered the room to see Duke Stephen standing at the large table in the center of the library, closing a large folder containing no small number of documents. He smiled in greeting as they bowed before him, gesturing for them to approach. “They’ve arrived earlier than you expected, Galen.”
“Indeed, milord,” came the reply from deeper into the room. A shadow moved near the wide window overlooking Kohayne, and the Right Hand stepped into the light as he approached the table. The man looked weary; both Tesca and Kayrla could see that in the slow way he raised his head to squint at them through his thick spectacles. “How went the mission, lad?” he asked Tesca. “We’ve been pacing the room like a pair of restless old cats.”
“It was a success,” Tesca replied. “I had to cut my way out of some trouble at the end, but-”
“You were supposed to avoid combat,” Galen snapped. “I gave you strict instructions on that!”
“I know you did, but-”
“But? But what?” Galen interrupted. “Are my instructions no longer important enough to follow!?” Tesca winced as if he’d been struck.
“Galen, it wasn’t Tesca’s fault,” Kayrla said, stepping forward.
The Right Hand turned his baleful gaze on Kayrla, but the Duke interrupted. “Galen.”
Galen blinked and seemed to visibly deflate. “Yes, milord.” He looked flustered and more than a little embarrassed. “Tesca, my apologies.”
“It’s all right, Galen,” Tesca said.
“You’ve been pushing yourself too hard these past months,” the Duke went on. “Just get a proper night’s sleep for once, will you?”
“I can manage, milord,” Galen replied. “We’ll not get another opportunity like this to clip the Feynes’s claws.” Tesca took in Galen’s sunken eyes and hollow cheeks, noting with alarm that along with countless hours of sleep, the Right Hand had apparently begun to lose weight, something Tesca didn’t think the man could afford.
The Duke frowned, looking at his Right Hand with some concern. Finally he sighed. “No, we won’t get another opportunity like this.” If Galen had been looking worse over the past four months, the Duke by contrast was looking much healthier. He no longer used a cane when he walked and his voice had begun to regain some measure of its former power. “Tesca, you were explaining tonight’s events.”
“Yes, milord. I had to fight my way out of an ambush at the end, but it was the only way to deal with the trap Devon Beech set for me.”
The Duke and Galen both blinked in surprise. “Devon Beech?” Galen asked.
Tesca nodded. “He came to the meeting himself.”
The Right Hand’s eyes glittered in their dark sockets as he took in the news. “Indeed?” he asked, an excitement creeping into his voice. Tesca was struck by the intensity in Galen’s gaze, how it transformed his hollow face from weak and unhealthy to sharp and dangerous. He thought of an antique dagger taken out of its display case and honed once more to a razor edge. “Devon Beech…” Galen repeated with quiet delight. “Excellent. Excellent.” He tilted his head to one side, resuming his study of Tesca. “Beech arranged for your death after the meeting was concluded, to cover his tracks.”
“Of course. I would not have violated your instructions unless there was no other way to complete the mission.”
“They were supposed to drop off the empty moneybags at the Old Toad as proof the job was done,” Kayrla volunteered. “Vilio said he would take care of that.”
“Vilio,” the Duke said, and Tesca heard the sour note in his voice. “We’re using him too often. Surely we have other assets for that sort of work.”
Galen shrugged. “We would, if we didn’t have other plans for those assets.”
The Duke sighed. “Very well. Just make sure to keep a steady hand on his leash.”
“Always,” Galen promised. He turned back to Tesca. “And so passes Randall Veln. I’ve begun laying groundwork for some new cover identities you can assume, but that’s for another time.” He gave Tesca a sly smile. “So, do you think Beech believed the story about Narlos?”
“He may not have swallowed the hook yet, but he’s nibbling at the bait,” Tesca said. “At the very least, he’ll report it to Draxen Feyne.”
“Who has his mouth wide open for the hook,” the Duke put in, sounding pleased. “He wouldn’t have sent Beech if he wasn’t desperate to know what we’re about. That means he’s less likely to be watching matters close to home.”
“It can’t hurt that Narlos would be a very logical place to start looking for the island, milord,” Kayrla offered. “That is, if we were really looking for it.”
Her attempt at subterfuge did not fool anyone. The Duke raised an eyebrow and looked at her. “What makes you think we aren’t looking for it, child?” There was a long silence as Kayrla stared back at him, holding her breath. The Duke grinned, enjoying her shocked expression. “There’s simply a better place to start looking than Narlos.”
“I knew it!” Kayrla cried out. Then she flushed with embarrassment. “My apologies, milord.” In a quick whisper to Tesca, she added, “You owe me five marks!”
“We didn’t shake on it,” Tesca whispered back.
The Duke watched their exchange, bemused. “Let me be very clear on this, you two. I am still not convinced that this island, or any vast sum of treasure, exists. However, Draxen Feyne is convinced, and the last thing any of us want is the Feynes getting their hands on that kind of wealth.”
“So,” Galen put in, “we look for it because the Feynes are looking for it.”
“And there’s a better place to start looking than Narlos?” Tesca asked.
The Duke nodded. “As you know, Captain Grivus has recently finished his examination of all the maps in my archive. None of them show an island or even a section of coastline that matches his map. So we need to find another archive.”
“The Abbey of St. Ravino,” Tesca said in a flash of intuition.
Galen’s smile of agreement made Kayrla gasp in surprise. “I’ve heard of that,” she said. “It’s on Mypor, isn’t it? There’s supposed to be thousands of books in its library!”
“And hundreds of maps and charts as well,” the Duke confirmed. “The Abbey has quite a history. It’s one of the oldest settlements in the Frees; founded before the realm of Mypor was formally established.”
“It’s also outside Count Valyon’s authority,” Galen commented. “The Abbey only answers to the Hierarchs of the Triad. The Abbey and the County have generally been good neighbors, though. The Abbey’s presence brings a certain prestige to Mypor, and the Abbey has long been known as a center of medical knowledge. At least one plague that threatened Mypor was ended before it got out of hand due to the monks discovering a cure within their archives. Valyon’s quite content to leave the monks to their own affairs.”
“Abbeys are generally founded to support the calling of one aspect of the Triad,” Tesca observed. “I’m guessing that as a center of healing, it’s the Daughter in this case?”
“Actually, no,” Galen corrected him. “The Abbey was founded in pursuit of a specific calling of the Father: the collection and study of knowledge. They collect information on everything, medicine included. That’s why there are so many maps there.”
“Gather unto thee the knowledge of the world, that ye shall preserve its wisdom for those who shall come after,” the Duke suddenly said in a clear voice. He glanced around him and chuckled at the awkward silence. “The monks take that line of scripture as a direct command from the Father,” he explained. “It’s carved above the main gate.”
“You’ve been there, milord?” Kayrla asked.
“Not for a long time,” the Duke said, a wistful tone in his voice. “However, the Abbot and I are old friends; we correspond regularly. I am certain he will be willing to make his maps available to us.”
“For a fee,” Galen chuckled. “The monks may have taken vows of charity and chastity, but not poverty. Generous monetary contributions always open the Abbey’s gate to visitors. The more significant the donation, the greater access one may receive. The one rule the monks have is that no one may take a book, map or other piece of material out of the Abbey. You can look at what they have until the money runs out, but you can’t take any of it away with you.”
Kayrla was puzzled. “What about that bit of scripture? Doesn’t charging money seem hypocritical?”
“Many have accused the monks of that over the years,” Galen agreed. “For the monks of the Abbey, scholastic pursuit is their calling; their way of demonstrating their faith. But,” he continued with a sigh, “the outside world does not always respect such pursuits, considering such knowledge either free for the asking or the taking. The Abbey has evolved to defend itself against those who would interrupt the monks’ studies. It charges a high price to those outside the Church who seek its knowledge. Those funds have helped to develop rather formidable defenses against various raiders who have attempted to pillage the Abbey over the centuries. The high prices and high walls give the monks the privacy they value, though a side-effect is that many consider them to be either money-grubbers or arrogant hermits.”
“You seem to know a lot about them yourself,” Kayrla commented.
Galen smirked. “I too have had reasons in the past to enter the Abbey. However, unlike His Grace, none of those occasions had the permission of the High Abbot.” The Duke sighed at his Right Hand, who chuckled and went on. “The Abbey’s catalog of maps is quite extensive, rivaling the collection of the Malachan Royal Cartography Society, and, I daresay, exceeding it when it comes to maps of the Frees. If there is a map depicting Grivus’s island, it’s there.”
Kayrla could barely keep still. “When do we leave?”
“First light,” Galen said with a grin. “You’d best start packing.” With a squeal of delight, Kayrla hastily bowed to the Duke and dashed from the room. “Not quite as excited as her, are you, lad?” Galen asked, turning to Tesca.
Tesca paused before replying. “What else is at the Abbey?”
“What do you mean?” the Duke asked. There was a note of tension in his voice that confirmed Tesca’s suspicions.
“The Abbey is a good place to look for the island, milord; I agree with you on that. But it seems to me that I could have taken Grivus there the day after the fete and come back before the Feynes were even aware we’d left. Even with all the subterfuge and tricks we’ve thrown up, there’s no guarantee the Feynes won’t realize what we’re about. And this isn’t the safest time of year to travel either. Besides pirates, there’s a far greater risk of storms. So, I can only conclude that there’s something else at the Abbey; something more important than looking for the island. And it’s something important enough that you’ve kept me in reserve these past four months, letting men like Vilio do the knife work. You didn’t want to risk me getting hurt or killed in a skirmish against the Feynes.”
The Duke and the Right Hand looked at Tesca for several moments. Then the Duke sighed, took several gold coins out of his pocket, and handed them to Galen. “To be honest, I’m glad to lose that bet,” he chuckled.
Galen pocketed his winnings with a twinkle in his eye. “Tesca, normally I would be loathe to send you and Kayrla out of the city, especially with all that’s about to happen here. But you are correct: The business of searching for the island is just a cover. There is another mission we have for you. In fact, you’re heading out earlier than we would have liked. The storms are indeed a risk, we would have preferred to wait at least a month longer for the Damp to begin waning, but we’ve received a bird from the Abbot. Factors beyond our control have required us to move now.”
“A bird?” Tesca asked. Carrier pigeons had been in use to some extent on the mainland for centuries, first in Al-Kef, then spreading gradually into Terendor and Malachi. But in the Frees, their use was generally limited to the edges of their home islands, so most messages were delivered by a human courier. Tesca had served in this capacity on more than one occasion. “I didn’t think a pigeon could make it from Mypor to the Quad in one flight.”
“Most can’t,” the Duke agreed. “But the monks of St. Ravino revere and study all forms of knowledge; including animal husbandry.”
Tesca was, for a moment, dumbfounded. “They’ve bred an ocean-going pigeon?”
His Grace smiled. “As I said, the Abbot and I are old friends. He’s been working on this project since before either of us took charge of our respective domains. It’s a pet project of his: breeding the birds for greater strength and endurance. Some fifteen years ago, I agreed to let him raise half of his flocks here in the Quad. Periodically we’ve shipped some to the Abbey and released them, then waited to see if they made it back here. In the last two years, well over half of the birds released have arrived safely.”
Galen took a piece of paper from his jacket. “The words written here are not to be spoken out loud, for any reason.” He glanced towards the fireplace. “Not even in this room.”
Suddenly, Tesca understood that weariness wasn’t the only reason behind Galen’s change in behavior. Before Kayrla’s discovery of the secret passageway, the library had been considered one of the most private rooms in the entire estate. But since then, Galen had begun to question that. While he did not seriously think there was another concealed space somewhere in the room where a spy could be listening, not that he hadn’t checked, he was deeply bothered by the discovery of a secret that he felt he should have come across years ago. The shock to his confidence had rattled him, making him more secretive and security-conscious than ever before.
“Tesca, you have never undertaken a more important mission for His Grace,” Galen told him. “This is your mission, and yours alone.”
“And Kayrla?”
“She is not to be told of this,” the Duke said. He held up a hand before Tesca could object. “Don’t misunderstand me, Tesca. I trust the girl completely. She’s proved her loyalty. But she’s inexperienced, and this is too important.”
“Unless there is no other option,” Galen added. “She will have to complete the mission if you cannot. We’ve discussed ways for her to receive instructions if something happens to you. You need to put one of those into effect before you set out.” Galen’s sharp eyes bore into Tesca’s. “The mission must not fail, lad.”
“Discretion is your best hope for success,” said the Duke. “However, for this mission, I formally grant you lethal dispensation.” Tesca blinked in surprise. It was an unspoken understanding that he was permitted to take a life in defense of the Duke or his interests. But it was a very different matter for the Duke to formally grant him permission to do so. “You are hereby authorized, if you must, to kill anyone who interferes with this mission, wittingly or otherwise.” Tesca nodded, the importance of the mission now fully understood. Whatever Tesca did, or whoever he might have to kill in the pursuit of this mission, the Duke would stand behind Tesca’s actions. To enter another realm with such dispensation was tantamount to an act of war.
Tesca bowed. “I am ready, milord.”
Galen handed him the paper. “Memorize it, then hand it back to me.”
Tesca read the paper. The paper’s contents were a greater shock than being granted lethal dispensation. He looked up at the Duke, a silent question on his face.
The Duke nodded, confirming the information. “You must not fail, Tesca. Not for any reason.”
Tesca’s gaze returned to the paper. He read it twice more, committing the words and instructions to memory. Then he handed it back to Galen. “I shall not fail, my lord.”
The Duke smiled. “I know you won’t, lad. I have every confidence in you. Now, you’d best get ready, or Kayrla will be halfway to Mypor before you set out. I will meet you at dawn in my suite to see you off.”
“I can take care of that, milord,” Galen offered. “You needn’t give up a night’s sleep.”
“I won’t be able to sleep until they’ve started off anyway,” the Duke replied. “And right now Galen, I daresay I can afford the loss more than you.”
“I feel fine, milord. There are just a few more matters I need to look into this evening before-”
“I cannot spare you, Galen,” Duke Stephen interrupted. It was neither a plea nor an order. It was simply a fact. “We both know that once we start pulling Draxen’s teeth, there will be precious little time for sleep. Get it while you can.”
Several seconds ticked by before Galen nodded, his shoulders slumping. “As you wish, milord.” He sighed. “Had I refused, like as not you would have shoved me into a room with a feather bed and locked the door, wouldn’t you?”
“Certainly not,” the Duke objected. “I’d have had Tesca do it.” The joke, which all three men knew wasn’t quite a joke, broke the tension.
Galen laughed. “Then, by your leave, my lord, I shall retire.”
“Of course. Good night, old friend.” As Galen turned towards the door, the Duke gave Tesca a silent nod, then glanced toward his Right Hand.
Tesca understood. “I’d best retire as well, then, my lord. Good night.” Both Hands left the library and headed down the hall.
“He sent you along after me to make sure I really went to bed, didn’t he?” Galen asked.
“I think it’s more out of concern that you don’t fall asleep on the way,” Tesca offered. “You’re dead on your feet, Galen.”
“Yes, I suppose I am,” Galen replied with a groan. “There’s always one more thing to take care of, one more matter before retiring for the night.”
“You’re pushing yourself too hard,” Tesca said.
“One rarely has the luxury of spreading crises out evenly, to be handled one at a time, then getting proper rest between each one,” Galen reminded him. “I’ve had many sleepless nights before. Just not so many of them all at once, at least not recently.” They walked in silence for some time. “We’re so close, lad,” Galen said. “Putting the Feynes in their place once and for all…that’s worth a few nights without sleep.”
“I’ll be sorry not to help you with it.”
“Your mission is more important,” Galen replied. “I don’t want you dwelling on how things are going back here while you’re away.” He sighed. “If we’d had more time, a chance for the girl to get some more experience, His Grace might have been willing to entrust her with the mission alone. But it’s probably best to have both of you go, in case there’s more trouble than we expect.”
Tesca nodded. “It’s going to be hard keeping it from her,” he admitted. “She might have asked what else was at the Abbey before I did, except that she was too excited to be starting the treasure hunt.”
“She is a perceptive child,” Galen admitted. “And fiercely loyal to you. Did you see how she tried to defend you earlier against my peevish temper? I’m more tired than I thought, snapping at you like that.” The Right Hand chuckled, then turned serious. “You have to be careful, Tesca.”
“About what?”
Galen stopped in the middle of the hall and turned to him. “About her.”
“I…” Tesca began. He had been about to say “I don’t understand,” but both men knew that he did.
“There are…rumors,” the Right Hand told him. “Rumors of her and His Grace as lovers. Those rumors are not repeated on the estate; the guards and staff all know better. However, in place of those rumors, there are mutterings that she shares her bed with you.”
Tesca flushed. “That’s nonsense.”
“I know. I would have questioned you about it long before if I didn’t. However, the two of you have formed a very strong bond in a very short time,” Galen said. “I realized that the morning after the fete. Do you remember? After I mentioned that perhaps Kayrla could make use of the assassin’s pendant, you were angrier than I’d ever seen you before. You came very close to genuine insubordination.” He looked closely at Tesca. “You may find Allie Feyne somewhat…diverting, but you’d never defy His Grace for her. Kayrla is different.”
“I’d never defy His Grace for Kayrla either,” Tesca objected.
“But you’d consider it…” Galen said. “And I daresay she feels much the same way.” The silence grew between the two men for several breaths. “She’s not like Allie, is she? She’s more like Rose.”
Tesca was shocked by the observation. For an instant, anger flared through him, but it passed as he realized Galen was right. It was something he’d never allowed himself to consider before. “Yes,” he admitted with a sigh, closing his eyes.
“You have to tell her, lad.” Tesca frowned; uncomfortable with the idea. “You must,” Galen insisted. “She’s of an age with you, perhaps even older, but we both know she doesn’t always act like it, at least not the way we would expect a human woman to act. At the risk of an uneducated guess, I would say that she’s not even full-grown by elven standards. There’s nothing you can do to affect that, but you can keep her from developing any misconceptions. That level of trust, that level of mutual support, is an incredible strength for both of you. But it can just as easily be a weakness, especially if each of you has different assumptions about the nature of your relationship.”
Tesca didn’t know what to say. Galen pressed on. “I’ll say no more on this, lad. Don’t think I’m adding too much to your plate; it’s already there. I’m just making sure you’re aware of it.”
“I am,” Tesca told him. “And I won’t let it become a weakness.”
“Very well,” Galen said as he started to walk down the hall once more. Before long, they came to Galen’s quarters. A guard outside the door saluted them both. “And here, I take my leave of you, lad. Get a bit of rest yourself while you can. His Grace will brief you on all the details in the morning.”
“Good night, Galen.”
“How about this one, Kay? It’s a lovely blue; goes very well against your hair.”
“Ella,” Kayrla said for what she thought might have been the tenth time, “I’m not packing a dress. And I’ll be using my disguise spell; I can make my hair any color I want. Anyway, I doubt the monks will be hosting any formal balls or parties.”
“You never know,” Ella evaded, cheerfully refusing to budge. “You should be prepared for any contingency. The monks might be offended at the sight of a girl wearing trousers.” She laid the blue dress on the bed and thoughtfully examined the others in Kayrla’s dresser. “A first impression doesn’t come along twice.”
Kayrla gave a weary sigh. “Fine. But not the blue one. Too fancy, and it’ll be a little colder in Mypor. The woolen skirt and…those two blouses. Those will be warmer. And I suppose I’d better bring that cloak too.”
“Very sensible,” Ella replied, expertly folding the clothes into bundles half the size of anything Kayrla could have managed. “A sea voyage with a cold’s not very pleasant, from what I hear.” She paused, curious. “Do elves catch colds?” she asked.
“Yes,” Kayrla replied, “though not always when humans do. I remember one time when I was very little, we were staying in a village in Terendor, and I got into a fight with a boy who pulled my ears. We ended up sliding down a hill into a pond full of cold, cold water. Folks pulled us out, and the next day I had chills and a fever. I couldn’t get out of bed for days, but the boy was fine.” She smiled at the memory, then turned serious. “And on another occasion a few years later, my father and I hid in a sick house to hide from some elf-hunters. It was a chapel consecrated to the Daughter; the sick would come there and pray for healing while the priests would do what they could for them.” She shrugged. “I stayed there a week, sleeping near people who were dying, and I didn’t get so much as a runny nose.”
Ella looked stricken. “Oh, Kay…you never mentioned you were chased by elf-hunters!”
Kayrla smiled sadly at her friend. “I doubt any elf you’d meet hasn’t been chased by them at least once. They think we bring magic with us; that we’re responsible for the changes happening around them, and if we’re dead, the magic goes away and things go back to the way they were.” She shrugged. “I haven’t had to deal with anything like trained elf-hunters since I left the mainland. But now I’m hearing bad rumors about me in Harborside; rumors based on fear. First come the rumors, then there’ll be folk to act upon them.”
“Damn fools!” Ella snapped. “Oh, Kay…it’s true folk are scared. It’s part to do with the Damp; folk just sit inside during the rains and think about things far longer than is good for them. These rumors wouldn’t spread so much if the sun was out and folk had work to keep themselves busy.” She sighed. “Time’s passing, we’d best get these packed.” Kayrla walked over to her trunk, preparing to drag it over to the bed, but Ella stopped her. “No dear, not the trunk. We’re to pack your belongings in these,” she said, holding up several canvas bags with shoulder straps sewn into them.
Kayrla was puzzled. “No trunk? But why?”
“I’ve no idea. Right Hand’s orders. You’re to travel light; no big boxes or anything like that.”
Kayrla shrugged. “All right. I don’t think I was going to bring enough to fill the whole trunk anyway.” They busied themselves filling the canvas bags.
“I’ve met two elves in my life so far,” Ella commented after a minute, still thinking about the previous subject. “You and that…fellow who tried to kill His Grace. But there’s elves and there’s elves, I’d say, just the same with humans. That one villain’s no way to measure the whole of your folk, Kay. You’re not like him; you saved His Grace’s life as much as Master Secarius did.”
“We’re not the only ones who saved his life that night,” Kayrla reminded her, grinning. “How long have you been carrying a pistol?”
“Just a few years,” the maid replied. “It was the late Castellan Turvin’s idea, bless him, seeing as how I was trusted to bring His Grace meals and medicine already. He spoke to His Grace, who one day just handed me a box. Inside was that pistol.” Ella bit her lip, her eyes turning moist. “His Grace might hand out medals or other gifts, Kay, but if he presents you with a weapon, there’s no greater honor. It means you’re forever allowed to bear arms in his presence; you’ve his complete trust.” Kayrla smiled at her friend as Ella wiped her eyes and resumed busying herself with the packing. “Of course I don’t carry the thing at all times; it’s far too much of a bother. But when I’m attending His Grace, it’s just one extra surprise for an assassin.”
“Will you be carrying it again while we’re gone?”
“That’ll be for Kelvo and the Right Hand to judge. I doubt the surprise will work a second time, though.”
“Why?” Kayrla asked. “There’s not many who saw you, and they’re all loyal to the Duke; they wouldn’t tell anyone you’re armed.”
“No, Kay…it’s that the pistol might not even fire at all. I didn’t actually hit the assassin, so since then I’ve been getting more practice to sharpen my aim. But the pistol’s only been firing about two out of every three times I pull the trigger, even when I have one of the guards load it for me.” She looked at Kayrla intently. “And it’s only like to get worse, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” Kayrla admitted with a sigh. “The mana is getting stronger. It’s still not enough for me to use my full disguise spell, but I can feel it growing. My guess is that in a few years, your pistol will only fire half the time, or only one out of three. Still,” she said with a grin, “the pistol goes off more often than not; just pointing it at someone and pulling the trigger should make them flinch. That might give you just enough time to do something else, if you’re ready to take advantage of it.”
“That sounds like something Master Secarius would say,” Ella observed.
“Well, we’ve both been busy, but he’s been teaching me things when he can. A bit of ‘knife-work and night-work,’ as Galen calls it. A whole lot of it is being ready to take advantage of unexpected opportunities.”
“Like if you’re in a fight, and your opponent makes a misstep?”
“Exactly. But what he’s really trying to teach me is to find ways to force your opponent to misstep.”
“Very clever fellow he is,” Ella said. “So, what else has he been teaching you?” she asked with a wink.
“Oh, please!” Kayrla sighed, rolling her eyes. “It’s not like that between him and me.” Ella didn’t look convinced. “Even if I fancied him, which I don’t,” she went on, accenting her point with a finger jab into Ella’s arm, “he’s an agentis; romance just gets in the way of their duty.”
“That just makes him more interesting,” the maid countered with a sigh. “Very well, if you say there’s nothing between you, I’ll take that for truth.”
“You’ve heard otherwise, I take it.”
Ella paused. “It’s more what I’ve seen, and what others here have seen. He’s been on the estate close to four years now, Kay. In all that time, he’s never let anyone get close to him. Polite, but distant; a grim shadow in the corner. I suppose that’s what a Left Hand is supposed to be. He’s always gotten on perfectly well with the Right Hand, of course, but he didn’t have a single person on the estate near his own age that you could call a friend. The closest to that likely was Kelvo, and that was only because Kelvo was considered the best blade on the estate and Master Secarius sought him out for practice.
“But since you came here,” she went on, “he smiles. He laughs. You make him happy, Kay. You might want to think about that.”
Kayrla kept her gaze away from Ella’s face. “I’ll…think about it.”
There was a knock on the door; both of them jumped. “Who is it?” Kayrla asked.
“It’s Wick, Mistress Kay,” came the guard’s voice. “Time to go.”
“Oh, Son’s Wrath and Daughter’s Love,” Ella scolded herself, hastily folding the last of Kayrla’s clothes and stuffing them into the bags. “We’ve let time go to waste with idle gossip.” Kayrla opened the door and Wick came in after giving her a short bow. To her surprise, he was dressed in traveling clothes, much like her own.
“Wick, are you going with us?” she asked.
He grinned. “That I am, Mistress Kay. Volunteered for it, in fact!”
“Maybe during this trip I can get you to pronounce my full name,” she laughed. “What’s the closest you can get?”
“Keer-la?” Wick offered.
She sighed. “It’s a long enough trip; you’ll get it eventually.”
Wick chuckled as he picked up Kayrla’s two bags. He was already carrying one, but he tossed hers over his shoulder without effort, and now with all three, he headed for the door.
Kayrla was suddenly smothered by Ella’s fierce hug. “I packed you a new set of boots. There’s no time to put new soles on the old; you should use the voyage to break them in.”
“I will,” Kayrla said, returning the embrace. “Take good care of His Grace. And do what you can to make sure Galen gets some food in him.”
“I’ll do what I can,” Ella said as they walked out of Kayrla’s room; Kayrla closed the door behind her and locked it. She handed the key to Ella and suddenly they were embracing once more.
“Take care of yourself!” Ella said, her voice breaking.
“You too,” Kayrla replied. Then she was trotting down the hall after Wick. She tried to brush the tears from her eyes before she caught up with him, but he noticed the gesture.
“A few jitters before we start out, Mistress?”
“I guess so,” she said, blinking the last tear away. “I’ve never felt them before.”
“I’ve a few myself,” the guard admitted. “First time at sea since my family came to the Quad, and I was but a lad then. Just a bit odd, going away from home.”
“Home,” she echoed, realizing that until now, she’d never been able to use that word for herself, and that was why she was feeling the “jitters,” as Wick called it. She was leaving home, and for a moment, her feet seemed to be made of lead. Her eyes welled with tears once more.
They reached a staircase leading down, and by habit she turned to descend. “Not that way, Mistress,” Wick said, continuing straight.
She was puzzled. “But that’s the best way to reach the courtyard. Out of the rain, at least.”
“True, but we’re not going to the courtyard,” Wick called back, the bags bouncing on his shoulder.
She trotted after him, catching up after a moment. “But…if we’re not going down to the courtyard, how are we leaving the estate?”
Wick shrugged. “I must admit, Mistress, I don’t rightly know. I was just told where to go.” And with that, he turned and began to take a different staircase, this one going up.
They continued to climb up through the manor until they were at its highest level. This floor was the Duke’s personal residence, containing his living suite, private audience chamber and the observatory tower, built by one of the Duke’s ancestors with a passion for astronomy. Kayrla looked out one window. Across the lawn was the circular viewing platform where the assassin had made his final attempt to end the Duke’s life.
Along the hallway, guards in the red-and-gold livery of the Kohayas stood in regular intervals. They nodded in formal greeting to Wick and Kayrla as they passed. “You keep that little one out of trouble, now…” one of them called to Wick, but with a laugh, Kayrla called back. “Don’t worry, I will!” All the guards in the hall laughed with her as Wick flushed and grinned.
She hadn’t been up here since the day after the fete, when she’d demanded Tesca take her on a tour of the entire estate. At that time, this set of rooms had been His Grace’s secondary residence; with his poor health, it was too long a climb to reach this suite on a daily basis. The room where she’d first met him and sworn her loyalty was on a lower level, and had served as his primary residence ever since he’d taken ill. However, not long after the fete, the Duke and his new doctor had decided that the top floor would once again serve as the Duke’s primary residence, and from that point on, Kayrla had perceived a feeling of relaxed optimism settle over the estate. She learned later from Tesca that this move was considered a good omen. Most of the Dukes, at some point in the later years of their reigns, would move down to that smaller suite. The staff referred to it, very, very privately, as the “waiting room,” with no explanation needed as to what the Duke was waiting for. It was a rare and celebrated event when a Duke would move back to the top floor after a long illness.
At a set of double doors, there were several more of these canvas bags in the hall, and Wick dropped his and Kayrla’s bags down next to them. He removed his sword belt and handed it to the guard, while Kayrla removed her cloak to show that she was unarmed. The guard nodded and opened the door for them.
Duke Stephen was sitting at his breakfast table along with Captain Grivus. Tesca and Kelvo were standing near the table. Also there, seated in a chair against the wall, was Doctor Marren, the Duke’s new physician. She was a tall woman with grey eyes, firm jaw and a stern face. Her blonde hair had a brush of grey at the temples, but she refused to hide it with dye, saying that the older she looked, the more respect she received. Kayrla had seen her without the black physician’s robes that hid her curves; she was a full-figured woman, with strong arms that could hold a thrashing, injured soldier down on a table and delicate hands to sew his wounds closed, leaving only the thinnest of scars.
“Ah, the last of our intrepid treasure hunters has arrived!” said the Duke, pushing his plate away from him and brushing the edges of his mustache with a napkin. He rose from the table; Captain Grivus did the same.
Kayrla and Wick bowed. “I wish I could go with you on this one,” the Duke said with a sigh, “but my doctor feels that would be unwise.” He glared at Doctor Marren, but there was also a twinkle of humor in his eye.
The physician stirred. “My lord, if you seek to end your life, I can suggest a number of ways to do it that are faster and more comfortable than an ocean voyage during the Damp.” Castellan Kelvo frowned at Marren’s words, but the Duke laughed.
“She tells me that one night out in the wind and the wet would undo all the hard work she’s done,” he said to Kayrla.
“And then I’d be out of a job, milord,” the doctor commented. “It was hard enough starting my own practice the first time; restarting it after my most prominent client has died would be near impossible.” Kayrla heard the amusement in her voice; evidently this sort of exchange between herself and the Duke was commonplace.
“What sort of a world do we live in, when concern for my safety keeps me trapped in my own home?” the Duke said with mock solemnity. “You, soldier,” he said, suddenly turning to Wick.
The young man snapped to attention, his eyes popping wide open and fixing on a spot ahead of him. “Milord! Sir…um, yes!”
The Duke raised an eyebrow. “A bit nervous, this one,” he commented to Kelvo.
“He’s a good man, milord. Volunteered for the trip, even with the risk of storms.”
The Duke nodded. “Very well. Wick, is it?”
“Aye, milord. Wickham Tarn.”
“Wickham Tarn, then,” the Duke replied, studying the young man. “Wickham, until you return to the estate, you are to follow the orders of the Left Hand. Is that clear?”
“Crystal clear, milord.”
“In the absence of Master Secarius, you will then follow the orders of Mistress Kayrla.”
“Aye, milord.”
“M-me?” Kayrla stammered.
The Duke turned to her. “A chain of command is required, even when the group is as small as the four of you. Any journey has risks, and we must be prepared for them.”
She nodded. The Duke’s expression was neither angry nor scolding, but there was a grave seriousness about him that sobered her. She was reminded of the reasons they were going, and that there were others in the world who would seek to stop them. “I understand, milord.”
“Excellent,” the Duke said, brightening. “You recall, child, when you entered my service, you said that if you had a sword, you would offer it to me?” He gestured to a servant, who brought forward a slender wooden case. The Duke opened it. “Perhaps, as you set forth, you will accept this.”
Kayrla’s jaw dropped as she saw the weapon. It was a rapier, sized a touch smaller for her hand. But despite its reduced size, it was not a ceremonial weapon. This sword was meant to be used, not hung upon a wall. The polished metal gleamed in the lamplight. Like Tesca’s blades, it was anonymous; there was neither decoration nor engraving anywhere upon it; nothing that might provide a clue as to who made it, who owned it, or who guided the hand that wielded it. She went weak in the knees as she realized the full measure of trust His Grace had placed in her. Did Ella know he’d do this? Is that why she told me about how she got the pistol? she wondered idly, reaching for the weapon with a trembling grip.
It was only after she had taken the weapon from the case that she noticed that there was a single bit of decoration: an eyehole set into the rapier’s pommel, through which two long strands of ribbon, one red, the other gold, had been twined. The Duke’s colors. A warm rush of affection for the old man rolled over her; his twin gifts of sword and trust were far more than she thought herself worthy of. For a moment, she felt a strong desire to throw formality to the winds and press herself to him in a bone-cracking hug. But she repressed the urge as took the leather sheath from the case and slid her sword into it. Buckling it to her belt, she curtsied to the Duke and held the position until he spoke. “Rise, Kayrla. And now, I bid you all farewell. Good luck, and good hunting!” All four bowed once more before leaving the chamber with Kelvo.
Outside, Wick took his weapon back from the guard, while Grivus opened his bag and took out his own weapons, the Sabrian rapier-and-dagger combination that his people called the Argument and the Retort, and a long-barreled flintlock pistol that Kayrla had last seen him pointing at Tesca on the night they had all first met. Seems like an age ago, she thought, then frowned when she realized something had been missing.
Tesca stepped up to her with a broad smile. “Congratulations.”
“Did you know about this?” she asked him, patting the sword on her hip.
“Only a few minutes before you arrived,” he assured her, “though I already knew it was only a matter of time before he made that presentation to you.”
She grinned up at him, then frowned. “Where was Galen? I thought he’d be here to see us off.”
Tesca shook his head. “He would have been, but His Grace ordered Galen to get some sleep. Can’t say as I blame him.”
She nodded. “I would have liked to see him before we left, but I understand.” She lowered her voice. “He looked terrible; and the way he got so angry with you when we first came into the library!”
“He was tired. I’m sure he’ll be in better spirits today. We’ll see him when we return. Oh, and this is probably a good time to set up your disguise.”
“Right. We want to keep a low profile, so Mouse is probably best.” Closing her eyes, she began the practiced motions of her disguise spell. She’d developed several different color combinations for her skin and hair for different situations. Her favorite look was the pale, freckled skin and red hair that she privately called “Jenny Red.” However, when she wanted to go unnoticed in a crowd, she used the disguise called “Mouse,” for its mousy-brown hair and tanned skin. In a few moments, the spell was complete.
Grivus’s smile was broad and eager as he settled his weapons into place, loosening them in their sheaths. “I feel like a young man this morning,” he told them. “I offered prayers for a smooth voyage.”
“You prayed to Hashema, the Mother of Waters?” asked Tesca.
“Yes,” Grivus said with a nod. “And her son Verado, the Stormlord, to look elsewhere, to find another ship to test against his fury.” He shook his head. “I fear, though, it will not work. How can Hashema hear me when I ask for favors from this high place?”
“I don’t understand,” said Wick, hoisting his and Kayrla’s bags onto his shoulder once more.
“Prayers to the Mother of Waters should be done upon starting a journey,” Tesca told him, “but it would be best to do it on the docks of Harborside, right before the ship is boarded.”
“But I am told we are not descending to Harborside,” Grivus commented. “How are we leaving this realm if not from there?” A sly smile twisted one corner of his mouth. “Has His Grace established a secret port elsewhere in the Quad?”
“Not exactly,” Tesca replied, enjoying the look of unsatisfied curiosity on Grivus’s face. “You’ll see.”
“We go this way,” Kelvo said, leading them down the hall, and then through a door. At first, Kayrla thought they were still indoors; it was very dark here, despite the dawn breaking not long ago. But she felt the chill, wet air on her face, and knew they were outside of the manor.
The place resembled a garden abandoned to overgrowth; wooden screens were set up with stone benches against them. The screens were covered with vines that had spread across a grid of wooden beams set above them. But then she noticed the wide stone tiles under her feet. There were no weeds poking up between the stones, and she realized that this place was tended regularly by the Duke’s groundskeepers. The vine growth was deliberate and had been encouraged to become a natural ceiling to this patio. She turned to Tesca. “I can only imagine what this place looks like when the sun’s out.”
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