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  1


  Captivity


  

  General Darrus Ouroborous, Master of Slave to the Mage’s Council of Ouroborous, stood silently in the door he’d just pushed open, and Nestor  once Commander of Thousands Nestor  sat on his bunk. He’d expected that General Darrus would show up when he told the previous minotaur that he would not take the foul-smelling drought. The pale yellow minotaur had looked shocked, and then left. Nestor calculated it would take pale yellow about five minutes to reach General Darrus, and so he’d been expecting the Master of Slave to show up for… perhaps an hour, and growl at him. But he wanted some answers, and the angrier Darrus was, the more likely the sable minotaur was to answer questions, Nestor had found. The Commander  ex-Commander  was puzzled over a great many things. Why, for example, he’d been included in a special draft of prisoners sent to the Ouroborous Mage’s council, for one thing, or why there had even been a special draft. Apparently, an Ouroborous mage had picked out some three hundred legionnaires. With one or two exceptions, they’d been legionnaires, not even commanders-of-ten or commanders-of-fifty, and young recruits on their first campaign. Including the most senior Commander of the army with them, well, that didn’t make sense, unless he was destined to answer questions for these mysterious mages. Nestor resisted rubbing his sore chest, holding himself as still as the looming minotaur.


  But over the last two weeks, it seemed that was not the case. The youngsters were drilled in something like military discipline, although it didn’t seem to include any weapon training, just complex marching and competitive training. He, Nestor, joined them in the morning for the running and general calisthenics, but the afternoons he spent in his cell  his remarkably single cell. The legionnaires had barracks, and were housed in groups of fifty, but he was kept in what he thought was some kind of repurposed military prison. Everything was sized for a minotaur, and Nestor thought it would be a tight fit for a minotaur. For a human, it was almost spacious, and even comfortable. He had to admit that the minotaurs were taking good care of his soldiers, and even himself. The bedding was warm, the blankets were clean, there was a bathhouse for their use  he got to use it after lunch, when it was deserted other than his single minotaur guard  a smaller pale off-white minotaur whose name he hadn’t yet overheard.


  Names; there was another minotaur oddity. Humans addressed minotaurs as either ‘Sir’ or ‘Master,’ and minotaurs addressed humans… however they liked. In Nestor’s case, it was generally as ‘Feral,’ which seemed pejorative. Still, he hadn’t been touched, or questioned  and he was beginning to think they didn’t consider humans worth questioning. That seemed short-sighted to Nestor, but then, the minotaurs didn’t seem like they needed all that much from humans beyond shut up and do as you’re told. That wasn’t really an option for Nestor, though; he’d never been one to just shut up and take anything, and that included the thick brown glop the pale yellow minotaur wanted him to drink. He’d put up with the examination, and the poking and prodding, but he had to draw the line somewhere, and besides, he thought there just might be a chance of getting Darrus worked up enough to answer a few more questions. It was a tricky thing; too angry and Darrus had proved himself willing to  for example  throw him bodily into a bathing pool. Not angry enough, and the General would simply ignore the question. At least, Nestor thought, he spoke Greek; he’d never have gotten anything out of Darrus if he only spoke Latin.


  “I will point out that strapping you to a table, forcing your mouth open, and using a hose to get your medicine down your throat will be painful to you, not to me,” Darrus rumbled. The deeper voices of minotaurs, coming from those larger chests, took some getting used to, as well. “Not to mention that it will irritate your throat, and if you resist too stubbornly,” as you are wont to do, Nestor heard clearly although the minotaur didn’t actually say that, “could result in a broken jaw.” The minotaur produced the flask the pale yellow minotaur had wanted him to drink.


  “That seems like a lot of trouble to go through for one feral human,” Nestor parried. “And I didn’t refuse to drink it, I just asked what it was.”


  “Medicine,” Darrus repeated.


  “I seem pretty fine,” Nestor said. “Medicine for what?” It was best to throw the questions in casually.


  “You collapsed yesterday while running,” Darrus said. “Or have you forgotten?”


  “Yes,” Nestor said. “But I was fine. Would have been better if that fellow hadn’t beaten me.”


  “Beaten…” Darrus repeated, puzzled. “Someone beat you?”


  “The brown…”


  Darrus snorted with either humor or anger; Nestor was still having trouble reading minotaurs. “Feral, if he had not… beaten… you, as you put it, you would be dead.”


  That was… “Dead,” Nestor said, doubtfully.


  “Yes,” said Darrus with an exasperated certainty. “Dead. And that would be inconvenient.” He paused for a moment. “You have butchered an animal?”


  “Yes,” said Nestor.


  “Then you know what the heart is.”


  Nestor nodded.


  “Your heart was  is  damaged. I do not know if that happened yesterday or earlier, but yesterday, it stopped  and that is why you fell. The overseer was not beating you, he was trying to restart your heart.” Darrus paused. “He succeeded, although he broke several ribs doing it. The healer reset and bonded your ribs, but the heart is… difficult. He put a short-term correction on it, but that cannot last.”


  “Why can’t it last?”


  The black minotaur’s face tightened. “Drink.”


  “And why is it so important to keep me alive?”


  “Do you not wish to live, then?”


  “I do,” Nestor said. “I don’t understand your motivation. Why do you care if I live?”


  “No,” Darrus said, and Nestor heard the irony in the reply, that infuriating sense  certainty  that the minotaur knew something he did not. “I suppose you don’t. Drink.”


  “Why is the heart so difficult?”


  Nestor could sense the tightening of anger as Darrus took a step forward, and then the minotaur stopped, much to Nestor’s relief. The tension didn’t vanish, but Darrus brought it under control. For a moment, Nestor thought he might have pushed too hard. The black minotaur set the flask down, by Nestor. “Drink it, and I will tell you, curious feral.”


  That seemed like a good compromise to Nestor, and he drank the bitter liquid quickly, setting the flask down only when he’d finished it.


  “I am neither mage nor magician nor healer, feral, so what I tell you is my understanding.” Darrus said, and Nestor nodded. He wasn’t sure if every minotaur was so careful to maintain the distinction between direct knowledge and received knowledge, but Darrus certainly was. Nestor could wish his own officers had been so careful. “The heart is, in theory, no harder to fix than anything else,” Darrus continued. “The problem lies in activity. The heart and the brain are active, always, and to heal them requires stopping them. The heart can be stopped, safely, for no more than a minute. The brain cannot be stopped safely at all; such procedures are greater magic and require a mage’s attention, not merely a magician. And not just any mage, it must be a mage with the right talents to heal, and sufficient skill to keep the patient alive while something so critical  heart or brain  is shut down.” Darrus’s voice dropped to an even lower register. “Three months ago, the Lord of Tongs had the right talents and sufficient skill to do such a healing… do you know what happened to our Lord of Tongs, feral?”


  The tension of anger was back, and that made the answer fairly clear. “I can guess,” Nestor said. “We killed him.”


  “You did,” Darrus said, and he picked up the now-empty flask, and turned back to the door. “I expect you will drink your medication without trouble from now on. The apothecary will deliver it daily.”


  “It was a battle,” Nestor said. “Humans  and minotaurs  die in battle.”


  “So they do,” Darrus said. “That does not answer why his pelt was found in one of your command pavilions.” The minotaur started to close the door.


  “Now that wasn’t my idea,” said Nestor.


  Darrus paused, the door half-closed. “No? You disclaim responsibility, then?”


  “I…” and it was Nestor’s turn to pause. “My advice was to treat the bodies as we would our own fallen, but I was overruled, and I carried out the orders I was given. So no, I do not. But it was not done as… as I wanted. Or as I would have, if, in honor, I could have done as I wished.”


  Honor, Nestor had discovered, was a loaded term for a minotaur, and it, too, could draw responses, and everything the minotaurs said, everything they did, everything he could learn was a tool for his hand. He could not outrun them, nor outfight them. All that was left was to outthink them. If he could. They had seemed so… bestial, in the field, like cattle that had decided to stand upright. How clever could beast-men be? The answer, Nestor had learned, was very clever. But their reticence to talk to him, or answer his questions, seemed to come from a sense that it was a waste of time talking to a human. It was clear to the human that a minotaur could be just as smart  and possibly smarter  than a human. But was it clear to the minotaur that a human could be every bit as clever?


  “A strange sort of honor,” Darrus said as he closed the door, “that leaves one feeling shamed.” There was a click as the door locked.


  A strange sort of honor that leaves one feeling shamed. Nestor thought about that for a moment. The truth in that… hurt. He turned back to the window, overlooking the green field outside, and watched yet more minotaur drilling the selected legionnaires. It was important to them, he thought glumly, but he had no idea why. They obviously didn’t need an army of humans, that was clear.


  Something  and Nestor guessed it was the potion  woke him up in the middle of the night. His skin itched and prickled, and it was hot  horribly, uncomfortably, hot. It passed, eventually, and he got back to sleep, but he still felt tired when his guard  the pale white minotaur showed up. He went through the morning  no more running with the younger men, but the stretching exercises were the same. He didn’t mind that much; at least it was an opportunity to get out his cell and move. He missed that.


  He asked the apothecary about the heat and the itching, and apparently that was an acceptable question. He didn’t get an answer, but the apothecary did leave and return later, and told him that it shouldn’t happen again, but it might, and if did, to tell him tomorrow. It wasn’t anything to worry about, just an adjustment, and… had he noticed any dizziness or blurry vision?


  Nestor hadn’t, and the apothecary watched him drink the potion  which was just as bitter and nasty as he remembered it, but then the apothecary produced a flask of honeyed water to take the foul taste away. Nestor found a momentary feeling of gratitude before he realized this was just another minotaur way of reinforcing their control. Drink willingly, and get a treat afterward. Refuse, and be stuck with the foul taste that water hadn’t quite been able to wash way.


  “Does that medicine taste bad on purpose?” Nestor asked.


  The pale yellow minotaur just looked at him, and left. No answers there.


  Nor for the next nine days. He discovered that Darrus wasn’t there, from an overheard conversation, Darrus had gone to consult with the Lord of Bones. Nestor figured that must be one of their mages  their great mages, as opposed to mere magicians (whatever that difference was), but why the Lord of Bones was coming, he didn’t know. Perhaps the minotaurs didn’t know either; they weren’t even sure exactly when he would arrive.


  Although he did overhear the Lord of Bone’s name: Nicohorus.


  

  Nestor first saw the Lord of Bones on the field, inspecting the legionnaires. They were lined up, on display, like a parade inspection, although parade inspections generally involved gear  tunic, pants, shined armor and helms, spears or short swords, sometimes packs. A naked parade inspection was not …


  He guessed it was Nicohorus; the minotaur was gaunt  the first gaunt minotaur Nestor had seen. Minotaur seemed to be broad, muscular, and large. Nicohorus was thin, as if his skin had been stretched out over the frame of a minotaur, and he was the same midnight black as General Darrus. Nestor brushed grit off his hands absently as he watched Nicohorus walk leisurely down the assembled men, stopping to inspect one or another, occasionally tapping one of them, who kneeled down almost instantly on the grass.


  Was the minotaur accepting or rejecting them? He seemed to be tapping about one out of four of them, and… whatever criteria he was using, Nestor couldn’t tell what it was. He counted quickly, fifteen rows of twenty men plus eight more. By the time Nicohorus had gone through all of them, he’d selected  or rejected, depending  almost eighty-five men. Minotaurs led the eighty-five in one direction, and the other in another, and then the field was, uncharacteristically for the afternoon, empty. When the day faded, it was still empty, although Nestor could hear groups of men  humans, elsewhere on the grounds, doing something, but what, he could not tell.


  His dinner was late, though, and that spoke to the military commander that he had been of disrupted schedules and significant chaos. Armies were organized so that, even in the middle of chaos, everything would work, and nothing was more fundamental to order than food; feeding the men was the first problem, almost as great as getting them where they needed to be. For a meal to be late… something significant had happened, and probably in a bad way. Nor was it delivered by the white minotaur, but a brown-and-black minotaur who had taken the opportunity to look him over, very carefully, much the same way Darrus had when they had first met. That, too, was… different. Maybe his late meal wasn’t an accident.


  When the door opened later to show Darrus, Nicohorus, and the brown-black minotaur he’d seen earlier, he was sure it hadn’t.


  “My Lord, the feral.”


  “And?” said Nicohorus.


  “I don’t know, My Lord. I have observed him, as you requested, but… I do not know what makes him special.”


  Special, Nestor thought. Really?


  “We are out of time,” Nicohorus said. “It is… unfortunate, but… we cannot delay any longer. It bothers me, though.”


  “Perhaps the heart condition…”


  “Perhaps,” agreed the gaunt minotaur, stepping into the room. Nestor started to take a step backwards, and then froze into rigidity as Nicohorus laid a skeletal hand on his chest. “No. The problem is subtle, and the patch is holding, and will hold until he is delivered.”


  Delivered?


  “It’s a great leap, but perhaps you…” Nicohorus’s voice trailed off as he turned to the third minotaur.


  “I don’t know either, My Lord,” the brown-black said. “But… if I had to guess,” he said, and paused.


  “Guess,” said Nicohorus.


  “As you command. The… I mean, Lord Fog, likely values something that… we do not. Whatever the answer you are looking for, My Lord, I suspect you already know what it is, and have discounted it as unimportant.”


  Lord Fog? Nestor wondered what that meant. Wasn’t Lord Fog the minotaur at the parley that had gone so… poorly? Apparently so did the other two minotaurs. Darrus spoke first. “I don’t understand.”


  “He… does not see the world as we do, General, My Lord,” the minotaur said after a moment. “I don’t know how he does see it, but…”


  “No,” said Nicohorus. “He sees what we see. He… he sees more. Deeper. Connections we miss.”


  “Yes, My Lord, that is a better way to say it.”


  “I am not criticizing, just… yes.” The minotaur paused. “Perhaps you are right; he does see things we miss, and so… but I want to know what he sees about this human.”


  Lord Fog has claimed me, thought Nestor. Obviously these minotaur didn’t know why either, but it was an interesting question.


  “My Lord,” the brown-black one said, “have… you asked him?”


  “Lord Fog, you mean.”


  “Yes, and… the feral.”


  “Lord Fog, no. And what could he know about it?”


  “My Lord, pardon me for saying this, but that would be the point of asking,”


  “He’s uncooperative,” Darrus said. “I doubt he’d answer.”


  A general silence followed this, and then Nicohorus sighed. “Perhaps. Regardless… feral, I am transferring you to Benelaus. You will obey him as you would me.”


  “But I don’t obey you,” Nestor said.


  “Then you will obey me better than you did the Great Lord,” Benelaus said, warningly. “My Lord, I accept the human.”


  “Then you leave in the morning?”


  “Tonight, My Lord.”


  “Give this to Teodor,” and Nicohorus handed a sealed envelope to the brown-black Benelaus. “And no other. And… you are prepared to leave tonight?”


  “Yes, My Lord. All is prepared.”


  “We have been giving him lantail extract. He’ll need…”


  “I have a sufficiency ready, My Lord, until I can give him to Lord Fog.”


  The gaunt minotaur paused, as if wanting to say more, but he just nodded. “Good luck. And… remember. You serve me unless and until your service is placed… elsewhere.”


  “I am aware, My Lord. Does My Lord have additional instructions?”


  “No,” said Nicohorus. “You know what I want. Get it for me.”


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  The other two left, and Benelaus looked around the cell. “Ready to go?”


  “Go where?”


  “To Lord Fog,” the minotaur said. “And we’ll go a lot faster if I don’t have to explain to everyone why you’re not addressing me as Sir.”


  Nestor looked around. “I don’t see anyone.”


  “I’m trying to explain it to myself,” the minotaur said. “Is there a reason why you won’t address me as Sir?”


  “Yes,” said Nestor.


  “Then I would request you to tell me that reason, and any others that you might have,” Benelaus said.


  “I’m nearly fifty,” Nestor said. “It seems ridiculous for me to address a… how old are you? Seventeen? Eighteen?”


  “I’m one hundred and twenty-six,” Benelaus said. “Although I will grant that is young for a minotaur. I have been serving as a sworn warrior of Clan Ouroborous for… hmm, about sixty years, a little more.”


  Oh. “How… how old do…”


  “We can start dying as early as nine hundred years, or beyond three thousand,” Benelaus said.


  “What do you mean by start dying?”


  Benelaus smiled. “Wouldn’t it be easier to discuss this on the road?”


  “What do you mean,” he said again.


  “I meant, wouldn’t it be easier to talk about this on the road to Lycaili, which is… where we need to be.”


  “Easier how? This seems pretty comfortable to me.”


  “Yes, but I’m not going to answer any more questions until we’re on the road, so… if we’re going to have a discussion, it would be… easier if we’re both willing to talk.”


  Nestor nodded. “A point. Let’s go.”


  Benelaus didn’t move from where he was standing in the door.


  Nestor paused. “So if I agree to call you sir, we can go, is that it?”


  “I’m open to other suggestions,” Benelaus said, calmly.


  “Suppose I just don’t say anything?”


  “Hard to have a discussion that way,” Benelaus said. “But that would work.”


  Nestor nodded, saying nothing.


  Benelaus shrugged, turned, and left. “Come on then.”


  

  Traveling was one thing, traveling without talking was another. Minotaurs were a little too large for horses, so they used coaches  Benelaus held the reins, and Nestor sat next to him. In silence. There was no way to ask Benelaus all the questions he had… for example, just how far apart were Lycaili and Ouroborous? How fast could one of them come to the support of the other? They’d marched nearly a week from their capture to reach… whereever it was they reached. Was that Ouroborous, or nearby? Or had they been taken somewhere else, for… whatever reason Nicohorus had. And… how did minotaurs live so long, anyway? Nine hundred? To three thousand?


  Nestor thought about that all night, and then through the rest of the day. Every four hours or so, they’d come up on a remount station, and Benelaus would trade his now-tired horse for a fresh one. Apparently the brown-black minotaur intended to press on without stopping, although he’d offered (and Nestor had accepted) some of the ubiquitous oatmeal and dried fruit. At least Benelaus was eating the same thing, and Nestor, old soldier that he was, had no problem dropping off to sleep as they rode, or at least closing his eyes. It helped keep his mind off the road.


  It was at least twenty-five feet wide, and made of thick slabs of rock. The road was slightly convex, and water would just sheet off it. The Empire built roads. Sometimes, when there was a good enough reason, the Empire would even build roads like this, for a short distance. Roads sort of like this, with smaller rocks, and not as neatly fitted, and not as straight, and not as uniform. It looked like someone had drawn this road with a ruler, and it went on for miles and miles and Nestor tried not to think about it, and what it meant for how quickly Ouroborous and Lycaili could move troops. Although if the two clans weren’t as close as the Imperials had thought, maybe… just maybe it wasn’t as bad as Nestor thought.


  He counted the remount stations, and after about twenty four hours and six remounts, Benelaus finally deigned to speak. “We’ll be stopping here for a real rest. They’ll be a room, and a bed, and real food.” He looked ahead at the station. “It’s also possible that I could have you gagged and secured in the stable, with all the oatmeal you can eat.” The warrior paused. “Which probably isn’t that much, after the past few weeks.”


  Nestor nodded. He might not like it, but… Benelaus was at least clear on what was expected, and it wasn’t unfair. And, it would be interesting to see how a remount station was run.


  

  Or rather, it would have been interesting to see how it was run. Benelaus walked in with Nestor following, curtly ordered his coach to be cleaned, and then headed for a tiny bathhouse. He rather casually shooed the two humans who were using it out, and then used the small hot-pool himself. “You, too,” he said, and Nestor had no trouble understanding that he was meant to bathe as well. The huge, minotaur-sized towels were nice, though  dry, amazingly clean and smelling of grass and sunlight. Dinner was brown bread, roasted pork, gravy, and cooked greens. Benelaus peered at the wilted leaves, and said, “Those are fine.” The minotaur must have seen Nestor’s puzzled expression, because he added, “We can eat a number of plants humans… er, shouldn’t. Eat.”


  That was almost the entirety of their conversation, however, for the next fourteen remount stations. Benelaus didn’t bother stopping for any longer, driving on under the bright light of a full moon. They’d eat quickly as the horse was changed out, and then get back on the road.


  Nestor had expected to see the capital of Lycaili  Labyrinth, or Lycaili Labyrinth, he wasn’t sure which  but the road ran into a massive tunnel bored  no, it couldn’t have been bored; something on this scale could only be magic. The road was still twenty-five feet across, and the wall rose almost vertically for fifteen feet before gently curving together into a graceful arch, and the stone walls themselves were carved with an amazing decorative frieze of flowering vines and trees. The tunnel was lit magically in a hundred different ways, by motionless globes of light near the ceiling; by the wall itself, formed into a waterfall that shone with a cascading blue radiance that seemed to give motion to the stone, by huge crystals jutting up along the wall, carved stone flowers that reflected light, even, in one section, candles wrapped in vines, casting a reddish almost-candlelight into the tunnel. It was amazing.


  “It is amazing,” Benelaus agreed, and Nestor realized he’d spoken aloud. “Before they made this tunnel, we’d have to either go over a mountain pass that’s usually blocked, or a two hundred mile trek around,” Benelaus said. “So it’s pretty convenient, too.” He looked at the elaborate decorations on the walls. “Lord Green, Lord Winter, and Lord Ember worked together, for over two years, to make the tunnel.” As the coach moved forward, the carving on the walls changed abruptly from the tangled vines to smooth, flat planes of glistening blue-white. Nestor leaned toward the walls; they were slightly transparent; he could see into them. He looked closer, trying to see through to the rock underneath, but he couldn’t.


  “It’s a trick,” Benelaus said, knowingly. “It’s just about an inch thick, but Lord Winter and Lord Ember did something to make it look like it had depth. Something to do with the light; Lord Winter and Lord Green did the stonework, and Lord Ember worked with both of them on the lighting.”


  “I’m impressed,” said Nestor, partly because he was, and partly because it was something to say. His voice sounded a little strange to him after the long silence.


  “Me too,” said Benelaus.


  “How long is the tunnel?”


  “About two and half miles,” Benelaus said.


  “And all… like this.” It wasn’t a question.


  “There are the airlocks, too.”


  “Air… airlocks?”


  Benelaus looked over at him. “I thought you were going to be silent.”


  Nestor paused, and shrugged.


  The brown-black minotaur was quiet, and then said, “Well, you’ll see them, I suppose. We should be coming to the first one pretty soon.”


  The corridor branched to the right and left, and arrows made it clear that they were to stay on the left side. Another twenty feet brought them to a huge cylindrical wall that blocked their path. No. It wasn’t a wall. It was moving, slowly, to the right. Huge numbers were cut into the wall, and drifted, slowly, quietly across the tunnel, counting down. “This is the airlock,” Benelaus said.


  “But what… what does it do?”


  “Without them, there would be a wind in the tunnel,” Benelaus said. “Strong enough to blow us back out the tunnel. So I’m told.” Nestor nodded, and wondered if perhaps this was something that could be shut down, to block the tunnel. It seemed odd that he hadn’t seen any guards.


  The numbers continued to count down, and finally an opening in the wall came into view. Benelaus steered the coach into it. The inside was a huge circle, and what had looked like a cylindrical wall was a huge dome, slowly turning, around the stationary inside. This room  if it could be called a room  was lit with spiky hovering globes of white, blue, green, and red, and they cast diffuse shadows on the floor. The floor to the sides was the soft gray of stone, but a huge chord of blue stone where they had entered, and an equal chord of red stone directly across. The colors extended across the floor, meeting in a purplish area in the very center of the room. Benelaus just waited for the opening to rotate to the other side, and steered onward.


  The side-tunnel Nestor expected to veer sharply to the right joined up with their tunnel another fifty feet down, and they resumed their trip down the tunnel. Nestor looked back, through the other tunnel, and he thought he made out another moving wall, but he wasn’t sure. It seemed odd, though. They hadn’t met anyone else in the tunnel, and if it were used that infrequently, why would the minotaurs have chosen to have two separate airlocks for each direction? Maybe the tunnel was busy at other times? The stone of the floor didn’t seem worn, but the magicked lights along the tunnel made it clear that minotaurs  Lycaili minotaurs, at any rate  had magic to spare for that sort of thing. And that their mages worked together. And an earlier comment, from Darrus, came back to him. What were magicians?


  The tunnel stretched on, the walls as lavishly and thickly decorated as before. Nestor finally asked, “Where is everybody?”


  Benelaus shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s usually busier than this. We are coming through at night.”


  Nestor pondered that for a bit. It seemed to suggest that something… something wasn’t quite right between Ouroborous and Lycaili, if travel and transit were down. If they were down, which was just a guess. Nestor stared down the empty tunnel. Still, it seemed like a plausible guess.


  Eventually, they reached the second airlock, which looked similar to the first, and from there it was a short trip out into Lycaili Labyrinth. It was well-named; the city was built in a chaotic assemblage of canyons, and the buildings extended into the cliffs and across them. Occasional bridges provided access from one cliff to another, without the need to go down first. Benelaus seemed to know where he was going  House Gray  but when he got there, a short conversation sent them to the Patriarch’s Height, the center of government for Lycaili. Apparently Lord Fog was at a ceremony there. By the time they arrived, however, the ceremony was over and Lord Fog had gone, either to House Wide or Gray Hôte. It took nearly two more hours for Benelaus to determine that Lord Fog was at neither of those places, nor expected there, and he went back to the Patriarch’s Height, to request an audience with Lord Chimes, backed by his letters from the Ouroborous Patriarch.


  Although that got him attention, it did not fetch Lord Chimes for yet another several hours, although they were shown to a comfortable waiting room. Benelaus had closed his eyes, and was possibly sleeping, when the door opened, and the brown-black minotaur blurred and was standing upright before the doors finished opening, and a cream-colored minotaur in a sapphire-blue outfit entered. “Lord Chimes!”


  “Warrior Benelaus Ouroborous, please be welcome to Lycaili,” the cream-colored minotaur said. “I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting. Since your letters were not addressed to me, or Lord Cresphontes, I’m afraid my secretary didn’t quite pay proper attention. What can I do for you?”


  “Not at all, Lord Chimes. My letters are for Lord Fog, and I have been unable to find him. I’ve crawled all over Lycaili today, and… nobody seems to know where he is, although I understand he is in the city.”


  “Ah…” said Lord Chimes. “Yes. He went to consult with Grandmaster Kanail, and I imagine he’s there… but let me make certain.


  “Lord Fog? May I have a moment?” Lord Chimes asked, apparently to the air. A short pause followed, and then he said, “It seems you have letters from Patriarch Nicohorus, and the messenger cannot find you. Are you at Kanail’s?” Another pause was followed with “So I may send them on to you there?” Lord Chimes listened, and looked surprised. “I… there may be. A moment.” The cream-colored minotaur focused on Benelaus.


  “Is this human intended for delivery to Lord Fog?”


  Benelaus nodded. “He is, Lord Chimes.”


  “Yes, Teodor, there is. Why are you expecting a human from Ouroborous?” Another short pause, and Lord Chimes responded, “Certainly, although I confess I do not know precisely where the Grandmaster lives.” Another pause, and Lord Chimes said “That’s simple enough. I should imagine they will be there directly.” The cream-colored minotaur looked thoughtful for a moment, and then pulled a fine, thin sheet of paper from a drawer of one the waiting room stands. Another stand furnished ink and a pen, and the minotaur drew something on the paper. As he drew, he spoke. “Lord Fog is with Grandmaster Kanail, who lives about thirty minutes away. He will be there for a while and will wait on you, in any case.” Lord Chimes wafted a hand over the page, and handed it Benelaus. “That should get you there.”


  Benelaus studied the paper for a moment. “Yes, I think it will. I thank you, Lord Chimes, on my behalf and that of My Lord of Bones.”


  “You are most welcome, Warrior Benelaus. My complements to your Lord.”


  Benelaus paused. “I shall convey them, Lord Chimes.”


  “I beg you to forgive my rudeness, but I am called elsewhere.” The minotaur grimaced. “Several elsewheres.”


  “I am most appreciative of your time, Lord Chimes, and would not impose on it further.”


  “It is hardly an imposition, Warrior,” said Lord Chimes, heading for the door. “I am only sorry I do have more to spare.”


  “As am I,” Benelaus said to the closing door. He stared down at the paper again. “Well, at least we know where to find him.”


  2


  Investiture


  

  Silence filled the great stone chamber as Teodor Lord Fog finished. Dacien couldn’t help but glance around the room at the minotaurs  the other minotaurs, he reminded himself. Although Lord Fog had wanted to tell his colleagues about Dacien as soon as possible, Ruus Lord Chimes had decided otherwise. The rest of the council would be told of Lord Fog’s innovation at the next scheduled council meeting. Anything else, Lord Chimes had said, would risk more attention being drawn to Dacien then he was comfortable with. Lord Fog had argued, but ultimately, it was Lord Chimes’ decision. Dacien thought that any plan that involved surprising the a group of minotaurs as inherently conservative as the mage’s council was a poor plan, but if the decision wasn’t Lord Fog’s to make, it certainly wasn’t Lord Fog’s apprentice’s decision, especially when the innovation in question was Lord Fog’s discovery  or rediscovery  of a method to transform a human to a minotaur, and his proof was that same apprentice.


  Probably the most important minotaur present was Cresphontes Lord Lycaili, the Patriarch of the entire Lycaili clan. He sat motionless and expressionless, as he had through the earlier public ceremony that had raised Trand to Lord Run, newest mage of Lycaili. Presumably Ruus had already discussed the matter with him, and so it was not the surprise to him it was to the remainder of the council. Or maybe the formalities that the minotaurs liked so much had given him enough practice in the impassive bland countenance that even something like this couldn’t shake it. Xavien Lord Green had started the conference in a pleasant enough mood, but as Teodor had explained how he had found the feral human Dacien, discovered his unique magical skills, and then decided to transform him into a minotaur, Xavien had retreated into the same motionless stance as Cresphontes, although Xavien’s unwavering expression was one of barely restrained fury rather than the serene calm of Cresphontes. Between Xavien and Cresphontes sat Ianthos Lord Winter and his apprentice, Tarsis. Dacien thought that was unfortunate seating, as the much smaller Tarsis only served to emphasize how large Xavien, Cresphontes, and Ianthos were. When he’d been human, and had a mere human’s vision, Xavien had been a deep, glossy black. Now, with a minotaur’s vision, Xavien’s pelt shimmered with dark color, like oil catching the light as it floated over a pool of ink. Cresphontes, too, had that same dark iridescent quality, and Dacien wondered if and how closely the two might be related. Ianthos himself was a deep shimmering purple  Dacien wondered if that was the actual color of his pelt. It probably was, Dacien thought.


  The confluence of magic was befuddling to him. A single mage wasn’t bad; he’d gotten used to the cool wet gray that was Teodor’s magic, and even when there had a been a second mage, he’d managed… Practice with Teodor, however, had made him far more sensitive to the subtleties of his perceptions, and being in a room with seven other mages was… distracting. Teodor’s coolness hid the sharp, painful spikes of Metrios’ magic. The heavy swell of Xavien’s power mixed unpleasantly with the sharp cold bite of Ianthos. The faint, shifting buzz of Ruus’ power tickled his bones. Tarsis’s power constantly lurked just beyond vision, and Dacien couldn’t even feel the much weaker power Trand. And through everything was the heavy, warm feeling of exhaustion that came from Sasha. Dacien’s own signature was unique; his magic damped the signature of the others, and as an exercise, Teodor had set him to using that damping power to see how much of the council’s magic he could quash, if he tried. Without concentrating, Dacien found that his own magic quieted the others, but it didn’t entirely suppress it, and he wondered what Teodor would make of the results. His own magic, when he exerted himself  not doing anything, just concentrating on the faint, evanescent breeze of his own signature, sending it out, seemed to quell Metrios’ and Sasha’s power almost immediately. The chill severity of Ianthos was next, followed by the quirky see-me-and-don’t quality of Tarsis’ power. Ruus’ signature faded next, and then the grayness that was Teodor’s power. Then, and only then, did his power start quieting the heavy thick magic washing out from Xavien, but not completely, or even much.


  The thick syrupy power poured out even more strongly as the ebon minotaur started talking. “I cannot believe that even you, Teodor, would have been so rash.” Xavien said. Ianthos shifted slightly, to face him as the ebon minotaur continued. Dacien wasn’t quite certain how the seating was determined, but by some unlucky circumstance, Teodor sat directly across from Xavien around the huge polished stone table. “This…” he paused, looking at Dacien. “I am not sure what this is, but I do not think it is appropriate to be here.”


  “Excuse me, Xavien,” and Sasha Lord Doze’s lighter voice interrupted. “I regret that I do not follow your reasoning. Dacien is a mage, is he not?”


  “He should not be,” Xavien said grimly.


  “We can discuss that later,” Sasha said. “But, he is a mage. Is he not?”


  “Yes,” admitted Xavien.


  “And he is Teodor’s son.”


  Xavien stared angrily at Teodor. “Debatable.”


  “In what way?” broke in Ianthos. Ianthos had a voice like smooth wine; rich, deep, and calm. “What is there to debate?”


  “Teodor cannot have a son who is human, and Dacien is human,” Xavien ground out. “Brought up as a human, socialized as a human  if one can call a feral socialized  and I daresay he thinks of himself as human. Do you not, Dacien?”


  “Stop.” Cresphontes’ voice was deeper even than Xavien’s and it had a jarring buzz to it. “Regardless of whether Dacien is human or minotaur, he is entitled to either the respect you would show any minotaur apprentice, or the protection you would bestow on a human belonging to a fellow mage. Neither permits that sort of questioning, Xavien.”


  The other ebon minotaur nodded. “You are right, My Lord, and I beg your forgiveness.”


  “Still,” Teodor said, “It’s a fine question. I have no objection to my apprentice’s answering it.”


  “No?” asked Sasha, looking surprised.


  “No,” said Teodor, calmly. “None. I grant it might have been asked in a more respectful way, but there is no question that it has bearing, and I see no reason why Dacien might not speak for himself.”


  “As his master,” rumbled Cresphontes, “you undoubtedly have the right to ask him any question you wish.”


  Teodor smiled in appreciation of the ambiguity of the word, ‘master’. “So I do,” he said. “Dacien, it would please me greatly if you could respond to Xavien.”


  And just like that, every pair of eyes was staring directly at him. “Thank you, Master,” Dacien said. He took a breath, and started. “I don’t know, Lord Green. I suppose when I first woke up, after that… accident with the mirrors, I did still think of myself as human. Now… now I try to think of myself as Dacien. It’s… well. Waking up as a minotaur was… very strange. I’m not sure I really understand all the differences between minotaur and human. I’m sure it’s more than better vision, or strength, and… I hope…” Dacien faltered, looked around the room, and then at Teodor, who was watching him with… expectation? Pride? Some combination? “I have seen a great deal of good… of excellence. Courage, and… great honesty, always,” he said, looking back at Xavien. “I hope to do that well myself. Right now, I don’t know that I know who or… or what I am, yet. I owe my Master nothing less, both for the gift he has given me, and… and for myself, as well.”


  Xavien snorted. “A pretty speech. Did you learn it from Teodor?”


  “I have spoken at length with my Master about what it means to be a minotaur, and what it means to be human, Lord Green. I do not believe there is so great a distance as you seem to assume.” Dacien looked up at the huge minotaur with all the calmness he could summon. “And I think I am the only one in a position to know, Lord Green.”


  Metrios chuckled. “An excellent point.”


  “Hilarious,” said Xavien, coldly. “On Teodor’s whim a feral human is proposed  catapulted  to our ranks, and asked to bear burdens that we, who most assuredly are minotaur, can find overwhelming. I am sure Dacien is a fine and perhaps even superior human, but that does not make him suitable as a clan member, nor as a member of this council. I am opposed to his joining us.”


  “Pardon me, Xavien, but… is that not what the period of apprenticeship is for? To train and determine if a mage is rightly capable of joining us?” Teodor lifted his hands. “Perhaps I am wrong in my judgment. I think not, but then… I know I might be wrong. That is what this council is for, to be the better part of all our judgments, is it not? I propose Dacien only as an apprentice. Nothing more.”


  “For now, yes.” said Xavien. “Do not tell me that in fifty years you will not be back, arguing for his elevation.”


  “But that is the best case,” Teodor said with a faint smile. “That is the case I hope we shall have. And if things turn out the way I hope  that Dacien is a skilled mage and honorable bull  I will happily make that argument. Perhaps you will even agree with me.”


  Xavien closed his eyes. “Does nobody see the potential for disaster?”


  “Yes,” said Sasha, seriously. “Of course we do. But Xavien, how is that worse than the disaster we risk with any apprentice? It seems no greater, and… I suspect Dacien will have tighter supervision that most apprentices have.”


  “How…” breathed the ebon minotaur. “How? Weren’t you listening to Teodor?”


  “I believe so,” Sasha said, tentatively. “Did I miss something that should concern me?”


  “Dacien’s foolish magic-handling could have killed Teodor! I would have expected it to! After he’d been told not to! That would get any apprentice mage-locked.”


  “I admit to a great deal of trepidation over that,” Teodor said, after a moment. “I finally decided against locking because, first, his gift seemed unique, and… he was new to civilization.”


  “Both seem to me to be better reasons for locking such dangerous magery,” Xavien said. “Much.”


  “There may be… some truth to that,” admitted Teodor. “And yet… Ruus’ vision sent him to me.”


  “Percipience? You seek to cover that terrible decision by blaming Ruus?”


  The creamy minotaur stirred, as if to say something, but shook his head.


  “The danger seemed mine,” Teodor said, finally. “And I think… I think events have shown it to be the right decision.”


  “Events may have shown it to be a fortuitous decision, but hindsight cannot justify it,” Xavien said. “It was the wrong decision. It may have worked out well, but… it was unquestionably the wrong decision.”


  “Perhaps,” Teodor said. “But that does not make it the right decision now, either.”


  “Wait,” Sasha broke in. “Teodor. Xavien. Both of you are missing a key point. Teodor, I believe you made the right decision… for the wrong reasons.”


  “I did?”


  “I look forward to that reasoning,” said Xavien.


  “You said another apprentice  any other apprentice  would have been mage-locked. Yes?”


  “Yes,” said Xavien.


  “But any other apprentice would have been a minotaur,” said Sasha.


  “Are we not arguing that he is a minotaur?”


  “He is, now. But he was not, then.” Sasha smiled. “See?”


  Teodor looked across at Xavien, who was staring at the brown minotaur. “Sasha, I don’t think that’s… helpful.”


  “Not helpful at all,” Xavien said.


  “But he was human,” said Sasha, as if that should clarify his position.


  “Granted. More reason to lock him,” said Ianthos.


  “But that is true only if you blame his judgment,” Sasha said, surprised. “And you cannot!”


  “I certainly can,” said Xavien, quellingly. “I do.”


  “But he’s human!”


  “Sasha,” rumbled Cresphontes, warningly.


  “But he’s…” and Sasha stopped, flustered. He tried again. “You’re… he was under Teodor’s influence, of course! A feral human, just introduced to a minotaur. Of course he wasn’t thinking. Of course he acted to save Teodor! What else could he do? It’s… it’s ridiculous, absurd, a… a travesty, to judge him for that! If he’d known Teodor longer, been more settled, been around minotaurs before… then yes, certainly. But after a mere two days? How can you even consider holding him responsible?”


  There was a moment of silence at this; even Xavien looked taken aback.


  “Do you know,” said Teodor, wonderingly. “I think…”


  “Sasha is exactly right,” Ianthos said firmly. “Exactly. Thank you, Sasha. I believe the rest of us missed that cogent and extremely germane point. Entirely.”


  “Completely missed it,” agreed Metrios. “Yes, Sasha.”


  Xavien’s fingers tapped the table in some emotion that Dacien could not judge. “Yes, thank you, Sasha.” The ebon minotaur did not look particularly grateful, thought. He turned to look at Dacien again. “Human. Yes.”


  “Then,” said Sasha calmly.


  “Human,” repeated Xavien.


  “Then,” Sasha said in an agreeable tone. “Yes. Without doubt.”


  “And Teodor’s actions with Anthante? Are we to overlook that, as well?”


  “They were… hasty, perhaps,” Ianthos said somberly. “But Teodor was well within his rights. And responsibilities.”


  “That was not a deed that redounds to the benefit of Lycaili. I question his judgment.”


  “I,” said Cresphontes, “have met General Anthante. I endorse Teodor’s actions. Did you, Xavien, ever meet him?”


  “No,” the ebon minotaur said. “Nor will I.”


  Ianthos stirred. “Xavien, Anthante was an ass. Even Nikos thought he was an ass.”


  Xavien shook his head. “Very well, then. Does this council likewise endorse Teodor’s reckless experimentation with his transformation spell? Because, I think the right course of action would have been to bring it to us, and let the matter be examined. Did not Sasha a moment ago point out a critical flaw in my thinking? One that Teodor made, and Ianthos, and Metrios?”


  “Ah,” said Teodor. “Well. As to that. I plead… almost guilty.”


  “Almost?” said Metrios.


  “Almost. I did… consider bringing the matter here. After a great deal of thought, I… decided not to.” Teodor sighed. “My brothers, this council is… conservative. Very. We always trod the path of caution. I pondered this, over and over, and I became convinced of two things. First, that this spell is… needed. It was done in the days of the Creators, after all.”


  “And the other?” Xavien pressed.


  “That… it was too valuable to permit the council a chance to reject it.” Teodor looked around the table. “Brothers, imagine for a moment that I had laid this before you, ten, fifty, eighty years ago. I can imagine only one response: that I would have been forbidden to do it. And that would have been the wrong decision.”


  “So you are wiser than every other member of this council?” asked Xavien.


  “That… that is for you to judge,” Teodor said calmly. “I believe I did not exceed my authority. The experiment was made, and its results are before you, and… now, that you can see what I have accomplished, what benefits it has brought us, that I have the proof it works… now, I submit all of this to your judgment. But I could not let it be stillborn.”


  “I do not accept that this human mage’s power is as… critical as you suggest,” Xavien said, “but if it were, then how do you justify your experimenting on him?”


  Teodor smiled for a brief moment. “In the simplest possible way. Because I knew it would work.”


  “How could you possibly…” and then Xavien fell silent. “Oh.”


  All of the mages were looking at Teodor, now, most with surprise, although Sasha said, “I missed that,” in a puzzled tone.


  “Chelm was your first experiment, then?” asked Ianthos, as an oblique answer.


  “Oh,” said Sasha, under his breath, a soft sigh of enlightenment.


  “Yes.”


  The ebon minotaur’s eyes narrowed, and Xavien continued his attack. “Your first successful experiment. How many experiments… failed?”


  “Six,” said Teodor. “If you can count them as such. Nobody was in any danger, nor was anyone harmed.”


  “Really,” said Xavien. “And you just got lucky with the seventh?”


  “Not luck,” Teodor said tightly. “The first six were… to be certain the procedure was safe. I needed to test each element in isolation, before combining them.”


  “I see your point,” said Ianthos. “But… I don’t know that I agree.”


  “I was not reckless,” Teodor said. “I thought long and hard about everything I have done. I felt the risk was… acceptable. Controllable. And success… well, success would be valuable.”


  “Yes,” said Metrios. “There is that. Chelm is… very much a success.”


  “Thank you,” said Teodor.


  Xavien took a deep breath, and then let it out. “Ianthos?”


  “I think Teodor knew he should have brought this to us, and did not,” Ianthos said.


  “Trand?” asked Xavien.


  The newest lord shook his head. “I agree with Ianthos, and yet… I am not sure Teodor was wrong.”


  The ebon mage turned to the remaining lord. “Ruus?”


  “I wish Teodor had brought this to us, but… I agree with Trand. It may be that Teodor was right.”


  Teodor nodded to the cream-colored minotaur. “Thank you, Ruus.”


  “Metrios?”


  “I am with Trand, as well.”


  “Sasha?”


  The small brown minotaur shook his head. “I don’t know. I think… I think this is the most difficult of all Teodor’s actions, and yet… we are the mages of Lycaili. It’s our responsibility to make decisions like this. Where does prudent inaction turn into dereliction of responsibility? Maybe I would have made a different decision than Teodor  I think I would have, like most of you, and yet… I think it was his decision to make.” Sasha took a deep breath. “I am with Trand.”


  Ianthos took a breath. “You… yes. I must agree; it was properly Teodor’s decision to make, or to bring here. I still wish he’d brought it here.”


  “Cresphontes?” asked Ruus, turning to the Lycaili patriarch deferentially.


  “The council seems… with the single exception of you, Xavien, to… if not approve, then to fail to disapprove of Teodor. Do you still disapprove?”


  Xavien looked over at the dull gray form of Teodor. “I do. Teodor may have… not been reckless, but it was still foolish. Teodor made the decision he wanted to make, which is why questions like this are properly brought before all of us. I wonder if perhaps Teodor wasn’t under Dacien’s influence.”


  “Perhaps,” said Teodor coolly. “And yet I am no stranger to humans, unlike Dacien, who was a stranger to minotaurs. I will not defend my decision further. I accept the consequences of it, and the judgment of this council.”


  “It appears we cannot reach a consensus, Lord Cresphontes,” Ruus said.


  The Lycaili patriarch nodded. “You are still not convinced, Xavien?”


  “I am not,” Xavien said. “This should not have been done.”


  The Patriarch drew a deep breath, and let it out, looking around the table. “I disagree,” Cresphontes said finally. “If Teodor wants a son, then nothing prevents him from having one. He chose an… unusual path to paternity, I admit, but I do not think we can question his decision.” The minotaur stared directly at Dacien. “Both Chelm and Dacien are welcome additions to Lycaili. As to whether my Lord Fog used his magic unwisely… I defer to my council, whose sense is that Lord Fog’s magic was his to use or refrain from using.”


  Xavien nodded. “Very well.”


  “I ask my council to refrain from further applications of this… this transformation process, until I have had more time to think about it, and perhaps talk to some of the other Lycaili lords.”


  “That seems eminently reasonable,” said Teodor. “Since we now have information and results, rather than supposition and guesswork, on which to base our decisions.”


  Cresphontes nodded. “I think it’s important that Dacien learn what kind of responsibility he is taking on, as soon as possible, now, rather than at the end of his apprenticeship.”


  “Yes,” said Xavien, relieved. “I will take him.”


  Teodor looked alarmed. “That is a fine idea, but… he’s my apprentice.”


  “No longer,” Cresphontes said. “It’s not appropriate for you to have your son as your own apprentice. It’s a problem of objectivity.”


  “Quite so.” said Xavien.


  “It is,” Teodor agreed, slowly. “But I must wonder… would anyone else be more objective?”


  “I trust so,” Xavien said.


  “No,” Cresphontes said. “Without questioning your teaching skills or objectivity, Xavien, I don’t think you’re the right mentor for Dacien either. I would like… Sasha to take on Dacien.”


  “Me?” The brown minotaur sounded surprised.


  “Yes,” said Cresphontes. “You are my choice.” The Patriarch looked around the table. “Are there any objections?”


  “One,” said Metrios. “I love Sasha dearly. But can he teach Dacien how not to fall into lens addiction?”


  “Probably not,” admitted Sasha, sounding a little sheepish.


  “I think Sasha underestimates himself,” said Cresphontes with a deliberative calmness. “Does anyone know more about lens addiction than Sasha?” The Patriarch waited a moment for anyone else to speak. “I thought not. Also, if understood Teodor rightly, Dacien is singularly unsuited to being a lens.”


  “That is painfully true,” Teodor said. “Using Dacien as a lens is like… well, aiming dye over a waterfall. There’s a resonance with his own signature that produces an erratic amplification effect that, so far, I have been unable to control.” The gray minotaur looked at Sasha. “Sasha may have better results, of course.”


  “Perhaps I might,” said Sasha, politely, but clearly, disagreeing.


  “Nevertheless,” Cresphontes continued. “Xavien. Does this address your concerns?”


  “Some of them,” Xavien said. “I point out I have the greatest experience with training lenses, and I remain concerned over… your plans for the… best case situation.”


  “In the best of all possible worlds, there would be no such concern, and you will have ample opportunity to be heard.” said Cresphontes. “And though I love you dearly, I do not think you are well-suited to train Dacien.”


  The ebon minotaur mage turned to contemplate Dacien. “You are determined to accept him, then.”


  “I am determined to give him an opportunity,” Cresphontes corrected, coolly. “Whether I accept him… depends on him.”


  “That is just, and fair, and reasonable,” said Xavien, biting out each word. “I hope it turns out to be wise, as well. I say hope, since… I think otherwise. Sasha’s Guard, I believe, has twenty-one bulls, and three more officers of his House?”


  The brown minotaur nodded uncertainly. “Yes. Why do you comment on it?”


  “We have no idea why Teodor and myself were attacked,” Xavien said, after a moment. “We assumed we were the intended targets. I… I now wonder if that was a fair assumption.”


  “You think Dacien was the target?” Teodor asked, surprised. “I thought we agreed that was at the fringe of possibility.”


  “Something rather put it into my mind, strongly. After all, Ruus is not the only mage with percipience,” Xavien said, quietly. “What seemed unlikely then, has changed its complexion with these new developments.” The ebon minotaur paused, looking around the table. “I admit I have spent a great deal of time pondering the incident, and it becomes constantly more mysterious. I am no longer so ready to rule out scenarios, since that leaves me with, well, a great dearth of scenarios.”


  “Then… Dacien requires protection. Above and beyond what an apprentice might, normally.” said Cresphontes heavily. “Agreed. I will deal with it; let us move on.”


  “Then…” said Xavien slowly, “I do not oppose this consensus, even if I cannot join it. I do have another thought. We might simplify the situation, give Dacien more time to adjust to minotaur, let him concentrate on a single challenge at a time.”


  “How?” asked Trand, sounding interested.


  “Magelock him.” Xavien glanced calmly around the table. “Temporarily. For five years or so, a short time, let him adjust to being a minotaur without worrying about being a mage.”


  Nobody said anything, and Xavien seemed content to let the group think about it. Teodor stirred, and seemed about to say something, but apparently thought better of it.


  After a minute, Ruus finally spoke up. “Intriguing. There is some merit to the suggestion. I would not oppose it.”


  “I do,” said Ianthos almost immediately. “I believe this is offered not because it would assist Dacien  although I grant it might do so  but because it would bring his magic under control. As such, it is  and cannot be seen as anything other than  a gesture of distrust.” He looked directly across the table at Dacien. “I see no reason for such a thing.”


  “I agree with Ianthos,” Metrios said a moment later. “I do not grant that it might be helpful to Dacien. As a token of our distrust, it would be poison. He would resent us, and… I could not blame him.”


  “I am less certain,” Trand said diffidently. “Magery is dangerous; apprentices die mastering their powers. He might be willing to put them aside for a time.”


  “We could ask, I suppose,” said Teodor quietly. “I’m sure nobody would be surprised to hear that I oppose it, and to Metrios’s thoughts I add that I feel we need his talents.”


  “There’s a more serious issue with the suggestion,” Sasha said dryly. “Xavien speaks blithely of unlocking him once he was magelocked. Although I admit to the theoretical possibility of such… I have never done it. I don’t know of any case where it ever has been done. It may be reversible. It may not. It may cause permanent damage. I don’t know.”


  “Then I oppose it,” said Ruus.


  “As do I,” said Trand.


  “Put that way, it does seem… reckless,” said Teodor, with a tiny grin. “If I might call it so.”


  Xavien shrugged. “I had thought that perhaps, if you would not do the right thing for the right reason, you might do it for the wrong reason.” He took a deep breath. “I have no more straws to proffer.”


  “Other than your feeling that this is a very bad thing?” asked Sasha.


  “I offered that already,” Xavien said. “Without some stronger reason to add to it, it was judged insufficient.”


  “Well, I am not so eager to discount your intuition,” Sasha said. “I assure you, I will be alert, and watching for problems. And perhaps discovering just what problems might arise may well be worthwhile in and of itself. Does that reassure you?”


  “Somewhat,” said Xavien. “I’m not sure why; it seems like speculation heaped atop guesswork.” The ebon minotaur gazed thoughtfully over at Dacien, who tried to remain calm. “I am not comfortable with it, but it will have to do.”


  “Thank you,” Cresphontes said gravely. “I believe Ruus had another issue to bring before us?”


  “Yes,” the cream-colored minotaur said. “Two, really. First. We have discovered, thanks to Dacien and Teodor, that the far-talking spells are not secure. I do not know if anyone has listened to us, and we have not yet developed a means to listen to others, but… we know it is possible. So I have withheld some sensitive information; I crave your indulgence.”


  There was a brief mutter of agreement, and Ruus continued. “Next. We have shared a great deal of information on ninja. Two matters are extremely sensitive, and must remain within this council for now. They are not to be discussed outside this room.”


  “As bad as that,” said Ianthos, sounding both surprised and deeply unhappy.


  “I fear so. Ourobouros and Ungoliant are planning to create ninja,” Ruus said. “The Lord of Bones told us himself, and we have… credible information on Ungoliant. Venrir is looking to do so, as well, but we believe they do not have the knowledge to do so.” Ruus looked around. “We have the knowledge and capability to do so, or rather, we expect to acquire that working knowledge shortly. The question before us is… should we do so?”


  “We should add a codicil to the Xarbydis truces, outlawing ninja, that’s what we should do,” said Ianthos. “This benefits nobody.”


  “Agreed,” said Teodor, and he was quickly followed by all of the others, Trand speaking last.


  Cresphontes nodded. “I am in favor of this as well. Strongly. Ianthos. That will be your task. But, since the Truces do not at present forbid the creation of ninja, that brings us directly back to the original question. Should we train ninja?”


  “No,” said Teodor instantly. “It is an abhorrent practice.”


  “I am not far from agreeing,” Xavien said. “But that… is that relevant? What other way can we defend ourselves?”


  “I believe Ianthos suggested an effective strategy not even a moment ago,” Teodor said. “First, we outlaw the practice. I note that a training program has… requirements. A physical location. Facilities. Minotaur to be trained, and not just minotaur, but minotaur with significant tempus potential. There will be, must be, tracks. Clues. We can determine who is training ninja and take steps to express our disapproval.”


  “We can,” Metrios agreed. “And yet, until and unless Ianthos succeeds in adding such a codicil… it is a heavy burden of defense for our guard. If only a grandmaster can hope to thwart a ninja-led attack, then we needs must rely on our grandmasters. And we do not have enough to protect everyone who needs to be protected.”


  “Metrios speaks nothing but truth,” Trand said. “And our responsibilities are to the Clan first.”


  “Metrios has spoken my thoughts exactly,” said Sasha.


  “Is this not exactly like the war-spells?” Teodor said, speaking directly to Sasha. “Were you not the voice of reason, counseling that we should wait until we were forced to use them?”


  “The war-spells we could pull out at short notice,” Sasha said. “I do not know how long it takes to train a ninja, but I do not imagine it is a quick process.”


  “Five to twelve years,” said Teodor, “if I understand correctly. But the process is… abhorrent. And… once started, the trainee is… damaged. Permanently. Not all who undergo training survive.”


  “How many survive?” asked Ruus.


  “I do not know,” said Teodor. “The reference I have suggests only that… success is not guaranteed. It suggests that selecting promising candidates is a critical step.” The gray minotaur’s face had an expression of distaste. “Do not ask me what is meant by ‘promising candidate.’ I do not know. I do not want to know.”


  “You must find out, Teodor,” said Cresphontes. “You will travel to Ouroborous, and investigate the Lord of Bone’s references.”


  “How? I have some bargaining power with Nikos, but… what did you have in mind?”


  “He expressed interest in your references,” Cresphontes said, “when he was here. He made it clear that he did not need them, but they would be helpful. It suggests that he has the  pardon the phrase  the bare bones of such a program.” The Patriarch paused for a moment, and addressed Teodor more directly. “As do we, if I understand you correctly?”


  “Yes,” said Teodor.


  “And you can extract more… ah. Have you shared that quirk with Trand?”


  “No,” said Teodor. “It was restricted.


  “Enlighten him.” Cresphontes sighed. “And the apprentices, as well.”


  “As you command,” Teodor said. “Trand, you are aware, of course, that I have a primary affinity for water and air, and a secondary affinity for fire.”


  “And none for earth, yes, I am aware.”


  “I have found that… with meditation and concentration, I can pull the remnant context from written materials. Sometimes. The trick fails with things copied by scribes. But writings by a scholar, if they have been put to paper with his hand, I can… pull more meaning from the words, gain the author’s insight into the matter.”


  “That is remarkable,” said Trand. “I have never heard of such a thing.”


  “To the best of my knowledge, no other mage has duplicated this magic. Neither Ianthos nor Sasha could follow it.”


  “I see why you are such an effective researcher!”


  “It helps,” Teodor said. “Not always, and perhaps not as much as you might think. Sometimes it is better than others. Unfortunately, the only written reference I have on ninja was scribe-copied. No additional context lurks within it for me to extract.” Teodor paused. “Well. No useful context. The scribe was much concerned with reproducing precisely the lettering style, and the problems of faded ink.”


  “Written reference?” asked Ianthos. “What other information do you have?”


  “I have learned much from Dapple,” Teodor said. “There is much he remains unaware of, but… I have detected the tracks of magic in his mind. Much of the training is simply training, but some of it involves magically sensitizing the individual to the use of tempus. Of course, this is destructive to the personality and mind and soul of the trainee.” Teodor looked around the table. “I should say, victim. It is a vile practice.”


  “With ritual magic, or mindbending techniques?” asked Sasha, intently. Ritual magic? wondered Dacien.


  “An interesting question,” Teodor said slowly. “I believe that is presumed to be done ritually. But I also believe it could be reproduced by a mindbender. If… if this council’s consensus is that this thing should be done, it will require experimentation, mindbending, to determine exactly how and what needs to happen. At that point, I’m sure a talented magician could then construct an appropriate ritual. But… the thing revolts me.” Teodor paused. “I am not sure I could bring myself to do it. I see what it has done to my poor Dapple, and… I am sorry. The thought of doing that to anyone fills me with disgust and horror. I can kill  I have killed. But this… this is an unclean thing to do.”


  “I understand,” said Cresphontes, compassionately. “It is abhorrent. Nevertheless, I must ask if you are willing to continue your research into the matter?”


  Teodor nodded gravely. “I am, My Lord Patriarch.”


  “Then Ruus will arrange for you to take Dapple to Ouroborous, and you will cooperate with the Lord of Bones in advancing his program. You do not have and will not receive my permission to involve yourself in any direct mindbending.”


  “Thank you,” said Teodor. “That… I appreciate that.”


  “We must know more about ninja,” Cresphontes said. “Perhaps, Teodor, you can invent some means of protecting us from them that does not involve our creating them ourselves. That would be by far the best solution.”


  “Do you believe such exists?” asked Teodor. “Or are you simply assuaging my conscience?”


  “I believe that if anyone can find such a solution, it will be you. And I am certain you will devote your formidable powers of invention to that end,” said Cresphontes. He turned to Sasha. “Sasha?”


  “I agree with Teodor that such a program would be abhorrent,” Sasha said. “But I agreed with Metrios, as well, so I can hardly object if it is my hands that must be dirty.” The brown minotaur looked down at the table. “If it must be done, well, then I must do it.”


  “I will do my best to see that neither of you have to contemplate such a thing,” Ianthos said. “And I think I can get agreement quickly from most clans  because most clans have no idea how to make ninja. I am sure Venris considers it an unpleasant thing. And once we have a solid majority behind a ban, even Ungoliant should fall in line. It is, after all, to their benefit as well.”


  “It is?” asked Trand. “Pardon me, Ianthos, but I don’t understand that.”


  “It is, I assure you,” Ianthos nodded as he spoke. “Ungoliant has always been a powerful military clan  much of their influence comes from their army. Ninja undercut that power. Imagine, say, Ancalagon. They have nowhere near the militia that Ungoliant has, but if they could bring twenty or so ninja into the picture, then they would be in a much stronger position. For example.”


  “But then why should the smaller clans be in favor of a ban?” asked Metrios.


  Ianthos shrugged. “Because they don’t know how to train ninja. Because many  most, I hope  will be as enthusiastic to avoid doing so as we are. Because they will be against change of the current political situation. Because ninja would be disruptive. Because of a thousand reasons. Trust me, I can make a very good case to any clan, strong or weak, that banning ninja is in their interest.”


  “Ianthos knows his business,” Cresphontes said. “If anyone can seal this jar of horrors, it is he. Very well. Sasha will take on Dacien as an apprentice, Teodor will continue his research in Ouroborous, and Ianthos will see what support he can get for extending the Truces against ninja.”


  “Pardon me,” said Ruus.


  “Yes,” said Cresphontes.


  “Suppose Ianthos succeeds. How, then, do we deal with whoever is training ninja? Now and then?”


  “For now, as we are,” said Cresphontes. “For then, we will take thought. Some clans, at least, will support us. Teodor will have learned more. Perhaps even come up with a solution.” The ebon minotaur’s impassivity vanished behind a brief smile. “Do not discount his marvelous ingenuity.”


  Ruus nodded, but he was clearly still unhappy. “As you say.”


  “Good,” Cresphontes said. “Then this council is closed. Lord Fog, Lord Doze, Mage Dacien. Please stay behind, I would like a word with each of you.”


  They waited until the others had left, and Cresphontes shook his head. “I owe you a word of explanation.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor.


  “I do not agree with Xavien. Obviously. But… he has the right to be concerned. I know it seems high-handed, but somehow… you bring out the very worst in Xavien, Teodor. I judge that he will be… less frantic if the two matters most upsetting to him are separated, and Sasha… Sasha should be reassuring to him.”


  “I suppose,” said Teodor. “Yes, I know. And I am sorry. I know I provoke him but… he’s so… I just can’t help it.”


  “Dearly as I love you, Teodor, I could wish you would try harder,” Cresphontes said. “Much is not your fault. He seems to distrust anything new with a caution verging on paranoia, and you… you are filled with creativity and have a love for experimentation that… well, I think that itself provokes him.” Cresphontes sighed. “And really, it does seem inappropriate for a father to be mentor to his son. Yes, even if he’s the best suited to it, and I don’t disagree that you are best suited to handle something as, hmmm, unusual as Dacien’s talents.”


  “I thank you,” said Teodor. “But, if I may ask, why choose Sasha? I would think Metrios…”


  Cresphontes sighed. “I have good reasons, Teodor, but I don’t wish to discuss them now.”


  “As you will,” said Teodor.


  “Thank you, Teodor,” Cresphontes said. “I understand you’ve started your own guard.”


  “Yes.”


  “But you only have a senior warlord  Filius  you have not made him Master of Guard?”


  “No. I gave him the senior position to let me  and him  see if he were, in fact, prepared for that task. But he is not. To his credit, I think he realized that he is overmatched.”


  “I concur. But you must have a Master of Guard if you’re going into Ouroborous.”


  Teodor nodded. “Yes. I don’t pretend I can do it.”


  “Would you accept Osaze for the duration?” Cresphontes asked. “And Demilos as your Master of Time? You have what, eight bulls now?”


  “Yes,” said Teodor.


  “Then I will have Osaze bring another twelve. And that means Boris can serve as your Master of House. Will that be suitable?”


  Teodor nodded. “I can think of no one better suited.”


  “One of Osaze’s bulls will be Polychrome.” Cresphontes said with a touch of hesitation.


  “I see,” said Teodor. “Will he or I be in command of this mission?”


  Cresphontes sighed. “Would it offend you if he were?”


  “It is entirely reasonable for one such as he to have command,” Teodor said stiffly. “Nor can I suggest that there is any mage better suited to the task than I. If you think it best to have him in command, then, My Lord, that is what you must do.”


  Cresphontes fixed Teodor with a mild stare. “Lord Fog. That is not an answer to my question.”


  Teodor took a deep breath. “If he be in command, My Lord, I will obey him as if he were you, and respect him as the bull to whom you have given that authority. I do not see what other answer I should need to give.”


  “Again that was not the question I asked, Lord Fog, but… you are correct. This is a critical matter, Lord Fog, and… I need Polychrome in Ouroborous with you. He will have overall command, and I will have words with him on what support he may  and may not  ask of you.”


  Teodor nodded. “Of course.”


  “You’ll need to return to Mistingrise before you depart, Teodor. I want to talk to you, Osaze, and Polychrome before you leave  Please tell Ysidore to set time aside for that.”


  “I shall, Lord Patriarch. I have one request.”


  “Oh?”


  “I requested that a particular feral be remanded to me, from the second invasion, and Nikohorus was kind enough to grant it. He should be arriving from back from Ouroborous, tomorrow or the day after. I should ask that he accompany Sasha.”


  Cresphontes stared at him for a moment, and then shook his head. “Impossible.”


  “It is impossible today, I grant. Nor would I care to swing that sword… but surely, we should sharpen it. And… there may be other benefits, too, my Lord.”


  “Pardon me, my Lord, Lord Fog,” said Sasha, “but why would I take a feral with me? It would slow us down considerably.”


  “For the same reason you are taking Dacien,” said Cresphontes. “I am… the thing is too ambitious, Lord Fog, it is impossible.”


  “What use would that be?” asked Sasha, still puzzled.


  “None,” said Cresphontes.


  “It would be enlightening,” insisted Teodor. “Surely Lord Doze and his guard could keep one feral under control!”


  “Well, certainly we could,” said Sasha. “But I still don’t see why…”


  “What you are missing, Sasha, is that this particular feral was the senior military commander,” said Cresphontes. “Teodor is contemplating releasing him, or at least the possibility thereof, where he could take his experience back with him.”


  The brown minotaur paused, considering. “But that’s an excellent idea,” said Sasha, turning to Cresphontes. “A marvelous idea! Why don’t we do that? The very thing!”


  “My lords!” said Cresphontes. “Impossible!” He paused. “Teodor will assume ownership of this feral. He is just a feral, a boon begged from Nikohorus by Teodor. I do not want to be brought into the matter; it is nothing that concerns me.”


  “But, My Lord, this is a great opportunity,” the brown minotaur said plaintively. “Just because…”


  “No, no,” said Teodor quellingly. “Sasha, consider. The Patriarch is right, he has given the matter his consideration, and he made his opinion known.” Sasha turned to the gray minotaur with a look of confusion. “Why don’t I explain it later?”


  “Yes, do,” said Cresphontes. “Now. I wanted to talk to Sasha?”


  “Of course, Lord Patriarch.” and then Teodor bowed, and left the room. Sasha watched him go, and turned back to Cresphontes as the door closed.


  Sasha regarded the Patriarch dubiously. “What did you want, my Lord?”


  “What I wanted was to talk to Dacien,” Cresphontes said. “For this trip, I’m assigning Chelm to assist Milos, though.”


  “Grandmaster Chelm will undoubtedly be delighted to serve under my Master of Time,” said Sasha, even more dubiously. “I trust.”


  “He has the certainty of youth, and… of his own competence, which I admit, has taken me something by surprise. According to Kanail, he’s the best tempus master we have. Excluding Kanail, of course.”


  “Of course,” said Sasha, with a chuckle.


  “Then you haven’t heard. Ruus has informed me that Chelm will become a mage.”


  The brown minotaur froze. “That cannot be a jest.”


  “No.”


  Sasha shook his head. “Well, then. We can certainly use another mage, and from his record, I suspect he will be as frighteningly imaginative as Teodor, if… perhaps, less inclined to push our boundaries.” The brown minotaur smiled. “Perhaps it will make Xavien happier, having Chelm to keep watch on Teodor.”


  That got a tiny smile in return from Cresphontes. “Indeed. But what you don’t know, is that Chelm is not merely the result of one of Teodor’s experiments  he is also the subject.”


  “My Lord?”


  “Teodor caused him to become a potential mage. Ruus knows that, and I am adding you to that circle.”


  Sasha turned to Dacien. “Am I to take the memory from him?”


  Cresphontes snorted. “More precisely, Dacien somehow made Chelm a potential mage. Apparently he did it once by accident, and Teodor wanted to know if he could replicate the process.” A wintry smile crossed the ebon minotaur’s face. “He can. Obviously.”


  “Oh,” said Sasha, faintly. “Does… Xavien doesn’t know, does he?”


  “Just you, Ruus, and myself. Nikohorus… knows we have the capability. He may know that Dacien is the one, he may not. We hope not.” Cresphontes nodded at Dacien. “He’s a mage, but… he seems to be one with an unusual affinity.”


  “Ah,” said Sasha, in that same tone. “Puzzling. One hesitates to ask, but… what does Teodor think Dacien’s affinity might be?”


  “Magic.” Cresphontes said. “Dacien sees the patterns of magic, can affect spells as they are cast, and… apparently, trigger magic in others.”


  “Folly!” said Sasha, giving Dacien a perturbed look. “And you hand this… this… what did you call it? Jar of horrors? To me? I’m supposed to cope with this?”


  “In short, My Lord Doze, yes,” Cresphontes said, enunciating carefully. “You underestimate yourself. I think you will do well as a mentor. Dacien has been able to learn the spells Teodor showed him, and the spells Teodor has devised, but… he apparently had trouble telling what they do. But more importantly than that, Dacien needs to see just what a mage’s responsibilities are, what a minotaur’s responsibilities are, and how they are handled. You yourself have… transitioned to a vastly more involved role.” Cresphontes sighed. “I know it wasn’t easy for you, but you did… admirably. I am hoping your experience can help inform his.”


  Sasha nodded. “As you command.” He paused, and looked at Dacien again, more critically. “Oh, dear,” he said. The brown minotaur thought for a moment, and added, “and Teodor… oh, dear.” The brown minotaur looked at Dacien. “Oh, dear. I… oh.”


  “What?” asked Cresphontes.


  “I don’t know where to start,” Sasha said, shaking his head. “But Xavien would be a good place. You will have to tell him, eventually.”


  “Eventually,” said Cresphontes. “I’ll want you there.”


  Sasha sighed. “If you command it.”


  “I do.”


  “You put him under a great deal of stress, with no way to resolve it,” Sasha said softly.


  “I have no choice in the matter,” Cresphontes said.


  “No, of course not.”


  Cresphontes nodded. “So. Dacien.” Somehow, without moving, Dacien felt the Patriarch’s attention congeal on him.


  “My Lord Patriarch.”


  Cresphontes nodded very slightly. “Teodor believes that you will be a valuable addition to our Clan. Your mage-gifts, too, are welcome. I have known Teodor’s father  Thaddios. Did he ever mention Thaddios?”


  “No, My Lord Patriarch, at least, not by name.”


  “It must seem strange, to acquire family so suddenly. Did Dacien the human have family?”


  Dacien blinked. “Not really, Lord Patriarch. There might be some, but I haven’t  hadn’t  spoken with them in years.”


  The ebon minotaur gestured at the chair Ianthos had left. “Have a seat, please.” Cresphontes looked over at Sasha, and then back. “I will admit Xavien is right about this being… awkward,” the ebon minotaur admitted. “Usually, I know… a great deal about the bulls I meet. I know what their teachers think of them, what they’ve accomplished, their parents, often what they themselves want.” Another quick smile danced across his face. “And, of course, they know a lot about me.” Cresphontes gestured. “But… I know almost nothing about you, Dacien, and… I expect you know very little about me.” The Patriarch thought for a moment. “It will be easier, I think, if we can speak with the informality of friends, if you would not find that too familiar.”


  “No, Sir. I mean, I’m sorry, I mean Cresphontes.” Dacien swallowed. It just felt wrong to address the… the… well, he wasn’t sure, even now, exactly what Cresphontes was, other than very, very important.


  “I understand, Dacien,” Cresphontes said, and Dacien thought he heard a faint hint of humor. “Ask.”


  “I don’t understand,” Dacien started.


  “Ask me what you would like to know,” Cresphontes said gently.


  “What… I know you’re the Patriarch of Lycaili, but, I… I don’t know what that means, Cresphontes.”


  The ebon minotaur nodded. “Not unreasonable at all. That’s… an interesting question. I command Lycaili, advised by my Council, the Circle of Mages, the Circle of Houses, and the Circle of Guilds. To the extent they make decisions, they do so in my name, and with my approval.”


  “That… I see.” Dacien wondered what to ask. What are you going to do with me seemed out. What am I going to do he wouldn’t know. He decided on, “I suppose I represent a lot of problems for you. I’m sorry, and… I’d like to know what I can do to help you with them.”


  Hard as Cresphontes was to read, Dacien still thought he saw a flicker of interest in the minotaur’s eyes. “Thank you,” Cresphontes said. “I appreciate that.” The ebon minotaur took a breath, and then another. “First, I would say you represent them, you are not them. Although the matter is complex, and I am sure the extreme traditionalists will not see it this way, Lycaili has a long history of welcoming new blood into our clan, and… you are that.”


  “Lord Green being… traditionalist?”


  “He is,” Cresphontes said. “Ianthos and Metrios also prefer traditional approaches; Ruus and Sasha are more… adventurous. Teodor favors… well. Untraditional approaches, I suppose I could say. Trand… I don’t know where Trand will fit, yet. He seems to waver between Ianthos and Ruus.”


  Dacien nodded. “But… what can I do to make this easier?”


  “That’s… well. Let us suppose, for a moment, that you were not a mage, but a minotaur, as in fact you are, but from some other clan, among us for… what? Three months?”


  “Almost,” Dacien said.


  “Well. And then you were asked if you wanted to join us.” Cresphontes said. “I don’t think that’s enough time.”


  “But…”


  “It’s not enough time,” Cresphontes repeated. “All I want is…”


  “Pardon me, My Lord,” Sasha said.


  “Excuse me,” the ebon minotaur said. “My Lord Doze?”


  “Lord Fog begs, on behalf of Grandmaster Kanail and himself, a moment of your time, to address a question of kinship and property.”


  “What?”


  “He regrets that the matter is, to Grandmaster Kanail, beyond urgent, and only by assuring the Grandmaster that he would petition you immediately has he prevented the Grandmaster from entering the chamber,” Sasha said. “No, My Lord, I don’t…” Sasha paused.


  “Lord Fog repeats that Grandmaster Kanail is… extremely upset,” said Sasha, “and adds that he believes the matter is worth your attention.”


  Cresphontes sighed. “I take it Lord Fog cannot settle the matter himself?”


  “If he could, he would have,” Sasha said.


  Cresphontes nodded tiredly. “Yes, I know, one just hopes… Dacien, I am sorry… I am in agreement with Teodor on you, as is Sasha. If, after you have mastered your magics, you wish to join Lycaili, then… then I think Lycaili will be most fortunate. But time and only time will ease the fears of… those who are fearful. Does that make sense?”


  “It does. Thank you, My Lord Patriarch.”


  “Now, Sasha, if you would please let Lord Fog know that he and the Grandmaster may…”


  The doors slammed open as a visibly furious black-and-white minotaur stalked in. For a moment, Dacien thought it was Dapple, but no, Dapple was following Lord Fog, who was walking in more calmly  almost apologetically, Dacien thought.


  “My Lord!” said the first one, and it was Dapple’s voice, raised in anger and frustration  and then Dacien realized it wasn’t coming from Dapple, but from the other one. “My Lord! A moment of your time, My Lord!”


  “Yes, of course,” Cresphontes said, in a calm, welcoming voice that somehow still clearly conveyed that he wasn’t at all pleased by the interruption. Dacien took a prudent step back, and then Lord Doze caught his eye, gesturing behind him. That seemed like an appropriate place for an apprentice, mage or otherwise, and Dacien moved there with relief.


  “What seems to be of concern?”


  “This!” the word boiled out of the minotaur, and he raised his hand, indicating Dapple, who simply stood calmly with Teodor. “My Lord!”


  “Lord Fog’s ninja,” said Cresphontes, and Dacien thought the Patriarch sounded uncertain.


  “Lord…” started the other, and then he paused. “My Lord. Look at him. Look at him!”


  Cresphontes turned to look at Dapple, as indeed did everyone other than Teodor and Dapple himself. All Dacien saw was Dapple, standing calmly. There was a long silence.


  “He appears to be in good health,” Cresphontes finally said.


  “Good… My Lord! Look at him! And look at me!”


  Cresphontes turned back to the intruder, and… Dacien felt it rather than saw it, a moment of hesitation, no more. Sasha just seemed to freeze. Dacien glanced at Teodor, but the gray minotaur was just standing there, wearily. And then Dacien looked at the new minotaur, who sounded like Dapple. Who was the same height, and looked like Dapple, with a bright white pelt and of course he had his horns. And looked so much like him, although his marque noir were different. But other than that… he could be Dapple’s brother, Dacien thought, slowly, not sure what that could mean but… if he had a brother, then how…


  “I do see,” Cresphontes said, finally, choosing his words with a great deal of care. “But… coincidence, of course, must be ruled out.”


  “I could send for Lord Run,” Teodor said. “For my part, though, I doubt coincidence.”


  “Do so,” Cresphontes instructed tersely. A moment later, he said, warningly, “I don’t appreciate surprises, Teodor.”


  “No, My Lord,” Teodor said. “I was as astonished as you are now, just ten minutes ago when Kanail found me after the meeting. I have never really met the Grandmaster before, My Lord, and I just asked Dapple to go with him so that the Grandmaster could evaluate his skills while we were in conference.” Teodor paused. “My Lord, I know I am known for my little jests  but never on such a matter, and I would never, never make a joke out of…” Teodor paused, looking for the right word. “This,” he finally said. “I do not wring humor from the pain of others.”


  “I am relieved to hear it,” the minotaur who was Grandmaster Kanail said. “And yet you will not yield him to me.”


  “I cannot,” said Teodor, unhappily. “I am desperately regretful, but I cannot, and I cannot discuss the matter with you, on my privilege as a mage. Apply to our Lord, not to me.”


  Kanail turned to Cresphontes. “And is that so, My Lord?”


  “Yes,” said Cresphontes firmly. “That is so, Grandmaster.” Cresphontes turned back to Teodor. “You sent for My Lord Run?”


  “Oh, yes,” said Teodor. “He’s not far, he should be here any moment.”


  Any moment stretched into several long minutes, filled with a tense, uncomfortable silence, until Trand  Lord Run, Dacien corrected himself mentally  came walking in. “My Lords?”


  “My Lord Run,” Cresphontes said. “I need you to determine for me just how closely related the ninja Dapple and the Grandmaster Kanail are.”


  Trand blinked. “Yes, My Lord,” he said, sounding a bit confused, and he walked forward, and stopped, as he looked at them. “Closely, I would think.”


  “We think so, yes,” said Cresphontes. “But neither Lord Fog nor Lord Doze can make that determination…”


  “Yes, My Lord,” said Trand, and he walked over to the two minotaurs, Dapple and Kanail. “I’ll need to touch you,” he said, laying a hand gently on each one, and then putting his hands down. His face had cleared of expression as he faced Cresphontes. “My Lord, they are twins, identical twins.”


  “Not just brothers,” Teodor said, in the heavy tone of someone asking for the sake of having asked. “Fraternal twins, perhaps?”


  “Lord Fog,” said Trand, solemnly, “They are identical twins. There is no question of it.”


  Kanail stepped over, and said, angrily, “What do you know about this, Lord Fog.”


  “Not… not as much as I thought,” Teodor said. “Clearly. I beg your forgiveness, Grandmaster Kanail. You must ask the Patriarch for answers on this matter. I cannot discuss it with you.”


  “Then, My Lord Patriarch, I trust you can supply some answers!”


  Cresphontes shook his head. “I do not have them, not to the questions you have. I have promised Nikohorus the Lord of Bones access to Dapple, and consultation with Teodor, and so I cannot ask Teodor to transfer Dapple to you, although I can see that is what you want. Nor can I do without Dapple guarding Teodor  or your guarding Ianthos, who will soon be leaving to carry out… diplomacy. So Dapple must stay with Teodor for the time being, and you… must not. Grandmaster. Still. You are owed answers, and… I pledge to do my best to get them for you.”


  Kanail sighed. “I think I remember him, My Lord.”


  “What?”


  “I remember…” Kanail stopped, was silent. “Memories, I suppose. Only, of an imaginary playmate. A child’s fancy. Only… when I saw him, they came back to me. And… I wonder how much was fancy, and how much… memory.”


  “Perhaps I could be of assistance,” Sasha said, quietly. “If you wish to examine them.”


  “I would think probing his memories would be more useful,” Kanail said.


  “No,” said Teodor. “I am sorry. His early memories are gone. Ruined. Destroyed.”


  Kanail twitched. “That is not a kind thing to say.”


  “No,” said Teodor, and Dacien could hear the pain in his voice. “There is no kind way to say it. Grandmaster, your brother has been used brutally, in ways I am just beginning to understand.”


  “My Lords,” said Cresphontes. “I have other duties. Grandmaster Kanail, can you carry out my orders, and accept that I have given Lord Fog his?”


  Kanail looked at Dapple for a moment. “I can, My Lord, but…”


  “I do not think your spending time with him would be good for you or for him, however much you desire it,” Cresphontes said. “You have been wronged, and I cannot make all right, but I must ask you to trust that I will make all as right as I can.”


  “My Lord,” Teodor said suddenly.


  “Yes?”


  “Kanail’s father was… not Lycaili, was he?”


  “No, he was…” Cresphontes paused. “Kanail?”


  “Kraken, he was from Clan Kraken. But he would never discuss it. He said he had been disowned, shunned.” Kanail couldn’t tear his eyes away from Dapple.


  “Forgive me for casting doubt on your sire,” Teodor said, “but…”


  “He probably knew something,” Kanail said, and then grimaced. “He must have known… something. But he’s dead.”


  “Did he leave papers? Journals? Notes, instructions, a testament? Anything?” Teodor pressed.


  “Just what any bull might have,” Kanail said. “Nothing of interest. I went through them years ago.”


  “But you still have them?” Teodor pressed.


  “I don’t recall throwing them out, but… I suppose they’re somewhere,” Kanail said. “But there’s nothing in them.”


  “Give me permission to inspect them,” said Teodor.


  “I’ve been through them,” Kanail said again, almost angrily. “There’s nothing… absolutely nothing about… this.”


  “I don’t say you’re wrong,” Teodor said, placatingly. “But… perhaps there is something there that you did not recognize, some hint or reference that was perfectly innocent… unless the reader knew it might not be. There’s not much, you say?”


  “No,” said Kanail. “A trunk, not even full.”


  “Then it won’t take me long. Perhaps nothing will come of it, in which case I, and you, and Dapple, will be no worse off. But…”


  “Yes,” said Kanail. “I’ll get them for you. They’re at my house.”


  “Grandmaster,” Cresphontes said. “I am due elsewhere. I delegate this matter to Lord Fog; I trust that will be satisfactory for the time being?”


  “Uh, I suppose,” said Kanail. “That is, he has your permission to discuss this matter with me?”


  The ebon minotaur paused, thinking. “Grandmaster,” Cresphontes said slowly, “I grant that nobody has more right to know what… what is known, than you. But knowing it will not help you, and will not help him, and… might well make the situation worse. I release Lord Fog from his silence, but… I tell you, upon my word as your Patriarch, that the more Lord Fog reveals, the worse the situation becomes. I regret that is the case, but… it is the case, and I ask you  not to ask.” He looked towards the door, and the guard waiting impatiently there, and started walking. He shook his head with frustration. “I am sorry, but I must go.”


  “Of course.” Kanail watched Cresphontes leave, and then looked toward Teodor.


  “Grandmaster Kanail, I would beg you not to ask. I swear to you that all Lord Cresphontes has said is so, that I… I will treat your twin with all the respect I may, but I beg you not to ask.” Teodor glanced at Sasha. “It may be that I can discuss this later, without… ramification, but I cannot. Not now. I swear to you that answering these questions is not in your twin’s interest, not in Lycaili’s interest, and, to the best of my knowledge and understanding, even your interest, and to the extent that I have been given Lord Cresphontes’ authority, I assert it on that authority as well.


  “But,” Teodor continued heavily. “Lord Cresphontes was right. You have the right. I will not deny it.” Teodor looked up at Kanail. “Grandmaster. What would you have me do?”


  “You refused to answer me before.”


  “I had been forbidden to discuss it,” Teodor said. “The Patriarch has delegated his authority to me, and… since Lord Cresphontes could discuss it with you, then so can I.”


  “But that will make it worse. Somehow.”


  “He and I believe so, yes.”


  “I fail to see how it could be worse,” Kanail bit out.


  Teodor nodded. “I represent that it can be.”


  “What can you tell me… without making it worse?”


  Teodor took a breath. “I’m… not sure, Grandmaster. May I have time to consider that? A… an hour or two. Perhaps… perhaps after you have shown me your father’s journals?”


  “I don’t want my home bleached gray, Lord Fog.”


  “No, of course not.” Teodor turned to Sasha. “Lord Doze. Might I borrow your apprentice for the day?” Teodor smiled, briefly. “It would save me several days of having to ward Kanail’s home.”


  “Certainly,” Sasha said, and paused, thinking. “I’ve got a box at the symphony tonight; could you have him there by curtain?”


  Teodor blinked, taken aback. “The symphony?”


  Sasha tilted his head to glance back at Dacien. “He’s never been, has he?”


  “Well, I’ve never taken him,” Teodor said, after a moment. “But…”


  “No but,” Sasha said, firmly. “You can’t keep him locked up. It’s not good for him. Dacien, have you ever been to the symphony?”


  “I don’t think so,” Dacien said. “What is it?”


  “Music.”


  “We have music…” Dacien started, and then stopped. He wasn’t we anymore. “The Empire has music, Lord Doze.”


  “Good!” said the brown minotaur. “And you like music, do you not?”


  “Yes,” Dacien said.


  “Then I fail to see any problem,” Sasha said. “Bring him round, and have someone show him up to my box.”


  “And dinner?” asked Teodor, sounding amused.


  “My Lords,” Kanail said, “I have a seat tonight, as well.”


  “Really?” said Sasha. “Marvelous. Why don’t you bring him with you, and… it’s just me and Dacien, in the box, if you’d do us the honor of joining us. And you needn’t worry about my signature, I assure you. The box seats six. I’d invite Te, but…”


  “No, thank you,” Teodor said quickly.


  “… he’d refuse,” finished Sasha.


  “I am attending with a friend, Lord Doze,” Kanail said. “Another time I would be delighted join you, but…”


  “Ah,” said the brown minotaur. “I understand. Completely. Should you change your mind…”


  “I thank you,” Kanail said. “Lord Fog. I understand that time was… pressing?”


  Teodor turned to him. “Sasha and I are tasked with… travel, as soon as we can. So, if now is quite convenient for you?”


  Kanail looked back at Dapple for a moment. “I cannot think of anything more pressing, Lord Fog.”


  “No,” Teodor said after a moment. “I suppose not.”


  

  Dacien had subconsciously expected Kanail’s home to be… well, if not exactly like House Green, or House Wide, or House Grey, or even Mistingrise, then at least on that scale. Kanail’s home was modest  surprisingly modest. Quarters below for the three humans, and a set of three suites connected to a dining room, kitchen, a large sitting room, and a mage-lighted salle, barely enough for a single minotaur to practice in. Teodor glanced around, and settled himself at a writing-desk in the sitting room to go through the papers. He picked up the first set, and then set them down again, looking up at the clearly anxious Kanail. A finger tapped the desk. “Grandmaster,” Teodor said briskly. “I require some… time to read, and consider, and think. Do you know, in my rush to educate Dacien properly, I have entirely neglected tempus? He has been doing weapons work with Filius  a most talented instructor, I must say, but as of yet I do not have a Master of Guard or a Master of Time… and nobody has felt up to the challenge of instructing Dacien in the very basics of time. I’m sure it’s hardly a worthwhile use of your valuable time, but since you are… at loose ends, and Dacien need only be present to assist me, I wonder if, perhaps…”


  “I am occasionally engaged for such initiations,” Kanail said. “But… you have…”


  “Dapple? He says he is not qualified to do such things.”


  Kanail nodded. “Perhaps not, but I was thinking of Chelm.”


  “Chelm…” Teodor’s voice trailed off for a moment. “Yes, Chelm could, certainly. It’s just that he’s been so busy, I’ve hated to ask him…”


  “Chelm will be accompanying Sasha, will he not?”


  “Yes,” Teodor admitted. “That would provide opportunity.”


  Kanail smiled. “What you really want is me not looking over your shoulder.”


  “That had occurred to be as a potential benefit, yes. And for Dacien as well.”


  “I’ll take him,” Kanail said. “He can still… suppress your signature, right?”


  “Oh, yes,” Teodor said, picking up a paper again, and glancing over it. “Not an issue.” Teodor paused. “As long as it’s just the introductory exercises. Don’t let him slip into time. That could… disrupt his signature.”


  “Which is?”


  “Suppression of mine,” Teodor said. “Or more accurately, suppression of mage-signatures in general. Or, more accurately…”


  “That is more than sufficiently accurate,” Kanail said, cutting Teodor off. “If he does slip into time, what happens?”


  Teodor paused. “At the worst? A momentary resumption of my signature. A few seconds of exposure won’t do any harm. If he were in time for all afternoon… then, you’d probably see some effect.”


  “So a second or so…”


  “Harmless,” said Teodor, dismissively.


  “You’re the expert,” Kanail said, and then looked at Dacien. “And so… you’ve never worked with time before?”


  “No,… sir?”


  “Master,” said Teodor. “As he is instructing you.”


  “Master,” Dacien said. It felt odd, to call someone other than Teodor master, and Kanail gave him an odd look. “This is probably best done in the salle,” the Grandmaster said, slowly. “Is… is there anything I should know?”


  Teodor looked up. “It would be best if… you pretended that Dacien is much younger than he appears, as in some sense, he is.”


  Kanail looked at Dacien, and then back at Teodor. “In some sense.”


  Teodor looked back, and a smile flashed across his muzzle. “In some sense. Imagine that he was… oh, brought up by feral humans.”


  “Brought up by feral humans,” Kanail said, disbelievingly.


  “I think that’s a good analogy, yes,” said Teodor. “He learns quickly, though. Do you need to know more?”


  “I… I don’t think so,” Kanail said. “I’ll leave you to… to…”


  “My research,” supplied Teodor. “Yes. Thank you.”


  

  Kanail sat down on the wooden floor of the salle across from Dacien. “Tempus. Time. Time is the birthright of every minotaur, Dacien, and chances are you’ve already done so, just… been unaware of it. The first step to using tempus is recognizing when we touch time.”


  Dacien nodded.


  “You’ve probably already done it. Maybe in practice somewhere, where you moved something faster than you thought you could, if you’ve ever dropped something, and then caught it mid-air,” Kanail continued. “It’s natural  perfectly natural, like moving, or eating, or farting  and at first, you have very little control. That’s fine. As you get used to it, your control will develop. I want to… explain time to you, as a tempus master sees it.


  “Think of it as a river that you’re floating in. The river is time; and it carries us  all of us  into the future. A minotaur can sense that flow, feel it, and move against it or with it, and so move faster into the future  or more slowly. The more one can slow oneself, the slower the world moves around you  and you gain speed. Only it isn’t really speed, but better control over the flow of time. You’ve seen minotaurs move in tempus, haven’t you?


  “Yes,” Dacien said.


  “And they seem to speed up.”


  “Yes.”


  “But when you enter tempus, everything seems to slow down.”


  “The light dims,” Dacien said, remembering.


  “It can, or it can grow brighter,” Kanail said. “You’ve seen that happen?”


  “Yes. I was… someone was carrying me. In tempus.”


  Kanail nodded. “I understand. Yes. An advanced student can bring someone else with him, but it’s exhausting. Whoever carried you must have been good.”


  “One of Lord Green’s guards,” Dacien said.


  “That does not surprise. Lord Green is a Master-grade practitioner himself, even if he’s never officially challenged for the rank. I’d expect him to want skilled warriors, or… to expect his guard to become proficient. He sets high standards,” Kanail said approvingly.


  “For himself as well,” Dacien said.


  “Yes. The first step, as I said, is just to sense the flow of time,” Kanail said. “This is a capability that… you might not have yet. It develops somewhere between fifteen and thirty, usually towards the sooner, but… it develops when it develops. Your task is just to listen for it.


  “It might help to close your eyes,” Kanail said. “Vision can be distracting. Just… be calm. It’s there. And… when you feel it, you might not feel it like a river. Your brother describes it as a wind. I’ve heard other descriptions.”


  Dacien nodded, eyes shut, concentrating on… just being aware. He didn’t feel anything though, other than the soft flows of magic, but that wasn’t what he was trying for. At least, he thought it wasn’t.


  

  Every now and then Kanail would have him move, do some stretches, before having him settle down again, and he was dimly aware of Teodor quietly working in the next room. At one point it sounded like he was having a conversation, and then the gray minotaur was standing quietly at the door. “I hate to disturb you…”


  “Not at all,” said Kanail. “What is it.” He stared at the mage. “You’ve found something,” and his voice had an eager edge to it.


  Teodor paused. “I’ve learned a little. Your father wasn’t Kraken; he thought of himself as… Scyllan.”


  That caught Dacien’s attention, but before he could say anything, Kanail spoke. “Scyllan? I haven’t heard… what clan is Scyllan?”


  “The clan name is Scylla,” Teodor said. “And it’s been dead… or thought dead…”


  “Scylla?” Kanail asked dubiously. “Are you… there’s no mention of anything like that in those journals. Is there?”


  Teodor shrugged. “No. But… my inspection is not limited to the marks of ink on the paper.”


  “Scylla is dead,” Kanail pointed out.


  “If your father was Scyllan…”


  “If he was, and I do not grant the if, then he is dead and Scylla with him. I am Lycaili.”


  Teodor paused. “So you are. I beg your forgiveness for suggesting otherwise; I had a different chain of thought.”


  Kanail looked at him. “Then please, by all means, continue.”


  Teodor made an unhappy movement of his shoulders. “It’s not very much, I’m afraid, but… either your father was deluded, or… Scylla still exists.”


  “Hidden?”


  “Yes…” said Teodor, slowly. “But… if, if… then… why?” The gray minotaur blew out his breath in frustration. “And why… why didn’t your father… give you some idea of your heritage?”


  “Because he was ashamed of it,” said Kanail bluntly. “He was shamed. I never knew why, he wouldn’t discuss it but… I knew. I could tell that something… something weighed on his honor. And I can see why.”


  “Dapple, you mean…” Teodor said, more to himself. “Perhaps. What I got was… a sense of anger. It might be guilt; it’s… a tremendously subjective judgment. I’m not certain. Perhaps, that’s all I can say… it was directed at… his family, his… hmmm, I don’t want to call them friends, precisely, although… no,” said Teodor. “I am approximately three-quarters finished, and at that point perhaps I will know something more. I crave your patience, Grandmaster. What I’d wanted to tell you I had a communication from Lord Chimes. He’s sending over a messenger with some letters for me as well as a feral human who… will probably be badly behaved, so… I have another thing for which I must crave your indulgence.”


  “Ferals,” growled Kanail. “I do not think they should be indulged at all.”


  “He will be no trouble,” said Teodor said, as he went back to the desk.


  “Ferals always mean trouble,” muttered Kanail grimly.


  “Trouble,” replied Dacien, “is not always a bad thing.”


  The Grandmaster looked surprised, but merely said, “Let us return to the lesson, then.”


  

  The door-chime interrupted the lesson about thirty minutes later; Kanail rose. “Lord Fog’s letters, I presume,” and went quickly to the door. He opened it, and Dacien, standing beside him, recognized both persons standing there  Benelaus Ouroborous, and Commander-of-Thousands Nestor. Ex-Commander.


  The brown-black minotaur’s face lit up with a smile “Dapple! What a pleasure to see you again, although I should have realized you’d be with Lord Fog. Would you show us to him, please?”


  Dacien winced as Kanail tensed. “I,” he said in his voice that sounded almost exactly like Dapple, “am Grandmaster Kanail Lycaili, and this is my house.”


  Benelaus’ smile dissolved into confusion, and then became neutral. “I… I do beg your forgiveness. You… resemble someone else, and… and I must say you even sound like…” The minotaur stopped for a moment. “You sound like yourself, of course, and I do beg…”


  “There is very little to forgive,” Kanail said, finally. “As it happens, that… minotaur is here as well, and he does resemble me closely. And if you are indeed acquainted with him then seeing him  rather than me  open the door where you expect to find Lord Fog, is… understandable.”


  “You are kind,” Benelaus said, reverting to the more precise minotaur formality. “I am Benelaus Ouroborous, a warrior in the service of the Lord of Bones, and I carry letters and messages for Teodor Lord Fog Lycaili. Is he within?”


  “He is,” Kanail said. “Enter and be welcome, Warrior Benelaus.”


  “I thank you on my behalf and that of my Master,” the minotaur said, and walked in. Nestor followed him, saying nothing, but he was… looking around, Dacien noted.


  

  Teodor was just setting a journal down when they entered the now-crowded study, and Teodor’s face, too, twisted into a smile when he saw the brown-black minotaur. “Benelaus! What a pleasant surprise. I daresay I was due a pleasant surprise, they’ve all been quite nasty so far today… but this is both utterly unexpected and quite a treat!”


  “Thank you, Lord Fog,” Benelaus said, drawing a letter from his jacket. “This was given to me by my Master, the Lord of Bones, and I was charged to deliver it to nobody but yourself.”


  Teodor reached out and took it. “And I have it.”


  “Also, Lord Fog, I am charged to deliver to you this feral, taken in the recent action of Lycaili against invading humans, whom you begged from the Lord of Bones.”


  “Begged?” Teodor asked mildly. “To ask is not to beg, but… I’m hardly going to send him back in a fit of pique.”


  “My Master was…”


  “Hardly your concern,” Teodor said. “Dapple, please see that this feral… remains out of trouble, for the time being.”


  “Yes, Master,” said Dapple, moving over to Nestor. Both Nestor and Benelaus were glancing from Dapple to Kanail now.


  “You will allow me a moment,” Teodor said to Benelaus. He opened the letter, carefully breaking the wax over the dustbin, and glanced down it. “Nothing remarkable… well. I will need to pen a reply.”


  “Lord Fog,” Benelaus said.


  “There is more?”


  “If I could beg a courtesy from you, my Master would like to know what quality this feral has, that you should want him.”


  A tiny grin chased its away across the gray muzzle. “Indeed. Well, then, Warrior Benelaus, for your sake and for your sake alone I shall enlighten him in my reply.”


  “Then I thank you, on my behalf, and that concludes my embassy to you from my Master.”


  Teodor nodded. “You will take a reply back, though?”


  “If that is your desire, I would be happy to do so, Lord Fog, but… I… I beg a moment of your time for myself, and I am happy to wait on your convenience. I am admitted, I know, on the strength of those just-delivered messages, and I do not wish to impose on you, nor take their urgency for my own.”


  “I understand,” said Teodor. “If the matter is short, I will be happy to hear it now, if it be longer, and it can wait, I would invite you to my home tonight to discuss it in the detail it deserves.”


  “The sum is short,” Benelaus said. “Lord Fog, I have discussed this with my Master, and I have his permission to withdraw from his service. I understand that you are forming a guard.”


  “This is so,” said Teodor.


  “I ask for a place in it,” Benelaus said.


  Teodor sat down, slowly. “That is… well. Another surprise on a day full of them… I… I see no reason why not, but, and you must forgive me, I must inquire as to… why you would seek such a thing. You do not, I perceive, petition the Patriarch for admission to our clan.”


  “No,” said Benelaus. “Nor have I intention of doing so. I have no qualms nor doubts about my Master, or my clan.”


  “I am not opposed,” said Teodor. “But… I must ask why. It is, you must admit, peculiar.”


  Benelaus nodded. “In Lycaili, Lord Fog, I would simply be another guard. In Ouroborous… I am a survivor of the Occult Massacre. The survivor. The only survivor. It is not… that is not what I wish to be, Lord Fog.”


  Teodor nodded. “Yes, I… quite understand.” He paused, thinking. “I must seek the permission of the Council, to do such a thing, and I will do so directly.” He looked about, and then up at Kanail. “Grandmaster, may I impose…”


  “Second drawer on your left,” Kanail said. “Paper, pens, wax.”


  “Thank you,” said Teodor, already pulling out a sheet, and then he looked up. “Dapple, take… the feral down to the kitchen, would you, make sure he’s fed, watered, comfortable?”


  “Yes, Master. But…”


  “I know,” Teodor said. “But the Grandmaster is here, and I doubt he’d let me be harmed.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Certainly not,” said Kanail.


  “There, you see?” Teodor said. “Perfectly safe.” Dapple nodded reluctantly and he guided Nestor  gently  out of the room.


  Teodor tapped the desk thoughtfully, and began to write, quickly. About three minutes later, he folded the paper, sealed it, set it down, and started a second letter, finishing it almost as quickly as the first. “Here. Benelaus, would you be kind enough to deliver these to the Lord of Chimes? One is for him, and concerns your request. I have said that I tentatively am in favor, but will follow the recommendation of the Council on the matter. He may have questions, and… well. The other is a reply to the Lord of Bones, and I ask him to have it delivered with dispatch.” Teodor paused. “There is… one thing, Benelaus. I will probably be spending the next few months in Ouroborous; and if I am there, my guard will have to be there. Will that be… problematic?”


  “No, Lord Fog.”


  Teodor handed Benelaus the letters. “Then please take these with all possible speed. Regardless of your reception with Lord Chimes, I would be honored if you would stay at House Gray while you’re in Lycaili.


  “That… that is kind of you, Lord Fog, and I accept your hospitality with pleasure.”


  “It’s wonderful to see you again,” Teodor said. “I may be home… quite late tonight, so please tell the cook not to wait dinner on me.”


  “Certainly, Lord Fog.”


  “Teodor, please, as long as you are my guest.”


  Benelaus nodded. “As you wish, Teodor. I hope to see you later tonight, then.”


  Teodor watched him go out, and sighed.


  “Teodor?” asked Dacien. “You’re not going home tonight?”


  “No…” said Teodor, softly. “No, I trust not. There’s… too much to do, suddenly.” The gray minotaur sighed. “Everything seems to happen all at once… well, I’m almost done with this.”


  “That’s good, because I need to leave soon, and I’d like… whatever explanation you care to provide before that.”


  Teodor paused. “So soon? The symphony is not for… hours.”


  Kanail shook his head. “No, but getting ready to go takes… does Dacien have any formal clothes?”


  “He’s in them,” said Teodor mildly. “For Lord Run’s investiture.”


  “Those? They’re…”


  “Gray, yes,” said Teodor. “I know it’s not a fashionable color, but it’s all I had at Mistingrise. They’ll do for tonight.”


  “For his first time to the symphony,” Kanail said, sounding surprised and almost offended.


  “Yes…” said Teodor. “Is…”


  “It’s the symphony.”


  “It’s nice, but…” started Teodor.


  Kanail just shook his head. “You have no idea, do you?”


  Teodor looked blank. “I don’t? It’s a large auditorium. I generally have a box to myself, all the boxes are warded, after all, and…” he looked at Kanail’s disapproving expression. “I’ve enjoyed myself, when I’ve gone…” the gray mage said. “I’m certain Dacien will enjoy it.”


  “Dacien will enjoy it,” repeated Kanail, who shook his head. “That’s not… you may be an antisocial recluse, but it seems unfair to have brought Dacien up that way, under the tutelage of… feral humans.”


  “There’s some truth in that, actually,” Teodor admitted. “I am a recluse. It’s not entirely by choice.”


  “No?” Kanail sounded dubious.


  “No,” said Teodor. “First, please remember that my signature turns everything around me gray, and that makes me… less than welcome in a lot of places. Secondly, Grandmaster, I’m air-affined. The same talents that allow me to extract hidden meaning from these books… make crowds very unpleasant. No, I can’t read thoughts, as such, but that doesn’t mean I can’t be battered by them. You’ve been to the ocean, yes?”


  “Yes,” said Kanail.


  “Well, imagine standing on a beach, with waves hitting you from all directions, of all sizes, and you can’t see them coming,” Teodor said. “It’s not anything like that, but… it might give you an idea.”


  “Dacien doesn’t have that… experience. Does he?”


  “No,” said Teodor.


  “Actually, I did, this morning,” Dacien said.


  They both turned to look at him. “What?”


  “In the council chamber, with all those mages…” Dacien said. “And all of the magic. It was…” he paused. “Hard to describe. Standing on a beach getting hit by waves isn’t like it at all, but… yes, I think I understand why you say that.”


  “Well, the only other mage at the symphony will be Lord Doze,” said Kanail.


  “True,” said Teodor.


  “So there’s no concern over… battering, however inaccurate the analogy is. Have you finished those books?”


  “Yes, pretty much, there’s a little more, but I doubt I’ll find anything more. These are just household accounts, unlikely to trigger or hold any emotional context.”


  Kanail nodded in agreement. “Then, you could tell me now, since you’ve had time to think about it.”


  “I’d hardly call it that,” Teodor objected. “But… well. It’s not much. Your father left Scylla, and he was angry, possibly guilty, shamed. The obvious conjecture would be that… he had to leave one of you behind. Why he had to leave… that is a different question. And that’s… everything. Almost everything.” Teodor brought out a sheet of paper, and wrote something on it, and handed to Kanail. The Grandmaster took the sheet with a questioning look, glanced down at it, and stiffened, staring down at the paper. “I believe. It’s shown up… several times, in a generally negative context, but…”


  After a long minute, he said, “I remember this.” Kanail looked up. “Yes. Your guess is right. It… I remember this, now.”


  Teodor shook his head. “Maybe Sasha can help you remember.”


  “Not you?”


  “Sasha has… a more delicate touch than I do, on such things,” Teodor said. “We all have our specialties.”


  “Then I will talk to him tonight,” Kanail said, thoughtfully. “I find myself growing… both calmer, and angrier, together. It’s a peculiar thing.”


  Teodor nodded. “Oh, I understand that, I assure you, entirely.”


  Kanail paused. “Then I think I will take Dacien, and go. Now. I’ll send Dapple up with your feral.”


  Teodor looked over the books, and sighed. “It is likely there is nothing here. But… can you give me… five more minutes? If Dacien leaves, I’ll need to ward everything…”


  “Right,” said Kanail. “Mmmm. Pity there’s not enough time to clean and press Dacien’s clothes…”


  Teodor sighed, and gestured absently. Dacien twitched as a physical sensation of heat collided with the cool touch of Teodor’s magic. The creases and plaits of the heavily embroidered gray robes had sharpened; the fabric tightening to a just-freshly-dried firmness.


  “Now?” asked Teodor, tiredly.


  “Just let me know when you’re ready,” said Kanail, sitting down in one of the large chairs, and gesturing for Dacien to do likewise.


  Teodor nodded, and continued paging through the last journal, finally closing it with a sigh, and looking over at Kanail. “Nothing more. I didn’t really expect anything, but… you know, if I’m thorough, then I won’t miss anything, and I don’t have to wonder.”


  Kanail nodded. “I appreciate it. Can you… tell me anything more about Li  Dapple?”


  Teodor looked unhappy. “I can. If you ask me to, I will, but…”


  “I need to know.”


  Teodor nodded. “I don’t know much. His memories have been modified at least three times, and when I say modified, I mean in the sense of being destroyed. It may have happened more times, I can only be certain of three separate incidents. I can’t tell if it was a single mage three times, or multiple mages. He’s had considerable physical trauma, most of it healed by Luzeil’s predecessor  his touch is quite clear, but… there was some older healing which may have been mage or magician, I cannot tell, primarily because the older Lord of Tongs did such a complete job. Probably because the older work wasn’t to his standards  it would have been like him to redo it. He even set his horns…”


  “What happened to his horns?”


  Teodor grimaced. “Removed at the base. Cauterized, by fire or acid. His memory of the incident is… a fabrication.”


  “But you can’t tell anything about the mage who did it?”


  Teodor looked confused. “No, the horns were done…”


  “The memory, I thought every work of magic was… unique to the mage.”


  “Oh,” said Teodor. “Yes and no. Every creative use of magic is. His memory is made-up, but… it wasn’t invented by a mage. Dapple invented it. Dapple invented a lot, I can’t really make anything else out. Maybe Sasha could.”


  “What?” Kanail looked confused. “How could Dapple invent memories?”


  “Because he had to,” Teodor said simply. “We are… you and I, Dacien, Dapple, all of us, the sum of our memories. Nothing is more us that our choices and decisions and our experiences. Most often when memories are removed, that is experienced as a blankness, a void, but that’s because most mentalists are responsible practitioners who involve their patient closely in exactly what is going to be forgotten, and how. Whoever worked on Dapple was… obviously not concerned about minimizing trauma. Dapple invented memories to cover the gaps in… defense of his own self image, what was left of it. A plausible reason or rationale became the reason, and he… remembered it happening that way.”


  Kanail’s face had become stiffer and stiffer as Teodor spoke. “That’s…”


  “I told you that you wouldn’t like it,” Teodor said. “And there is nothing I can do about it. Nothing. His personality is damaged, and that damage is interlinked with his tempus abilities in a way I quite honestly do not understand, but I suspect is responsible, at least in part, for his amazing skill.”


  “If you undid the damage, would that help?”


  Teodor blinked, and shook his head. “I… first off, I can’t. Sasha might be able to, but I can’t. And it wouldn’t actually help, it would just be… more damage, not healing.”


  Kanail nodded soberly. “That makes sense.”


  “I’m sorry,” Teodor said, and Dacien felt the cool moist gray of Teodor’s magic ease out from him, wrap the room in a spell. “There is more, of course, and all of this is under council interdict. I forbid you, in the name of Cresphontes, from revealing anything of this. Do you understand, and accept my authority to do so?”


  “Yes,” Kanail said. “But…”


  “Dacien already knows this, he was there. Dapple defeated four other ninja, because he was marginally faster than any of them, but only marginally. Without Lucas and Havel, the battle might well have gone the other way, and… I don’t know that Lord Green and I could have stopped them. Speed is… speed,” Teodor said. “You know that.”


  “Yes.”


  “The four ninja shared Dapple’s pattern  and yours, white with marque noir. All of them. We did not think it was an accident. We believe that some clan or group is… deliberately breeding and training ninja. And… it looks like it might just be Clan Scylla. Our histories tell us that Xarbydis invented ninja, and that Scylla stole the secret from them. I don’t know if that is true… reading the histories has made me wonder if, perhaps, there wasn’t some evil competition between them,” Teodor said. “We first thought that this attack was a failure  Lord Green and I survived. Havel and Lord Green’s wolfen  Talosh  were killed, along with four humans, but that seemed incidental. We prepared for further attacks, or some other… action or activity.”


  “But nothing has happened, then?”


  “No.”


  “Then either the attack achieved its objective, or it was a desperation attempt that failed,” Kanail said.


  “And that is the very reasonable conclusion the Patriarch has reached, and the mage’s council,” Teodor said.


  “But not you.”


  Teodor shrugged. “I have no war-training, but I have made my share of mistakes. And my stint on duty at Mog Ford… made me realize just how complex simple military matters can be. So I wonder, if, perhaps, the attack was not at least partially a mistake.”


  Kanail paused, thought for a moment, and shook his head. “No. That sort of resource would be under the control of war-trained minotaur. No warlord would make such an error.”


  “Well,” said Teodor, “I think I can nearly agree with that, but I do believe anyone can make an error. And yes, if it was an error, it was a tremendous fiasco, but… sometimes errors, even simple errors, lead to disasters.”


  “That is certainly true,” said Kanail. “What else?”


  “And that is everything we know,” sighed Teodor. “Yes, that we know so little is… considered something worth concealing.”


  “Oh, yes,” agreed Kanail.


  “You agree?”


  Kanail nodded. “Without a doubt.”


  The gray mage was quiet for a moment. “Well, that’s it.”


  “But… what was done to him?”


  “What you see,” said Teodor. “He was broken first, then that used to build obedience, and… modified. I don’t know exactly how. We have… agents, looking into his past, very quietly, in Ouroborous, but… I know no more than that.”


  “Who is looking?”


  “I don’t know,” said Teodor. “I don’t need to know, and neither do you. We need to know only so that we, you and I, do not inadvertently say or look… we must trust that those to whom the task is appointed are capable of it, and leave it to them, even as they leave our duties to us.”


  Kanail looked taken aback, and then he nodded. “You’re right.” He took a deep breath. “Thank you, Lord Fog. I trust… you will keep me informed.”


  “Yes,” pledged Teodor. “And I promise to keep your brother as safe, and content, as I can.”


  The big white and black minotaur nodded. “Yes. Yes. Thank you, Lord Fog. I know…”


  “It is hard,” Teodor said quietly. “I am sorry. Please accept my personal sympathies in this matter, and… if there is anything I can do  that I can do  I will do it.”


  Kanail nodded, not trusting himself to speak.


  Teodor stood, paused, and said “Dapple will meet me with Nestor at the door. I thank you for your hospitality, Grandmaster.”


  Kanail nodded again, and finally managed, “It was nothing, Lord Fog,” as the gray minotaur left, and Dacien felt the magic Teodor had worked fade to nothing. The Grandmaster stood silently as Teodor’s voice drifted up, Dapple’s quieter voice sounding like some muted echo of Kanail, and then silence again.


  Kanail turned to Dacien, and grinned. “Well. Let’s go, Dacien.”


  “How much time do we have?”


  “I need to deliver you to Lord Doze in about six hours,” Kanail said. “Just enough time!”


  3


  Consolation


  

  Teodor  or Great Lord Fog, as the black-and-white minotaur said he should be called, summoned them, or at least the minotaur guard said so; Nestor heard nothing. On the other hand, he’d been eating slices of apple smeared with spicy peanut butter. Dapple, or so Lord Fog had called him, hadn’t said anything more other than offering watered apple cider for him to drink. At least it was a change from the ubiquitous oatmeal and stewed fruit. The peanut butter was a little too spicy; it burned his mouth, but the apple crunched nicely, and the weak apple cider washed it down well.


  He was just sipping the cider at a small table when Dapple turned and said, “Come,” and so he was perfectly willing to put the flagon down and follow. Dapple hadn’t answered any questions, maybe… maybe he could get something out of this Lord Fog. They climbed back up the stairs to the main quarters, to find Lord Fog impatiently waiting in the house foyer.


  “Good, good, thank you, Dapple. Please keep an eye on the human, and follow me. We should be expected. I hope.”


  “Yes, Master,” Dapple said, oddly submissively for a minotaur, Nestor thought. They left the house, and what had seemed a trick of the light and the minotaur’s own clothing turned out to be real: Lord Fog was the soft washed-out gray of a thick fog; his pelt the exact color of his clothing. Even the leather had been dyed, or treated, somehow, to match. It seemed like an odd affectation, but then Nestor had seen stranger ones. “Where are we going, then?” he asked.


  The gray minotaur stopped abruptly, and turned to look at him, and then at Dapple, and then back to him.


  “To a great disaster, I think,” the minotaur said. “I cannot have this; it will not do. Are you ignorant of how humans are expected to behave?”


  “Maybe; how are humans supposed to behave?”


  “They address their owners as master, and other minotaur as sir, although you may address this one  and only this one  as Dapple,” the gray minotaur said.


  “Why may I call him by name?”


  “That is a discussion we must have,” Lord Fog said, “at length, and later. For now, I need you to behave politely, and properly, or  and I will be honest here  you will set my political agenda back significantly. We have spoken before, yes?”


  Nestor nodded.


  “I mentioned that there were… traditionalists whom were violently opposed to considering humans as anything other than clever livestock?”


  “Not in so many words, no, but… yes.”


  The gray minotaur grimaced. “Well, we’re going to go see one of them, and you will have considerable opportunity to embarrass me, and that would be a… sort of political defeat. You do understand political defeats?”


  “Yes,” Nestor said.


  “Being attacked at that parley was one of those political defeats,” Lord Fog said. “I trust that you had nothing to do with it.”


  “No!” Nestor said, stung. “I swear that I didn’t know that was going to happen… nobody knew.”


  The minotaur shrugged. “It hardly matters. I pressed for it, I argued for it, I called in favors… I had really thought it might do some good, but… it was a setback, I don’t deny. It made me look foolish and naïve.”


  “I’m sorry,” said Nestor. He really hadn’t thought about that disastrous parley from the minotaur’s perspective, and it seemed that it was just as bad for Lord Fog as it had been for him. Only, he couldn’t really blame Lord Fog, and… Lord Fog could, with a great deal of justification, blame him. “If I had any idea that might happen, I would have… stopped it.”


  “I am relieved to hear that,” said the minotaur, glancing around the street. There were a few other humans and minotaur moving along it, but not many. “We can discuss it later, and by later, I mean tonight. I have already had a bitter lesson about putting off these little important discussions for matters that only seem urgent,” Lord Fog said wryly. “I propose to avoid the mistake a second time. However, time presses. I want you to see something  something no human has ever seen, or at least, lived to tell, and I want you to be able to tell about it. But if you cannot comport yourself as is proper to a human slave, then it won’t work.”


  “What won’t work?”


  “I want you to bear witness, hopefully to your Empire,” Lord Fog said, very quietly. “Do not repeat that, ever.”


  Nestor nodded.


  “Which of course involves returning you to your Empire,” the minotaur went on. “As a high-status human, you might be taken seriously.”


  “I would be,” Nestor said. “Yes. If you could…”


  Lord Fog shook his head. “Right now there is no consensus for doing such a thing.” He looked up at the darkening sky, high above the canyons of the city. “No human, as far as I know, has ever been released. Few humans have even desired it.”


  Ha, thought Nestor.


  “Right now, I do not know that, when conditions are right, if I can convince… the right persons… to send you back.”


  “You could just let me go,” Nestor said.


  “No,” said the minotaur. “I cannot just let you go. It would be an act of diplomacy that I am not entitled to perform, and doing so would be a betrayal of my oaths, office, and duty. It is a decision I can propose and support, but I cannot take it upon myself to do it, anymore than you could have unilaterally surrendered your army to me.


  “Come,” the minotaur said, starting to walk again. “We have, I hope, a destination.”


  “Can you tell me what you want me to see?”


  “Not really,” the minotaur said. “You should see it for yourself, judge it for yourself. An excursion leaves tomorrow, and, if you are to see what I wish you to see, you must be with them. And I will not be there, even though, with your inclusion, your bad behavior or poor comportment would reflect on me.” Lord Fog turned off the main street, ducked into a tunnel hewn from the canyon wall. “So can you play the part of a properly subdued, obedient human?”


  “Yes,” said Nestor, confidently.


  “Will you?”


  Nestor paused. “For tonight, or for this… excursion?”


  “For tonight, for now,” the minotaur sighed. “We can discuss… this excursion. Later.”


  “Pardon me, Master?”


  “Yes, Dapple?”


  “Might… might not you just send Nestor home?”


  “That is indeed an excellent suggestion, Dapple, thank you,” the gray minotaur said, and the white-and-black minotaur actually smiled, a tiny bit, at Lord Fog’s praise. “However… that would defeat the purpose.”


  “There’s something you want me to see tonight, then,” Nestor said.


  “No,” said Lord Fog. “Apparently you have some problem with your heart.”


  “The… that’s what the Lord of Bones said.”


  “He should know,” Lord Fog said. “He suggests that it is a problem that Lord Green should look at, and if I am to send you off tomorrow… it should be be dealt with tonight.”


  “He said it would require… stopping my heart to fix,” Nestor said, apprehensively.


  “I believe so,” the gray minotaur said absently. “It’s a complicated process, and not within my expertise. In any case, I need you in acceptable health before I send you anywhere.”


  “I don’t want anyone… stopping my heart.”


  “How do you propose to fix it, then?” asked Lord Fog.


  Nestor paused. “Does it need fixing? I mean, I’m taking this drink…”


  “That’s for something else,” the minotaur said. “Important, but it has nothing to do with your heart.”


  “But Darrus said…” and then Nestor paused. What had Darrus said?


  “Refer to him as my previous Master of Slave, not by his name,” Lord Fog said. “Try not to refer to any minotaur by name.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because you’ll get it wrong,” Lord Fog said patiently, “and humans aren’t encouraged to call minotaurs by name in any case. Although, I will say that it’s a good way to get our attention in an, hmmm, possibly urgent situation.”


  “Wrong?”


  “Yes, wrong,” said Lord Fog, a note of irritation entering his voice.


  “How can it be wrong?”


  The gray minotaur took a breath, let it out, and took another one. “Because when to refer to a minotaur by name, by title, and by which title is complicated. More complicated than I care to explain  or have time to explain. Better to avoid the entire morass.”


  “You told me to call him Dapple,” Nestor pointed out.


  “That is not strictly speaking a name,” Teodor said. “In any case, Dapple’s situation is… unusual, and you are sufficiently unlikely to encounter another such that you may consider a one-time exception.”


  “What makes it unusual?”


  “Dapple  like you  is property,” Teodor said. “One designates property, one does not name it. Nor is property capable of being offended.”


  “I don’t think I like the sound of that.”


  “Then you should have arranged to keep your army out of Lycaili,” the gray minotaur said coldly. “The location of the border between your Empire and Lycaili is Mog Ford, and your… military strategy clearly shows that you, in the sense of your Empire, is and were aware of that. I also would note that you  unlike the unfortunates you brought with you  presumably had the option not to come. I have some sympathy for them in that regard. Limited sympathy, I grant, but some. I have significantly less for you, as you not only chose to proceed onto our land, but you may even, though unfortunate political necessities, get to evade the consequences. It seems to me most unfair that the commander may escape the punishment of his followers, but…” the minotaur sighed. “Needs dictate.”


  “That’s… an interesting outlook,” Nestor said.


  “Oh?” The gray minotaur’s voice, already chill, got colder. “Is there some other way to look at it? Thousands of humans have been sold off to Ouroborous, who cannot possibly absorb so many. The overflow will end up in other clans… Ancalagon. Venrir. Ungoliant. I wouldn’t sell a donkey, regardless of the provocation, to Ungoliant, and… they will probably end up with thousands of your men. You, on the other hand… remain under Lycaili protection.”


  “What’s so bad about Ungoliant?”


  Lord Fog was quiet for a moment. “They consider humans expendable,” he said, with the tone of someone choosing his words with great care.


  “And you don’t?”


  “I do not,” said the minotaur. “Lycaili does not. This way.” Lord Fog went up a set of stairs that Nestor had missed, and Dapple followed behind. “It is not entirely accident, human, that Lycaili holds Mog Ford, rather than, someone like, oh, Ungoliant. That is the reason your provocations have not been answered… more forcefully in the past; the border belongs to us.”


  “Provocations? What about your raiding?”


  The gray minotaur stopped. “What?”


  “The raids, the minotaur raids, what about them?”


  “Lycaili does not  and I assure you I would know if it were otherwise  raid into what you might consider human-held lands,” Lord Fog said. “Nor… would our neighbors do so. It would be difficult, very, for any minotaur clan to launch any enterprise through Mog Ford without our knowing. We keep a very close watch on that border.”


  “That is a lie,” Nestor said, with a sort of calm anger. “Minotaurs…” and he froze, unable to move, his muscles uncooperative.


  The gray minotaur had stopped, and was looking at him. “Feral, I have, I think, been more than reasonable in dealing with you  much more than reasonable. Accommodating to a degree beyond what any other person might. I will make allowance for your unfamiliarity with civilized behavior. I will even entertain the notion that my understanding of objective reality is mistaken. But I will not be insulted.” Lord Fog stared at Nestor with displeasure. “Do not ever again accuse me of lying. Do not accuse any minotaur of lying.” The gray minotaur paused, and continued with a more amused tone. “Unless, of course, you’re trying to sabotage the conversation.” The minotaur stood for another minute, while Nestor tried to break out of… whatever… hold… the minotaur had caused, unsuccessfully. “And are willing to pay your life to do so,” the minotaur finished, the chill back in his voice. “We consider personal honor the fundamental bedrock of society and civilization.


  “Now, I am going to release you, and consider the matter of your… mistaken impression as to my honesty… closed.” And just like that, Nestor could move again.


  “I would like to apologize,” Nestor said, after a quick twitch assured him that he could move again.


  “The formal phrase is I beg your forgiveness,” the gray minotaur said quietly.


  “I beg your forgiveness,” Nestor said. “For my expressing myself carelessly.”


  “And I am glad to hear it, and I am certain I will manage to forgive you at some point,” the minotaur said, “so we may as well pretend that that point has already happened.”


  Nestor blinked, and nodded, and thought furiously. “Yes. What I wanted to say is that we… believe… we have been raided, by minotaurs, coming from Mog Ford.”


  “What a remarkable thing to believe,” the gray minotaur said after a moment of thought, and continuing onward. “I admit to… curiosity as to why… you would believe that.”


  “We have two report of minotaurs descending on villages, and… taking everyone they could find, which… is usually everyone. We have significantly more reports of empty villages, I might add, and… I have seen several of those myself.”


  “An interesting set of facts,” Lord Fog said, finally. “Very interesting. And peculiar, certainly. I cannot imagine any minotaur clan having any reason to acquire feral humans.”


  “Because we’re uncivilized and uncouth,” Nestor said, and then wished he hadn’t.


  But the sarcasm seemed to pass the gray minotaur by, as all he said was, “Yes, just so, unsocialized,” almost absently. “Very peculiar. I wonder if Dacien knows anything about it.”


  “Who?”


  “Indeed,” the minotaur said and turned into a small gate  or at least, small for a minotaur gate, which was spacious for a human, and into a surprisingly ornate garden. Lord Fog glanced around at it, and chuckled. The path led between two large posts supporting a verdigrised trellis holding small pots of plants  maybe a hundred, each tiny pot almost bursting with leaves and stems and in one or two cases, tiny flowers. A number of scents, earthy and herbal, floated in the air and then were up at the house beyond.


  Lord Fog knocked, and a human dressed in dark green opened the door almost instantly. He looked at the gray minotaur for a moment, and his eyes slid over Nestor as if the human weren’t there or didn’t matter all that much to Dapple, standing directly behind the human.


  “Great Lord,” the human said. “Please… please be welcome. I will… I will fetch my Master immediately; so that he may invite…”


  “No need,” a deep voice said clearly, and a midnight-black minotaur stepped out of the darkness behind the human. “That will be all, Cook.”


  The human vanished.


  “Be welcome,” the minotaur continued, now addressing Lord Fog, “at my home and door.” The minotaur’s eye glinted a bit. “My back door.”


  “Thank you, Lord Green. It’s a hike to go around, and I hoped you wouldn’t mind,” Lord Fog said.


  “Indeed not. Do come in, you and Dapple, who is always welcome in my home.” The minotaur finally glanced down at Nestor. “And… a feral human, of course, I should have known.” Lord Green sighed. “And it is the human who is the reason for this visit?”


  “Yes. I need him repaired,” Lord Fog said, as they walked through a hallway deeper into the house. Nestor glimpsed a kitchen to one side, and another half-open door appeared to be storage for the fine minotaur pottery.


  “I do keep a schedule for that,” the minotaur said. “Although Trand will probably have given the job to someone else by now.”


  “If he hasn’t, he will,” Lord Fog agreed. “Not that was ever a good use of his time.”


  “It was; he could sort through a great deal of things that didn’t need my attention, or that he could deal with himself, and in a number of cases, things that needed my attention urgently. As I gather this does not.”


  The minotaurs turned by some common, unspoken agreement, and began climbing a staircase. Nestor and Dapple followed.


  “Not as such, no,” the gray minotaur agreed. “But Nikos thought it would be interesting challenge for you.”


  “Did he.”


  “The very words. Here,” and Lord Fog produced the letter from his shirt, and the black minotaur accepted it gravely. “See for yourself.”


  At the top of the stairs they turned again, and a set of double doors led into a huge room, if one could call it that. Two of the walls were just normal walls, albeit covered in heavy polished wood panels. The other two, though, were glass windows, as big as the room itself. The dusk lent a reflective quality to the glass, and faint images of three minotaurs and a human moved in a backwards realm.


  Two of those mirror-minotaur sat down; the gray and the black, and the third, the white one with black, silently gave them intricately cut glass cups, and filled the tiny cups with something red that reeked of alcohol and oranges. The black minotaur sipped his, and read the letter.


  Lord Fog simply watched; letting his own drink sit untasted. The black minotaur came to the end of the letter quickly, and looked up at Lord Fog, and then over at the human.


  A moment later he shook his head. “Very questionable. The patch is half-eroded, the ribs are… not done properly, and… they don’t mention the liver or the joints. The heart is interesting, though, I do admit. Very subtle. I might have missed it if I weren’t looking specifically for it.”


  “Really.”


  “No,” the minotaur said after a moment. “Not really. But I suppose I should give Nikohorus the benefit of the doubt, after all. But… none of those things, even the liver, qualifies as urgent, other than the heart, and the patch is good for… another fourteen days, at a minimum.”


  “Still.”


  “Why is this feral worth your attention.” The words might have been a question, but they were not delivered as a question.


  The gray minotaur reached down, took the glass, and emptied it. “Good stuff.”


  “It is,” Lord Green replied.


  “I suppose I should ask if you really want to know. It’s not…”


  “What are you doing, Teodor?” asked the black minotaur. “Wasn’t this morning enough?”


  The gray minotaur sighed, set the glass down, and didn’t seem to notice as Dapple carefully filled it back up. “I’m going to send him with Dacien tomorrow.”


  Lord Green just looked baffled. “Why?”


  “Because this particular feral was the senior military officer.”


  “The one who broke your parley,” and Nestor could hear the disgust in the minotaur’s voice. That’s not… what happened, Nestor wanted to say, but he held his tongue.


  “The one who was at the parley, yes,” said Teodor. “Please, let’s not spar. I don’t… I’m sorry. I don’t have the heart for it right now.”


  “I would have thought you’d be delighted, everything going your way.”


  “Is it? You sense disaster, I thought.”


  “Yes,” said the black minotaur.


  “So do I. I think you’re right. I just think you’re mistaken as to where the disaster is going to come from.”


  “Humans,” and the word was a curse.


  “Possibly,” said Lord Fog. “No, probably. But there’s no doubt we can help it along.”


  “No doubt,” echoed Lord Green.


  “I’m thinking if they find out just what disaster really means…”


  Lord Green sipped some of the red liqueur. “They’ll know what scares us, you mean?”


  “Don’t you think it will scare them?”


  The black minotaur considered this over the remainder of his glass. “No,” he said thoughtfully, and then looked over at Nestor. “I do not think that.”


  “Well, perhaps you are too pessimistic,” Lord Fog said. “And perhaps you are right. But it is still worth trying, I think.”


  “Really? Let them know what can happen?”


  “And if it goes wrong, what have we lost?”


  Lord Green put his glass down, possibly in the expectation that Dapple would immediately refill it, and picked it up again. He took a sip. “Mystery; they learn about us, and we become… less fearsome. Nothing is so terrifying as the unknown.”


  “Nothing?” asked Lord Fog dryly.


  “The true terror of that is that after you’ve seen it,” Lord Green said, “it remains unknown.”


  The two minotaurs both stared into their glasses.


  “Then it is a bad idea,” Lord Fog suggested.


  “Yes,” said the black minotaur warily.


  “Still…”


  “Yes?”


  “Might it not be interesting to see what… he would make of it? If, in fact, he’s not… that would be… worth knowing.”


  “Mmmmm,” said the black minotaur. “Maybe.”


  “Good,” said Lord Fog. “One step. And then we can see where we are, and where to take the next.”


  “If,” said the black minotaur. “If we should take another step.”


  “Oh, we have to take a step,” said the gray minotaur. “Eventually. I’d just rather take a step when I know what the footing will be like, rather than… running out over unknown ground.”


  “Mmmmm,” the black minotaur said. “I suppose we can agree with that. But I’d point out you don’t know what the footing will be.”


  “No, I don’t,” Lord Fog agreed. “Which is why I like to do it in advance, one step at a time, with my brothers  like you  close at hand to pull me out when I misstep. And I will. But perhaps I won’t sink so far  and I know you’ll pull me out.”


  “If I’m here,” the black minotaur said.


  Both were silent, and then Lord Fog just stared at Lord Green for a moment. “I hope that does not…”


  “Yes,” interrupted the black minotaur. “I know what you’re asking, and the answer is yes, it does. I have a favor to ask.”


  “Does the Patriarch know?”


  “No, I haven’t told him yet. I was going to bring it up at the council this morning…”


  “I rather spoiled that, didn’t I?”


  “Yes. And I wasn’t so sorry.”


  “You must tell him.”


  “Obviously,” grunted the black minotaur. “I’m not one to keep… to keep…” the minotaur stopped, looked at Lord Fog with a glance of surprise. “That’s how you did it, this morning. He already knew. Didn’t he? You told him, didn’t you!”


  The gray minotaur sat back. “I… yes. I went around the council’s back, I admit it, but… I did not feel I could go around his. I told Cresphontes what I was doing, and that… I intended to proceed on my own authority.” Lord Fog paused. “I did not ask his permission, but I suppose I… I permitted him a veto, had he wished to exercise it. Long ago.”


  “Before Chelm?”


  “Yes,” Lord Fog admitted. “And he knew  vaguely  of my further intentions, that I was seeking a suitable subject. I… perhaps I have gone wrong. Perhaps this is the terrible mistake you think it is. But… perhaps it isn’t?”


  “The problem with that approach, is that once released, once the error is made, it’s… made, and others can make it,” growled Lord Green. “Nikohorus has your notes, does he not?”


  “Yes.”


  “And so it is now out of our hands,” Lord Green continued. “And so you and I are reduced to… hoping… you are right, and that I am wrong.”


  A huff of breath was followed by a quiet, “I cannot find fault with your analysis. Should I have refused Nikohorus? It seemed… impolitic. Ruus… no. I did it, I accept the responsibility.”


  “That’s harder to answer,” Lord Green said, after a moment. “I would say yes, but… an ally, an ally who had just suffered such a loss, in person,… I do not know that I would have refused.”


  “But you would never have been in such a position.”


  “No.”


  “Well. I don’t know that this helps,” Lord Fog said. “You can see to the feral, or not. It is your authority and your responsibility to make the decision. If he is ready to go, he can go, if not… then the opportunity, if it exist, is foreclosed. I want to make this possible; I am not committed to the action. But taking a step down this path makes the next step possible.”


  “I said I wanted a favor,” Lord Green said.


  “Yes.”


  “I haven’t told you what it is,” the black minotaur said, amused.


  Lord Fog shrugged. “It will not be political, because you would not ask for that kind of favor.”


  “No, I suppose not. Even if I thought you might be inclined to grant one.”


  “There’s nothing I’d like more,” protested Lord Fog. “It’s just that… well. Leave it aside. What can I do for you, that I can do, and you would ask of me?”


  “I do not… care to have happen to me what happened to Dmitri,” Lord Green said. “Will you promise me that?”


  “What happened to him was very unusual,” Lord Fog said, after a very long silence.


  “Unusual, yes,” Lord Green said quietly. “And I hope for a better outcome than that. I might even get it.”


  “Who knows?”


  “Not I, not until I get there, and… perhaps not even then. Which is why… I am vesting you, Teodor, with my authority in that case. I’ll talk to Cresphontes about that, too.”


  There was another long silence, and glasses were refilled again before the gray minotaur asked, “Xavien, are you certain you want… me? I mean…”


  “You were not my first choice. But… Lukas is no longer available.” Lord Green said. “And it is not something I want… hanging over me. I want someone… someone with fortitude. He may need it. I want someone who argues with me.” He paused. “Well. Someone who can argue with me, and will argue with me. Not necessarily someone who does argue with me.”


  “Metrios…”


  “Snivels,” said the black minotaur, dismissively.


  Lord Fog’s expression flickered with something Nestor couldn’t read, but all he said was, “Ianthos?”


  This time, the dismissal wasn’t even in words; just a half-amused, half-disgusted snort. “Doesn’t come to a decision, sees this side, that side, goes looking for other sides… no, he’d never make the decision. Worse than useless.”


  “Cresphontes? I mean, he is your cousin. And it’s not as if…”


  Lord Green shook his head. “Oh, he could do do it but… no. Never him. I refuse to burden him with that. You can do it, and you will do it, if it needs to be done… and I think you’ll know if it needs to be done.”


  “As you wish, then, Xavien. I am honored, and… I hope I will never need to act.”


  The black minotaur snorted. “I suppose I should fix up your feral, then.”


  “If you think you should,” Lord Fog said softly.


  “I think I should. I also think you should get the Patriarch’s explicit permission to proceed any farther. Will you agree to that?”


  “Yes,” said Lord Fog. “That does not change my plans one whit. I hardly think my authority stretches to diplomatic overtures, and… the last one I tried went spectacularly poorly, in any case. But I may press the possibility.”


  “And I may oppose it,” said Lord Green.


  “Well, perhaps it should be opposed, in that case.”


  “As long as we are clear.”


  “I believe we are clear, Lord Green.”


  “How pleasant to be in agreement with you, Lord Fog.”


  “I daresay it won’t last,” the gray minotaur offered.


  “All the more pleasant, then, for its very evanescence,” the black minotaur intoned, his voice almost like a chant. “Your feral…”


  “Stacy?” the black minotaur asked, baffling Nestor. “Are you…” he broke off, as if he were listening, and then continued. “Have my workroom prepared. I will need Dog and Lathe, and… they will need to be seen to afterwards. Suggestions?” Another short silence. “Acceptable. Lord Fog and I will be down shortly.” Another pause was followed by, “Yes?” Lord Green nodded knowingly. “Excellent. I trust they can wait until our guests depart?” This time the pause was followed with, “I do not think it is an inconvenience; offer them whatever refreshment they may prefer.”


  Lord Green looked at Lord Fog. “By the time we arrive, all will be in readiness.”


  “I thank you, Lord Green. I know you prefer to work alone, but any assistance I can offer will be yours, of course.”


  “I do, generally, but Breaker is not available, so… I could, in fact, use an assistant. If you could open the matrices?”


  “Yes, certainly.” Lord Green was quiet for a moment, and then put his glass down. “Do I infer correctly that you can use three lenses, simultaneously, while supporting detailed work yourself?”


  “It is not altogether simultaneous, Lord Fog,” said Lord Black, rising. “Three are set-spells, and the lens holds them, freeing my concentration for the more difficult task.”


  “Interesting,” said Lord Fog. “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen someone use multiple lenses.”


  “It’s just like using a single lens, except you’re using two. Or three. Not a remarkable thing,” demurred Lord Green. “Don’t misunderstand me, Lord Fog, there’s no better mage-healer than myself, although Basil  Lord Hunt ”


  “Venrir, yes,” interjected Lord Fog, pausing to let the other minotaur precede him through the door. The gray minotaur gestured for Nestor to follow, and they set off down a corridor.


  “ is every bit as good as I am. But working with multiple lenses is surprisingly easy. It only sounds hard.”


  “I’ll bear that in mind. Although I do agree with your categorization of your own skills, Lord Green.”


  “Thank you, Lord Fog. I appreciate that.”


  “Not at all. Perhaps I’m just seeing how long our evanescent experience can go.”


  “Hmmm. Do I sense an upcoming change of topic?”


  “A point of curiosity, and… a desire for your opinion.”


  “Ask.”


  “Mages arise uncontrollably. Admittedly, there are more in some families than others, but… it is not something that can be predicted. Yes?”


  “Yes,” said Lord Green, as the lengthening pause indicated that Lord Fog was waiting for an answer.


  “Sasha, for example, would never have entered the councils of Lycaili had he not become a mage.”


  “No,” said Lord Green. “I expect not.”


  “So. Is that randomness, that… surprise elevation of unexpected persons… a benefit to our clan? Or is it a hindrance.”


  “In the case of Sasha, I should say a benefit,” Lord Green said immediately.


  “Quite,” agreed Lord Fog. “Yet more agreement. But, of course, not every minotaur is Sasha, and even with the best of intentions, not every minotaur can rise to to the occasion so splendidly as he did. So the question remains, is the… surprise elevation to our benefit, or is it, overall, a disadvantage?”


  The black minotaur opened a door, and started down a set of stairs. “That is a difficult question,” he said finally. “I presume it has to do with your, pardon me, with Sasha’s, new apprentice.”


  “In part,” said Lord Fog. “In part it occurred to me to wonder. I myself would have probably gotten warrior-training, and returned to my family’s orchards; no part of my expectations  or desires, for that matter  involved high society.” He chuckled. “Thing have worked out differently.”


  “Somehow I doubt you would have been content with breeding new pear varietals.”


  “I might have branched out to grapes and apricots,” admitted Lord Fog. “I recall an interest in oenology. And other pursuits, but all… fairly agricultural. Mostly.”


  “You were studying ancient history intensively, as well.”


  “I enjoyed the research, as much as the subject,” said Lord Fog thoughtfully. “In any case, I present the question, and once you’ve had some time to ruminate on it, I would appreciate hearing your thoughts on the matter.”


  “Are you considering some kind of lottery for a lordship?” asked Lord Green.


  “No,” said Lord Fog thoughtfully. “I hadn’t considered that, but… it’s an interesting thought.”


  “It’s a terrible thought!” said Lord Green, shocked.


  “Maybe it is,” said Lord Fog, amiably. “But it’s interesting one. It is, in some way, how we select mages.”


  “No,” said Lord Green. “It is not.”


  They walked into a large room. Hangers on the wall held a stunning number of potted plants, giving the room an earthy smell, but they were confined to the walls. Something between a large cot and a small wood table stood in the exact center of the room, and a smaller, dusky-white minotaur was waiting at it with two crouching men, both naked, one at each end of the table. The table itself was wood, and topped with a thin green sheet or blanket. Softly glowing stones, carved into elaborately petaled flowers, shed an indirect but clear light throughout the room.


  “I’m not sure how it differs,” Lord Fog said thoughtfully. “It seems unpredictable to me. I would like to understand what difference you see in it.”


  “It isn’t purely random; the Creators built it into us just as they built the responsibility to use it wisely into us,” Lord Green said. “Thus, possession of the power is proof of one’s potential to merit it.” He paused. “For minotaurs.”


  “We are discussing minotaurs, I agree. You have a pleasant workroom, I must say.”


  “Yes,” Lord Green said, glancing about. “Have your feral disrobe, and get on the table.”


  “Do you think the Creators were so prescient? I mean… their plans seemed to go awry in… so many ways. You’re not a Creatorian, are you?”


  “No, I believe they erred substantially and repeatedly. But in this, it seems like the barest amount of consideration would show… would…” Lord Green paused, and turned to look at Lord Fog with a look of horrified surprise. “Creator’s folly, Teodor!” The black minotaur glanced about the room.


  “You,” he said, pointing at Nestor. “Disrobe. Get on the table, laying back down. My assistants will show you. I need a private word with Lord Fog before we begin this. Dog. I want you at the head of the table. Lathe, I want you at the foot. Stacy. See to it that all is ready when I… when we return.”


  “As you wish, My Lord,” the off-white minotaur said.


  “Please follow me, Teodor. I should like a word,” the still upset Lord Green said. His words might have been a question; his tone was not.


  “It would be my pleasure, Xavien.”


  The two minotaur left the room, and closed the door. The two humans quickly moved around the table, trading places. The minotaur watched Nestor for a moment, and then spoke. “You may put your clothes on the floor.”


  “Excuse me?”


  The minotaur  Stacy, Nestor thought  stared at him, and tapped the table with one hand. “Your master and My Lord may return at any moment, and I can practically guarantee that any conversation with Lord Fog will leave my Lord… unhappy. There is no reason to give him an excuse to work out his displeasure on you. Also, I understand that you are a feral, but your life will be much easier if you address minotaurs as Sir.”


  “Yes, thank you for reminding me.” As unnatural as it felt, he added a “Sir.”


  “Be doubly certain you remember with Lord Green, or address him as Great Lord,” Stacy warned. “And he gave you explicit instructions. Remove your clothing, and get on the table.”


  Nestor nodded, and stripped quickly. That felt odd, although that the other two men were naked, too, helped. Except that their names weren’t reassuring. Dog? Lathe? What sort of…


  Lord Green re-entered the room in a controlled fury. “An accident!” he snarled.


  “It was. And I am not sorry about it, either.” The other mage just sighed. “Do you still want my assistance, Lord Green?”


  “Yes.” The word was bitten off as if it, too, offended. “I will require it.”


  The gray minotaur walked over to the far side of the table, and put his hand on Nestor’s chest. “Then let us start.”


  “Not quite yet. Feral. Listen carefully, because I will need your acknowledgment. Do you hear me?”


  “Yes,” Nestor said, adding “Sir.”


  Lord Green did not seem to notice the slight hesitation. “You are going to lose the power of movement while I am working. From time to time, you will feel… odd sensations. They will not be painful, or uncomfortable  but they will be strange. Do not let them alarm you.” Lord Green put a hand on Dog’s head, and Nestor felt a lassitude sweep over him. “You can still blink. If, for some reason, you feel there is something you must bring to my attention, blink rapidly. Show me.”


  Nestor quickly tested, and found that the black minotaur was right; he couldn’t move, except for his eyelids. He blinked them quickly.


  “Good. Now, you are about to experience one of those… strange sensations. I may not always warn you, but for this first one…” the minotaur stepped around the table, and put a hand on the other human.


  Strange, thought Nestor, seemed both too little and too much for the sudden disconnection he felt, a sort of warm stirring throughout his body. Still, it didn’t hurt.


  “There. Now, Teodor… let us see what needs doing…”


  “The heart, presumably?”


  “No, that needs to happen later. I want to make sure that the circulation is working properly. Getting halfway into the heart and then discovering…”


  “I see,” said Lord Fog. “Speaking of discovering, I had every intention of consulting with you. Indeed, that’s what I was doing. I was… well, I was working my courage up to telling you. I don’t relish these… conversations. They are beyond unpleasant. Perhaps I should have just…”


  “Told me?” Lord Green set both hands on Nestor’s chest. “Heart, lungs… liver. Look at the liver.”


  “It looks fine to me,” Lord Fog said. “Yes, perhaps I should have just told you. Although… my experiences with doing that have not been significantly better.”


  “It is not fine,” Lord Green said. “Although… I will grant it probably looks fine to you. But… open it, will you?”


  “Certainly.” Nestor felt a cool bubbling in his stomach, and that continued for several minutes.


  “I will grant that I might… have overreacted, if you’d told me,” Lord Green said finally. “I’m done, by the way… nice close, nice close. I thought I’d do the shoulder next.”


  The bubbling sensation restarted in his left shoulder. “Puncture, slash, scar…” sighed Lord Green. It brought the spear he’d taken there to Nestor’s mind almost immediately.


  “Was that inflammation damage, at the bone?”


  “Yes,” said Lord Green absently. “Could have been worse, though. There. Close.” The bubbling sensations stopped. “Circulation is holding nicely. Open the heart, please. Properly.”


  “Of course.” This time, the bubbling was in his chest.


  “Yes, that’s what I needed. It’s just that… why is it always you? Never happens to Ianthos. Never happens to Sasha. Never happens to Ruus. It’s always  always  Teodor.”


  “It does seem that way. What are you doing…”


  “The entire thing has to be rebuilt. You see the dead flesh, right?”


  “Yes…”


  “Everything touching it is damaged. Almost everything touching that is damaged.”


  “That’s practically the entire heart.”


  “It is the entire heart, and a good portion of the aorta, and both vena cava, and the dexter pulmonary artery, and… yes, the sinister pulmonary veins.” said Lord Green. “I can see why Nikos left it for me. Although there’s no excuse for the liver. He could have fixed that.” A short pause. “Or the joints.”


  “Perhaps he thought that, as long as you were…”


  “You don’t need to find excuses for him.”


  “No. I do beg your forgiveness. What’s wrong with the joints?”


  “Hips and knees, don’t you… no, you wouldn’t see that. Pity you’re not earth-affined enough to see it.”


  “I am content with my abilities, Xavien.”


  “Still. You’re good at opening and closing. Generally I do that through a lens.”


  “Hard on the lens, isn’t it?”


  “What they’re there for, Teodor,” Lord Green said. “Couldn’t do what I do without them.”


  “No, that’s true enough,” sighed Lord Fog.


  “What?”


  “Can we… pass on this particular discussion, please?”


  “If you wish.”


  “I wish,” sighed Lord Fog. “Finally, it does some good.”


  That made Lord Green chuckle. “The cushioning cartilage is disintegrating. See?”


  Silence, and then, “No. It seems the right thickness. I see nothing wrong with it. What do you see?”


  “It’s coming apart. Open the matrix for me. Yes. There, exactly. Do you know, Teodor, as fulsomely infuriating as it is to talk with you, working with you is exactly the opposite. You have a fine touch.”


  “It’s kind of you to say so.”


  “No; when you open tissue up for work I can still see the structure.” A pause. “Or, in this case, the incipient disintegration of structure. Nothing gets blurred. It’s… I hate to admit it, but you may be better than I am at this.”


  “It does me little enough good.”


  “No, but it does me good,” Lord Green replied. “I may… would it be convenient for you to join me in some of my rounds?”


  “If Ruus agrees, I would be honored, although I seem to be quite pressed at the moment.”


  “The other knee, please,” Lord Green said absently. “Thank you.”


  “Not at all,” murmured Lord Fog. “It seems little enough.”


  “As opposed to resetting the spell through a lens each time?” asked Lord Green, sounding incredulous. “It’s practically a pleasure not to have to do that. And my lenses are busy, anyway… I’d need to recall Breaker.”


  “I always wondered why you needed so many,” Lord Fog said.


  “Complex healing work. Complex water spells, the extension spell itself,… four is not too many, and when I have to shift the spells they’re holding…”


  “Fatigue, yes.”


  “No. Burnout,” said Lord Green. “I’m using them, they are not letting themselves be used. And that is…”


  “I’d think it careless, then.”


  “Yes,” sighed Lord Green. “You are not far wrong. Once or twice there has simply been insufficient care to go around. And Dog and Breaker are lightweights; they can’t hold a strong spell well, and resetting the spell more than once or twice… they’re not up to that. Lathe seems to be stronger, but I’m not sure where his limits are and I’d rather not find out.


  “Elbow?”


  “Which one?”


  “Either. Ah. Thank you.”


  “Not at all, not at all. Of course you don’t want to overtask any of them. You can’t judge when they’re being overwhelmed?”


  “No, not until it happens. And it’s easy to do. None of them are even as strong as Trand.”


  “Trand,” Lord Fog said. “And are you having second thoughts about him?”


  “No… well, perhaps. I don’t doubt his competence, nor his readiness, just his strength. I’d thought… I’d thought I did. But now…”


  “He’ll be fine,” Lord Fog said.


  “I know,” Lord Green said. “Can you open up the rest of the arm, down to the hand?”


  “Maybe,” said Lord Fog. “I’ve never tried that, just… hmmm. Like that?”


  “Almost. The tendons… yes, like that. Is this a stretch for you?”


  “I’ve never done this much, but… no, it’s not too much. I might be able to open the entire arm, if you wanted.”


  “No, no, that would be…” Lord Green was silent. “Well, that would have been difficult for me. Very impressive.”


  “It’s… I don’t think I could hold more,” Lord Fog admitted. “This is fine, but… it’s at the limit of fine, if you know what I mean.”


  “I do, I do, and… really, I don’t need so much. Please don’t overextend yourself. That would be…”


  “Reckless?” The word held a hint of humor.


  “I might call it so, yes,” the other minotaur said. “Liver.”


  “Certainly.”


  “Do you see that?”


  “I… no,” sighed Lord Fog. “It seems like a perfectly healthy liver.”


  “It won’t in five years,” Lord Green said. “It’s… but why is it…” The minotaur fell silent. “Strange. Poisoned, maybe?”


  “When?”


  “A long time ago,” the minotaur said. “It’s… might have been an illness. I can’t tell what caused it, the cause is long gone, but the damage…”


  “But you can fix it,”


  “Oh, yes, yes,” Lord Green said absently. “I’ve just never seen anything leave this kind of trace before.”


  “I thought you’d seen everything.”


  “And so did I. Mushrooms, maybe?”


  “Perhaps I should bring Zebra to you.”


  “Zebra?” Lord Green gave a faint sigh. “Yet another feral?”


  “Chelm’s wrestling prodigy.”


  “Oh, yes. Why?”


  “He’s got some kind of metabolic poison build-up in his blood. I can purge it, but Trand couldn’t find an underlying cause.”


  “Really? Trand’s got a good sense for that. I’m intrigued. But I trust this is not urgent?”


  “Oh, no, not at all, we can see to it when I get back, at your convenience.”


  “Good. There. Close. Thank you. Do you think you can open the entire gut?” A moment of silence, and then, “You do have a touch. That’s magnificent. I wish you could see it as I do…”


  “I’m quite satisfied… what are you doing?”


  “Just looking. How extraordinary. I never knew… I must ask you to assist me again, Teodor. When you open like this, I can see how everything works together. I mean, I knew, but I could never see, not all of it, not all at the same time… you have no idea.” The minotaur snorted. “I barely had an idea. Why haven’t we done this before?”


  “Because our discussions of policy do not stay discussions, Xavien.”


  “If you’d just be reasonable, that wouldn’t happen.”


  “Do you know, I could say the very same thing.”


  “Yes, but…” and Lord Green stopped. “Yes.”


  “Yes.”


  “Well,” said Lord Green. “I think that takes care of your feral. Should I apply the stabilization spell, or should we just let all this work… undo itself over the next few years?”


  Stabilization spell? wondered Nestor.


  “Stabilize him, by all means, certainly,” Teodor said. “If you would be so good. I hadn’t realized… although I suppose if Nikos hadn’t bothered healing him, he wouldn’t have bothered with stabilizing him.”


  “Probably,” grunted Lord Green. “There. Good… well, not good as new, but… good.”


  A sudden chill swept over Nestor, as the two other humans who had been kneeling collapsed onto the floor.


  “Are they all right,” Lord Fog said.


  “Oh, yes…” Lord Green said. “Or they will be. I just pulled the spell. They’ll come back to themselves in a few minutes… Stacy will take care of them.”


  “Ah. Can he get up?”


  “Ask him. Probably not, though.”


  “Feral,” Lord Fog addressed him, “you may be a bit… fatigued.”


  “Exhausted, not fatigued. Perfectly normal reaction, given how much work I… we did,” Lord Green said, but Nestor felt that the comment was addressed more to Lord Fog than to him.


  “Exhausted… that’s not… well. I promised him I’d explain…”


  The other minotaur snorted. “You will have to put off your explanations. He’s going to pass out… soon.”


  “That’s…”


  “An unavoidable fact,” Lord Green said.


  “Then I should get him home,” Lord Fog said, picking Nestor up.


  “I have no objection,” the black minotaur said as he followed Lord Fog out of the room.


  That sounded perfectly natural to Nestor, but the other stopped walking to look at him suspiciously. “And what, Lord Green, do you mean?”


  “Nothing, nothing,” the black minotaur said, and now Nestor heard a faint trace of amusement leaking into his voice. “Only that it is… late, and getting later, and I had hoped to look over some few things before bed.”


  “I wouldn’t wish to keep to keep you from anything,” Lord Fog said, starting down the corridor again.


  “There’s nothing urgent,” Lord Green said, expansively. “This way, Lord Fog.”


  “Thank you.”


  Nestor was awakened out of a half-sleep by Lord Fog’s sudden halt, He turned his head, to see five more minotaur  all dressed in the same somber gray as Lord Fog, waiting for them.


  “My Lord Fog,” one of them said.


  “Oz!” said Lord Fog. “What a pleasure…” and then paused. “At least I trust it is pleasure?”


  “It is, and business,” the other said calmly. “I am much obliged to Lord Green for letting me know where to find you.”


  “Are you,” said Lord Fog.


  “As you may have forgotten, My Lord, I have been appointed your Master of Guard.” There was a short silence, and then he continued, “you were informed, were you not?”


  “I knew it was going to happen,” admitted Lord Fog. “I had no idea…”


  “The Patriarch contacted me directly after his meeting with you, My Lord. And I have been hunting you ever since. I am given to understand that you have stationed your Guard at Mistingrise, Gray Hôte, and House Gray.”


  “That seemed…”


  “I have sent orders to consolidate your Guard,” Oz continued, as if Lord Fog hadn’t spoken. “Especially when I discovered from your senior guard  Warlord Filius  that you were wandering the Labyrinth without your guard. Accompanied by a slave, and nothing else. A slave who, in all likelihood, lacks even warrior-training. Even Lord Green, My Lord, who is a tempus master himself as well as an accomplished weaponsmaster is not so rash as to wander about without his guard.”


  “Only because Havel won’t let me,” Lord Green said with a smile.


  “Indeed he will not,” said Oz. “He would be derelict in his duty to permit such a thing.” He looked meaningfully at Lord Fog.


  “I would hardly wish anyone to be derelict in their duty,” Lord Fog said, after a moment. “Welcome to my Guard, Warlord Osaze, and… I fear I do not know these other bulls.”


  “May I make known to you Warlord Hammet, Warlord Uarth, Warlord Leonidas, and Armsmaster Gregori, all now members of your Guard.”


  “I greet you all,” said Lord Fog, who seemed to have recovered his aplomb. “And I am pleased you’d consent to join my guard on a temporary basis, and I am sorry that the assignment will be, no doubt, dull.”


  “I beg your forgiveness, My Lord, but my assignment is not temporary,” Gregori said. “The Patriarch was quite clear on that point to me, and requested I make that point to you at the earliest moment.”


  “I see,” Lord Fog said. “No doubt we can discuss this at some later point.”


  “We can,” Warlord Osaze said. “Where will it please you to spend the night? House Gray or Gray Hôte? And, of course, House Wide is always open to you, Lord Fog.”


  “I’m not sure that even House Gray is large enough for my newly expanded guard,” Lord Fog said. “If it wouldn’t be imposing on you…”


  “I should be delighted to have you as a guest, My Lord, and my house is fully open.”


  “I might add that from a security perspective, House Wide is by far the most acceptable location, My Lord, Warlord,” said Grigori. “Gray Hôte would be extremely difficult to secure. House Gray is a little better. House Wide… I should rest easier if you would choose to sleep there, My Lord.”


  “Armsmaster,” said Lord Fog after a moment, “am I correct in guessing that you are an expert in security?”


  “Yes, My Lord,” Grigori said. “Security, counterespionage, and bodyguard.”


  “And… were you, of late, of Cresphontes’s personal guard?”


  “I had that honor, yes, My Lord.”


  “Well.” Lord Fog said nothing more than that.


  “My Lord?” asked Grigori.


  “I will be guided by your advice, Armsmaster. House Wide it is. I must admit that even Gray Hôte does not have so excellent a set of soaking pools.”


  “Excellent,” said Osaze. “Would you like one of us to carry the human?”


  “No, no, I’ve got him. Thank you.” The gray minotaur looked back at Lord Green, who was wearing that odd twisted minotaur grin. “And thank you, Lord Green, for your many considerations this night.”


  “Not at all, Lord Fog. Not at all.”


  4


  Symphony


  

  “I don’t think this has been one of my best days,” Kanail said as he closed the door to his house behind them. “At least we have the symphony to look forward to…” He paused. “Or, at least I do. You, on the other having never been…”


  “I’ve heard good things about it,” Dacien said, without adding, mainly from you. After all, some of them had been from Lord Doze.


  “Well, we’ve got…” he paused. “Some time. Fortunately. And I know a great way to put… problems aside.”


  Dacien nodded. “And you mentioned dinner, I think.”


  “So I did, so I did…” Kanail said. “This way,” and the black-and-white minotaur set off. “You’re not hungry now, are you? Well, it doesn’t matter, you can get a snack where we’re going…”


  “Where are we going?” asked Dacien as they moved through the twisted streets of the Lycaili maze. This was a new section of the city for Dacien, although it was making a lot more sense to him now than it had before. Part of that was just the increased familiarity, but another part, he’d realized, was yet another advantage of being a minotaur. He just seemed to know where he was now, in relation to everywhere else he’d been. So many things that minotaurs took for granted… did they have any idea of what a human’s experience of this city would be? He didn’t think so… just like they didn’t understand so many other things. Chelm, for example, had no idea that Zebra didn’t understand the patterns in his tattoos, or see the colors the way a minotaur would. Dacien had tried to explain it, and he’d thought that he’d gotten Chelm to understand about the colors, but the patterns…


  To a human, they just seemed random. To a minotaur – not. Much like these streets; they had confused him when Teodor had dragged him through them before, but now… they made sense, at least what he knew of them. Or had they been so confusing? That was another strangeness, trying to remember how things had seemed to Dacien as a human, as opposed to how they seemed now. Things had been different, very different. And he’d been… well. Docile. The way Zebra was, now, to him. He hadn’t been that way before he’d come to Teodor, and he wasn’t that way now so… how much of that could be attributed to what the minotaurs so euphemistically called influence?


  Kanail’s voice dragged him back. “Are you hungry?”


  “A little,” Dacien said. “I can wait until dinner. But where are we going?”


  “Jason’s,” said Kanail, as if that should mean something. “Teodor’s taken you, right?”


  “No,” said Dacien.


  “Where has…” and then the grandmaster paused. “Let me guess. Nowhere. Lord Fog is infamous for being… very, very private.”


  “We’ve been busy,” Dacien said.


  “Busy,” repeated Kanail, dubiously.


  “Yes, Grandmaster. Lord Fog is a council mage, and… has many duties.”


  “That’s true,” the grandmaster sighed. “I’m sure he’s at least as busy as Ruus or Ianthos. Still. Even if you were raised by ferals, that’s just more reason to bring you out. And… can you tell me just what Teodor meant by that?”


  Yes, thought Dacien. I could. “I beg your forgiveness, Grandmaster, but I’d rather not discuss it.”


  “Interesting. This… this has nothing to do with my brother, does it?”


  “No… no, I’m certain it doesn’t.”


  “Interesting,” Kanail said again.


  

  Grandmaster Kanail and Dacien arrived, after a few twists and turns, in a narrow winding canyon. Kanail stopped at a large door in a wooden wall set into a cliff face. “Here,” he said, swinging the door open. Dacien went through, into a small tunnel that opened into a larger grotto – not quite a cave. No, not a cave at all, Dacien realized. It had been carved to look like a cave, or perhaps what a minotaur would want a cave to look like. It was lit dimly with mage-lights, colored blue and green and purple hidden in realistic-looking niches or behind strangely graceful stalactites or just under stubby stalagmites. The lights cast multicolored shadows over the room, and over the desk. Water trickled down one wall, filling the chamber with the muted sound of water.


  “Sir,” said a soft voice, and a human appeared from the shadow of the desk, and then corrected itself. “Excellency! Grandmaster! And Sir! Please, be welcome at our door in the name of my Master, Jason.”


  “Thank you, Clark. I am hoping my friend – Dacien – might join me. I know the reservation was for one…”


  The human nodded. “Yes, Excellency, Sir… let me make sure…” and he rustled through some papers for a moment. “Excellency? I’m afraid you’re late, so…”


  “Unavoidable,” Kanail said.


  “Of course, Sir,” the human said. “It’s just that the reservation has a note that you’ve an appointment at sunset.”


  “And?”


  “Excellency, you wanted a blanch, dye, pedicure, manicure, basil wash, and oiling in addition to your massage, and there won’t be enough time before sunset.”


  Kanail snorted. “Well, isn’t that a conundrum. How is it that a tempus master runs out of time?”


  “Well, sir, the blanch in your case is tricky…”


  “I know,” Kanail cut him off, with a wave of his hand. “Forget the blanch and dye. Could we get out… say, a quarter to sunset?”


  The human looked at him, and then back down at his desk. “I think so, Excellency, although… it might be a little tight.”


  “Forget the oil.”


  “It’s not the oil, Excellency, it’s the massage. You have to soak for an hour before we can do it. If we could do a light massage?”


  “I suppose,” grunted Kanail, a little unhappily. “Would that leave enough time for the blanch?”


  “I’m so sorry, Excellency,” the human said. “I don’t believe so.” He smiled. “Although I don’t think you need a blanch.”


  “Yes, well, by the time I look like I need one, it’s too late,” Kanail sighed. “Fine. No blanch, no dye. Light massage. For both of us?”


  “Yes…” Clark said. He looked at Dacien appraisingly. “Sir, what… do you know what dye that is?”


  “Dye?”


  “It’s not a dye,” Kanail said. “Those are really marque roan.”


  “I’ve never seen…” started Clark, and then his mouth snapped shut. “Forgive me, Sir,” he said. “I… I wasn’t thinking.”


  “There is nothing to forgive,” Dacien said, and Kanail shot him a strange glance. Maybe minotaurs didn’t apologize to humans, or at least not formally. Dacien gave a mental sigh; there was a great deal to remember.


  “Then…”


  “You need to get into the caldarium immediately, Excellency, Sir,” Clark said, after a moment.


  “Good. Oh. I suppose you’ll want to start a tab for Dacien here, but put today on my bill, please.”


  “Yes, Excellence.”


  “I don’t think…” and Dacien paused. It didn’t seem right to him to let Kanail pay, but… did he have any money? It occurred to him that perhaps Teodor had sheltered him. No, not sheltered, kept him in… the same bubble that Teodor stayed in. Money. He’d have to find out just how money worked, among minotaurs. Presumably, it was at least similar to the Imperial system, and they had coinage, suns, Teodor had mentioned. Did they have others? Why hadn’t Teodor mentioned it?


  Just asking the question supplied the answer. Teodor was a reclusive mage who preferred to be left alone, and had the authority to be so. Questions of money were undoubtedly handled by… whom? Steward? Dacien was vaguely aware that there were a couple of minotaurs working for Teodor in Maze, maybe one of them did? Whatever minotaur commerce consisted of, Teodor was clearly not interested in it. And…


  How had he not seen it earlier? Anything that Teodor was disinterested in practically didn’t exist for him. For all his wisdom and depth of thought, the mage was just… oblivious. Anything that didn’t somehow interest him, just… vanished, taken care of, disappearing with a wave of the more prosaic magic of wealth and influence. Looked at that way, maybe Lord Green’s immense frustration with Teodor was… well, it was still irrational. Lord Green had his own issues, but Teodor…


  Teodor had them, too. It was a revelation. Somehow, when he’d been with Teodor, talking to him, working with him, studying with him… he just hadn’t noticed. Was it accidental? Mindbending? Only, thinking back to what Teodor had explained a skilled mindbender could do, it wasn’t something that one could just wake up from, away from the mage. Mindbending was the permanent change of someone’s mentality, memories, and thoughts – Teodor had called it butchery of the soul. And then gone on to explain that, sometimes, that sort of work was used to repair damaged minds, like a chirurgeon would cut away damage flesh. Teodor had admitted that he knew the rudiments of that work, but that he found it distressing. “It pains me to do,” Teodor had said. “I am grateful there is little call for me to do it. I do not mind examining a mind; but to… change it, that… that is a terrible thing.” Maybe it was just Teodor himself; his quiet intensity just made you overlook anything that Teodor overlooked. It wasn’t real for Teodor, so somehow… it became less real for everyone around him. And, of course, since he, Dacien, had so little experience with minotaurs to begin with, anything outside of Teodor’s accustomed orbit barely existed anyway. Small wonder, then, that Dacien hadn’t noticed the gaps.


  “Dacien?” asked Kanail, apparently for a second time. “May I put this on my tab?”


  “Yes,” Dacien said, coming out of his thoughts. “That’s very kind of you, thank you.”


  “It is very little,” the grandmaster said dismissively.


  

  Bowing attendants – male humans, unsurprisingly, took both of them into the washing chamber, where they were quickly and efficiently given a sudsy scrubbing, and thorough rinse. Another few steps took them into a larger cave – and Dacien thought this one might have been a real cave chamber once – with several pools. Four minotaurs lounged in the largest central pool, but he and Kanail were taken to a smaller one with a single blue-pelted occupant. It proved to be hot, even by minotaur standards, and Dacien’s breath of surprise was answered by Kanail.


  “We need to soak in the caldarium for at least ten minutes.”


  “It seems hot.”


  “The hot water makes our hooves easier to work,” Kanail.


  The blue minotaur looked up, shook his head, and sighed. “First time?”


  “Yes,” said Dacien.


  “I might have been here once or twice,” Kanail said.


  “Is that so?” the other said.


  “I’m taking the day off.”’


  “Well, so am I,” the blue minotaur said. “It seemed like a good day for it.” A brief smile flickered across his face. “Kanail, who’s your friend? And… are those real? I don’t recall, no, I’ve never seen marque blanc on a roan.”


  “They’re real,” Dacien said.


  “Unusual. Impressive, though.”


  “Bryant, this Dacien. Dacien, Warlord Bryant, of the Patriarch’s Guard.”


  “No,” corrected the blue minotaur. “I am not a member of the Patriarch’s guard. I was, yesterday, but today, I am not. I am simply Bryant.”


  “What?” The word came from a stunned Kanail.


  Bryant shrugged. “There’s no point in keeping it a secret. I was thrown out of the Patriarch’s guard.”


  “Why?” Kanail said. “That’s… forgive me. I’m sorry. But that’s… absurd! Why?”


  “There is nothing to forgive, and as to why, I’d like to know myself,” Bryant sighed. “The Patriarch reassigned me to the Circle. Which is to say, removed me from his guard.” The minotaur shook his head. “I won’t pretend I’m not disappointed but… well, there are other things to do. I’ll resign tomorrow.”


  “Tomorrow?”


  “Tomorrow. I can’t resign today,” Bryant said. “The Patriarch pointed out, correctly, that since I’ve been transferred, he is unable to accept my resignation. Since this guard is reporting to the Circle, I’ll have to tender my resignation to the Master of Guard, and the Patriarch wouldn’t tell me who that is. I imagine he is under the impression that I will change my mind by tomorrow.”


  “That seems… strange.”


  The blue minotaur shrugged. “It’s confused. Perhaps the Patriarch hadn’t decided yet whom he wanted as Master of Guard. Whatever it is, I want no part of it. Guarding the Patriarch is… worthwhile. Guarding the Circle chambers is… well, I don’t really see that they need that much protection. I appreciate that he didn’t just dismiss me, but… I think I would rather have been dismissed.”


  Dacien nodded. “I think I know something about that,” he said, hesitantly, “but I don’t know what I can say.”


  “Is that so?” Bryant said, interested. “Then you shouldn’t say anything, that would be my opinion.”


  “I agree,” Kanail said. “But I do think I can introduce you.”


  “Didn’t you do that?”


  “Dacien is the son of Teodor Lord Fog, and has just become Lord Doze’s apprentice,” said Kanail.


  The blue minotaur looked at Dacien with thoughtfully. “That is… truly interesting,” Bryant said. “I didn’t know Lord Fog had another son. Although I understand where that lovely roan comes from, now.”


  “It is impressive, isn’t it,” Kanail said. “I’m more curious about the white, actually.”


  Bryant looked puzzled, and then shrugged again. “I suppose there are more white than roan minotaur.”


  “Many,” said Kanail dryly. “But there is only one responsible.”


  “Kanail?” asked Dacien.


  The white-and-black minotaur glanced over at him. “Perhaps we should move to some other topic.”


  “Yes,” said Dacien.


  “Well, I am interested in how Lord Fog could have a son without anyone knowing about it,” Bryant said.


  “Some topic other than me,” Dacien clarified.


  “Yes, of course,” Bryant said. “I do beg your forgiveness.”


  “It’s nothing,” Dacien said.


  “Well, I’ll swallow my curiosity, then. Are you here for a massage?”


  “Full treatment,” said Kanail. “Although there won’t be enough time for a massage.”


  “That’s a shame,” Bryant observed. “Is that why Jason isn’t here with you?”


  “No,” Kanail said. “He’s meeting me later. At the symphony.”


  “You’re taking Dacien?” Bryant sounded puzzled.


  “No,” said Kanail. “He’s going, though. With Lord Doze.”


  “Oh,” said Bryant, nodding. “That makes sense, of a sort, although… one does wonder why Dacien is with you, now. It does cure me of any conceivable desire to go to the symphony tonight, though.”


  “Why?” asked Dacien.


  Bryant looked a little surprised, and then nodded. “Well, because I don’t care to run into Lord Doze socially tonight, before I know just what’s going on with this reassignment. He’s supposed to be a good fellow, easier to get along with than…” Bryant stopped, and said, “others, but I can wait for tomorrow.” He grinned. “Don’t have much choice.”


  “No,” Kanail agreed.


  “And it looks like I leave you now…” Bryant said as one of the attendants came in with a huge towel.


  “Sir?” The attendant said. “Are you ready for your session, Sir?”


  “Very much,” Bryant said, standing up in the hot water, and making his way up the stairs. Even in the warm air of the caldarium, the thick blue pelt steamed as he used the towel not so much to dry himself as to push the water out. “Perhaps I’ll see you later,” he said, back to Kanail and Dacien.


  “It’s not impossible,” Kanail answered.


  “Good, good,” and Bryant casually gave the towel back to the attendant, and strode off, deeper into the complex. Dacien watched him go. He’d seen other minotaurs naked, of course, but… Bryant was just… well…


  “You’re staring,” Kanail said, softly.


  “Sorry,” said Dacien, turning his head back. “I’ve… never seen a blue minotaur before. It’s… I don’t know, it just seems strange. Ian… Lord Winter, was sort of the same.”


  “Blues are unusual,” Kanail admitted. “But there are a lot of them in Lycaili, more… Teodor really kept you cloistered, didn’t he?”


  “Not… not exactly,” Dacien said. “Effectively, I suppose, but… he didn’t have much choice. I know it seems strange, but it was… it is, a strange sort of situation.”


  “Sure,” said Kanail. “But if you want to discuss it with someone, Dacien, I’d listen.”


  “I… I don’t know what I can say,” Dacien said.


  “Well, that’s…” Kanail paused. “Things do tend to become strange around Teodor, if today was any example.”


  “Oh, yes,” Dacien said fervently. “You have no idea.”


  They sat companionably in the hot water, letting it relax them, until Dacien pointed at an odd wooden contraption with heavy leather straps. “What… what is that?” It looked like a crucifixion platform, on wheels, with leather… ropes? Straps? And a… handle with gears?


  “That?” asked Kanail. “Oh, the winch. Think about it, if you tried to lift me out of the water as dead weight – if I couldn’t help you – it would be hard, but you could do it. A human, however, couldn’t. The winch is for them, if something happened to a minotaur, and they needed to lift us out of the water. Wouldn’t take a human much longer than it would you to wrestle me out.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien. “That doesn’t sound likely.”


  “No, but it’s not impossible for someone to pass out, and in the hot water, that would be dangerous. Might as well have the winch.”


  Dacien nodded, and about that time the same human came to tell them they were ready.


  

  It didn’t take long; Dacien’s hooves were declared to be nearly perfect – just needing a little sanding – and the trim on his pelt and nails took much less time than he’d thought. Even the massage itself was quick.


  “Too quick, really,” grumbled Kanail, as they walked out of the massage room. “If Lord Fog hadn’t taken so long at my house…”


  “You could have left,” Dacien pointed out.


  “Not knowing what he’d found out? No,” Kanail said softly. “No I could not.”


  “I can promise you that my… that Lord Fog made a very large hole in his day to do that,” Dacien said, a little miffed. “I know he seems… remote, and… and uncaring.”


  “He does,” agreed Kanail.


  “He’s not,” Dacien said. “There’s nobody, absolutely nobody, who cares more than he does. And there’s nobody who cares more about Dapple, either. As much, I’ll grant you that, but more? Nobody. Nobody.”


  “Hmm,” said Kanail, as they went back through the tunnel into the bathing room. “I… want to believe you. We have enough time for a short soak,” he said, changing the subject. “No, no, not the hot water.” Kanail gestured over to the other, larger pool. “That’s the warm water. If we had more time I could do a hot soak and a cold plunge…” he said, looking regretfully at the tiny little pool.


  “Cold?”


  “Yes,” said Kanail. “In fact…” the minotaur walked over to the small pool and strode right down the stairs, until all but his head was covered. He stayed in for only a few seconds, coming back out and then heading directly for the large pool. He got in quickly, and sighed. “That’s nice. You should try it. Although the cold plunge isn’t to everyone’s taste.”


  It was… different, Dacien decided. Certainly it produced an intense chill – although nowhere near what he remembered as fully human, and then the hot waters were that much hotter. Kanail moved back and forth between the chill and heat. Dacien discovered that after a few transits, he felt… not tired, but relaxed in the way he was relaxed after several hours of swordwork, or a day spent marching. It wasn’t a lack of energy, though, but more a lack of desire to move.


  The massage that followed amazed him. Three men worked on him, and another three on Kanail, on pair of low tables set next to each other in a small grotto lined with ferns, and smelling of earth. Their efforts, after the hot soak, left him almost dazed. The simple act of moving off the table, and just rinsing the herbed lotion from his pelt seemed like too much effort. After a minute or three, though, Kanail sighed, and pushed himself up off the table. “How was your first massage? Real massage?”


  “This was great,” Dacien said, reluctantly getting up himself. “But I’ve had massages before.”


  “Is that so? I thought…” and Kanail paused. “Well, Lord Fog warned me you were… no, that you came from a strange situation. I suppose it’s even stranger than I thought.”


  “Yes,” Dacien said. “I think it probably is.”


  “But you can’t talk about it?”


  “I… best not. It’s… it’s complex. I’d be explaining things for hours, and I’m not even sure what I can talk about and what I can’t.” Dacien said. “I imagine it will all be revealed, eventually.”


  That earned him another puzzled look, but the other minotaur just nodded his head. “I’m sure it will be interesting.”


  “Oh, that’s another safe bet,” Dacien said. “Did you say something about something to eat?”


  “Oh, yes. But we need to dress first,” Kanail said, and turned to the attendant. “We will need assistance dressing.”


  Dacien wondered at that, but he had to admit that it was a lot easier to don the elaborate clothes with help. He was just putting back on the elaborately decorated gray robes he’d worn at the morning’s ceremony, but Kanail had more to deal with. Kanail was a spectrum of blues; midnight indigo boots that faded to a softer twilight blue at their tops, merging into merely deep blue trousers, fastened with a belt a shade lighter. His tunic and vest were sky-blue, the tunic embroidered with glittering blue sapphire thread, and the tunic buttoned with what Dacien hoped was merely blue glass – but was probably sharply-cut sapphire. Silver bracelets set with yet more sapphires went on his wrists, and a heavy silver chain set with sapphires went over that. A gold and emerald brooch fastened at the neck, as contrast, and a dark indigo half-cloak was tied loosely over that.


  Kanail nodded approvingly as he looked into mirror. “And now, something to eat.”


  

  Something to eat turned out to be a strange kind of combination dining room and store, something like a tavern, but, like most things minotaur, different. The store didn’t have rooms for travelers, and although it served wine and beer, that was just part of its real business – selling meals, like a great feast hosted by a senator, with less variety. But the point of the business wasn’t to impress or overwhelm with a lavish display of food, but just to sell… the experience, Dacien supposed, of a talented chef without having to hire or buy one and equip a huge kitchen. They were served by polite, self-effacing slaves – three human slaves, two women and a man seemed to keep the room busy and there were more in the kitchen, and at least one minotaur, either as overseer or chef, or perhaps a little of both. The kitchen was busy, serving an intermittent stream of minotaurs who came in and sat at one of the neat little tables. The settings were simpler than the ones that adorned Teodor’s dining table; instead of nested translucent porcelain with subtly painted designs, there was only a single small white-glazed ceramic plate. The human servers brought the elaborate minotaur cutlery as needed – the tined fork, the over-large spoon for soup, depending on what the diners requested from the kitchen. Kanail motioned one of them – the man – over. The man started to explain what the Master of Cuisine was preparing, but Kanail waved him quiet, and asked for soup and pie for three, cheeses, and white beer.


  He and Kanail were joined by Kanail’s – Dacien still wasn’t sure what the right term was, but Jason, the minotaur in question, was smaller than either Dacien or Kanail, with an off-white pelt. Jason was garbed in scarlet and carmine, heavy blood-red leather ankle wrappings that seemed to serve minotaurs as sandals. Bright carmine trousers and belt, almost-matched tunic and vest, with a silver and sapphire brooch. Dacien expected to see rubies for a moment, but the only jewelry he wore were thin gold bracelets, and several loose loops of heavy gold chain which Dacien realized was a single chain, looped around his neck several times. Jason had greeted Dacien with a certain wariness that evaporated after Kanail introduced him as Lord Fog’s son and explained that he had agreed to take Dacien to Lord Doze.


  “So we’re still going…”


  “Yes, we’ll meet Sasha there. Lord Doze,” Kanail said. “Although he did offer to host us in his box, if…”


  Jason shook his head. “No, I don’t want to sleep through the performance.”


  Kanail nodded. “Agreed. But I thought I should mention it. He’ll repeat the offer.”


  “Is his signature that strong?” asked Dacien. “I thought he just made… you sleepy.”


  Jason shrugged. “It affects different persons differently.”


  “Which is to say it hits Jason hard,” Kanail said.


  The red-garbed minotaur looked away for a moment. “It does.”


  “I see,” Dacien said, after rejecting a more sympathetic response as possibly being insulting.


  “Happens,” Kanail said.


  The human slid a platter heavy with slices of cheese, olives, and dried apricots onto the table. “Sirs,” he said. “I’ll bring your beer now? May I bring anything else?”


  “Our dinner, as soon as it’s ready,” said Jason.


  “Just as soon as it comes out,” the server promised, and he hurried away only to return with three large glass mugs, full of the palest beer Dacien had ever seen. If it weren’t for the foamy head, he’d have thought it was water – that, and the faintest tinge of brown. “Beer?” Dacien asked dubiously.


  Kanail took a long drink of his. “S’good. Try it.”


  The almost-clear liquid tasted of hops and… something else, something he couldn’t quite name. It was good, though, and that flavor was like… Dacien couldn’t place it. Sharp, slightly acrid, but evanescent; it vanished almost as soon as he swallowed. “It is good, it’s… different. Not what I’m used to.”


  This time it was both Jason and Kanail who looked at him strangely. “Uh… Lord Fog doesn’t really go in for beer, that much.”


  Jason’s eyes flickered over to Kanail. “No? One hears… so little about him. I don’t think I’ve ever met him, actually.”


  Dacien just smiled, and ate a dried apricot. “These are good,” he said, adding a slice of cheese to it.


  “So,” Jason said. “I know what kept me, but… I understand you were late, too.”


  “Yes,” said Kanail. “Council business. You know that I will be leaving tomorrow?”


  “I’d heard,” Jason said. “I don’t understand why.”


  Kanail nodded apologetically. “I am sorry, love, but it’s all Council business. I can’t talk about it any more than you can.”


  Jason sighed. “I know. I just hate that…” he paused, smiled at Dacien. “Sorry. This must be dull.”


  “No,” said Dacien. “Not at all. I’ve been living with Lord Fog for… quite some time, and a lot of this is totally new to me.”


  “The beer,” Jason said. “Is Lord Fog really so εγκρατής?”


  εγκρατής? Not for the first time, Dacien found himself confronted with a new Greek word. With Teodor, Dacien would just ask… but here… Dacien looked at Kanail for a moment, but he just looked curiously expectant.


  “εγκρατής?” asked Dacien. “What would that be in Latin?”


  Jason and Kanail exchanged a surprised look, and then Kanail said, “Refraining, self-limiting, from alcohol.”


  “Abstemious?”


  “I suppose…” Kanail said. “Your Latin is…”


  “Better than my Greek, actually, yes,” Dacien admitted. “It’s…”


  “Part of that complicated thing you didn’t want to discuss,” Kanail said firmly. “Yes, of course. Perhaps we could discuss music… Ah!” A steaming meat pie slid in front of Jason, and then Dacien, and finally Kanail as they were served.


  “More beer, Sirs?”


  “Yes,” Jason said. “For all of us.” He looked over at Kanail. “And maybe something stronger?”


  “No,” said Kanail. “Not before the symphony.”


  

  The sky was just turning from deep blue to black as the three of them came to the symphony hall – Lycail Ourobouros Hall, in elegant ten foot letters stretched atop of an elaborate frieze worked into the canyon face. Magelights glittered along the walls, and along the row of doors leading into the hall. The steps were shallow, and column of canyon wall rock jutted out from between each set doors. Already, minotaurs were arriving, on foot, and Dacien understood exactly why Kanail had asked about clothes. Dacien had been among minotaurs long enough to understand just what the difference between casual and formal meant to minotaurs, although even minotaur casual seemed formal to him. Tonight was clearly about formality. Chains, heavy necklaces of gold and silver, a rainbow of colors and embroidery dazzled the eye. Any number of the minotaurs even had their horns decorated; wrapped with jewel-toned ribbons of sapphire or green, tipped with beaten gold and silver caps, even chains of gold, as fine and light as the ornaments worn across cloaks and tunics and robes were heavy.


  The entry hall itself dripped with heavy swags of satin, cobalt blue interspersed with a deep emerald green and bright, almost bloody red. Polished spheres of crystal the size of Dacien’s fist glowed with magelight, up and down the entire length of the huge chamber, providing a steady cool light. Human servants – slaves, Dacien remembered quickly, humans were slaves, even if that didn’t seem to mean the same thing to a minotaur as it did to a human. The humans, mostly men but a couple of females, all clad in clean soft blue tunics, carried trays heavy with food, with glasses filled with pale yellow wine, and empty trays, quietly taking empty glasses from the edges of stone columns, or thin marble tables against the wall, or wherever a minotaur had set one down.


  “Lord Doze should be here…” Kanail said, glancing over the crowd. “He likes the gathering…”


  “He does?”


  “Yes,” Jason said. “We’re a little late… could he have gone to his box?”


  “Maybe,” Kanail said dubiously. “But…”


  “There,” Jason said, waving his hand over towards a large statue of… Dacien blinked, but it was still there, a winged minotaur holding a set of scales in one hand, and a hoe, raised above his head. And there, a little to the side, dressed in shimmering blue-green silk that seemed to change color, blue to green to blue again as he moved, was Sasha, Lord Doze. The mage looked small next to the huge ebon minotaur next to him, wearing the thin leathers preferred by minotaur warriors instead of rich finery, and of course the warhammer on his back, even more that his guarded stance, made it clear he was on duty.


  “Good,” said Kanail. “May we escort you to Lord Doze, Mage Dacien?”


  Formality, it meant something, but Dacien wasn’t quite sure what. Some subtle shift, from friends to an acknowledgment that he, Dacien, was in the care of Kanail, somehow. It was complicated, horribly so. Teodor had tried to explain it from time to time and… the more he tried, the more Dacien was certain it was something you had to grow up with. Maybe in a few years it would start to make more sense. “Yes, please, Grandmaster, that would be welcome.”


  “Lord Doze, Warlord Trevon,” Kanail said, as they approached. Lord Doze was talking cheerfully with a larger brown minotaur dressed in crimson and gold. “Pardon our interruption.”


  “Ah, Grandmaster, excellent, excellent, Dacien, excellent,” Lord Doze said, turning to them with a smile. His clothes shimmered green and blue and back as he moved. “And Warrior Jason. Marvelous to see you. I’d wondered for whom the Grandmaster had declined my box, and now I understand entirely.”


  “Lord Doze,” Jason said.


  “Sasha, please, we are all here to enjoy music, are we not?” the mage said.


  “Sasha, then,” Jason answered. “Yes. Those of us not otherwise engaged.”


  The mage’s eyes flickered to Trevon. “Our Master feels we should not wander unattended, and it is our honor and pleasure to obey.”


  “Indeed,” Kanail said. “And so I return Mage Dacien to your care, Lord Doze.”


  “Sasha, please,” the mage said again. “And so he is here. I trust you had…” the small minotaur paused. “… took some… value from the day?”


  “Quite a bit. I’m sure your brother will have much to tell you.”


  “Indeed,” and Sasha had now lost his smile. “I will consult with him at my earliest opportunity.”


  “And Jason and I must find our seats,” Kanail said.


  “Are the doors open? So soon?” asked Sasha. “I didn’t hear the bell.”


  “There is at least a quarter candle to the start. I don’t know that they’ve rung it yet.”


  “Ah. Then I bid you a pleasant evening.”


  “And we, you, My Lord Doze.” Kanail said.


  At that, a large midnight-blue minotaur, dressed in a silver robe trimmed with sky blue lace turned to face them, holding a nearly empty glass of the pale yellow wine in one hand. He casually handed the glass to a young man, and said, to Sasha, “Pardon me, but… you do fit the description I was given of Lord Doze. Might it be that you are he?”


  “Yes,” said Sasha, looking up at the minotaur, who was even larger than Trevon. “Although I cannot imagine why anyone would be collecting descriptions of me.”


  “It was in my briefing-papers, Lord Doze. May I presume to introduce myself?”


  “Briefing papers? You are an emissary, then?”


  “I am, and if I could introduce myself, you would know everything.”


  The mage laughed. “If only that were true. But yes, of course, sir, please do so, and before you do, may I make known to you my apprentice, Mage Dacien, and my dear friend Grandmaster Trevon, and, although you have exactly guessed my identity, myself, Sasha Lord Doze.”


  The deep blue minotaur looked startled, and then bowed. “You are more gracious, or perhaps I should say even more gracious, than my briefings suggested. I am Corrigan, Warlord Ungoliant, and appointed Ambassador Plenipotentiary to Lycaili and Ouroborous by warrant of Patriarch Ungoliant. I arrived rather late today – too late, apparently, for it to be entirely convenient for me to present myself to Lord Cresphontes.”


  “Well, then, may I bid you welcome to Lycaili, Ambassador!” Sasha said. “I’m pleased, most pleased, to meet you.”


  “I had wondered if perhaps we could talk. I have a box.”


  “Ah! As do I!” Sasha said. “And I would be delighted to talk to a fellow lover of music!”


  “Music… yes, I would welcome a discussion of music, we could touch on that.”


  Sasha shook his head. “My Lord Ambassador…”


  “Corrigan, please.”


  “My Lord Ambassador,” Sasha said again. “I do not wish to speak of business. You must consult Ianthos – Lord Winter – who is Council person most responsible. I have no authority to speak with you on anything substantive.”


  “I did call on Lord Winter,” Corrigan said. “I learned he is to set out on a most urgent matter, and that he waits on nothing but readiness in his preparations to leave. I was referred to Lord Fog.”


  “And so…”


  “Lord Fog cannot be found,” Corrigan said. “If I did not know Lord Winter would never play such a cruel trick on me, I might think I was sent out for a bucket of holes.”


  “He would not do such a thing; Lord Fog is also…” Sasha paused. “And you have me talking business, shame on you, Ambassador! I do assure you Lord Fog has his own pressing business, and it may well be that Lord Winter’s thoughts were so on his own project that Lord Fog’s needs were driven from consideration.”


  “I did find it odd that I should be referred to Lord Fog. I am told he is something of an eccentric and recluse, more concerned with matters… abstruse than practical.”


  Sasha lifted his shoulders, and dropped them. “I have always found his company calming, his conversation enlightening, and his advice invaluable. You could do much worse than spend an evening in his company.”


  “And I have heard that, too,” the blue minotaur said. “And I have heard that he and Lord Green have made a remarkable breakthrough in magic.”


  Sasha looked puzzled. “You have? They have, by themselves, made many contributions to the sum total of magic and technique, but never, to my mind, together. I doubt it is any kind of secret that we spend some little effort to keep them apart.”


  “No, but still, and I speak not of magery, but magic, the magician’s art.”


  “Lord Fog is no magician, although Lord Green is well-versed,” Sasha said, still sounding confused.


  “And may I congratulate your council on adding two apprentices, in such a short time,” Corrigan said. “It must be reassuring. To have such promising talent, I mean.”


  “Two?”


  “Mage Dacien, Teodor’s son, about whom I have heard…” Corrigan gave Dacien a polite bow, “… so very little.”


  “Yes, but…”


  “And Chelm, about whom I have considerably more information, also Teodor’s son.”


  “Is that so?” Sasha asked. “How remarkable!”


  “Still, accept my congratulations. Mage-gift seems so hard to come by these days.”


  “It runs in families,” Sasha said.


  “It would seem to run in Teodor’s, certainly,” Corrigan said.


  “Then, in as much as I can, I accept your congratulations on these far-off and yet looked-for events,” Sasha said lightly.


  “Might I invite you to share my box tonight?”


  “I have Box Five,” Sasha said. “You?”


  “Box Eighteen,” Corrigan said.


  “Then perhaps you could share mine? It is merely myself, Dacien, and, of course, Trevon.” Sasha looked about. “And your guard… although I do not see one…”


  “He is checking the box,” Corrigan said.


  “Then there would be nobody in the box?”


  “No, but…”


  “Might I offer it to someone, then? My friend Kanail? And then, perhaps, I could ask him to pass on the message that you will be in Box Five?”


  Corrigan paused. “Yes.”


  “A moment,” Sasha said, and Dacien felt the soft languorous pull of Sasha’s magic.


  “What…”


  “A moment,” Sasha repeated, holding up a hand. “Please.”


  Corrigan and Dacien yawned, and a moment later, Sasha grimaced, and looked back at Corrigan. “I’m afraid Kanail does not think a guard would, could, or should take the say-so of an unknown minotaur.”


  “He is undoubtedly right. The phrase ‘sunset and the red-quartered moon’ will verify the message.”


  “I will relay it,” Sasha said, and a moment later, “He will let your guard know. What is his name?”


  “Tholomew, Warlord Tholomew.”


  “And…” Sasha said, “done. Kanail will relay our message.” The last word was interrupted by a three-toned chime. “Ah. Five minutes. After you, My Lord Ambassador.”


  “I confess, this is my first time here, and although I know the way to my box…”


  “Up these steps,” Sasha said, and Corrigan gave a half-bow, and started up.


  “Master?” asked Dacien.


  “Yes?”


  “Why are we in your box, rather than…”


  “Ah. There are four tiers of boxes, forty boxes, and my box is on the lowest tier, towards the center,” Sasha said. “The middle boxes are One and Two, odd numbers off to the left – our left, as we enter, even to the right. So my box is both closer to the orchestra, and better situated to see the performers, than box Eighteen, on the second tier and far off to the side.” He turned and smiled at Dacien. “Although the sound is just as good. Of course.”


  “Of course,” Dacien said. Numbers and arrows directed them, and the door to Box Five was already open.


  “Excuse me,” a deep rumble said, and Dacien was momentarily surprised as Trevon whisked ahead of them, into the box. “I take it this warrior is known to you?”


  Warrior was obvious from his garb. Like Trevon, he wore thin leathers, although his were creamy ivory rather than the deep blue of Trevon’s, and he carried a pair of short swords in twin scabbards at his waist. Unlike Trevon, he was glistening white, instead of Trevon’s midnight shimmer.


  “Warlord Tholomew,” Corrigan said. “My assistant and guard.”


  Trevon nodded, and moved back, out of the way. “I beg your forgiveness, but it is my duty.”


  “It is your duty, and there is nothing to forgive,” Corrigan said, sounding as if he meant it. Sasha politely gestured for Corrigan to go in first, and then Dacien followed Sasha in, finding that Corrigan had taken one of the back seats. Sasha took one in front.


  “Sit here, please,” said Sasha, indicating the seat next to him.


  “Trevon…” started Dacien, and then paused. The ‘box’ was a small room, a sort of balcony. A thin gauze curtain did little to obscure the view an ocean of upholstered chairs, something like a cross between an auditorium and a sitting room. Magelights lit the huge space – frosted glassy globes of white, blue, green, and red set in elaborate holders, silvered to cast more light out into the huge space, all along the wall as well as suspended on thin chains from the ceiling. No two globes seemed to be quite the same color, but the steady light they shed blended together into a cool, if dim, illumination. The box was facing – almost facing – a stage with a huge tapestry – an impossibly huge curtain, or at least impossible by human standards. More boxes faced the stage, along the sides of the room. In some of them, more minotaurs sat, quietly conversing, while others were completely obscured by the same sort of curtain that this room had.


  Sasha reached forward and pulled the curtain over to one side. “Trevon prefers to stand, I believe.”


  “I do, My Lord.”


  “Have you had the pleasure of attending… no, you said you haven’t been here before,” Sasha said.


  “I was told it was not to be missed.”


  Sasha nodded. “I am of that opinion, personally.”


  Corrigan settled back into his seat, and then leaned forward. “Are there… humans… in the orchestra?”


  “Several.”


  The Ungoliant ambassador drew a breath, and was silent, and Dacien listened to the odd noises coming from the orchestra. “Is this… music? It’s…” and stopped at Sasha’s flummoxed expression. “Sir?”


  “No,” Sasha said, his eyes flickering to Corrigan and the Ungoliant warlord. “The orchestra is warming up, preparing themselves and their instruments, making sure all is in tune.”


  “So it’s your apprentice’s first time as well?”


  “It is,” Sasha said.


  “I had thought that Dacien was apprenticed to Lord Fog.”


  “Having a father mentor to his own son seemed inauspicious to the Council,” Sasha said.


  “And this is your first apprentice, is he not?”


  “You are, as I would expect, well-informed, Ambassador.”


  “Might I inquire as to his talents?”


  “They are not entirely clear yet,” Sasha said. “It is very early in Dacien’s training.”


  “One has heard rumors,” Corrigan said.


  “And you would like me to deny these rumors?”


  “Or confirm them, if, as so often happens, rumors are accurate.”


  “I suppose it depends on the rumors,” Sasha said. “I will not comment on Dacien, nor Council business, nor even matters of policy. If you’d like to discuss the music, I am at your service.”


  “I am given to understand that Teodor’s other son – Chelm – will become a mage,” Corrigan said.


  “It would be unusual, for a mage to sire two sons, and both be mages,” Sasha said.


  “Unusual? Unheard of,” said Corrigan. “An impossibility.”


  “Then you may dismiss it.”


  “So you are denying it?”


  “If, as you say, the thing is impossible, then you may dismiss it.”


  “And it were possible?”


  “It still seems unusual and unlikely,” said Sasha.


  “Unless someone… a master magician, say, perhaps with some brilliant innovation from… someone… had an epiphany and developed a ritual to bring on magehood.”


  “Well, I suppose that would make it likelier. I presume you would have Lord Green and Lord Fog in those roles?”


  “It seems likely,” Corrigan said. “Such a ritual would give an overwhelming advantage to whatever clan possessed it.”


  “If magic were permissible in war, which it is not, then I suppose it might, but since magic is forbidden, I would expect it to have no impact,” said Sasha. “None. Unless, of course, someone foolishly empowered dishonorable bulls.”


  “So there is such a ritual,” said Corrigan.


  “Council business, and I cannot confirm that, or deny that. Apply to Lord Chimes, Ambassador. Not me.”


  “It would shift economic balances. Trade balances. Political favors.” The black minotaur leaned over the smaller brown. “It would be extremely disruptive, Lord Doze. A matter of great import.”


  “Would it?” said Sasha. “Then I am sure Lord Chimes will treat the matter with as much attention and interest as you could hope. I regret, My Lord Ambassador, that I may not. Indeed, if the matter is so critical I would urge you to seek out Lord Chimes immediately. Your papers would get you access to him as soon as a messenger could reach him. Or you may take it up with Lord Cresphontes – you would see him at his very earliest convenience.”


  “I have an appointment tomorrow,” Corrigan said softly. “But the matter is… most urgent, Lord Doze. I don’t think you appreciate how urgent.”


  “Should you wish, I can accompany you to Lord Chimes instantly, even though I will miss…” he broke off as a large roan minotaur dressed in a deep green robe walked out onto the stage, and bowed. The soft murmur of conversation quieted, and vanished. A shimmering gold chain swung gently, loosely wrapped around his horns. He held up his hands.


  “Thank you. Tonight’s performance begins with the debut of a composition by Learned Quentin, Fantasy in B Minor. Then, from the Delphos Archive, we will present Grand Canyon Suite followed by The Wandering Stars, and that will conclude the evening.” The minotaur bowed again, and the huge green tapestry – curtain, it was a curtain, after all, drew up and vanished. Behind the minotaur, arrayed on stage in a vast half-circle were yet more minotaurs, and a number of humans, all dressed in the exact same deep green. They had instruments of every conceivable sort. Some Dacien recognized, or at least understood. There were two harps, although both were much larger than the lap harps he was familiar with. The largest was big even for the minotaur sitting behind it – and Dacien realized that the minotaur’s pelt was a soft green, that faded into the darker green of his clothing. The other was about two-thirds that size, and there was a human sitting behind that one.


  More minotaurs, with a sprinkling of humans, sat with oddly curved wood instruments, like strangely shaped lira, swollen at the base, narrowing, and then spreading out again. All of them had long instrumental bows. Yet more minotaurs had shiny silver horns, twisted into strange shapes with keys and valves. Two humans were almost looked like they were imprisoned by the huge horn that was twisted around them, with the end of the horn almost as large as a minotaur’s head. Drums, Dacien recognized, but what were the metal disks, pounded into a convex shape? Or the rack of different-sized bells? At least he recognized the bells, he thought.


  “What are those…” he whispered softly to Lord Doze.


  “Instruments,” Sasha murmured back. “Almost all reconstructed from archive drawings. I’m sure they aren’t what the creators had, but…”


  “Creators? What did they have to do with this?”


  “They left us music,” Sasha said. “A tremendous amount, all…” he paused, “Later, Dacien.” The minotaur on stage had produced – from somewhere – a long baton, and had raised it.


  And the music started.


  The minotaur was using the entire group of musicians, Dacien, realized, as one giant instrument. He listened, entranced and amazed, as the melody moved and changed and flowed from instrument to instrument – no, from sets of instruments to sets of instruments – different set, and the sound was… indescribable. It surrounded him, it was… was…


  It came to an end all too soon, and the audience surged upright, applauding loudly. Sasha took a satisfied breath, and rose as well.


  “I am… that was…” Corrigan said. “Yes. Astounding. You were right; I have never heard anything like that. It was clearly worth the effort you made.” Dacien could barely hear him over the crowd.


  “Thank you for bringing me, Master,” Dacien said. “I don’t… I didn’t know what I missing. This was… astounding. I have to agree with the Ambassador.”


  Sasha nodded. After a bit, the noise starting subsiding, Sasha sat back down. “As I was saying, the creators left us… things. Records, papers, most of it mysterious and… we have no idea what it is or means or meant, other than it was important to them. They left diagrams and notes – which a scholar, Learned Emmett, realized were musical instruments, and music to play on them. Emmett was Lycaili, I might add. He built some prototype instruments, and began to decipher the music. It wasn’t easy; the creators did not leave us easy music. And I’ve no doubt we have some things wrong, or at least other than the creators expected.”


  “That doesn’t seem to detract from the experience,” Corrigan said. “Perhaps your version is better.”


  “What we just heard was composed by Lycaili’s Master of Music. We will hear creator compositions next.” Sasha said. “I don’t understand how we lost the understanding of the Archive. The music library is a fraction of the records there, and there’s so much that is… impenetrable. Things the creators did not want to lose, that they valued enough to commit to the Archive, and mean… nothing.”


  “Until we understand them. Perhaps they are a challenge to us, to reward us for seeking.”


  Sasha shook his head. “That is one possibility, among thousands.”


  “I don’t agree,” Corrigan began, as the minotaur raised his baton again, and silence once again swept over the audience.


  The next music was entirely different, and just as incredible, and the audience reaction was similarly enthusiastic. But neither of the those two – however mind-boggling they were – could have prepared Dacien for the third. It started heavy, overwhelming, even threatening. The next was peaceful, and then joyous, and then mysterious, in a progression as ineffable as the music itself. It closed not with instruments, but with a sung chorus, just notes, fading away like the experience itself.


  Dacien found himself staring at Sasha, who was just looking dreamily towards the stage – not seeing anything, he thought, just savoring the experience of the music. The Ungoliant Ambassador stood slowly, and then bowed deeply to Sasha. “I am in your debt, My Lord Doze. I came here only to speak with you, and thought nothing of this… symphony. You have opened my eyes to a beauty I never knew – dreamed – existed. I will save my persuasion for Lords Chimes and Cresphontes. My Lord.”


  The smaller brown minotaur nodded. “I attend as often as I may. I would be pleased to see you again, here.”


  Corrigan bowed again, and left, preceded by Tholomew.


  Sasha watched them go with a satisfied look. “And now, my dear apprentice,” Sasha said lightly, “you’ve been to the symphony. I hope it didn’t disappoint you too much.”


  “It was wonderful, Master,” Dacien said. “I never imagined anything could be like that.”


  “I’m glad you liked it. Hold a moment, please.” The small minotaur pulled a piece of soft paper from his robe, and a gray stick – and began writing something. A moment later, he passed it to Trevon. “That must go to Lord Chimes. Let nothing stay your messenger.”


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  “What…”


  “Council business, Apprentice,” Sasha said quellingly.


  “I beg your forgiveness, Master.”


  “Whatever for?” said Sasha. “I can’t imagine any question that you could ask that might be improper. I may not be able to answer them, but you have every right to ask. In fact, I order you to ask any questions you might have.” There was a split second of grin on the mage’s face.


  “What’s a ritual?”


  “Ritual… oh.” Sasha tilted his head oddly. “Didn’t Te… obviously he didn’t, or you wouldn’t ask. Strange. Let me see… magic is done is by mages, rituals are done by magicians. Any bull can learn to be a magician, and so practice a sort of magic. It’s nowhere near as flexible or straightforward as what a mage can do, however. A spell that might take me a few seconds would take hours of ritual – precisely done ritual, at that. The slightest error will ruin a ritual, and then there’s nothing but to start over.” Sasha stood, and continued talking softly as they threaded their way through the crowd of minotaur. “New rituals can be developed from the ritual elements, so in theory, a magician, a truly accomplished one, can do everything and anything a mage can. In practice, rituals that take over five hours tend not to work – it’s just too hard to do them correctly. Some rituals are more… forgiving, I suppose, than others, and so tend to be easier to accomplish. Interest in ritual magic has grown, over the last century or so… probably because… you should know why.”


  “I… yes, Master,” Dacien said. Obviously. Fewer mages.


  The night air was cool, almost cold, and pleasantly fresh after the auditorium. Trevon was joined by another couple of bulls, and one of them took off running in one direction while the rest of them headed off in another.


  “My home isn’t far. It’s nothing grand like Mistingrise, nor House Wide, but it’s nice enough for me,” Sasha said quietly. “There’s a guest suite below mine, it’s got a sitting room and an office, it should do for you. There isn’t a practice ring, though – my guards train at the Obelisk.”


  “What is the Obelisk?”


  “Oh, it’s a… gymnasium, near the center of town. It’s open to warriors and… would-be warriors, those not yet accepted to college. There are a number of armsmasters and tempus masters who give lessons, you can get whatever sort of training you want there,” Sasha said. “If Trevon isn’t qualified to teach something, then I’ll accept the cost of whatever training any of my household wants. You’re included in that, of course.”


  “Thank you,” Dacien said.


  “Any master would provide that,” Sasha said, and then paused. “Or didn’t Teodor tell… of course he didn’t.”


  “No,” Dacien said.


  “Then it’s a good thing you’re being exposed to more bulls than just Teodor,” Sasha said, sounding exasperated. “The creators only know what other things he’s neglected to tell you.”


  “I think he was trying to keep me from being overwhelmed. It’s… it’s a lot to take in.”


  “You underestimate yourself,” the mage growled. “And so does he. You can deal with this, Dacien. If you can deal with… and you can, and have, then the rest of it will be simple.”


  “I suppose so.”


  They walked along in silence, through the winding streets for another few minutes, until Dacien heard a familiar mental voice.


  Sasha? May I have a moment of your time?


  “Certainly.”


  What can I do for you?


  “I met Corrigan Ungoliant tonight.”


  An Ungoliant ambassador, yes, I know.


  “Plenipotentiary ambassador,” Sasha said. “To Ourobouros and Lycaili.”


  Plenipotentiary… well, at least they’ve sent someone with authority.


  “He believes Lord Green has, in conjunction with Lord Fog, developed a ritual to empower mages.”


  Excellent!


  “Excellent? No, Ruus, it’s terrible. It means something has leaked, probably to Ourobouros, and rumors are flying. It means trouble.”


  How so?


  “If everyone suddenly thinks we’ve got that secret, we can expect a sudden influx of ambassadors. Do you know if Lord Corrigan is a magician of any sort?


  I’ve got a report on him here. Let me see… yes, he is. A master magician.


  “Do you still say this is excellent?”


  That might have been premature. What did you tell him?


  “Nothing. I’m the council clown, after all. I know nothing, have no interest in policy, and can barely manage my own affairs, much less those of Lycaili.”


  I doubt he’d believe it.


  “You’d be surprised how often it works,” Sasha said. “Even Xavien believes it, sometimes.”


  I see. I’ll apprise the Patriarch.


  “And I need more security. If Chelm and Dacien were the beneficiaries of this ritual,”


  Then they might know something about it, yes. But you’re going to be taking them out of Lycaili, and that’s a well-kept secret. Nobody knows.


  “Nobody knows yet,” corrected Sasha. “And I am thinking of your excellent reconnaissance reports.”


  What about them?


  “Shouldn’t they reflect what others know about us, at a minimum?”


  There was a long pause, and then, Truth. Very well, Sasha. But what do you want me to do?


  “There, I don’t know that I can help,” the mage admitted. “I don’t think I have any ideas there. Except maybe to suggest I’m taking Dacien and Chelm to Ourobouros.”


  Why would you do that?


  “A good question. Think of something.”


  I see the point. I’ll see what we can do. In the meantime, travel as quietly as you can.


  “With a small army around me? Quietly? I’ll do… what I can.”


  Should we cancel the trip?


  The minotaur sighed. “I… no. We need to do this.”


  I will so inform Cresphontes.


  5


  Inquisition


  

  Colonel-Junior Dusan Scylla of the Raised Hand Regiment walked forward between two silent commando adepts to either side of him, and wondered. He knew his mission had failed; he knew that he, and he alone, bore that responsibility for failing his Clan, and for losing four commandos and succeeding only in removing a tertiary target. He still didn’t know what had happened. He had given his commandos their orders, made certain they understood them, and retreated immediately to await their post-mission report. Except, of course, there had been no post-mission report. Instead of two dead Lycaili mages, found dead with a crippled wolven, all four commandos had been neutralized. Neither mage had been slain. Lord Green’s Master of Time had been injured – not killed, merely injured – and only Lord Green’s Master of Guard had been killed, Havel and Lucas. Both had held the formal rank of tempus master, and even a single commando should have been able to deal with them. Lord Green himself was not formally master-grade, but… Dusan had spent the long, slow trip back home wondering if perhaps Lord Green was a grandmaster. But even a grandmaster should not have survived an attack by a team of four adepts. No non-adept could match an adept at tempus, it was impossible.


  Impossible or not, that’s the only thing that could have happened. If Havel or Lucas had been grandmaster level, they would have held the rank. It was only Xavien, already a warlord, a general, a master magician, and a lord mage as well, who would have been indifferent enough to his skill not to formally take the title. Except… when had someone as busy as Xavien Lord Green managed to train himself to grandmaster levels? And how had even a grandmaster dealt with four adepts? When he’d received his orders, he’d thought assigning four adepts was ridiculous; a single adept could have dealt with every person in the house. Or at least, should have been able to deal with everyone in the house.


  Colonel Dusan was certain that whatever had happened, it had not been magic. No mage had ever been able to stop an adept. Except… something had stopped four adepts, and try as he might, he did not see how it could have been tempus. Or maybe it wasn’t magic, and it wasn’t tempus, but something else? Something like, oh, those magic weapons Ouroborous had encountered? He’d heard only the vaguest rumors about them, but something that could allow humans to eliminate a force of tempus initiates – now, that seemed more likely to him.


  Only he doubted that the Six Generals would see it that way. When he’d arrived back, and started his report to General Januisz, he’d gotten through the quick report only to have the General summon his own, personal commandos and have him placed in solitary confinement. Within fifteen minutes, two more commandos had appeared, bearing General Sandor’s brands, and within an hour, there were exactly twelve commandos, undoubtedly all adepts, guarding him. Two from each of the Six. They were relieved every six hours, replaced with another set of silent minotaur tempus adepts – and although Dusan was a tempus master himself, he had no illusions about what might happen in a confrontation between himself and any of those adepts.


  He’d been kept in solitary confinement for a surprisingly long time. He didn’t think that was particularly good, either. Obviously, something had gone wrong, very wrong, above and beyond the disaster of his mission. He just wished he knew what it was.


  He and his silent escort finally reached their destination: a small chamber, deep below the fortress. There were six chairs, in a half-circle: General Januisz, General Casimir, General Walochya, General Sandor, General Ladislas, and General Andrei. All purebloods, pure ebon bloodline and pure white bloodlines, the bloodlines of war. Dusan’s bloodline was clean white, but it didn’t have the pedigree that could have brought him to the Six. An ebon-white hybrid sat to one side, and Dusan wondered why. Generally, hybrids were trained as adepts, commandos and operatives or just slaves, if they failed their adept training and survived.


  “Colonel Dusan,” General Januisz said quietly. “I would like you to give the report you gave me to all of us. Leave nothing out. We require the truth, Colonel. All of it.”


  “Yes, Sir. I received your orders from the courier, who brought three commandos with…”


  “Stop,” said General Sandor. “The courier – who was it?”


  “Major Oleg, Sir.”


  “How were the orders delivered?” Sandor asked.


  “Verbally.”


  “With what authentication?” asked General Casimir.


  “That of General Januisz, your own, and General Walochya’s, Sir.”


  Those were all three of the ebon generals, and General Sandor glanced back at the hybrid.


  “Truth,” the hybrid said.


  “All three,” said General Sandor. “Curious.”


  “Sir, that was enough to authorize the mission.”


  “Which was?” asked General Ladislas. “The exact orders, if you please.”


  “‘Teodor Lord Fog Lycaili would be arriving within forty-eight hours at the house of Xavien Lord Green. Neutralize Teodor and Xavien as primary targets. Traveling with Teodor is Benelaus Ouroborous; consider him a secondary target. There is a wolven on the grounds; consider him a tertiary target. Deal with them, and return to base for debriefing.’” Dusan quoted.


  “That was all?” General Januisz asked.


  “Yes, Sir. I was traveling as a gem merchant, with one commando. Major Oleg brought me my orders, traveling as a cloth merchant.”


  “Did you see Major Oleg after that?” asked General Ladislas.


  “No Sir, I did not.” Dusan waited for a moment, and then continued. “After Major Oleg left, I proceeded to Winegarden Vale – instructing the commandos to remain out of sight. I contacted a local jeweler to keep my cover intact, and scouted House Green. It seemed fairly open, and the wolven was easy to locate. I waited for the other targets to arrive, and when they did, I gave the commandos their orders. Wait twenty-four hours, wait until the primary targets are together, eliminate the wolven, the primaries, and the secondaries. Rejoin me at our rendezvous site.” Dusan sighed. “I don’t know what went wrong, but I was waiting for nearly two days before I found out just how poorly the operation went.” He felt the stares of the bulls around around him. “I scouted House Green with the commandos personally. Havel – the Master of Guard – didn’t notice us. Xavien didn’t notice us! I drew up commands, orders, briefed the commandos – it should have gone like clockwork.”


  “No,” said General Sandor. “It didn’t. We know a little more about that than you do, I think.” He glanced back at the hybrid.


  “Truth, all truth.”


  “I… respectfully, I would like to know what happened, Sir,” Dusan said.


  The generals glanced at each other, and finally General Walochya nodded. “We’re not sure yet. We believe Lord Green was involved; it may be that your scouting tipped him off.”


  “Sir, I followed standard procedure. There was no sign, Sir, none.”


  “Nevertheless,” General Walochya said. “Lycaili, of course, identified the commandos as ninja, and has surrounded their mages and Patriarch with a fairly impressive guard.”


  “May I know why the Lords were targets?”


  “It might be because Lord Green and Lord Fog appear to have developed a way to trigger a mage-transformation,” General Walochya said softly.


  Dusan blinked. Might? “Sir?”


  “That’s our best guess, in case,” General Sandor said.


  “Guess? Sir?”


  “The problem, Colonel,” said General Januisz heavily, “is that neither I, nor General Walochya, nor General Casimir authorized your mission.”


  “Sir? But…” Dusan paused. “Sir, all the authentication words were there!”


  “Truth,” called out the hybrid.


  “So it appears. But I did not send mine to you, and I have never spoken those words aloud, nor written them down, nor communicated them in any way save to you, and never intended or allowed, by accident or purpose, that they reach you for the mission your describe, or any other mission,” General Januisz said.


  “Truth,” the hybrid said again.


  General Casimir nodded. “And that goes for me. I have not sent you the code we agreed on, nor shared it with any person living or dead at any time, and never intended to activate you on purpose or accident for this mission or any other.”


  “Truth,” the hybrid said.


  “You’ve already heard my affirmation,” General Walochya said quietly. “Nor I. Although I wonder if perhaps this might not be some plot of our counterparts. You’ve been quiet Andrei; I begin think you might know something.”


  The white minotaur bristled just as the hybrid called out “False.”


  “Ah,” said Walochya. “Just making sure Timas was paying attention. I don’t think that, actually. But I do think that the only other person who knew those codes – a person who knew all of them, as a matter of fact, was you, Colonel Dusan.”


  Dusan nodded. “Yes, Sir. I have never divulged them, I have never written them down, shared them with any person. I’ve tried not to even think about them, never give a hint, nothing, Sir. Sirs.”


  “Truth.”


  “So you believed your mission came from us?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Timas?”


  “Truth,” the hybrid said.


  “From all of us; not a rogue mission?” asked Sandor.


  “Sir, I serve my Clan, my entire Clan.”


  “Truth.”


  “Answer the question as I asked it, Dusan,” said Sandor.


  “Sir, I believed the mission came from the Clan as a whole, and was not an attempt to plot on behalf of or against any particular bloodline.”


  “Truth.”


  “And you’ve never planned to advance your bloodline at the expense of ours,” asked General Sandor disbelievingly.


  “Stop!” interrupted General Casimir. “This is exactly the kind of questioning that we agreed would be off limits.”


  “I have not,” Dusan said loudly. “I have never favored or disfavored any pureblooded minotaur for his bloodline.”


  “Truth,” said Timas, actually sounding a little surprised.


  “That will do,” said General Januisz. “Colonel, do not answer any further questions along that line.”


  “It had to be asked,” Casimir said.


  “It did not have to be answered,” Wolochya said. “Colonel, I thank you for your service to our clan, in the best traditions of our blood.”


  “This changes nothing,” General Andrei said, speaking at last. “The problem is the same. Someone has used us – someone who knows this mage-creation secret, someone who attempted to remove it from Lycaili, and fixate attention on us.”


  “How do you know they know the secret?” asked Casimir. “You deduce that from their targeting Lords Fog and Green. But if they wanted nobody to have the secret?”


  “No. Such idealism is at odds with their demonstrated powers of reconnaissance,” said General Andrei. “I think we must assume the worst. An enemy who knows everything about us, and will soon have as many mages as we have commandos.” Andrei grimaced. “Does that put anyone in mind of… a possible enemy?”


  The room was quiet as the generals considered this.


  “No,” General Sandor said. “We would have heard a hint, a suggestion, something if they were still around.”


  “I think we just did,” General Andrei replied coolly. “Our course is clear. We, too, must acquire this ritual, and if Lords Fog and Green are too well guarded, well, we know that two apprentices were made, and we know where one of them will be in about eight days. And conveniently close to us, at that.” He looked around at the dubious faces of the other generals. “Unless there’s a better suggestion?”


  General Januisz nodded. “We could open negotiations with Lycaili.”


  “A better suggestion, not an idiotic one,” General Andrei said. “They know about ninja. Nothing else, and we are in no danger.”


  General Januisz looked around the room, and then nodded. “Very well. That just leaves one thing. Colonel Dusan?”


  “Sir?”


  “This is, as you can imagine, rather sensitive information.”


  “Yes, Sir. I won’t breathe a word, Sir.”


  “I know you won’t, Colonel, and I’d like to thank you.”


  “Sir? It’s my duty.”


  General Januisz nodded, and gestured. “To keep a secret? Yes it is.” Powerful arms locked around Colonel Dusan, as a sudden feeling of dread shot through him. “I’m not thanking you for that. I’m thanking you for volunteering to join the commandos.”


  6


  Desolation


  

  Zebra woke, as he had so often in the past week, alone. The Great Lord kept few humans, and those that he had, all had quarters below him. After… after his master had given him away, to his master’s brother, his new master, no, he needed to think of Dacien as his master now, his only master. Chelm had given him away, sent him away, because he was sick, because he was too hard to care for, because… it hardly mattered to him, anymore. Dacien had kept him, but more and more Dacien was with the Great Lord, and Zebra was terrified of him. Chelm’s father, Dacien’s father, and a minotaur everyone was fearful of, strange and great, and even his kindness was hard to bear. He seemed to know, before Zebra could speak, everything. Could tell he was afraid, promised Zebra that he need not fear, that nothing would hurt him… but Zebra wasn’t afraid of that. Hurt? He was a wrestler, a champion, retired as a champion, and he tried not to think of his old master with Leopard but he couldn’t stop seeing it. Them. Together. Leopard, always Leopard, in his place, Leopard, his replacement.


  Dacien was – had been – was – a kind master, but more and more, his time was the Great Lord’s, learning magery, learning… and learning things that Zebra had known forever. Dacien was young, and not young, and there was some mystery that nobody would explain to him, how Dacien could know so much, be so old, and yet not know such simple things. “Do not concern yourself with it,” the Great Lord had said, and Zebra struggled to obey, but how could he, when Dacien asked such strange questions, that any minotaur should know, and he did not ask in jest but actual ignorance, as if he’d come from Imperial…


  No, not Imperial, feral, feral, feral. Some things Zebra had, finally, painfully, learned not to think about.


  As if he’d come from feral lands, and not civilized territories.


  Zebra stretched out, a luxury on the hobble, because he was not secured to it. That had made him uncomfortable, at first, as if he might fall off, or out, in his sleep and shame his new master, but the Great Lord had decreed it so. When Zebra had begged him for the hobble back, the Great Lord had laughed at him. It had seemed like an innocent question; the Great Lord had asked him if there was anything he wanted to be more comfortable, and he’d asked for his hobble, and the Great Lord had thought it was a jest. It was his new master – no, his master, just his master – who had told the Great Lord it wasn’t a jest. And the Great Lord’s amusement had vanished, leaving the coldest gaze Zebra had ever gotten from him. “Then get him one, Dacien. But he may not be restrained on it.” The Great Lord had left, and Zebra had not seen him again for weeks.


  Zebra had finally managed to ask his master if the Great Lord was angry, and he wasn’t sure about the response. Moderately angry, but not at you. But hadn’t he been the one to upset him? Which was silly, of course, of course the Great Lord could be angry and not at him but if not at him, then… at his previous master?


  Zebra would rather lose his hands and feet, lose his tattoos, than cause trouble for Chelm, and he was afraid he had, but to ask would only bring more attention to it, and that would be just as bad, for his previous master Chelm, for his master Dacien, and maybe even for Zebra himself. It had been so easy to forget with Chelm, Chelm had taken everything – everything – but Chelm had given everything back to him, Chelm had given himself to Zebra.


  But Chelm had given Zebra to Dacien, and so taken everything away. Dacien and the Great Lord had gone to a ceremony, and Dacien had told him he would be back, and to wait. So he waited, until day turned to dusk and dusk to night, and he could hear the servants in the lower part of the house close for the night. He could ring for them, have them bring him his dinner, Dacien had instructed that he may do so, but he didn’t. He wasn’t hungry, not for food.


  A strange minotaur woke him; a large white one, sometime in the night. “Wake, human. You are Zebra, you must be, those markings are unmistakeable.”


  “Yes, Sir,” he whispered.


  “You are to rise, dress, and come with me.”


  What was there to say but yes, Sir, to rise, to dress, to go? But at whose command?


  

  The minotaur brought him just outside of the city maze itself, where the Great Lord waited… waited for him? Zebra shuddered at the thought he might have inconvenienced his Master’s Master. The Great Lord, seeing that, spoke to him. “I beg your forgiveness,” the Great Lord said, and Zebra fought the urge to look behind him. “There were any number of urgent details to see to last night, and they were taken from me at the last, very late… and I did not think of you until this morning, and that is entirely my fault,” he said. “You are Dacien’s, and Dacien has been sent,” he paused, considering. “Sent on an errand, he must see… he must see…” and stopped. “It does not matter, where he has gone, only that he has, and that he had to go,” the Great Lord resumed. “Until he returns you will be in my care, Zebra.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  The gray minotaur paused for a moment. “I am going to touch you, Zebra. And you may feel something. Or you may not, but it will not hurt.” The minotaur’s hands were gentle, and so like Chelm’s that Zebra trembled under the touch. “There. And now, sweet Zebra, until I take my hands off, you will call me Teodor.”


  “Yes, Teodor,” and Zebra trembled with the word, too.


  “Do you feel anything?”


  Zebra shook his head. “Just your touch, Mah – Teodor.”


  “That’s fine, just as it should be,” Teodor whispered. “Do you wonder what I’m doing?”


  “A little,” Zebra said.


  “Just a little? Chelm must have held you tightly, if you have so few questions,” Teodor sighed. “Who would think I would grow to miss them, eh? I take care for beautiful stripes, Zebra, for all things around me fade to this colorless gray, until they are just shapes seen in fog. Watch my bulls, for they will fade to this color over the coming weeks; I cannot afford the effort to ward them all as I am warding you now.”


  “But if it is just a few moments…” started Zebra, and then he stopped. “Forgive me. Te-Teodor. I spoke out of place.”


  “No,” sighed the gray minotaur. “It takes but a few moments to establish it, but every now and then, I must turn my attention back to the warding, renew it, over and over and over. Each time, it will last longer, and in a few weeks I will need only to refresh it once a day, but it is no trifling matter to do this.”


  “Then you should not waste your time on me, Teodor,” Zebra said, appalled.


  “I do not waste my time, Zebra. You have given yourself to Chelm.”


  “My master is Dacien,” Zebra whispered, astounded at his own temerity in correcting the Great Lord.


  “Yes, and you have given yourself to Chelm,” the mage said. “And so it is Chelm’s responsibility to hold you safe; when he could not, he gave to you Dacien, for he could not bear to give you to me.” The hands withdrew. “There. Did you feel anything?”


  “No, Great Lord.”


  “And that’s not unusual,” the Great Lord said, perhaps in an attempt to be reassuring. “Nor would it be unusual for you to sense something later. If you do, or you think you do, or you think you may, you must come to me and tell me, at your earliest convenience, and mine.”


  “Yes, Great Lord.”


  “Sir is perfectly appropriate, Zebra,” the Great Lord said, with a faint sigh.


  “Yes, Great Lord.”


  The Great Lord blinked, and then put his arms at his side. “Zebra, I am certain, entirely certain, that you mean to offer me only the greatest respect.”


  “Yes, Great Lord.”


  “But I do not understand how you think that addressing me as great lord when I prefer sir is respectful. It may be that you are right to do so, I simply would like to hear your reasoning in the matter.”


  “Great Lord, my previous Master told me that I was always to address you, very specifically, that way.”


  The gray minotaur seemed to consider that for a moment. “Although I am, again, entirely certain that he had his reasons to do so and was undoubtedly correct at the time, you will note that circumstances have changed. I doubt that he considered that you might fall into my possession, for example.”


  “Great Lord, I was ordered to so address you,” Zebra said, wondering if this was a test. “And I have not been commanded otherwise.”


  The gray minotaur nodded. “I see, and your obedience is commendable. I revoke that command, as your Master. You are free to address me as…” and then he paused. “As you think best,” he said finally, and Zebra wondered what the Great Lord hadn’t said. Those piercing gray eyes stabbed at him for a moment, and then he nodded. “Say nothing now. Take the time you need to think about how best you can serve your Master.” The odd muzzle twitch that served minotaurs for a smile danced across his face, and then his more usual expression, one of deep concern, returned. “I am not going to be able to deal with all of this…”


  “Lord Fog?” The gold minotaur next to him said quietly.


  “And when I have I been Lord… no, no, I know. I beg your forgiveness, Oz. I suppose I’m not used to feeling quite like this.”


  “Overwhelmed is undoubtedly too strong a term,” the minotaur started, but the Great Lord cut him off.


  “It’s a perfect word.”


  “You have always managed everything yourself, My Lord. House, slaves, your schedule, duties, everything.”


  “And?”


  “You are busier.”


  “I had noticed. But I believe Lord Green manages a much more crushing schedule than I do.”


  “He delegates, My Lord,” the other minotaur observed quietly. “He delegates the matters of his house to his Master of House. He delegates his security and travel arrangements to his Master of Guard. His humans are managed by his Master of Slave. Leaving him to focus on the many, many things that only he can do.”


  The Great Lord took a breath, and then let it out. “And I am delegating insufficiently, then.”


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  “You recommend, then I appoint a Master of Slave.”


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  “To help me with this single human.”


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  “Because I don’t have time even for that.”


  The gold minotaur paused, considering. Even Zebra could tell that the Great Lord was not happy about the conversation.


  “No, My Lord,” he said clearly. “You do not. There are clearly complexities here that I do not grasp, and they will take your time… and time, yours and ours, is our most precious resource. You clearly have some issue with Zebra, Zebra has some issue with you, or Grandmaster Chelm, or Mage Dacien, and I would be remiss if I did not inform you that there are those competent to sort out such matters other than yourself, My Lord.”


  “Are there.”


  “Yes, My Lord, there are. But your skills as a mage and researcher are unique.”


  The gray minotaur let out a breath. “I suppose it is too much to hope that you included a prospective Master of Slaves in my retinue.”


  “I did not,” the gold minotaur said, with a tone that suggested to Zebra he was vastly amused. “But by happy coincidence, My Lord, there is a bull with considerable experience available.”


  “Happy coincidence.”


  “Very much so, My Lord.”


  “Oz, please. This isn’t helping me.”


  “Benelaus, My Lord, has extensive experience managing humans.”


  “Fortunate. Warrior Benelaus?”


  “My Lord?” answered a smaller brown minotaur.


  “Oz informs me you have some experience with humans?”


  “Yes, My Lord. I served under Thermaste’s Master of Slave, Warlord Coes. I managed fifty-six humans on a vinyard.”


  The gray minotaur nodded. “I find myself in need of a Master of Slave. Would you be willing to serve me as such?”


  “My Lord, that’s usually a position for a warlord.”


  “You feel you lack the capability to do so?”


  “No, My Lord, I can, but… I beg your forgiveness, My Lord. I would be honored to serve as your Master of Slave.” The brown minotaur dropped to one knee. “My Lord.”


  “Then I so appoint you,” Teodor said.


  “I will not fail you, My Lord.”


  “General Osaze,” Teodor said. “Will you release my Master of Slave from the guard?”


  “No,” the gold minotaur said calmly. “I will detach him, but of course, I shall recall him, should I need his services.”


  There was a moment of silence, and then Teodor said, “Yes. Of course. A much better idea. Thank you, General.”


  “It is my pleasure to serve you, My Lord,” the gold minotaur said cheerfully.


  “No doubt,” the mage said. “Benelaus, please join me in the carriage. Bring Zebra.”


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  

  The carriage ride was… strange. The Great Lord rather perfunctorily ordered Dapple and Zebra to sit, Dapple by him, Zebra by Benelaus, pointing out that the carriage was not designed to carry persons on the floor. Dapple… Zebra hadn’t had much chance to talk to the minotaur slave, but he’d wanted to. The Great Lord practically ordered Zebra and Dapple to look out the windows, at the tunnel, and once Zebra had, it was hard not to look at the decorations. But why decorate a tunnel?


  Even a tunnel as long as this one?


  Zebra didn’t ask, though, instead listening to Benelaus, and answering, quietly as the minotaur carefully drew out the details of his time with Chelm, and Dacien.


  

  They stopped at a hostel just outside the Ourobouros side of the tunnel. The Great Lord and his immediate bodyguard got rooms within, the rest of the troop were stationed in a barrack. Zebra was astonished when he discovered that the Master of Slave was somehow the only minotaur to have his own room, other than the Great Lord, of course, but even the Great Lord would have guards in his room while he slept. All the others were sharing rooms, two to five guards per room. The Great Lord was traveling with nearly fifty bulls in what Zebra, if he understood correctly, was a recently expanded guard and even a new Master of Guard. The hostel could only hold twenty-eight of them.


  That Benelaus got a large room, then, was even more surprising to Zebra. This room could easily sleep three or even four more minotaur, but instead it was just Benelaus, and the single human slave.


  Him. Zebra. Now alone, with… yet another Master. Zebra suppressed a sigh, and looked around the room for a hobble, and he laid himself out on it.


  “You could sleep there,” Benelaus said, sitting down on the bed. “But… let us suppose, for a moment, you were with your previous Master, Chelm. Is that where you would want to be?”


  That was an easy one, thought Zebra. “I would want to be wherever he put me, Master.” Zebra could almost feel the minotaur thinking.


  “Chelm just may have done too good a job with you,” Benelaus said, finally, swinging himself fully up on the bed. “What I want is for you to be here, on the bed, with me.”


  Zebra got up, and approached the bed. Benelaus patted the quilt, and Zebra got up, and sat where Benelaus had indicated.


  “There. Is this more comfortable than the hobble?”


  “Master, whichever you prefer is best,” Zebra whispered.


  A hand stoked his head. “I see… Teodor was right. I shouldn’t be surprised, really. Don’t worry about it, Zebra,” Benelaus said softly. “It’s my problem, not yours. Stay here.” Benelaus got up, undressed, hung his clothing over a set of bars that were there… apparently just for that purpose, and then walked back over to the bed.


  And then he was in the bed, and pulling Zebra closer to him. “This, too, will be comfortable,” he whispered to the human, and Zebra felt the familiar and unfamiliar embrace close around him. Familiar, as it was very much like Chelm had held him, and unfamiliar, since the minotaur wasn’t Chelm. Benelaus was smaller than Chelm, a soft white closer to the Great Lord than the harsher, starker coloration of, say, Dapple. Even the scent, pine and musk, was different, even as it was so similar that it woke every yearning Zebra had ever had for his previous Master.


  Chelm.


  Zebra started shaking as he remembered the first time Chelm had rewarded him by sharing his bed. He had been… no, he couldn’t think of that, he wasn’t that anymore, but he had been so difficult, his Master so surprisingly patient teaching him how to obey, when he did, finally, he hadn’t realized how wonderful it would be, how relaxing it would be, how ecstatic it would be. How every inch of him would feel new, how he would need his Master with him, by him, in him. Benelaus surely felt him shaking, but the powerful arms didn’t falter, and the minotaur said nothing. Maybe Benelaus understood.


  Zebra’s comfort was Chelm. If the room was hot, or cold, or quiet, or loud – if Chelm were there, then it was right. And if Chelm were not there, then it was wrong. Just as it had been wrong every day and every night since that terrible moment where Chelm had just… given him away. Just as it was wrong now, just as even the way Benelaus was holding him seemed like some cruel mockery of when Chelm had held him. What would Chelm say, now, if he saw Zebra behaving like this? Zebra didn’t have to guess, Zebra knew, just as if Chelm were standing beside him, telling him.


  Chelm had put him here. This is where Chelm wanted him to be. Zebra repeated that mantra to himself, reminding himself that whatever else was true, Chelm wanted him to be here. Chelm wanted him to be here. Slowly, the shaking slowed, stopped. Zebra felt himself relax into Benelaus’s grip. “I’m here, Zebra,” Benelaus said, and Zebra spent the night in the circle of Benelaus’s arms. Zebra had expected Benelaus to use him, almost hoped for it, although that felt but that hadn’t happened; Benelaus had only held him. It was strange; very strange. The feeling of a minotaur was so familiar, and that it wasn’t Chelm was so different.


  He’d managed to sleep, though, and if the dreams had returned, then he didn’t remember them, and the next several nights were likewise peaceful. Even the chaos of Lord Fog’s arrival in yet another minotaur city – confusingly, it seemed to be called Maze, just like the one they had left despite this city’s being flat and five or six days travel distant and apparently populated by a different clan. Or perhaps it wasn’t so much the name, as simply the heart of the clan. That sounded more minotaur, when he thought about it.


  “Yes,” Benelaus said. “Every clan’s center is their maze.” The brown minotaur was surprisingly forthcoming with answers, whenever Zebra could summon the resolution to ask them. Chelm hadn’t liked questions. Even the Great Lord, as diffident as he was, had been noticeably taken aback even when Dacien asked him a question. He hadn’t wanted to ask where the human Dacien had gone, nor why the minotaur Dacien had taken so many by surprise. Zebra wasn’t sure he believed… well, what he believed. It seemed impossible, utterly impossible, and yet…


  And yet.


  He wasn’t sure why the Great Lord chose to drag him around, him following Benelaus, Benelaus following in the Great Lord’s wake as he met with yet more Great Lords. It seemed incredible to him that the Great Lord really cared about his tattoos, but… well, maybe he did. It seemed impossible, utterly impossible, and yet…


  And yet.


  Lord Fog had come to assist the other Great Lord, the Lord of Bones, and after a day in the city, they left again, for the private home of the Lord of Bones. Three more days of travel took them there, through the farms and villages, and finally to the front of a huge stone house. The Great Lord’s servants, human and minotaur, greeted them with all the painful formality and more. Even Zebra had to be introduced, although only superficially, by Benelaus.


  “My Lord of Bones,” Lord Fog said, after the introductions and welcomes had been performed, “I am certain that you are laying a most pleasant dinner.”


  “Sean,” – who had been introduced as the Lord of Bone’s Master of House – “has made the preparations, yes, although I think there will be time for a quick bath.”


  “And on behalf of my retinue, I thank you,” Lord Fog said. “But I am come on no small matter, but one that struggles at the leash. I would like to see the books at once.”


  “Books,” murmured the Lord of Bones. “Yes. As to that… I think I said there were several, and due to their fragility, I preferred you come to my library to see them.”


  “Something along those lines, yes,” agreed Lord Fog. “Am I to understand that this was some kind of pretext to draw me here?”


  “I have played, I confess, somewhat loosely with facts, but I would not go so far as to call it a pretext. My choice of phrase may have misled you as to the nature of what is here, that is all.”


  “Then since I am here, you may as well unfold the mystery.”


  “It is easier if I show you, Lord Fog. I assure you, my reasons for asking you here are exactly the ones I have given you and Patriarch Cresphontes. It is… well, please, come this way.”


  “With delight,” Lord Fog said dryly, evincing, to Zebra’s mind, very little of that emotion, and the four of them set off. Lord Fog following the Lord of Bones, Benelaus following Lord Fog, and therefore, Zebra, following Benelaus. They turned down a narrow stone corridor, and down several flights of stairs, and the air gained the cool stillness and quiet of deep cellars. Eventually, the Great Lords came – and Zebra, perforce, followed – into a dusty archive.


  “I’ve warded this room against… well, against a great many things,” the Lord of Bones said. “Whether it will hold your signature in check, I depend on you to tell me.”


  A bare moment passed before Teodor nodded. “It holds, and I will make certain it continues to do.” Lord Fog looked around the large room, books neatly stacked in cabinets, heavy wood lock-boxes stacked to the ceiling, and roll upon roll upon roll of papers, all tied with multicolored ribbons. Oddly for the almost preternaturally neat minotaurs, everything coated with fine, fine dust.


  “I appreciate that.”


  “But…” said Teodor softly.


  “Yes, Lord Fog?”


  “All of these pertain to ninja?”


  “Some.” the gaunt silvered minotaur said. “Or Scylla, or Xarbydis. Or the war, or the, hmmmm, related history. Some of them are tangential. Notes, diaries, letters, anything I could find.”


  “It is an impressive collection,” Lord Fog said.


  “Thank you.”


  “You misunderstand, that was not a compliment, it was an observation,” Lord Fog said.


  “Then it is a correct observation,” the other Great Lord said with something like a minotaur smile, so tight that Zebra wondered if it wasn’t, perhaps, some other expression entirely.


  “Your diligence in assembling such a,” and Lord Fog was silent for a moment, considering his words, “vast quantity of… primary sources, impresses me. I must wonder how long you’ve been assembling them.”


  “Must you?”


  “Yes,” Lord Fog said. “I must.”


  “I’d rather you didn’t.”


  “I can see that, My Lord of Bones, and yet… I must, I think, wonder.”


  The gaunt minotaur gestured to the room. “Some years, Lord Fog. Nearly half a century. I became… curious, shall we say, and I wanted to lay my ridiculous and absurd concerns to rest.”


  “An eminently reasonable goal,” Lord Fog said. “But I take it you were unable to lay them to rest?”


  “I was… unable to do so, yes.”


  “How fortunate, in the sense that it gifts us now, with this… material,” Lord Fog said. “And I continue to wonder.”


  “Too much wondering can be unhealthy, Lord Fog.”


  “I take it you pursued these matters in great silence. I had no inkling of this, and I doubt, deeply, that even our Patriarch did. Did yours?”


  “I did not judge it prudent to lay such speculative matters before anyone.”


  “Prudent, indeed. And yet I wonder, what raised the… speculation.”


  “This and that, over the years,” the gaunt minotaur replied. “I cannot tell you what triggered it, a hundred little things, and nothing in particular. Call it a hunch, backed by nothing, no prescience, no evidence, nothing but a wild and impossible… not even a guess. A shadow of a suspicion.”


  “And your investigations?”


  “I found the shadow… impossible to prove. Or disprove. Until recently, of course.”


  “Of course,” echoed Lord Fog. “What is it, then, you want of me?”


  “I want you to tell me how Xarbydis created them, Teodor. I want a program laid out, and I want to replicate it.” The guant minotaur gave that almost but not quite smile again. “After all, you’ve succeeded before, with even scantier sources, as I understand it.”


  “Yes, but it took me a long time, years,” murmured Lord Fog. “And there were experiments, to confirm that I was on the right track. And experiments, to see what wouldn’t work. And there were gaps, and mysteries to bridge, and… it took time, My Lord of Bones. A great deal of time.”


  “Our supply of that particular luxury is, I think, small and shrinking,” the gaunt minotaur said. “Our foe, or foes, for I will not make the error of assuming we have only one, will understand what we are doing as we do it.”


  “Everyone will.”


  “Just so.”


  “And you’re prepared for that.”


  “I trust I will be, yes.” the minotaur said. “Can you do it?”


  “I… I can come up with something,” Lord Fog said. “How accurate or useful it will be I cannot know. Especially if it be on such short notice, with such… guesswork.”


  “I am not concerned. We will test your methods in service.”


  “That… you’ll kill them!”


  “Quite likely, yes,” the gaunt minotaur said. “But that will teach us how to keep the next ones alive, and it will gain us time.”


  “That’s…”


  “My concern,” said the Lord of Bones, in a tone that said further discussion was pointless.


  “You will have difficulty finding volunteers,” Lord Fog said.


  “Another concern that is entirely mine.”


  “Not entirely,” Lord Fog said. “We did agree…”


  “And since we agreed, there is no need for your concern.”


  The gray minotaur paused. “Well, I had no concern until now. I’m afraid my tendency to wonder has struck yet again, and I wonder if you have found some peculiarity in which one can obey perfectly and yet fail completely.”


  The gaunt minotaur just shook his head. “The sooner you begin, Lord Fog.”


  “Something we both can agree on, but…”


  “Yes?”


  “I am still wondering, My Lord of Bones.”


  “About?”


  “There must have been something that brought your… suspicions to a focus.”


  The other was silent for a moment, and then he said, “If there were, and I hold to that if, then it would be something of which I cannot speak.”


  The gray minotaur was silent, and then finally nodded, jerkily, once. “So be it. May I start, then?”


  “Before dinner?”


  “I think you were the one warning me that our time is short,” Lord Fog said.


  “That is deserved, but it is also true.”


  “Then have my dinner – and theirs – delivered. And once General Osaze and your Master of Guard – General Dougal, is it not? – have determined the rounds and schedule of our safety, please send him to me.”


  “Dougal? Or Osaze?”


  “General Osaze,” Lord Fog said. “This is…” he gestured. “I was not prepared for this much material, and I will have to consider how best to sift it. Have you any kind of manifest?”


  The gaunt minotaur shook his head. “No.”


  “Well, I shall make you one, then,” Lord Fog said. “The other copies of…”


  “There,” and the Lord of Bones pointed to one of the locked glass cabinets. “On the third shelf.”


  Lord Fog simply nodded, walked over to the cabinet, and began pulling the books out, carefully setting them on a desk. “Thank you, My Lord of Bones.”


  

  As the gaunt Lord of Bones had left, Lord Fog practically leaped into action. “The books are useless,” he said, “but in all this clutter there may well be something of value, overlooked…” a slight bovine smile flashed across the otherwise-controlled gray face. “And I do admit the sheer novelty of examining such a rich collection of sources is in itself intoxicating. Still, it would be best to tackle this in an orderly way. Zebra, can you read?”


  Him? Zebra quailed at the thought. “Only Latin, Great – Sir, Sir. And not for years.”


  “Huh,” mused the gray minotaur. “I am disappointed – not in you, Zebra, nor with you, but really…” Lord Fog sighed, and turned to the General.


  “No,” the General said, before the mage had even started to speak. “We are here to guard you, My Lord.”


  “Wouldn’t it be safer if I were done sooner?”


  “My Lord, it is our job to guard you wherever you are, not merely here.”


  The gray minotaur sighed again. “Benelaus… you’re not on active guard duty… do you think you could look after Zebra and help me sort through this?”


  “Yes, My Lord, of course.”


  “I’m glad somebody can get some real work done.”


  “My Lord, begging your pardon, but guard work requires one’s full attention; I am not guarding Zebra, I am overseeing him. I could not both guard and assist you; any more that the General could.”


  “Noted,” said Teodor dryly. “Thank you for that, hmmm, vote of confidence in your commanding officer.” He let out a deep breath, and slowly turned around, looking pensively over the mass of letters, books, journals, and folders the Lord of Bones had accumulated. “This will take… some time.” The minotaur’s head nodded. “Best get started, I suppose. I’m going to start looking through letters. I’d like you to go through the books. Anything from… oh, a thousand years or older is interesting. Anything relating to Xarbydis, Scylla, or tempus is interesting. Anything else is a lower priority. I’ll have to go through everything eventually. Oh. Anything about magic or ritual is interesting, too.” Lord Fog’s muzzle relaxed as he considered. “And… use your discretion. If you think something is interesting, make a note of why and put it in a third group.”


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  “And… if for some reason you think something requires my immediate attention, please let me know at once,” Lord Fog said. “I value and prize initiative, and even if your initiative leads you to the wrong choice or decision, why, you’ve learned more about what I do consider important.” Lord Fog gave the brief twist of a minotaur grin.


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  

  The next several days went slowly, Zebra thought. Mornings they trained – and even the Great Lord himself trained, working with General Osaze with a practice sword. Zebra felt vaguely guilty about noticing that Lord Fog wasn’t very good – probably not even as good as… no. That wasn’t something to think about. Zebra concentrated on his wrestling bouts with Benelaus. The small brown minotaur was far stronger than he was, but Zebra was still the better wrestler, and in a strange reversal, Benelaus decided that the best way for Zebra to stay in form was for him, Zebra, to teach Benelaus. After a week or so, Lord Fog decided that the spell on Zebra was stable enough that he’d only need to renew it once or twice a day, and rather than have Zebra sit in the library with them, Benelaus would send Zebra outside to run laps around the mansion. Zebra didn’t mind; it was a good form of exercise, and it got him outside in the sun and grass, and it felt pretty good to be on his own for a short time. It reminded him… no. It felt pretty good to be on his own for a short time.


  It took him nearly twenty minutes to do a full circle around the estate, because of the orchard, and it was on one of those rounds where he saw something he didn’t understand. Five rows of ten humans, ex-soldiers if Zebra was any judge, under the direct leadership of a number of larger black and white minotaur warriors – no, warlords, Zebra thought, and he jagged a little further out, to avoid them. Benelaus had told him to stay away from any of the workers on the estate or any of the bulls working for the Lord of Bones.


  “Who are you?” The black minotaur – not a bull Zebra recognized – appeared in front of him.


  “Zebra, Sir.”


  “What are you doing here?”


  “Running, Sir.”


  The minotaur looked irritated for a moment. “What are you doing on the Lord’s estate? You’re not one of his slaves.”


  “No, Sir. I came with Great Lord Fog, Sir.”


  “He brought humans?”


  “Just me, Sir,” Zebra said.


  “And you were running… why?”


  “I was running around the estate, Sir. My overseer said I needed more exercise.”


  “Your overseer? Lord Fog brought an overseer for a single human?”


  “I don’t believe I can say, Sir.”


  “So where is he?” the black minotaur asked, impatience finally leaking into his voice.


  “Sir?”


  “Where is your overseer?”


  “To the best of my knowledge, Sir, in the Great Lord’s library.”


  The black minotaur nodded. “Finish your run around the estate, and return there. Inform your overseer that Warlord Crandall wishes to speak with him at his first convenience.”


  “Yes, Sir,” Zebra said, and set off to do exactly that. A few minutes saw him back at the kitchen door. He jogged through the mansion, up to the library, past both sets of guards, and back to the dim and musty library. His own Great Lord was standing at a desk, gingerly examining some old pages, and Benelaus was paging through a book. Both of them looked up as he came in, and then turned back to their task.


  “Got tired?”


  “No, Sir,” Zebra said, which, as he knew it would, caught Benelaus’ attention. He’d been told to go run until he was tired of it. “I was told to return here.”


  “By whom?”


  “I don’t know, Sir, but I was instructed to tell you that Warlord Crandall wished to speak with you at your first convenience.”


  “Crandall? What’s he doing here?” asked Benelaus, and Zebra related the entire story to him, quietly. “How strange,” Benelaus said as he finished.


  “What?” asked Lord Fog, looking up. “I’m sorry, I missed that. What’s the issue?”


  “Crandall is here,” said Benelaus.


  “I think I’ve heard his name, but I do not recall the specifics. Is this an issue?”


  “He’s tempus instructor for the Lord of Bones.”


  “Ah,” said the gray minotaur with a hint of distaste. “Yes. That’s why I brought Dapple,” and turned back to the yellowed paper.


  “So why is he instructing humans?”


  Lord Fog looked up. “What?”


  “Zebra was doing laps around the house, and encountered minotaurs doing what looks like military drills.”


  “And that is odd?”


  “With humans, My Lord.”


  “With…” and the gray minotaur stopped. The paper dropped from his hands. “Humans. Zebra, I beg your forgiveness, but I was not paying attention to your discussion with Benelaus. Could you tell me, exactly what you saw, and what happened?”


  “I… I think so, Great… Sir,” Zebra said, and carefully went through the sequence of events again. Lord Fog listened carefully.


  “How many minotaurs did you see?”


  “I…” Zebra considered. “Maybe seven?”


  “And… I know this is an odd question, but were they all… black or white? No other pelt coloration?”


  “There was a blue minotaur, My Lord.”


  “I see,” said Lord Fog. “Oh, yes, I see. I have been willfully blind, but I can certainly see when my eyelids are ripped off.”


  “My Lord?”


  “Is there something we should know about, My Lord?” asked one of the guards standing vigil.


  “I…” and the gray minotaur paused. “I don’t know. I do need to talk to Oz – General Osaze, but the matter is far from urgent. I doubt it changes any security requirements, but of course Oz will be the better judge of that.”


  “Yes, My Lord,” the guard said.


  “Is this something I should know about?” asked Benelaus.


  Lord Fog sat down, looked almost helplessly at the stack of paper in front of him, and shook his head. “I don’t know, Benelaus. But…” he turned, and looked directly – and rather disconcertingly – at Zebra. “I am infinitely pleased that you have brought me this information. It is not… good information, I am distressed…” the minotaur paused. “Yes, I think I myself need a break. Perhaps an afternoon training session for all. As I said, I am distressed, but that is not your fault, Zebra. This is… important, very important. You have done well.” Lord Fog tried to smile, but Zebra could see his heart wasn’t in it.


  “Sir? I… I didn’t do anything I wasn’t told to…”


  “Then you are to be commended for doing as you were told,” Lord Fog said, quietly. “I… oh, how could I be so blind?” The mage put his head on his hands, and after a moment, Zebra saw he was shaking.


  No, not shaking. Crying.


  “Sir?” asked Zebra, as he walked over to the minotaur, and then he silently put his hand on the gray minotaur’s left hand. Benelaus was watching closely, but made no motion to interfere. “Sir?” but Teodor said nothing. “Great Lord?”


  “Hardly that,” whispered the minotaur. “But… thank you, Zebra. I’m… I will be fine.”


  

  The next day, Benelaus took Zebra on a new route for his run, one that conspicuously avoided the orchard, and the Great Lord, as Zebra thought of him that way even if he was getting better at just addressing him as Sir, was even quieter than he had been before, saying nothing as he stared at paper after paper. Even the few questions Benelaus asked him received minimal answers. Polite, always painfully polite, but as short as possible.


  Since Zebra had long ago given up counting days, he wasn’t sure how many days later it was when one of Lord Fog’s guards intercepted him on his daily run, to let him know his presence was desired, now. Zebra dutifully turned around, and the guard – Zester – followed him back into the house. New guards, the smaller brown minotaurs, were stationed at the doors. And when Zester requested entrance, they had to unlock the doors to let the two of them in. Zebra heard the lock click shut behind them.


  More guards – again, brown minotaurs – were wandering – patrolling? – the house, and they pointedly ignored Zester and Zebra. Zester returned the indifference, although he paused outside the library before opening the door, waiting for a moment of silence before announcing “I have retrieved your human, My Lord.”


  “Excellent, thank you, Zester,” Lord Fog said courteously, from a chair where he was reading a book. “General Osaze, can you now tell me what has happened?”


  “Happened, My Lord?”


  “Yes, happened. Why has the Lord of Bones increased our guard from ten bulls to twenty-four?”


  “Perhaps you should ask the Lord of Bones, My Lord?”


  “I’m sure you already have,” Lord Fog said.


  “I have not, My Lord.”


  The gray minotaur just looked at the golden minotaur for a long period of silence. “Then you must already know.”


  “I cannot discuss it.”


  “Still?”


  “I cannot discuss it.”


  “Osaze, if there’s a problem, I need to know.”


  “I beg your forgiveness, Lord Fog, but I cannot discuss it.”


  “It pains me, but I order you, on my authority as Lord Fog and Ambassador to inform me of whatever is happening,” Lord Fog said softly.


  “I cannot discuss it.”


  That drew a look of surprise from the gray minotaur, and then one of thought.


  “Cresphontes has ordered your silence in this matter?”


  “I cannot discuss it,” General Osaze repeated.


  “But this level of security is… ridiculous!”


  “My Lord, I have my responsibilities. I would beg you to not to draw me into conversation on this. I cannot, cannot, cannot discuss it.”


  “You were explicitly ordered not to discuss it with me?”


  “My Lord.”


  “That is not an answer.”


  “I cannot discuss it. All I can do is acknowledge the words of My Lord, My Lord.”


  “But this is absurd!”


  “My Lord, I…”


  “Cannot discuss it, yes, I did hear you. The first time, and with each repetition, I assure you.” The mage sighed. “You may not post guards in my bedroom, however.”


  “It is a security requirement.”


  “I can’t sleep with all that racket,” Lord Fog said. “And I do need sleep.”


  “They will be very quiet.”


  The mage shook his head. “No, not physical sound. I’ve explained this before; they’ll be thinking. You can hardly order them to stop thinking, and even if you did, they couldn’t stop. And the sound of their thinking will keep me awake.”


  “That’s…”


  “The truth, Oz, as I’ve told you, again and again and again,” the mage said tiredly. “I can’t sleep like that.”


  “You slept with me.”


  “One person, yes, I can sleep with one person, who is also sleeping. Two or more who are awake, though, I cannot. Let us find some other solution. I can seal the room magically to prevent anyone from entering.”


  “And if there is some external emergency that requires your attention, or abandonment of the building? A fire, for example?”


  “I’ll tune the seal to the guards outside. They, and only they, will be able to pass.”


  “I’d rather someone was inside with you. Maybe just one guard?”


  “No,” said Lord Fog.


  “May I sleep with you?”


  The gray minotaur just shook his head. “Oz, you’d be guarding me, not… and… no, I don’t think that would be a good idea at all.”


  “I don’t like your being alone.”


  “Well, actually, I’m not that fond of it either,” the minotaur said dryly. “I’ve gotten used to it.”


  “How about Zebra?”


  “What?”


  “He has no guard responsibility, so he could sleep with you.”


  “He’s beautiful, and I do like him,” Lord Fog said, “but I hardly see how having him there would enhance my safety.” The gray minotaur smiled briefly at him, and then turned back to Osaze. “Or his. Putative assassins would have no qualms about hurting him if he was with me. Out of the question.”


  “Do you doubt that you can seal the room?”


  “No, of course not.”


  “Then, sealed, he’d be safer than anywhere else, would he not?”


  “Why is it so important that there be someone else in the room?”


  “Let’s say you seal the room. And let’s say an assassin kills the only two guards who can get in. And then they set the house on fire.”


  “A mage, threatened by a fire? I think not.”


  “Asleep? Perhaps a drugged sleep?”


  “Drugged? If I could be drugged, then why not poisoned?”


  “As a water-affined mage you would sense if you were poisoned. You might not sense something subtle. Say… just stronger brandy than you’re used to. Alcohol, My Lord, is a drug. I would sleep better, My Lord, if someone else was with you.”


  The gray minotaur started to say something, and then shrugged. “I would say no, I would say that you are conjuring impossible fantasies of harm, but… I am reminded of what Xavien told me after the attack on us at House Green, that he had been warned, and he chose to ignore. Sleeping with Zebra will be no hardship, so… I will do as you ask.” The gray minotaur paused. “Although… whatever it is you are not telling me, you must tell me if this places Zebra in any greater danger, or I cannot do it.”


  “I do not believe, to the best of my knowledge, that Zebra would be in greater danger with you than elsewhere,” General Osaze said quietly.


  “Very well, then.”


  “I’m not afraid,” Zebra said. “I’d protect you, Sir.”


  “No,” said Lord Fog quickly, as Benelaus started to move. “Please, Benelaus, sit.


  “Zebra, that is a courageous and generous offer, and I am honored by it, deeply,” Lord Fog continued. “Still, we minotaurs demand much – very much – from our humans. One of the things we deliver for your loyalty and obedience is our protection of you. Every minotaur in this room – every minotaur in this house – would die to shield you. Only the Lord of Bones and I would merit consideration before your safety, and only because, as mages, we are considered critical to our clans. The day we ask humans to protect us – that is the day we have betrayed every human who has ever entered our service.”


  Zebra said nothing.


  “And some might – would – say your offer is an accusation of that betrayal.” Lord Fog said. “But they would be wrong. I am, as I said, honored by your offer. I wish I could repay it as it deserves, but I cannot, and retain my honor. You are my ward, and your safety is paramount. Those are my wishes, that is my command, and I will have your word that you will not seek to protect me or to put yourself in danger. Is that clear?”


  “Yes, Sir.” Zebra had a sudden flashback to Chelm’s command to seek out another minotaur for protection if something happened to him while he faced down an intruder.


  “I know Chelm has, hmm, suppressed your human love of questions, but do you have any?”


  “What… I didn’t, I don’t understand what you mean by wishing to repay my offer as it deserves,” Zebra said. “That didn’t make sense. I’m sorry, Sir.”


  “I perceive nothing for which you should be apologetic,” Lord Fog said. “The most fitting response would be to accept your offer, of course. How better could I honor the courage of your offer and initiative in making it than by accepting it? I cannot, and for that, it is I who am sorry.” A brief twist of the gray muzzle showed a smile. “But I will sleep better nevertheless knowing the bravery of the heart next to mine.” The gray minotaur looked around the room. “I trust I have made my opinions known.”


  “Yes, Sir,” and Zebra’s words echoed along with the soft, “Yes, M’Lord” from the other minotaurs.


  By the time Zebra was beside the sleeping gray minotaur, he’d decided that Lord Fog – Teodor, if they were in bed together – had not been mocking him, after all. It didn’t hurt that something about Teodor reminded him of Chelm; and that thought sent him to sleep.


  

  Other than the additional presence of guards – at breakfast, in the halls, even in the library, the only real change was that Zebra was no longer allowed out of the house to run. Instead, he worked on drills with Benelaus – good, but nowhere near the almost-freedom of being out running by himself. Still, Zebra noticed that the Great Lord had even less freedom than he did. Maybe that was why he’d been so upset when he’d first seen Zebra, locked onto the hobble. Or maybe not. The gray minotaur seemed as moody as Chelm, and talked even less, although he was nowhere near as rigid.


  And at bedtime, Teodor even talked to him, asked him what he’d done, as if the answer would be something other than sit in the library and watch you and Master go through old papers. After the fifth or sixth repetition of that, Teodor had just sighed and promised that this would be over, eventually, and Teodor was looking very forward to that.


  It was the night after that Teodor bolted out of bed, and began talking to the air – and the air began talking back.


  Teodor? I hope I am not disturbing you too much.


  “Xavien, no, not at all. It’s a pleasure to hear you, but I’d been expecting Ruus. I have some news, and it isn’t good.”


  I have ill news as well, and I suspect mine is worse.


  “That… that would be bad.”


  It is bad. There is no good way to say it. Nine days ago, these ninja attacked us. Fifteen of the Patriarch’s guard were slain, another seven wounded, and… Cresphontes assassinated. Eight ninja – all of them, we think – were killed. Apparently they are expendable assets.


  “That’s… Folly of the Creators. I’m so sorry. I know you and your cousin were close; that is… horrible.”


  Thank you. I assumed the position of Acting Regent, and I was confirmed as Regent by quorum two days later.


  “You? How did you get stuck with that? And, more importantly… how may I serve you, Regent?”


  By getting here for the confirmation of the next patriarch.


  “I wasn’t consulted.”


  No. The new patriarch has already garnered the needed quorum of generals and mages. We needed to do this quickly, and it was only yourself, Lord Doze, and Lord Winter that were unavailable. I, Lord Chimes, Lord Run, and Lord Lash all agreed on the proposed candidate – the needed quorum.


  “I see. Who has been chosen?”


  Restricted. Security concerns. But we do want you, Lord Doze, and Lord Winter here as soon as possible. You should be here for the confirmation.


  “If you command it, but you do recall why I am here?”


  This is more important. We need to show solidarity.


  “As you command.”


  I thought you’d argue.


  “With Lord Green, I might, if I thought he was wrong. With the Regent – never. I take it the Lord of Bones was told earlier?”


  Lord Chimes told him and General Osaze. I was half-expecting you to have winkled it out of them.


  “The Lord of Bones has been… notable in his absence, and the only thing Osaze said was, I cannot discuss it. Repeatedly. Obviously something had happened, but I’d assumed Cresphontes had commanded his silence.”


  No. I did. There was nothing you could do, and what you were doing was critical. You said you had ill news.


  “The Lord of Bones intends to turn humans into ninja.”


  Deplorable. I take no pleasure in being right.


  “Right? Right about what?”


  About the inadvisability of your experiments in transforming humans to minotaurs.


  “Then we disagree. The Lord of Bones’ error is in creating ninja in the first place. His candidate selection would be deplorable regardless of whom he chose.”


  Your process facilitates it, and makes a difficult and painful decision… less so.


  “True. I beg your forgiveness, Xavien, about that you are exactly correct. But he could, with almost equal ease, have bred minotaurs for the purpose using the humans. Would that have been more, or less terrible?”


  Do you invite me to rate these crimes?


  “I… no. I am, I suppose, defending what is my contribution. My misused contribution, but… mine. I have enabled this thing, and that fills me with shame. But I think it would have happened, regardless. I merely provided an easier way.”


  I agree with that. How soon can you arrive here?


  “I… yes, of course. A day to prepare, a day to Ourobouros, and then two days to Lycaili. Four days.”


  Confirmation is in five days. Your attendance is the highest priority.


  “Is that the word of the Regent?”


  Teodor, I am crushed beneath this burden, and the loss of Cresphontes. I have had no time to mourn, and I cannot let myself dwell on it. I look forward to resuming my place as Lord Green nearly as I looked forward to the birth of Xavier.


  “Of course. I am coming, my friend. We can mourn together.”


  Thank you, Teodor.


  7


  Illumination


  

  Sasha himself woke Dacien in the predawn darkness. Teodor had been a late riser, but apparently his new master was a minotaur of another color, and Dacien amused himself briefly wondering if minotaurs used that phrase. Probably not. In fact, the only minotaur who’d mentioned it to him was Chelm, and then, only after he’d committed the blunder of referring to himself as red rather than roan, and Lord Green as black, when he was ebon. That had provoked a short talk about the proper terminology, and then… very little. It was almost certainly one of the many sensitive and convoluted points of minotaur etiquette; Dacien made a mental note to ask Sasha about it, and hoped that Sasha would be more forthcoming than Teodor had been.


  “Dacien, I am sorry to wake you so early,” the brown minotaur said. “But I desire to leave early. And for some baffling reason Lord Fog is waiting to bid you farewell.” Sasha shook his head. “Perhaps he has some difficulty letting you go. Although…” he trailed off.


  Dacien took a breath, and swung himself out of bed. “He’s here?”


  “Waiting for us,” Sasha confirmed. “I’ve asked him to join us for breakfast. Can you be ready in a few minutes?”


  “Yes,” said Dacien, thinking about breakfasts, and wondering just how Sasha intended to leave early. He found out quickly; breakfast was not the elaborate buffet it was with Teodor, but hot, almost liquid, pureed oatmeal cooked with milk and fruit, drunk from a heavy mug instead of served in a bowl, and eaten standing. Sasha poured a mug for himself, and a huge white minotaur handed Dacien and Teodor a mug as well.


  “Thank you for seeing me so early, Lord Doze,” Teodor said, sipping from the mug.


  “Thank you for rising so early to see me, Lord Fog,” Sasha replied. “I had thought that, leaving so quickly and early, I would miss the chance to bid you farewell.”


  Teodor grinned. “Well said, Sasha. So.” The soft cool grayness of Teodor’s magic startled Dacien, and Sasha looked intent for a moment, and then quickly hid a flash of surprise.


  “Yes,” the smaller brown minotaur said after a moment. “That does complicate matters.”


  “And perhaps you would find this human useful, on your trip? Odd jobs, small tasks, too trivial but…” Teodor gestured, and one of his guard gently escorted Commander-of-Thousands Nestor forward. “He may come in handy.”


  Sasha looked puzzled. “I thought the Patriarch said no.”


  Teodor tilted his head. “All he said was that the thing was impossible, and not a matter for his purview.”


  “He said he couldn’t…” and Sasha was quiet for a moment. “Oh.”


  “Yes.”


  “So that’s what you meant by explaining it later.”


  “Yes.”


  “I hate these word games,” Sasha said, with a sigh. “I will never get used to this… ever-so-precise dicing of meaning, chopping it so finely it means anything it wants to mean. Very well. I’ll take him. We’ll take him. Darren. This human will be accompanying us.” Sasha stared at Nestor for a moment. “Assign… assign someone to keep track of him.”


  “Yes, Lord Doze,” his guard said.


  “And let me know if there are any issues; I will deal with them.”


  “Yes, Lord Doze.”


  Teodor offered Sasha a flask. “He’ll need a sip of this every now and then.”


  Sasha took the flask hesitantly, and sniffed it. “Lantail… why…” and then paused. “It’s poisonous, you know.”


  Nestor looked suspiciously at Teodor.


  Teodor sighed. “Sasha, all drugs are poisonous. He’s handling it just fine.”


  “If he starts turning yellow…” started Sasha.


  “Then you can get him to a healer, and get his liver fixed.” said Teodor impatiently. “Keep him on it. He’s been on this dose for over a week, and he’s taken no harm so far.”


  “I can’t judge whether he’s taking harm or not.”


  “You just said it yourself: he’ll turn yellow. And that happens long before any irreversible damage happens. You’re only going to be gone for what, ten days?”


  “Twelve,” said Sasha. “But…”


  “Even if he suddenly had the worst possible reaction, he’d be fine if he got treatment in a month. Or two. Or three.”


  “I can see your mind is settled on this, Lord Fog, so I will respect your wishes.”


  “Just so. And…” the gray minotaur paused. “You might not want to listen to this next part.”


  “What was that, Lord Fog? I find myself somewhat hard of hearing.”


  “Yes…” said Teodor, who turned to face Nestor. “You will take the drug, feral, or you will be useless and worse than useless for any kind of embassy. Your duties will not be onerous; your well-being will be seen to. But if you embarrass me in front of Lord Doze or indeed any of the warriors or warlords here – then this will come to nothing.”


  Nestor nodded.


  “And?”


  “Yes. Sir.” Nestor said.


  “I will grant the doubt, and not called this veiled insubordination, but if it be, abandon it. It will not serve me, or your previous masters; it is no part of your duties, however you conceive them, to anyone,” Teodor said. He turned to Dacien. “I think you will…” he paused. “I do not know. We will talk, my son, when you return. We will have… more to talk about, I think. I was displeased, much, by Cresphonte’s decision to put you under Lord Doze’s supervision… but not because I harbor any doubts about Sasha. He is a good bull – better, in some ways, than myself, and wiser than he would admit. Any questions you would bring to me, you may bring to him.


  “Teodor?” asked Dacien. “I will… I will do my best.”


  “That will suffice,” Teodor said. “Mage Dacien, Lord Doze… you’d best be on your way. I am leaving for Ourobouros myself.” The gray minotaur set his mug of oatmeal down, and Dacien noticed it was still full. Teodor turned, and left, and the huge white minotaur followed him as did several of the others.


  “Poor Te,” said Sasha, after they’d left.


  “Why?”


  “Didn’t you see Oz?”


  Oz… “Warlord Osaze?” A number of things came together for Dacien. “The gold minotaur was Osaze?”


  “You’d never met him?”


  “No,” said Dacien. “But I thought they liked each other.”


  “They do,” Sasha allowed. “Much. But they can’t stand being around each other. Osaze likes parties, people, and events. Te doesn’t. He hates parties, dislikes groups of more than five, and prefers a quiet routine. You must have noticed, living with him, that every day is like every other day, and every week is like every other week.”


  Dacien thought back, and chuckled. “No, not really. Although… I can see he’d like it to be that way.”


  “Ah. Yes,” said Sasha, smiling. “You had a set of adventures with him.”


  “But I understand you. He does like tranquility.”


  “And that makes Osaze crazy,” said Sasha. He took a deep breath. “And… that brings me to something I cannot put off any longer. I’m not sure how I feel about it, to be honest.”


  Dacien finished the oatmeal, and set the mug down. “What?”


  “Me,” a deep voice said. “At least, I hope that was Lord Doze’s intent.” A midnight-blue minotaur came in, followed by another, of a lighter shade of blue, whom he recognized from yesterday – Bryant. The other bull was so dark he looked black, blue-black, like the last moment before the sky turned to darkness, and a foot taller than Bryant – this minotaur was easily larger than Lord Green. Even his voice was deeper. “Lord Doze, Mage Dacien. I am General Hector, appointed as your Master of Guard by Lord Cresphontes. This is General Bryant, serving as my second.” The minotaur grimaced briefly. “There are a number of other bulls I’d like to introduce to you, but they will meet us at the gate. I think between myself and Bryant, you’ll be safe enough in the city.”


  “I didn’t think a… a mage apprentice could have a guard. It seems strange.”


  “Lord Cresphontes has his reasons, I imagine,” Hector said. “He has shared a great many remarkable things about you with me. All in confidence, I might add.”


  “Good,” said Sasha, with a hint of warning in his voice, although Dacien wasn’t sure if the warning was for him or Hector. “Ah, General Hector… I am uncertain of the precedence, here. I don’t believe my long-ago lessons in protocol covered this situation, or if they did, I am ashamed to admit I have forgotten. Perhaps you can illuminate me with your understanding of it?”


  “Of course, Lord Doze. There is no question of your precedence. Mine is second, as the Council Guard is senior to yours. Warrior Dmitri is third, as your Master of Guard. Mage Dacien is fourth, followed by Warlord Bryant, followed by Warrior Milos, followed by Warrior Chelm.”


  “I’ve had my guard for… decades,” the small brown minotaur said. “It is not that I doubt you, it just that I do not understand how my guard would be considered junior.”


  “It is not a question of time, but authority, Lord Doze,” Hector said. “Your guard is on your authority, the Council Guard is under the authority of the Master of the Council – Lord Cresphontes, as are you. Therefore, the Council Guard is considered the senior service. It is only when two guards have an equal authority – such as, say, Lord Green’s and Lord Fog’s, that longevity is considered.


  “I see,” said Sasha, and nodded. “I am glad someone understands the all the niceties of protocol. And now that they are settled?”


  “Everything is in readiness for our departure, Lord Doze.”


  

  They met a larger group of warriors outside the city, and set out walking. “We’re going through mountains,” Hector explained to Dacien. “We’ve considered putting a better road in, but…”


  “Political issues,” Sasha said. “This is a border with Aglacea, and they are, hmmm, closely allied with Ungoliant, for all that we get along with them well. But we want no easy roads directly from Ungoliant to Lycaili.”


  “That’s blunt,” Hector said.


  Lord Doze shook his head. “It’s the truth. Would you rest easy if there were a tunnel – say, like the Ouroborous – Lycaili tunnel, between us and Aglacea?”


  “No,” admitted Hector. “Although if we could block it off…”


  “I’ve heard that argument,” said Lord Doze. “You’re talking years of effort by the Council, work that would fall primarily on Lords Green and Fog. It’s just wasteful to devote that kind of resource to something that we might need to collapse, and building it to collapse makes it less safe, anyway.” Sasha chuckled. “Besides, do you really want Teodor and Xavien to be working together? For years?”


  “They seemed to get along… better, when I was there,” offered Dacien. “Not because of me, I mean, just that they seemed… more at ease.”


  “That’s when both of them are on their best behavior,” Lord Doze said. “Nobody can keep that up for years. Believe me, Dacien, much as I love them both, they are best off apart.”


  “You don’t think men can change?”


  “I think you meant bulls,” Lord Doze said, with a hint of warning that was clearly for him, “and yes, I do. Xavien and Teodor, however are… too inherently opposite. Te craves new possibilities, while Xavien is focused on making certain things work. Very different focuses. They will never be comfortable with each other.”


  “They seemed…”


  “They respect one another,” Lord Doze said. “And as long as they remember that, they get along. Teodor, for all his frustration at Xavien’s stodginess – and he is stodgy – knows that nobody has sacrificed more or works harder than Xavien. Xavien, despite the constant assault of new ideas from Teodor, knows that he – Teodor, I mean – is brilliant and innovative and valuable.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien, thoughtfully. “That’s good to know.”


  The brown minotaur grinned. “Oh, yes, many good things to know.” He glanced around. “As long as we’re talking, I think I wanted to talk to you about lenses, and how we use them…”


  

  Most of the magic of the minotaurs, Dacien found out, was not the work of the mages themselves, but magicians, minotaurs who used a kind of ritual to duplicate what mages could do. The rituals, however, were lengthy, complex, and specific – so specific that every ritual had to be altered a little to fit the exact needs of the moment. Making those adjustments was itself high art, difficult and tedious, and there was an entire Guild of Magicians who practiced and maintained the art. Mages were called in for things for which the rituals would be too long, too complicated, or simply didn’t exist or wouldn’t work – like the farspeaking spell. Theoretically, one could create it as a ritual – if one knew exactly where the particular person who would be contacted was, but the magician would be so engrossed in the ritual that he wouldn’t be able to communicate. Even so, what ritual could do was impressive. Sasha explained how magicians could make wood impervious to insects, make stone harder, keep pottery from chipping, but the greatest use was preserving food.


  They talked about magic, ritual, and magicians until they stopped for a quick lunch, cold tea, bread, cheese, meat, and pears. Sasha quizzed Dacien through the meal. Dacien kept an eye on Nestor, since the human had been quiet the entire time. A little closer inspection revealed a slightly dazed look in Nestor’s eyes, and Dacien looked back at the brown minotaur. Sasha just shrugged unapologetically. “A little touch of, hmm, distraction,” he said. “He won’t notice, it keeps him quiet, out of trouble, and… Te was not jesting when he said trouble would be bad.”


  “Te – Lord Fog, I mean, said that doing that kind of thing was… well, not done.”


  “Details, apprentice, the details matter with mindwork,” Sasha said. “Removing memories or changing them, that’s not done.” The brown minotaur gestured. “But that leaves a lot that is permitted. Sometimes memories, painful memories, unpleasant memories, are suppressed. Not removed, but… quieted for a time, to let someone, a minotaur or human, work through them. False sensory input, mental illusions, those are permitted. And that’s what the human is seeing, now. Just a long march.” The brown minotaur gave a sly grin. “Perhaps he’s seen a few forts that might not really be there, along with one or two brigades…”


  Dacien couldn’t keep the look of surprise off his face. “Isn’t he supposed to see… whatever it is that I’m supposed to see? So he can bear witness?”


  “So he will,” Lord Doze said quietly. “And if his witness convinces his superiors to stay out of our lands… isn’t that a benefit to the humans as well as to us?”


  “But…”


  “It’s a lie?”


  “Yes.”


  “It’s a lie,” said Sasha. “I could say it’s a lie that represents a bigger truth, but the fact remains that I’m lying to him. Yes.”


  “That’s…”


  “The humans invaded us,” Sasha said patiently. “Not we them, they invaded us. That is war; and deception is part of war. We may – and I stress may – permit this human to escape, to tell his masters what we want them to hear. And we want them to hear the dangers before them, and the strength and depth of our defenses.”


  “It just seems…”


  “Like something Teodor wouldn’t do?”


  “Yes.”


  “Teodor is occasionally unrealistic,” Sasha said quietly. “I love him dearly, but I think there is a place for some level of pragmatism.”


  “What drug is he taking?” asked Dacien.


  “Lantail extract,” Sasha said. “It prevents casual addiction to minotaurs, in humans, but it’s mildly poisonous.”


  “Teodor warned me about it,” Dacien said.


  “It’s harmless to us,” Sasha said. “And tasty, I should add. But it can easily sicken a human, and it is poisonous as well. Even if he doesn’t sicken, it will… poison him.”


  “But,” Dacien said, “it can be fixed.”


  “Yes. As I understand it, it will poison him,” Sasha said. “It is poisoning him. But it won’t kill him, and once he stops taking it, he’ll recover. And in the very worst case, if it does so much damage that he cannot recover on his own, well, Xavien, Metrios, or Trand can repair the damage.” Sasha looked thoughtful for a moment. “A magician might be able to repair it as well. I don’t know.”


  “You don’t know?”


  “I’m no magician,” Sasha said. “Lantail damages the liver and spleen; I don’t really understand how, and I’ve never taken any great interest in that sort of ritual. I’ve no idea if there are rituals designed to heal that. It’s not something that really comes up very often. A human would have to take a lot of lantail before he risked serious damage – it’s not something that would happen accidentally, and humans don’t generally poison themselves, except accidentally.”


  “No, not if they’re addicted to minotaurs,” Dacien said. “They wouldn’t dream of it.”


  “Not all humans are so addicted,” Sasha said. “There are far more humans than minotaur. Just… the ones near us are so affected.”


  “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” asked Dacien.


  “That’s… a question you’ll have to decide for yourself,” Sasha said after a long pause. “I don’t know that my opinion should carry much weight, and… I think you might well have a unique opinion on it, and I look forward to hearing it.”


  

  The afternoon was much the same; a quick-paced walk (and Dacien noticed that Nestor was being carried, because he was unable to keep up with the pace set by the minotaur) and conversation about magic. It was similar to what Teodor had explained to him, in carefully rationed explanations, except that Sasha seemed to see no need for rationing, and was delighted to answer questions.


  Still, Sasha was strictly an air mage. He didn’t know much more about fire, or earth, or even water magic than what Teodor had already explained to Dacien. But air magic, that he knew well. Air, Sasha explained, was the realm of the mind. Thought, perception, experience, opinion, decision, resolution, loyalty, intuition – all of these things were real, and yet not tangible. “And there are strict rules, about what sort of art is proper, and what is not,” Sasha said. “But like all such rules, there are areas of gray. In general, it is better to avoid those gray areas.”


  “So what was done to Dapple, for example, was air magic.”


  “I think so,” Sasha said, after a moment. “Some of it. I am not entirely sure about all of it. No mage has ever had much effect on time. Time may well be something altogether different. And… to be honest with you, any of these realms of magic differ from mage to mage. Both Teodor and I, for example, are skilled mages of air. And yet I can, if I choose, read minds with ease, place the perception of my voice in the minds of others at a fair distance – farther than Teodor can – construct delusions and illusions far more swiftly than he.” Sasha shrugged. “It’s true. I can. But Teodor’s remarkable spell of non-discernment is one I have great troubles constructing. Teodor is better at… group constructions, might be the right term for it. Something that many see, or perceive. My magic is more one-on-one.”


  “That’s why he wanted to send Dapple to you,” Dacien said.


  “Yes. Our difference in skills is far more a matter of degree than ability, although the difference in ability is there, but it may be that I may tease out some information that he could not, or… perhaps bring some ease to his mind, if it is disturbed, or damaged.” Sasha looked a little sad. “Although even in the best case, I doubt I can do much. Minds have a tendency to heal themselves, and Dapple… well, he seems fairly stable and settled, and I would be fearful of disturbing whatever peace he has.” The brown minotaur looked pensive for a moment. “Meddling with the settlements, the foundations of a mind is a fearsome thing, and the consequences are often unguessable. It is not something to be done lightly.”


  “But it was done to him?”


  “Yes,” Sasha said. “Brutally. Where I might, might, and then with fear and trembling shift with a feather, some mage slashed with a sabre. At least three times, and so deeply that I would guess those are simply the scars that remain. Other, lesser, but still grievous wounds are invisible behind those… cuts, I might call them, for lack of a better term. It disturbs me to see it.”


  “That’s, that’s pretty much what Teodor said.”


  “Teodor is more squeamish than I, and I think he is more outraged at the act. I am less upset by the act and more by the nature of the act. It is… I’m not sure how to put it. Metaphor is a poor tool, apprentice, language lacks the words for these concepts but we are not limited to words, and this is something I would have you understand.” The brown minotaur did not change his stride, or even glance to the side at Dacien, but he–


  It was then Dacien felt the full, paralyzing might of Lord Doze. He felt his own power react but Dacien was motionless, held still, unable to move or even think as Lord Doze showed him what had been done to Dapple, let him share the memory of a complex and intricate beauty of a mind – Teodor’s, Dacien realized – and then the comparison to the mutilated remains of Dapple. It was the difference between an ancient, stately oak and a clumsily pruned bush, a bush that ought to have been a tree, pruned and twisted into a contorted shape.


  The contact lasted for only a moment before Sash broke the connection, and the impression, or immaterial reality, or whatever it was faded, but Dacien understood the enormity of the damage, as he had not, as he could not, not without experiencing however vicariously.


  Dacien felt sick, nauseated by the experience, and turned to vomit just as his stomach settled in a much gentler caress of Sasha’s soporific magic.


  “Ugly, isn’t it?”


  “Yes,” Dacien whispered. “But… it took Teodor… why didn’t he see…”


  “Teodor,” Sasha said, “didn’t see it at first because he didn’t look.” The brown minotaur glanced at Dacien’s confused expression. “He had no reason to. And… he doesn’t perceive things the way I do, at all.” Sasha grimaced. “He has the oddest internal visualizations… all waves and curves and movement, I think it’s because his magic is water-dominant. He thinks in terms of shifts and changes.”


  “You know how he thinks?”


  “Of course I do,” Sasha said. “I keep an eye on all the mages – including myself – to make sure we’re thinking clearly. A mage who isn’t thinking clearly is a great danger.”


  “Like…” and Dacien cut himself off.


  Yes, like Lord Ember, he heard. I am surprised Teodor would have mentioned that. A pause, and then, Luzeil forced him to tell, I see. I trust you will never be indiscreet with that.


  No! thought Dacien.


  Good, although the thought wasn’t even that, just a general feeling of approval. Teodor’s mental communications had always been clear words.


  “I do want to be clear. I will not influence your opinions or alter your memories without consulting you,” Sasha said. “I know Xavien hopes otherwise.”


  “That’s not surprising,” Dacien replied.


  “In older times, air mages were expected to ensure clan loyalty,” Sasha said. “It’s not stated explicitly, but it’s clear enough from the histories. Lycaili was one of the first clans to renounce the practice.” He grimaced. “It is not a task I would relish.”


  “No,” said Dacien, thinking back to Dapple.


  “No,” said Sasha. “It’s nowhere near that level of interference. Most minotaur are already loyal; it would be a matter of… strengthening that loyalty, making sure it would not bend.”


  “Could you… stop reading my mind? Please?”


  “No, not really,” Sasha said. “But unless I make the attempt, I only get the, well, context, I suppose, of your words and thoughts. Which I do need to monitor, apprentice. It’s my responsibility to teach you. If I don’t keep any eye on you, how am I supposed to know if you’ve misunderstood me?”


  “By asking questions, like anyone else would.”


  Sasha smiled. “I am not anyone else. And you are a mage, Dacien. The destructive power at your command – or rather, that you are capable of because it is not yet at your command, or… no. A slip or mistake on your part could cause disaster beyond your imagination. Given your unusual and apparently unique abilities, it might be impossible to undo that disaster. You could kill hundreds, thousands, of humans and minotaur. Especially since whatever magic you can work seems unusual and strange – different, than what we know and are used to. Most minotaur, had they the power you do, would be grateful that someone was… watching them, prepared to stop any calamity in the making. Perhaps you do not feel so.”


  Dacien took a breath. “I… I do, I suppose, only… I don’t. I mean…”


  I know what you mean, Sasha thought calmly. You agree with the premise and logic, but you do not feel the truth of it intuitively.


  That… that sounded right. “Yes,” Dacien said. “But it’s sort of…” He paused.


  Unsettling and disturbing?


  “Very.”


  “Yes, it is. Get used to it, apprentice. I am going to keep a metaphorical eye on you.”


  But what about when he wanted to…


  You’ll just have to ask me to join you, and Dacien received a feeling of deep and fortunately good-natured amusement. We’re both bulls. And you’re my apprentice. It’s expected, and not just because we’ll be doing lensing work.


  “When will we start that?”


  “I wanted to start tonight,” Sasha said, “but Teodor begged me to wait. He said that new experiments in magic and you go horribly wrong and I should wait until we were in a safe place.” The brown minotaur snorted. “I finally told him I’d wait, if only to please him.”


  “Well, he’s, uh, right,” Dacien said feelingly. “Things have gone really wrong.”


  “From what you and Teodor said, your attempt at using a lens went satisfactorily,” Sasha said. “In fact, it went better than anyone might have expected.”


  “Yes, but…”


  The euphoria, yes, actually, I know, but I’m the one facing it, not you. Still, Te is probably right in that we should wait until we have a more secluded space. I think I can teach you how to be easier on your lens, too. “I have much experience with that.” Sasha gave him the twist of a grin. “For now, I think we’ll just discuss magic…”


  

  And they did. Exhaustively, Dacien thought, and Sasha’s questioning was… not relentless, but thorough, almost painfully thorough. Sasha would talk about mind and thought and what a mage could do, and should do, and should not do, when a mage should ask permission and when a mage need not (it did not strike Dacien as surprising that working on humans rarely required permission). They spent the afternoon talking, breaking only as they entered camp. The brown minotaur again surprised Dacien by helping set up the camp. Dacien didn’t mind; erecting tents and digging firepits were old and well-understood tasks. That the tents folded down small enough to fit even in the large backpacks the minotaurs surprised him less. He’d seen more unusual examples of minotaur ingenuity.


  Being drafted to help with cooking did surprise him, but he didn’t mind. All he had to do was slice potatoes, and that was a chore he was more than familiar with. Sasha was talking with the two blues, Hector and Bryant, and they finally nodded, and went off.


  What astounded Dacien was that Sasha walked over to him, sat down, and started cutting up potatoes, too.


  

  Although some of the guards stayed up after dinner, talking quietly or taking their sentry positions, Sasha indicated to Dacien that they should go to their tent. The bedrolls were thin but Dacien quickly found that didn’t matter. Even with the discussion of magic and minotaur ethics whirling in his head, the day’s exertions were still enough to send him to sleep, especially with the lethargic soft wash of Sasha’s power next to him. Dacien just let it drift over him, and send him to sleep.


  

  Morning meant weapons practice with Hector, his Master of Guard, followed by a tempus lesson with Bryant, his Master of Time. The huge blue minotaur asked him about his single lesson with Kanail, and nodded. “I doubt you got very far.”


  “No,” Dacien said.


  “That may be because you didn’t have the very first lessons,” Bryant said with a smile.


  “But Kanail said…”


  “And he was correct, but I know you did not get the instruction that a growing minotaur would have, for all that you look like you should,” Bryant said softly. “You have not learned how to breathe, and have never counted heartbeats. Have you?”


  “No,” Dacien said, a little surprised. “So you know…” he paused, somehow unwilling to say it.


  “That you were human, before you became minotaur?” Bryant said calmly.


  A wave of relief swept over Dacien as he realized he wouldn’t have to keep that secret. “Yes.” The word must have come out with a lot more emotion than he’d intended.


  The soft blue muzzle nodded. “I know it’s still a secret from many, but Cresphontes knew your guard would have to know.” He snorted. “I’m not saying we’d guess, because it seems so… strange, but we’d figure out something was strange, soon enough, I think.” He smiled again. “All of us know, Dacien, all your guard. We are supposed to keep your secret, and we will, but we had to know.”


  “So… you’re fine with it? Just… just like that? I mean, I’m not even sure how I feel about it.”


  Bryant shook his head. “Something else you don’t know is that all of us, from Hector to Uruz, every bull of your guard, was personally recruited by Cresphontes. Lord Cresphontes believes…” and the bull paused. “He is not your partisan, not the way your father – Teodor, I mean – is, but, he would like to be, I think. He wants to think that you will be everything Teodor hopes for.”


  “That… I don’t know what Teodor hopes for,” Dacien admitted. “I’m still not sure why he… did this.”


  “From what I know of Lord Fog, I’m sure he had a hundred reasons, and some of his hopes, like any parent’s, are probably more than a little contradictory,” Bryant said. “But according to Cresphontes, you have a unique power that has to be protected while you…” and the bull stopped. “I suppose I was going to say grow up, but you’ve already done that. Grow into, that’s probably a better way to put it.”


  “Grow into what?”


  Bryant snorted again. “Who can know? I’m sure you were honorable, whatever that means for a feral human. Can you turn that into honorable for a bull?”


  More expectations, and Dacien still didn’t feel like he understood them. “You think I can’t?”


  “Lord Cresphontes would not have given you twenty of his own guard if he thought you couldn’t,” Bryant said. “And I’ve been in his guard long enough to know that… he’s usually right. But…”


  “But?” Dacien prompted.


  “How are you supposed to know what an honorable bull is?” Bryant paused, taken aback at Dacien’s expression. “No, no, that’s not what I mean, I’m not impugning Lord Fog. He has Cresphontes’ greatest trust. What I mean is, you haven’t grown up around us, you may look like one of us, but you’re no more a Lycaili bull than some random Ungoliant warlord would be.”


  “I don’t know the culture, you’re saying.”


  “Exactly,” Bryant said. “So Lord Cresphontes has asked – told – us to teach it to you, and the best way to do that, he thought, was by example.” A blue arm waved out at the camp of minotaurs.


  “He did? I mean, you didn’t look like that, when we met earlier.”


  “I didn’t know,” Bryant said. “Don’t misunderstand me; I thought you were gorgeous, and I thought you were, ah, with Kanail. And I was pretty unhappy, at the time. I… I will never be with Hector, but I love working with him.”


  Wait, gorgeous? Dacien looked down at himself. Gorgeous? “Yeah, you said you wanted to work with Hector.”


  “Hector was Lord Cresphontes’ Master of Guard,” Bryant said seriously.


  That shook Dacien. Master of Guard wasn’t merely a position of great trust, it was a position of greatest trust. Why would Cresphontes… and the answer came to him immediately. Cresphontes wanted not merely someone he trusted, but someone everyone knew he trusted, to watch him, either to vouch for him, or… decide that he wasn’t, shouldn’t be, a member of Lycaili. Or perhaps even a minotaur. What orders had Cresphontes given Hector?


  Orders that would, undoubtedly, be carried out, regardless of Teodor’s wishes, or his wishes, or even Sasha’s wishes. What standards was he being measured against? And… how long did he have to meet them?


  “You weren’t his Master of Time, though, were you?”


  “Oh, no, no, that’s Vespasian.”


  “Grandmaster Vespasian.”


  Bryan nodded. “Yes.”


  “And… are you…”


  “I’m a Master, not a Grandmaster,” Bryant said seriously. “Although I hope to achieve that level of mastery.”


  “Don’t you need to study with a Grandmaster?”


  “I’m getting lessons from Chelm,” Bryant said. “Which is…”


  “What?”


  “He’s half my age,” Bryant said with a smile. “And he’s… intense. He’s good, very good, I must say, much better than I expected, but… intense.”


  “Serious,” Dacien said.


  “Always serious.”


  “Teodor is like that, too,” Dacien said with a smile.


  “And you?”


  Dacien spread his hands. “Well, they’re both really good… bulls.” Using the word felt weird, even now. “I mean, I didn’t know… this was going to happen. Teodor…”


  “He didn’t tell you?” Bryant asked, surprised.


  “No,” Dacien said. “He didn’t think I needed to know.” He paused, and a sense of fairness made him add, “He was afraid that if anyone found out, it would be forbidden.”


  “I…” and it was Bryant’s turn to consider. “I know it surprised Lord Chresphontes.” He thought about the Patriarch for a moment. “I don’t know if he’d forbid it.”


  “I think he was more concerned with the Council.”


  “Yes,” Bryant said thoughtfully. “I can imagine one or two who probably had a poor reaction.”


  Dacien just nodded.


  “Not that you should be telling me what happened in the mage’s council, but… I think you already knew that.”


  “I guessed,” Dacien said. “But… it’s strange. I keep expecting…”


  “What?”


  “I keep expecting to have someone say I’m not a real minotaur,” Dacien said. “That’s I’m a fake. I feel like a fraud, really.”


  You are not a fake, Sasha said, silently, and Dacien turned to see the smaller brown. Although I understand why you feel that way. Lord Doze looked at Bryant questioningly. “This does not appear to be a tempus lesson.”


  Bryant smiled up at Lord Doze. “Everything is a lesson, Lord Doze. And some things need to be settled before we move on to others. I was about…” he paused, and his expression turned serious. “As you command, Lord Doze. I will inform Hector.


  Do that, and Dacien knew Sasha had included him in the conversation deliberately.


  The reason all accept you as minotaur, Dacien, is because there is precedent. In the old days – the very old days, long before the Xarbydis-Scylla war, deserving humans were transformed into minotaur. It is a settled question. The only argument remaining is whether or not you were, or are, sufficiently deserving, and to question that is to question Lord Fog’s judgment.


  “And that can’t be done?”


  Certainly, should anyone wish to provoke a duel with your brother. Chelm has made it more than clear that anyone casting doubt on his father’s judgment or your worth will face him in a circle.


  “He’s that dangerous?”


  He is a tempus grandmaster, Sasha said. And he is reputedly as good with a sword as he is with time. Since my magic does not work in time, if he wished to kill me, I would be dead, unless Hector or Bryant could stop him.


  “What about your Master of Time?”


  Milos? He’s a Master, but he’s nowhere near Chelm’s level. Or Bryant’s, for that matter. Bryant will almost certainly be a grandmaster eventually. Milos is skilled, skilled enough that Bryant could learn quite a lot from him, but he lacks the talent to go beyond that.


  “So anyone can make Master, but Grandmaster is… something more?”


  One still needs raw talent to learn the skills of a Master, but… less. Master is more determination and practice. Grandmaster is tremendous talent alongside that ferocious determination and practice.


  “That makes sense,” Dacien said. “Uh, can I ask why you’re talking to me… like that?”


  I am wondering if you will pick up the ability to do it yourself. This, too, is a skill that requires the right talent to learn, but it is difficult to teach. I suspect every mage does it differently. I know Lord Fog requires a great deal of concentration to place his thought’s in another’s mind, where for me it is easier than talking out loud.


  “You’re saying he overthinks it?”


  I would not say such a thing, but that is a possibility. Another is that the mental aspects of his power distress him. He has never been comfortable with entering another’s mind.


  “You’re in my mind?”


  Somewhat. I am placing my subverbalized thoughts in your head; I’m not reading your thoughts, although I can feel you thinking them, just as I can feel the minds of the minotaur around us, in the sense of knowing their general emotional state, calm, ready, worried, and so on. Should I look closer, I could intrude upon them and begin to sense their own subverbal conversation – the things we think to ourselves, but do not say. With yet more effort, I could begin to query the state of their thoughts, understand their opinions and biases and knowledge. There are levels and levels and levels of conscious and preconcious mentality. Since we don’t know what your talents are, it only makes sense to see what you can learn. It would be nice to have another mentalist to work with. Lord Winter travels, and, as I said, Lord Fog doesn’t seem entirely comfortable with this sort of magic.


  “He says he’s not very good.”


  I think he could become more skilled. Perhaps…


  “Yes?”


  You could try.


  “Is it a spell?”


  No, although I could probably create a spell to enable this speech. I don’t think it would be a good idea, though.


  Dacien formed the thought, why not, and… then what?


  “Say something to me again, please?”


  Mentally, you mean, I expect? This time, Dacien extended whatever part of himself watched magic, and looked, paid attention to what was happening, and… he couldn’t see a thing. Just the steady lethargic drag of Sasha’s magic, no different than before.


  “Yes. Again, please.”


  Are you only now paying attention magically? The brown minotaur shook his head. You need to pay attention, Dacien, all the time. Always.


  Something hit him – a hand, Bryant’s hand, across his head. “Pay attention,” Bryant said.


  “You see?” asked Sasha.


  

  Over the next few days Dacien realized that all of his guard were part of his training, not merely Hector and Bryant. Fortunately, he had his own military training to draw on, and it helped – a lot. Minotaur warriors, he soon realized, were a lot more independent than human soldiers, but that made sense. In tempus, they would be moving at different speeds, and there wasn’t as much need for the kind of close coordination that formed the basis of human tactics. It meant they had a tremendous need for situational awareness, and a different sort of coordination. They needed to know what each other could do, and how to move to support their comrades. These minotaur had been working together, Dacien realized, for decades. He was good, he had the basics of swordwork down thoroughly and was quickly picking up the minotaur variants, but he just wasn’t in their league, tempus or no tempus.


  Sasha was far more forthcoming about, well, everything, so his hesitancy when asked about color surprised Dacien.


  “It’s… a sensitive topic,” Sasha finally said.


  “I didn’t mean to ask… it’s just, it gets mentioned, here and there, and nobody explains it.”


  “No,” said Sasha. “Nobody would. Teodor,” he said, and then turned the statement into a question. “Teodor did not explain? Even… an explanation that…” the brown minotaur trailed off. “Well. Obviously not.”


  “I don’t even understand why it’s a sensitive topic,” Dacien admitted. “Other than that roan marque blanc is unusual.”


  “I’ve never seen another,” admitted Sasha. “As far as I know, it’s really just ebon crosses that form marque; it’s the ebon crosses with pristine that form marque blanc and really, that just means they’re more ebon than pristine rather than the other way round. So ebon marque blanc and argent marque noir pretty much mean the same thing, a pristine-ebon cross.”


  “And I’m obviously not ebon,” Dacien said.


  “Yes,” said Sasha. “Roan, and… pristine.” The mage sighed. “I’ve no idea where pristine comes from. I always thought Te was pure roan.”


  “Dapple, I think,” Dacien said absently.


  “Dah…” Sasha swallowed the word as he started. “Dacien, do not repeat that. It may be so. It may not be so.”


  “That would present a problem?”


  “I… don’t actually know,” Sasha admitted. “Lycaili doesn’t hold minotaur slaves. I expect that Lord Fog intended to free Dapple, not take his name.”


  “Does this have anything to do with colors?”


  “Some,” admitted Sasha. He looked around, and spotted one of the two blue minotaurs. “Bryant, would you join us?”


  “It would be my great pleasure, Lord Doze. With what may I assist you?”


  “Difficult questions,” Sasha said. “Dacien has asked… well, he’s not aware of what he’s asked, but he’s asked about bloodlines.”


  “I did?”


  “Without asking about them?” said Bryant.


  “He has noticed that… some colors of minotaurs carry… different expectations, shall we say.”


  “Ah,” said Bryant, nodding. “Yes. That.”


  “They do?”


  “Yes they do, My Lord. I take it Teodor didn’t talk much about it.”


  “No,” said Dacien. “He…” Dacien thought for a moment, and then smiled. “I love him dearly, but he wasn’t much for explaining anything.”


  “No,” said Sasha. “Well. Back in the beginning, the Creators made us… what we are. I don’t pretend to know what they intended, or even what they made us, but they made us, and each of the original minotaurs was a bloodline, further separated into colors. Perhaps, a hundred or so of each. To some the Creators gifted greater tempus ability, to some the predisposition to become mages, to some greater martial tendencies… to some greater intelligence and creativity.”


  “And those tendencies come down through the bloodlines?”


  “So it is thought,” Bryant said. “By some.”


  “By most,” said Lord Doze. “And not… well. Not without some cause.”


  “It is a sensitive question,” Bryant said again.


  “So Lord Doze told me when I asked him,” Dacien said. “But… I think I need to understand it.”


  “You do,” Sasha sighed. “I just don’t know where to start.”


  “We could start with the unfortunate conception that the smaller minotaur are less competent,” Bryant said. “Lord Doze himself, for example, is brown.”


  “Yes,” said Sasha. “It remains a wonder to many that I am considered a clan lord.”


  “Only to many outside Lycaili, and who do not know you, Lord Doze. And there are a number of brown warlords and generals.”


  “But no white ones,” Sasha said.


  “One white warlord,” Bryant corrected. “Tarsus. A few blacks.”


  “Blacks?”


  “Brown, white, and black are the colors of the… lesser minotaur,” Sasha said. “We’re smaller, we’re considered less intelligent, and we have less tempus potential. Very few lesser minotaur achieve master status, and in the entire history of Lycaili, only one achieved grandmaster status.”


  “But in other clans?”


  “Only a handful of clans permit lesser minotaur to vie for warlord or master status,” Sasha said. “Even though blacks have reasonable tempus potential, better than that of brown or white.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien.


  “Whites are considered menials, barely better than humans. Browns talented servants, blacks are meant to be warriors. Both whites and blacks are considered to be stupid,” Sasha said. “And, to be honest, there may be some truth to it. I myself was an overseer working on agricultural projects before Lord Green spotted my emergence as a mage.” Sasha was quiet for a while, and finally added, “There was some talk of making me a lens.”


  A lens. “That’s what’s done with human mages.”


  “Yes,” Sasha said. “Lord Green… initiated me as a lens, and I think there was the expectation that I would never exceed that.” The brown minotaur was clearly troubled. “But, I must say, that Lord Green was also the one who sponsored me to the council, and insisted that I would be an excellent mage and addition to Lycaili.” The minotaur took a deep breath. “It is the tradition of Lycaili to judge on one’s merits.”


  “On a minotaur’s merits,” Dacien said.


  “Yes.” Sasha looked up. “It rather… surprised me. I’ll admit even I wasn’t sure if Lord Green was right; I was such an addict. But Lord Green and Lord Ember insisted I would grow into my responsibilities, and Lord Winter agreed, and so…”


  “Lord Fog didn’t?”


  “This predates Lord Fog’s ascension, or, in fact, Lord Fog.” Sasha looked at Bryant. “What did you think?”


  “I’m just a little younger than Lord Fog, Lord Doze,” Bryant said. “You should ask Hector.”


  “You’re…” started Dacien.


  “Ah, but I think that’s why Lord Doze called me over,” Bryant said. “Where he’s brown, I’m blue. Only indigo is considered to be a more capable bloodline. A blue expects to become a tempus master and then a grandmaster, a warlord and then a general.”


  “Yes,” said Sasha. “Just as a pristine is expected to become an armsmaster and Learned, or an ebon a general and tempus master.”


  “So… what’s expected of a roan?”


  “What isn’t expected of a roan?” said Bryant, with a laugh. “The expectation is that a roan will be… eccentric. Inventive. Brilliant in non-conventional ways. Dangerous, very dangerous, because a roan defies easy description or categorization.”


  “Lord Fog is…”


  “Very roan,” Sasha said, as Bryant said, “Entirely roan,” and the two of them looked at each other.


  “And Chelm?”


  “Not so much,” said Bryant.


  “I hate to correct you,” Sasha said thoughtfully, “but… Warrior Chelm is at least as roan as Lord Fog.”


  “Well, he’s accomplished, I’ll admit, but… eccentric?” Bryant said questioningly.


  “Yes,” said Sasha. “He is.”


  “Not to change the subject – but why did you call him Warrior?” Dacien interrupted. “Just now?”


  Bryant and Sasha exchanged a look, and Sasha admitted, “I’m not entirely sure. I just know it’s right.” He looked at Bryant. “Can you explain it?”


  Bryant nodded. “Yes, I can. First, Chelm is serving under Sasha’s Master of Time, Milos, who is neither a warlord nor a tempus master. He’s very skilled, but skill alone does not make one a master. Please understand that if it did, Milos would be a master. Following me?”


  Dacien nodded.


  “Because he’s serving as Milos’s second, Chelm is not properly addressed by any title that would outstrip Milos, who is his commander. That leaves warrior as the only honorific that Lord Doze can use. Now, of course all the warriors in Lord Doze’s retinue are warriors, so calling Chelm by that specific title is an acknowledgment that Chelm has forgone his honorifics, and so it acknowledges his achievements without… bringing reproach on Milos,” Bryant paused again. “Does that make sense?”


  “No,” said Dacien, “but I think I understand it.”


  Sasha looked up at Bryant just as Bryant turned to look down at Sasha, and Dacien thought they both mouthed the same word. Roan.


  “It seems a little silly, that’s all. It’s… it’s just the way you do things. The way we do things,” Dacien said, deliberately including himself. “And I just have to learn it. Thank you, Bryant.”


  “You are welcome, My Lord,” Bryant said with a smile.


  

  The House of the Lost was a huge rambling fortress of mismatched gray stone blocks, apparently built and rebuilt and re-rebuilt over the three thousand years it had stood there. The oldest sections were worn and even collapsed – an unusual state of affairs for minotaur construction. Some of the newer sections, he thought, might even have been built from blocks taken from the older ones. Dacien easily recognized the the spiky green plants with long purple flowers that surrounded the front as lavender, and the scent that rolled off it just confirmed it. Several paths led up to the house, or at least the newer sections of the house. The older ones seemed abandoned, their disrepair protected by a moat of waist-high, fragrant shrubbery.


  Further out, humans were working in the fields around the stone colossuls, and a large ebon minotaur came out to meet them. At least, Dacien has assumed from his size he was ebon, but his pelt was not the the shimmering refractive black he’d expected, but a dull, simple black. Even his horns, small and jutting, were a dull black, and Dacien realized he was seeing dye. This minotaur could be of any color, and still look dull black. Bryant nodded when Dacien whispered the question to him.


  “They all dye themselves dull black,” Bryant said, very quietly, but not quietly enough to keep the stranger from hearing. He turned to them and gave them the twisted muzzle of a minotaur smile before turning back.


  “Please be welcome to the House of the Lost,” the minotaur said, looking over them. “I see some I recognize, and others who make this pilgrimage for the first time. You are welcome, each of you, and I thank you for coming. We have rooms prepared, a servant to see to your needs, and we will have dinner. This will be your last meal before returning from Xarbydis.” He turned, and began walking up towards the stone building.


  “Xarbydis?”


  “Yes,” whispered Bryant. “That’s where we’re going.”


  “I thought it was destroyed.”


  “It was,” Bryant said.


  “Hush,” said Hector, stepping towards them. “We’ll talk at dinner.”


  Bryant shrugged, and Dacien, caught between them, followed them up the path to the house that meandered through the lavender.


  When he’d been human, the room he had would have been perfect. As a minotaur, it was a little cramped, even with nothing more than a surprisingly thin bed, a chest with an ingenious set of drawers, and a vase with sprigs of dried lavender. Having Sasha and Hector in as well did nothing to make it seem larger.


  “I suppose I should have mentioned something about this,” Sasha said.


  “No,” said Hector.


  “Yes,” said Sasha. “You keep expecting Dacien to have all the experience a minotaur of his apparent age would have, and you need to stop.”


  “But…”


  “I think I know a little more about this than you,” Sasha said.


  “You’re Lord Doze.”


  “I noticed that, yes,” Sasha said. “Dacien, dinner is going to be cold and all-vegetable, and it will be followed by several hours of dull standing while the brothers perform a ritual – but that ritual will keep us safe. And it’s critical that we do it properly if we don’t want to die.”


  “Die?”


  “Whatever Scylla did to poison Xarbydis is still…” and Sasha paused. “That’s not entirely so. It’s not as deadly as it was a thousand years ago, and someday it may fade or wear out or vanish. But it’s still more than sufficiently deadly today.”


  “Yes,” Hector said, all traces of humor gone. “Very.”


  It is also important that you restrain your own personal magic, both during the ritual, and while we are in Xarbydis. Do not attempt to thwart or augment the magic. Do not attempt to dissipate the magics remaining in Xarbydis. Fascinating as it would be to see if you could, the explanations required afterward would be difficult, since it is not possible to counter creator magics. Do you understand me?


  Dacien nodded, and then said, out loud, “Yes, Master.”


  Good. This is a more difficult question, and has no right or wrong answer. I can place a block in your mind to keep you from doing that. What do you think of that?


  Place a block? Dacien paled, and then realized that would be a trivial thing for a mindbender like Sasha. Sasha could…


  Yes, I could. But there are strict ethical requirements which I shall teach you, and which you will learn. And I abide by those requirements.


  “I don’t think I need that,” Dacien said finally.


  An excellent answer.


  “But you could place an… inhibition, right? One that would keep me from saying something accidentally, but not an absolute block.”


  I could. Is that what you want?


  “No,” said Dacien, after another moment. “I need to learn to be discreet for myself.”


  The brown minotaur smiled. “Excellent, apprentice, excellent! You pass with honor.”


  “I…” Dacien paused. “Would asking for a block have been dishonorable, then?”


  “No!” said Sasha, looking perturbed. “No! That’s not… no. I was pleased because you saw a better answer, and brought it to my attention. Whether you wanted it or not is beside the point.”


  Dacien nodded. “I understand, I think. No, I do, I’m pretty sure I do. Thank you, Master.”


  “In this case, I was hoping you’d do that,” Sasha went on. “In the realm of mind, almost anything that can be imagined can be done.” Sasha snorted with amusement. “In some ways, it might have been better if Lord Fog and I had exchanged our talents. I can barely imagine what he would think of to do with my power.”


  “He might do nothing,” Dacien said. “He thinks any kind of mindbending is inherently wrong.”


  Sasha shrugged. “He’s wrong. It is the use to which we put things that is right or wrong. Things themselves are just things; right or wrong is in us. Although, I grant that the scope of misuse of mind magics is tremendous, and there is far more ill that may be done than good.” Sasha took a breath. “And he does have those talents, and at least once, he has used them extensively for the betterment of others.”


  Lord Ember, Dacien thought, and had the pleasure of seeing Sasha look startled.


  The brown minotaur regarded Dacien thoughtfully, and then then simply nodded his head in acknowledgment.


  “And there’s Dapple,” Dacien continued.


  “Dapple?” asked Hector. “What does that have to do with anything?”


  “I don’t know,” Sasha said. “Please explain.”


  Dacien looked from one to the other, surprised. “Dapple is a gentle, sweet bull, and he’s not evil; what was done to him was evil.”


  Sasha and Hector simply exchanged the roan look again.


  “That’s… I know that’s the way Teodor thinks of it,” Dacien said. “And I agree.”


  “And that’s probably right,” Sasha said softly.


  “But it’s not how ninja are described,” Hector added.


  “No,” Sasha agreed.


  

  Dacien had feared the meal would be dull; after Sasha’s description of it as cold and vegetable, but although it was cold, it was anything but dull. Salad lightly sauced with sour wine and apples was followed by cooked but cool sliced potatoes and some other, similar root vegetable with olives and peppers – it was delicious. Hearty bean paste was stuffed into thin skins of… of… Dacien wasn’t sure, but it, too, was delicious, as was the thick cool soup that tasted of cucumber and mint. The meal concluded with peeled soaked in sweetened wine, with berries.


  “Nothing hot, nor meat, nor animal,” the Brother said.


  The ritual had an interesting start, as Sasha and the Senior Brother clashed over the inclusion of Nestor. The thought of taking a human into Xarbydis upset him, and Dacien drew closer to Sasha, interested in the question. Nestor was merely human, it seemed, and Xarbydis was deadly – too deadly. The Senior Brother did not know if their magic would protect a human (although Sasha seemed confident it would), and did not wish to risk Nestor’s life.


  Sasha simply listened, nodded, and insisted that he had the right to do with Nestor as he pleased, and if it pleased him to take him into Xarbydis, then the Brothers had no right to deny him. They could, of course, deny them their aid and hospitality… which the Senior Brother said they would never do, and gave in, although not without a great deal of unhappy sighing.


  The dining room was cleared by the Brothers, the help offered by the Lycaili was politely, but firmly, declined, and all of the minotaurs arranged around a circle. Not directly on the circle, but a step away from it, or a step into it. There was some pattern there that teased at Dacien, but it did not make itself clear. The brothers themselves positioned themselves similarly around the group, holding what Sasha whispered mentally were ritual tools. One had a sword, two had huge chalices of water, three had long, slender wooden rods, and four carried heavy bronze disks with an intricate series of interlocked triangles and circles. The arranged themselves around the group, and the Senior Brother proceeded to the center of the circle.


  He produced a slender sword, and a gold cup a little smaller than the two borne outside the circle. He set the cup on the floor, and a moment later, it was aflame with a cold blue fire. He stood, and began a chant, pointing the sword variously at the minotaurs in the circle, at the Brothers outside the group, at the ceiling, at the floor, his motions precise and graceful. Whatever language he was speaking was neither Greek nor Latin, and it was soporific. Dacien had to force himself to stay awake.


  It was also, as Sasha promised, long, and Dacien did not realize just how long until the room began to lighten with the coming of dawn. The ritual completed, or almost, as the sun came in the window, shining on the fiery grail in the center of the room, and the blue light flickered out at last. All of the minotaur, and Nestor, were given a quick sip from the chalices held by the brothers.


  “There,” the Senior Brother said, as Sasha, the last minotaur to drink, finished the water in the chalice. “This protection will ward you against the poison until the next sunrise, or until you next eat. You may drink water, but anything more, wine, beer, tea, may void the protection, and without it, in Xarbydis, you will sicken.” He pointed to the door, where one of the robed Brothers waited. “Brother Allan is your guide; he will take you to see the harvest of war.”


  “I shall lead,” Brother Allan said. “But I am your guide. It may be the poison will overcome your protection, and your flesh will burn. You will see it, as if you had been touched by a hot iron. You will thirst, and the water we will carry will not quench your need. You may feel it, as a burning, or even as a sickness in your stomach.” The Brother turned down his hood, and looked at them, his eyes strangely bright in the dull-dyed black fur of his head.


  “Should you feel this, or anything else that is not right, you must tell me immediately. Do not wait, do not pause, I must know something is wrong as soon as I can. It may be nothing, it may be that we can continue. And it may be the first sign that the poison is stronger than usual – it does happen – and is seeping through our protection. If that be, we must return at once.” He swallowed. “If we do not, we will die, all of us. It has happened before, to guides who had made this trek many times, six times they and their pilgrims died in Xarbydis. We will pass their bones, because after but two days, those bones are as filled with poison as the rest of the land. Fire draws the poison, and so there can be no pyre.


  “I do not wish to rest forever in Xarbydis,” Brother Allan said. “Our duty is to see, and acknowledge, and know what it is that we have done with the power the Creators gave to us.” He turned, and started walking. “Please follow me. Should any of you, having better considered the dangers, wish to remain behind, we will understand.”


  None of them did.


  

  A short walk through the lavender led them behind the old, crumbling building, and to an archway with a heavy iron gate in front of it. The gate was closed, and two more Brothers stood there, and opened it to the procession. Dacien looked, but all he could see through the archway was more lavender – even after Brother Allan walked through it, and vanished. As they stepped through, the waiting Brothers handed each minotaur a watersack. Ten minotaurs were in front of him, and they just walked through the arch, and vanished.


  Dacien had heard of borders like this, but this was the first time he’d ever encountered one, and when it came his turn, he stepped through with a slight feeling of dread.


  But he’d been dreading the wrong thing.


  On this side, the arch stood in baked, cracked earth. Instead of a few minutes after dawn, the sun was high in the sky, and the day was already hot. A rough trail was marked with stones for a few hundred yards, until it reached a stone outcropping where rough steps had been cut into the rock. Nothing grew in the sun-baked ground. Grey cracks stretched out in rough hexagons as far as he could see.


  Magically… Dacien shifted his vision, pushing on those new abilities, and very slowly, he began to see a red haze, lit with yellow and green flickers, suffusing everything. Or, at least, everything except the minotaurs. Something seemed to push the haze back a few inches, making an odd minotaur-shaped bubble – the protection, he realized, and suddenly standing for hours as the Senior had chanted seemed far more valuable than it had before he stepped through. A thought struck him, and he glanced over at Nestor, to be certain the human shared in the protection, and reassured, he looked back at Brother Allan, who was waiting for the rest of the group to emerge from the stone arch.


  Sasha walked over to him, and Bryant moved to Dacien’s other side. Xavien says he can feel the spell like an oncoming headache. I perceive nothing. Lord Ember… felt it as a stinging. Teodor could feel… something, but it was too nebulous for him to identify, although he thought he would recognize it if he encountered it elsewhere. Trand felt it as an oppressive weight, Ianthos… Ianthos would not speak of it. It gave Ianthos nightmares, afterward, although I am not certain if that was the remnant spell, or just his reaction to this… devastation. You…


  See it directly. Intriguing. And the protection around us, as well. Color. I like your visualizations.


  “Please don’t,” Dacien whispered. “That’s… just disturbing.”


  “Can’t I be curious?”


  “Yes, Master, of course, and I’ll be happy to tell you what I see.”


  Sasha sighed. “There’s nothing like experiencing it for oneself, Dacien.”


  “Is this going to happen a lot, Master?”


  “Yes,” Sasha said. “I’m sorry it disturbs you, but I will keep a very close eye on your magic. It’s one of the reasons – perhaps the best reason – that our Patriarch chose me to mentor you. Look around you, Dacien,” and he gestured to the lifeless terrain. “This is what we fear. This is the result of war-making with magic.” Sasha glanced over to Nestor. “Human. Come here.”


  “Sir,” Nestor said.


  “Do you see this?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Do you understand it?”


  “No, Sir.”


  Sasha sighed. “Well… come on, then.” He started walking up the trail, following Brother Allan. “About three thousand years – yes, that long, human – two minotaur clans fought over…” He chuckled. “Would you like to know what they fought over, human?”


  “Yes,” Nestor said.


  “So would I,” Sasha said. “But nobody knows, now, what it was. This, where we stand here, was the heartland of Clan Xarbydis. We’re going to, not the heart of their maze, but to a villa where we can see it, and look out on Scylla, as well.” He pointed.


  “This was farmland?”


  “Farmland. Not here, but around us, yes. Farms, houses, families, trees…” Sasha said. “Yes. Do you know how many mages it took to do this? To ruin this land?”


  “No,” said Nestor. “How many?”


  “One,” Sasha said grimly. “Exactly one.” The human looked around again. “This devastation… all the land to every border is like this, human. One mage. This is why we do not use magic in our warring.”


  “How do you know it was only one mage?” Nestor asked, after a few minutes.


  “We retain the ability to do… things like this,” Sasha answered.


  “You could do this,”


  “Some of our mages could, yes,” Sasha said. “I, personally, could not.” He looked around. “And although I am a mage and I can do terrible things, I am grateful that this power can never come to my hand.” They had reached the stone stairs, and started up the bluff. “Do you think that is weakness, human?”


  “No,” Nestor said, looking around. “Sir,” he added abruptly. “Still…”


  “These hills used to have dirt on them,” Sasha said. “They, too, were farmed. Over time, rain has scoured them to the bare rock.”


  “And nothing grows?”


  “Even the rock we tread on is poisoned by Scylla’s great spell.” Sasha said. “We will have to discard our clothing when we return, and there will be more rituals, meant to purify us.”


  “I thought the ritual protected us,” Nestor said, startled.


  “It does. But we are breathing in the air, and the poison is there, as well, and the poison will enter our bodies,” Sasha said. “Not a lot. It is one of the reasons we drink only the water we brought, and we do not eat – to lessen the poison that we allow into us, but some comes in merely from the act of breathing.”


  “But the protection pushes it away,” Dacien said.


  “No, the protection pushes the spell of poisoning away,” Sasha said. “And it prevents the poison from acting on us. We, ourselves, will not become poison, the way the earth and water and air here are poison. But the air we breathe is poison, and when we return, we will carry some small amount of poison out with us. There will be a great ritual, to cleanse us, and… that seems to work fairly well. But do not be misled, Dacien. What you sense is the spell, not the poison. The poison is… invisible, as is most of the damage it can cause. But it will kill you as surely as any sword or strangling-cord.”


  Nestor took a deep breath, and then exhaled. “So I’m breathing in poison.”


  “Yes,” Sasha said.


  “What about the poison I’ve been taking – at your direction? Sir?”


  “A good question. But they are not alike, and the toxic effects of your medication will not be made worse by the poison here,” Sasha said, and Dacien felt a little relieved until the brown minotaur added, “or so I understand it to be.”


  “So it might compound the poison?” asked Nestor.


  “It might,” Sasha said calmly. “This is not a drug we often give to humans – because it is so poisonous. And never before have we knowingly exposed a human to this place or its poison. They might work together, and should you experience any of the symptoms or signs Brother Allan warned us of, please bring them to my attention.”


  “I will,” Nestor said.


  “I hope I do not seem cavalier with your well-being,” Sasha said. “But the true scope of war fought by mages is… something that must be seen. This is merely half of it.”


  “Half?” said Nestor, looking around at the lifeless rock they had been walking through. “This is just half?”


  “Oh, yes,” Sasha said. “Just wait until you see what Xarbydis did to Scylla.”


  8


  Regency


  

  Xavien Lord Green was a difficult master; Erik knew that from experience, but difficult didn’t mean impossible, and Eric was slowly starting to like Xavien. Like, as opposed to crave; Erik already knew he craved the minotaur, needed to touch him, taste him, to hear his voice. It was a need like water, or sunlight, and at first he’d hated Xavien for it, once he’d understood it, but now, now… he knew better. It wasn’t anything Xavien had done on purpose, or at least in particular to him, it was something that happened to all humans, all minotaurs, over time. To Xavien, that was how every human he knew was, and so it was the way the black minotaur expected humans to be, and if they weren’t that way, something was wrong and different and out of place and Xavien hated out of place. He scheduled himself tightly, and he hated interruptions, distractions, disruptions, anything that didn’t go as he had expected. Anything that was out of place.


  Erik had thought he was a monster, and sometimes, he still wondered. What had Xavien done to Mikal, whom he now called Dog. Erik couldn’t tell what Mikal thought, but he certainly had the same need for Xavien that Erik did. Breaker loved Xavien, and was terrified of him, at the same time. Erik was…


  Love was a hard word to use, and he wasn’t even sure he loved Xavien. Needed him, craved him, certainly, but… love? Like, Erik thought. He could like his master, even if… he wasn’t sure that his master would approve. Erik was a human, valuable with some gift that made him useful to the mage, even if Xavien had not been clear on what that gift was. A human – a mere human – had no need to know, any more than that human needed to know what was going to happen today, or tomorrow. When Xavien wanted something, he would explain what he wanted, and it was up to Erik to provide it. Whether Erik liked it was irrelevant; Xavien wanted it so, it would be so.


  Such as being renamed Lathe. Xavien hadn’t asked him, had barely even told him – just started calling him Lathe, and expected him to respond to it. Or telling him to forget his friend… who apparently had a similar gift, and had ended up with Teodor. Forget? How, Erik wondered, do you forget someone you’ve spent years with? Just… gone, as if he were dead. No, worse than if he were dead: from time to time, you remembered the dead. Mentioned their names, told their stories, somehow holding them to life in your recollection, and letting them live anew in the memories of those who had never met them. And if he were to forget him, why did Dacien’s name keep coming up in Xavien’s discussions – discussions that he, Erik, heard, or half-heard, as Lord Green used magic to speak to others at long distances. It seemed odd, very odd, for Xavien to spend so much time on a human that didn’t even belong to him.


  He sighed, very quietly, as he was currently laying – comfortably, he had to admit – on the floor by a large blue leather chair that currently held Xavien Lord Green. It faced a huge fireplace with a small fire in it, more for appearance, Erik thought, than anything else. That was enough to make him cautious, make him want to draw as little of his Master’s attention as possible, but sitting in the other chair was a equally large, black minotaur that Xavien had addressed as My Lord, cousin, and Cresphontes throughout dinner.


  The ever-present guards, both Lord Green’s and the patriarch’s, followed the two minotaurs as they had moved to this smaller room, a library, Cresphontes had called it in his invitation to Lord Green. Cresphontes himself had poured brandy, a thick golden liquid like mead into huge clear half-bubble glasses, and presented one to Xavien. Erik hadn’t expected anything, of course, he’d been fed at dinner, from his Master’s plate – a great sign of favor, according to Breaker. Erik would still rather eat by himself; he’d felt like a favored pet earlier, and now, laying half-naked in front of his Master, he felt even more so.


  But then, that was what his Master wanted, and he would do whatever his Master wanted. Mostly. Certainly, whatever his Master wanted him to do. What he thought, on the other hand, was still his. Mostly. He found himself dreaming about his Master more and more often, and although he doubted that his Master was doing it a-purpose, it still seemed like something that was inevitable.


  “It’s a pleasure to see you,” Cresphontes said in a rumble much like his Master’s voice. “I never expect you to accept my invitations.”


  “I am rarely able to,” Xavien replied. “There are many tasks that fall to me.”


  “I know,” Cresphontes said. “But perhaps that may ease, in the next few years.”


  “You speak of Lord Fog’s discovery?”


  “He told you?” Cresphontes sounded surprised.


  “He… hinted. Until even a thick fellow like myself could piece together the clues,” Xavien said dryly. “He asked… well, you know him. He asks the oddest questions, that seem so obvious, and then…”


  “He is a true roan,” Cresphontes said. “The sort we would generally never, never, never promote beyond senior warlord, and even then we’d task a general to keep him under control.”


  Xavien made a choking noise. “You told me he was under control,” Xavien said. “But… I have been thinking of his question.”


  “What did he ask?”


  “He asked, if it better for us that mage-talent is random, that any minotaur may find himself becoming a Lord. What if we could choose? Whom would we choose? How? I paraphrase, of course.”


  “He is far-sighted to wonder about that,” Cresphontes said approvingly.


  “And his latest… I will admit, I thought him, last morning, out of control. Completely, and running away and taking the Council with him. I wondered that you permitted it.”


  “No,” Cresphontes said. “Not.”


  “He asked you for permission, didn’t he.”


  “Not as such,” Cresphontes admitted. “Let us say, he gave me the opportunity to forbid him.”


  There was a rumble from Xavien, and then a companionable silence settled over the room.


  “And these ninja?”


  “I’ve spoken with Viktor,” Cresphontes said. “In exchange for our not pressing against them, Viktor guarantees we can draw on theirs. The Lord of Bones is training seventy-five.”


  “So many!” Erik heard astonishment in his Master’s exclamation.


  “So he says.”


  “How?”


  Cresphontes stirred himself into a little shake of his head. “I do not know. Especially after that disaster… It is one of the things I’ve tasked Polychrome to discover for me, specifically.”


  “Teodor? In a mission with Polychrome?”


  “Under Polychrome,” Cresphontes said. “If needs be.”


  “And he accepted that?”


  “I told you he was under control, Xavien,” and Cresphontes sighed. “He is one of the most controlled bulls I know. He is a bull in whom I repose an absolute trust. Polychrome agrees, just so you know.”


  “Hmmm,” said Xavien. “And… Dacien?”


  Dacien, thought Erik wildly. Why would this Lord, a Lord of Lords, concern himself with a human? What was this?


  “When I did not forbid him, I admit I did not expect… Dacien,” Cresphontes said. “I don’t know. We’ve been over this in Council, Xe. Must we rehash it here?”


  “No, My Lord,” Xavien said softly. “I do not seek to reopen the discussion… I do want to understand your decision. Some of it, now that I know Teodor had spoken with you beforehand, I understand. But it seems so…”


  “Reckless?”


  “Yes,” Erik’s Master said simply.


  “What’s reckless, Xe, is doing nothing. What’s reckless is having a mere six Lords to take the place of twenty. With two apprentices, no more. The Guild of Magicians isn’t prepared to step into that gap. It’s a problem I’ve been facing for decades, with no clue about the why or wherefore of it. I’m not convinced it’s the extension spell, but there’s no doubt something has happened.”


  “Well, something has happened,” Xavien said. “Teodor has solved the problem. Again. And anything that a mage can do, a magician can do, eventually. I’m surprised…” and Erik’s master paused. “Or perhaps I am not so surprised. You are asking me to work with Dacien to replicate this feat in a ritual, aren’t you?”


  “Yes,” Cresphontes said. “It is my highest priority. It’s why I sent Sasha to get Chelm’s and Dacien’s initiation over with. It’s why I sent Te off on a goose chase in Ouroborous.”


  “Goose chase?”


  Cresphontes shook his head. “Polychrome reports that Nikohorus doesn’t have any candidates for ninja training. The only tempus master he’s assigned is Crandall – do you know him?”


  “We’ve met, he’s a grandmaster, is he not?”


  “For Ouroborous. Kanail was… less impressed with his skills when they met.”


  “Kanail,” said Xavien. “Another peculiarity.”


  “I don’t know what to make of it. He’s loyal, intensely loyal. I have no concerns there at all.” Cresphontes shook his head. “I’m sure it’s an interesting story, and I intend to set Te on it when he gets back.”


  “More goose chasing?”


  “Partly,” said Cresphontes. “Chelm. What do you think of Chelm?”


  “Appalling manners,” Xavien said. “Admittedly, he was young, but to persist for so long… appalling. But he seems quite acceptable in other ways. I could chalk up that debacle to his roan blood, and other than that, he seems like an accomplished, ambitious, and talented bull.”


  “He’s the youngest grandmaster Lycaili has ever had.”


  “Well, he’s been working on it for the right amount of time – he just started young.”


  “And he’s learned in mathematics, alchemy, and jurisprudence.”


  “I… wasn’t aware of that.”


  Cresphontes nodded. “Warlord, and armsmaster.”


  “I knew that,” Xavien smiled. “Excellent studies and appropriate achievements for a young bull. Perhaps he’s not as, hmmm, roan, as his father.”


  The other minotaur leaned back in his chair. “Many think so.”


  “But not you,” Xavien said.


  “Not me,” Cresphontes said. “But I’ve had talks with some of my advisors who are already assuming he’ll be a general.”


  “Since he’s a developing mage, that seems like a moot concern. Besides, he seems stable enough.”


  “Does he?”


  “Yes,” said Xavien. “He does.”


  “Have you wondered how he paid for all that training?”


  “Teodor…”


  “No. In fact, Chelm was paying for House Gray during that period. Te made monies available, but Chelm didn’t tap them.”


  “Then how did he afford it?”


  “Not to change the subject too much, are you aware of the human wrestling events?”


  “Yes. I’ve been to one or two. A nice night out, I thought.”


  “Do you know who organizes them?”


  “No.”


  “Chelm.” Cresphontes poured himself a little more brandy. “Chelm created the events. Created the rules. Created the sport.”


  “Oh,” Xavien said.


  “And those ridiculous Ungoliant tattoos on the wrestlers?”


  “I’ve seen some,” saind Xavien. “It’s a little extravagant, especially given the questionable provenance of those Ungoliant inks, but the designs are eye-catching, and often very attractive. There’s been a lot of Ungoliant ink on the market, I hear.”


  “Chelm replicated the ink,” Cresphontes said. “And he’s the supplier, not smugglers.”


  “Well,” said Xavien.


  “According to Kanail, Chelm invented a new tempus technique, more or less on the spot, when Kanail approached him about taking grandmaster training. Kanail decided to simply make him a grandmaster then and there. Did you know that?”


  “No,” said Xavien. “I did not. You’re saying he’s… hmmm. Roan.”


  “More so than Teodor was, I think,” Cresphontes said. “Teodor’s youth was spent crossbreeding pears with his father. They didn’t really come to Maze; I didn’t really know him or his father. I don’t know that Te ever had anything to show for it, but his father has had a number of interesting hybrids.”


  “Yes,” said Xavien, after a moment. “I recall. I’ve a number of those pink pear trees, what were they called? Heliotrope. Yes, that’s it. Tasty.” The mage rose from the chair almost reluctantly. “If you’ll pardon me for a moment.”


  “Of course,” Cresphontes said, taking a sip.


  Xavien’s eyes glanced briefly at Erik, but when he moved to rise, Xavien shook his head, very slightly. That meant, stay. Xavien would return. Erik sighed as he watched the huge double doors to Cresphontes’ den open, and Xavien walk out them. The guards, two smaller white minotaur, closed the doors, and slid a heavy bar back across what appeared to be recently added supports. Security; it had tightened around Xavien, and when the senior mage visited the Lycaili Patriarch – the security was astounding.


  Erik had a split-second of surprise as eight white-and-black minotaurs dropped out of nowhere, killing eight of the ten guards almost instantly, but the nearest one to him turned to the Patriarch and then Erik saw no more.


  * * *


  Xavien paused as he felt a faint draft, and the doors to Cresphontes’ secure den shut behind him. He could feel his Lathe behind him; the human had been quarrelsome and troublesome and his aggravating mage signature was literally aggravating. Erik’s mere presence could drive anyone into a rage when it struck, and it struck, Xavien had determined, whenever bulls could be driven into a rage. It was exactly a charge, it built and built and built and then it struck, like lightning snapping into the sky. Xavien was careful to ground Lathe’s magic at least once a day and always after a lensing session. But still, Xavien had built a good rapport with Lathe – the human submitted to his magic almost instinctively now, holding even the most complex of Xavien’s spells so that Xavien could turn his attention and focus to other things.


  And that, in turn, meant there was a connection between Xavien and Lathe, just like there was between Xavien and all of his treasured lenses. He could feel Lathe, feel his heartbeat, feel the blood pulse through his body, feel the tensions in his body even as he lay calmly, waiting for Xavien to return, even if the magical wards on the room kept him from feeling anything else. When that pulse stopped, between one heartbeat and the next, Xavien didn’t need to feel the ebb of Lathe’s magic to know what had happened to his slave.


  Heartbeats. Every tempus initiate came to measure things in heartbeats, his own or another’s, and with that thought, Xavien dropped like a stone into time, hurling himself into time with an abandon that even a grandmaster would fear. Every student, every initiate, every master, every grandmaster – all strove for a clean entry into the time distortion of tempus, because anything else would kill. Entering into time was every bit as dangerous as magic and perhaps more so, since every minotaur had some tempus skills. That was why introductory lessons were taught as meditation – to make the initial contact with time as smooth as possible. The minotaur was holding himself, and to the extent he could, a bubble around him, in a different timeflow. When timeflows touched, there was… distortion. It didn’t matter if that distortion happened in the air, or to metal, or to anything nonliving.


  If that distortion happened to living flesh, even flesh as resilient and tough and superior as minotaur flesh, the results were disastrous. Even the pressure of moving from flow to flow, the flow a minotaur imposed on himself, could tire and exhaust and damage him. Tempworn, minotaurs called it, and it wasn’t uncommon even for masters and grandmasters to become tempworn or to need a day or three of normal time to recover. Xavien snapped himself into time without care for that, with all the skill of the tempus master he was, and when he emerged, his body would be crippled and dying.


  Despite his occasional efforts, Xavien was no grandmaster. He was good, very good, but grandmaster was a level of effort and skill and practice that, laughably, he had no time for. He’d been a master when he became a mage, and with the diligence he applied to everything, he had kept his skills from slipping too far, but that was as much as even he could do.


  But he was something more than a master, nevertheless, and he dismissed the time shock – he was ahead of it, and the entire point of diving so fast into time was to give him the moments he needed to think. There was no doubt that those never to be sufficiently accursed ninja had entered the room even as he’d left it, although why he hadn’t felt them in time, or why Vespanio, Cresphontes’ Master of Time, hadn’t felt them was a puzzle for some other time and perhaps even some other bull. Let Teodor have yet another intractable mystery to sharpen his horns on.


  They had surprised him, six months ago, with their speed and even their existence; all he could think about was the defenseless humans in the room when they appeared. Whatever stroke of fortune or good luck or insane eccentricity that had moved Teodor to acquire Dapple had saved him and Teodor and the humans, and Xavien hated luck. Luck was for the needy, luck was for the unprepared, luck was for the defenseless. Xavien wished to be none of those things.


  And this time, he was ready. They may have struck by surprise, however they did it, but Xavien had anticipated that. They may have killed his lens – and Xavien carefully put aside the anger that yet again a human under his protection had been harmed – but they’d killed the wrong one. He doubted they even knew there was a right one to strike at; after all, how many other minotaurs had both his mastery of earth magic and his level of tempus skill. None in Lycaili, and he would never share these secrets with anyone else. Let them have their own mystery to confound them.


  The real problem was the door. As a physical barrier, it was not easy to move aside in accelerated time. A minotaur naturally kept a bubble of air around him, in that speeded-up time, extending it as he moved forward and letting it fade behind him, and one had to keep moving in tempus, lest the air go bad or the light darken so far that one was blind. A door that was no barrier in normal time might well be impassible in tempus simply because the entire door and the air around it could not all be accelerated, and trying to move matter through normal-time air was hard, and the faster one was, the deeper in time, the greater the resistance. A tempus master such as himself, for instance, could run across water because the water had no time to displace even under his weight. One had to manage carefully lest one become entangled in the water – and that could be a disaster, but then that was the skill of a master. Xavien suspected that a grandmaster could do the same with air, and run through the air even as he could walk on water, but he’d never asked.


  Xavien knew he’d never have the opportunity to master the skill, and he respected the secrets of the grandmasters.


  A mage, of course, had his own secrets. A door that would take even five heartbeats in real time to open normally was no barrier to an earth-mage. A hundredth heartbeat of normal time would smash it to bits. The wards on it might slow some lesser mage than Xavien, but they were, after all, Xavien’s wards and would not hamper him. The debris, travelling at speeds appreciable even to a tempus master would threaten all those inside, but then again, all those inside were tempus masters, and sworn to Cresphontes’ defense. They would not thank him for putting their safety over the Patriarch’s.


  Cresphontes… he wasn’t quite a tempus master, but his raw speed was acceptable. The danger to him was negligible.


  Lathe… was already dead, and again Xavien refused to dwell on that. Later. Later.


  Of course, there would be the small matter of those accursed tempus adepts, and they would no doubt be faster than even Xavien could be, but again, this time, Xavien had prepared for them. The sword he had with him was not, technically, in violation of the Truces of Xarbydis so long as he didn’t intend to use it as a weapon, however convenient it might be in an emergency like this one. Xavien would have smiled if the pressure of time at this rate would permit him to move instead of merely think. And even that pressure had its use, if one had no cares for the physical damage that letting the pressure snap one back into normal time would inflict.


  A millionth of a normal-time heartbeat after he’d plunged into time, Xavien emerged. It didn’t even hurt; the damage was both too diffuse and overwhelming to trigger anything like pain. Xavien couldn’t work magic, not at this rate, not at this speed, and not as damaged as he was – but he didn’t have to. Decades ago he’d created a set-spell, and dedicated a lens to maintain it. The ongoing concentration of holding the spell had interfered somewhat with the human’s cognition, but Xavien had a low opinion of that anyway and frankly found Dog’s new personality far preferable to the resistance the feral human had once offered.


  And the spell did exactly what Xavien knew it would. Even as he emerged from time, the spell corrected the damage, restored him exactly as he was and Xavien ignored the complex set-spell as he formed and released a much simpler spell. He didn’t have the luxury of waiting for it to take effect; he dove immediately back into the timeflow – more carefully, more smoothly, and he reached the double doors just as the results of the spell became visible.


  The doors bowed inwards, further and further, and Xavien worked – calmly, very calmly – on slipping deeper into the timeflow. He might not be as fast as the ninja beyond, but every bit of speed he had was one bit less advantage they had. The spell had to work on the doors before he could pass; but that slip of time – a half heartbeat – would let him get as deeply into time as he might.


  The doors broke, shattering into ragged splinters of steel-shod oak, and raced into the room. Xavien stepped forward, and batted some of the larger fragments out of his way, moving them briefly into his time as he adjusted them. Beyond, Erik’s head had just reached the floor, blood beginning to jet out from the neck and a ninja had a blade out reaching for Cresphontes, who was blocking – slowly, Xavien noticed. The ninja had perhaps a 1:2 advantage on Cresphontes. Other ninja had turned from where they had preemptively slain – that many! – eight of the Patriarch’s guard. Vespanio was by Cresphontes, prepared to defend him, and to Xavien’s eye he was nearly as fast as the ninja, perhaps 10:9, or even closer to their speed.


  Xavien himself was closer to 5:4, but his sword was out and three of the ninja were turning on him, raising their own blades and then they picked up speed, moving to 6:4 and then 7:4 as they rushed him and there was simply no way a minotaur moving at four heartbeats to his opponent’s seven could hope to win, much less against three such opponents. They knew, they didn’t have to wonder, all they had to do was use their speed to shift his blade aside and then he would be as dead as poor Lathe. Xavien knew exactly what their training way, knew exactly how they would fight at that pace – he’d trained in it himself. He raised his blade to block them, swinging as fast as he could but still too slow for them, and they knew he was doomed.


  The first one to reach him slammed his blade into Xavien’s, and that’s where their training betrayed them. The ninja knew that the blade would resist, move aside, and with his superior speed Xavien’s body would be defenseless. The mage, on the hand, had a different expectation. His blade – enchanted to have a perfect edge – sliced through the ninja’s blade with only a little resistance, something like cleaving soft cheese. The ninja’s own momentum, meant to force Xavien’s blade aside did nothing but carry the ninja into the blade. It sliced through the fine metal links of his armor and the minotaur himself with even less effort than cutting the sword; like a blade through water. The severed top of the sword had already moved back into normal time.


  Nobody expected magic in tempus; the thing was impossible. A mage in time was – not entirely disconnected from his magic, but the magic did not follow him into time. It was impossible to manipulate it even from a flow as slow as 101:100. Everyone knew there was no magic in time, battles in time were fought with steel, and one’s own tempus mastery, nothing else, because there was nothing else.


  Until, of course, there was. Xavien had used magic to shape his blade, making it a thousand times more resistant and sharp enough to slice ordinary steel or even stone, giving it an impossibly fine and magiced edge that would cut anything, or at least everything Xavien had tested it on. But the magic was not in the steel, or in the edge – the magic was in toughening the steel, forming the edge, both things he’d done in normal time.


  Both strength and edge remained in accelerated time.


  Despite a 30:1 or 40:1 advantage over normal time, Xavien still had expected to be nicked by the severed half of the blade, but it had been diverted slightly in its path. Xavien could turn to deal with the next ninja, and this, this was where his hopes might fail. Any normal minotaur would have seen what happened, realized that Xavien’s blade was an unusual and different danger, and react to it. With a clear 7:4 advantage in time, they could evade the deadly edge and still slay him. But if Teodor were right about ninja, right about their training, right about what it did to their minds, then all they could do would be to follow that inflexible and unforgiving training. They would line up for their own execution.


  In ten of Xavien’s heartbeats and perhaps sixteen of theirs, five more ninja did exactly that. He offered a body-blow, and they reacted with the exactly correct parry and counterattack – or would have, if the initial parry had worked. It didn’t, the mage-wrought blade cut through their own blades and then the ninja themselves and Xavien moved on to the next until they were down, and then he moved towards the unequal battle by Cresphontes.


  Cresphontes was at a 10:4 or 10:3 disadvantage, but Vespanio had worked with him, and the Patriarch was hurt, cut, but still fighting defensively, fighting not to defeat his opponent, not even to avoid injury, but avoid lethal injury. If Cresphontes was still alive when Xavien reached him then he would not die. If.


  But at a 10:4 advantage swordwork need not be brilliant to overcome even the most cunning defense. As Xavien watched, a sword slammed into Cresphontes’ chest, where it could not fail to slice the heart or even the huge arteries surrounding it. The ninja had used the blade not like a knife but a rapier when he’d been stymied by Cresphontes’ defense. It left that ninja without a sword, and he paid for that a moment later as a backhanded slash from Vespanio – was Vespanio at an advantage? – Xavien thought he might be at 10:9 against the remaining ninja, and easily 2:1 against Xavien himself.


  In one more of Xavien’s heartbeats, Vespanio dropped the last ninja even as Xavien hurled himself over to his cousin, hoping that perhaps, perhaps… Xavien didn’t bother coming gently out of time, letting the set-spell deal with that damage even as he readied and struck Cresphontes with a spell meant to stop everything, stop the bleeding, arrest the damage of the Patriarch’s own uncontrolled reentry to time, if life was still there, then he, Xavien, could hold it there until another earth-mage arrived, Ruus, or Metrios, or even Trand, someone who could heal Cresphontes as Xavien held him to to life.


  “Live,” he whispered, releasing the spell, but even as he did Xavien could see there was no point. Cresphontes’ heart was gone – destroyed, and what remained was tempworn. The ebon minotaur sighed, and set what had been the Patriarch down gently. “I’m sorry, Vespanio. He’s gone.”


  Xavien waited a half-moment, staring at his cousin’s face before the lack of a response struck him as peculiar. He turned, to see Vespanio collapsed behind him. One or two shallow cuts spilled red against the white of his pelt, but he didn’t see any lethal wounds. “Vespa?”


  The mage hadn’t really expected a response, and he reached out to Lathe, forgetting for a moment that his Lathe was gone, and then to Breaker, somewhere much farther away, before testing – gingerly – the prone minotaur. A terrible fear rose through him that these were the same kind of cursed weapons that Teodor had encountered, and if so… but the fear was groundless. There was no curse, just an immense amount of time shock. Potentially lethal, Xavien noted, and that was not something a grandmaster… ah. Vespiano had, at the end, seemed to accelerate past the ninja, and perhaps this was the price.


  “Daring,” Xavien muttered to himself. He released the spell on Cresphontes. “Ruus. Who won the game at the club?” That phrase should get his attention.


  Xavien. What is it?


  “Cresphontes was… attacked. His guard, all save Vespiano, are dead.”


  Cresphontes survives?


  “No.”


  Creator’s folly. What… what happened?


  “We failed,” Xavien whispered. “Tell no one. Reach the generals you can, summon them to the palace, in the name…” Xavien faltered, the enormity seeping through to him despite his best efforts. In whose name? Not the Patriarch’s. And… no. Anything but that. “In your name, at their best speed, at the highest priority.”


  Yes, but can’t you…


  “There is a chance that Vespiano may yet survive, but that chance lessens as I speak with you. Please do as I have requested. Come yourself, too.”


  I… yes. Of course. I beg…


  Xavien let the threads fade even before Ruus had finished the pointless apology, and turned his attention to Vespiano. The shock was severe, but no organs had shut down, not yet, although the kidneys were close, so he decided to start there. It was a much better thing to focus on than the dead body next to him, or the headless man whose blood was turning the carpet into a glistening red cloth.


  And not just any human, not just a human under his, Xavien’s personal protection, but a lens. A human who had been defanged, broken to his will and need. Xavien spared a glance at the minotaur he’d killed. They were hardly just targets of his anger; they, too, were tools. It might take some time, but Xavien renewed his vow to find the responsible person, and ensure that this would never happen again.


  For now, though, Vespiano needed his attention.


  

  It was perhaps an hour later when Xavien felt the musical touch of Ruus’s magic washing over Vespiano. “Ah. This would go faster if I held the matrix open.” Unfortunately, Ruus was not a water-mage.


  “Maybe,” Ruus said. “I’m not sure but that you might well be just as fast on your own.”


  “Flattering but demonstrably untrue,” Xavien said, easing his magic back and opening the structures up to Ruus’s less skilled but adequate touch. “You’re going at least ten times as fast as I could do it alone.”


  “You’d be faster,” Ruus said.


  That really had no good answer, so Xavien went with blunt. “Yes. I would. But at the moment, this is the most effective division of our efforts.” Perhaps Ruus would stop making stupid comments. Talents were talents, and skill was skill, and Xavien was simply the most talented of any Lycaili mage. Teodor might have been in contention as a healer, if only he’d gotten the earth-magics a true healer needed.


  The two of them still finished quickly, in a matter of minutes, and Xavien turned his attention to the three senior generals who had arrived. One of them should have taken charge, announced himself acting regent, and Xavien listened closely to determine who had done so. A few minutes later, he realized that none of them had. General Stefan was… was he a senior? Xavien suddenly wasn’t sure, but he saw no reason General Eomund or General Lyov hadn’t declared himself. Instead, they were milling about like confused… surely they didn’t expect him. He was a mage!


  But as the time lengthened… “Ruus, are there any more generals coming?”


  “No, Lord Green, almost all of them are at the ceremonies.”


  “How unfortunate,” Xavien muttered, and then, “what ceremonies?”


  “Tancresos is graduating a class, Lord Green. I’d planned to be there myself, but…” and Ruus shrugged, indicating that things happen.


  Xavien managed not to glance at either Cresphontes or Lathe. Things happen. “Things are made to happen,” he said, a little louder, still hoping that Lyov or Eomund would take the hint. Please. I don’t want to do this.


  Please don’t make me do this. I just want to mourn…


  He would have to mourn later. “Your attention, please,” Xavien said, loudly, pitched to carry through the room and the congestion of guards that had come in. “I am assuming the position of Acting Regent.”


  “What?” said General Stefan, a brown. “That’s not…”


  “General Xavien is within his authority,” Lyov said.


  “General?”


  “Quiet!” said Xavien, using a command voice. “Yes, General Stefan. I am a senior General. I no longer attend council, because, frankly, I am too busy. But Lycaili requires leadership.” Xavien noted that Lyov looked away when he said that. “It is not a right, or a privilege, but a duty, and I assure you, a painful one. My cousin is dead. His guard are dead. One of my lenses is dead. The…” and Xavien stopped. Complaining or even explaining just how much he didn’t want to do this was hardly what anyone needed to hear. “I, as a senior general and senior mage, will be Acting Regent. Lycaili will continue to function.” He looked out over the crowd of guards and officials, and then back to Stefan, who looked… obstinate.


  Good. “General Stefan. I take it this displeases you.”


  “Yes, General Xavien. I think this is high-handed and an abuse.”


  Xavien smiled. “Excellent. Then, General, I am appointing you to gather a quorum of generals, to first appoint a Regent, and then choose our next patriarch. Apparently you do have not memorized all the generals of Lycaili.”


  “No.”


  “I would suggest your doing so.” Xavien said, and turned to Lyov, and then back to Stefan. “Why are you still standing here?”


  “I question your right to order me.”


  “Then if you truly believe that, why are you not gathering a quorum to replace me?”


  “That… you are right, Lord Green.”


  “Lord Xavien,” Xavien corrected, as Stefan walked quickly out of the room. “Speaker Ruus. Please assist General Stefan.”


  “Yes… Lord Xavien,” Ruus said, and started after Stefan.


  “Everyone. That Cresphontes is dead must remain quiet for as long as possible. It is my hope that the we will have a formal Regent” who is not me “to make the announcement. Preparations for Cresphonte’s pyre must be made.” Xavien paused. “Lyov. Can you deal with that?”


  “Yes, Regent.”


  Creators forbid, Xavien thought. “Lord Xavien will do. I am merely acting as Regent, I am not Regent.” He paused. “Every fallen guard has the right to accompany Cresphontes in his pyre; contact the families and see if they wish to hold their own fire instead. If they do, I would beg their permission to attend.”


  “What about these… attackers?”


  “Burn them. Not with Cresphontes.” Obviously. “And General Lyov, after that task, I would request a moment of your time.”


  “Yes, Lord Xavien.”


  “Eomund,” Xavien said. “I would like to speak with you, as well, but there are more pressing matters. Go to the city gates. I want everyone passing through to write out, in his hand, an account of his parentage, his home, the details of his business here, and his whereabouts for the last six months. Everyone. Attached to that note, I want a physical description including height, weight, and measurement of the horns of the minotaur making that attestation.”


  “Yes, Lord Xavien, but what good…”


  “General, unless you are unclear on what I want you to do, please do it. Consider it your first urgency.”


  “Yes, Lord Xavien.” Xavien watched him leave and then turned back to the remaining bulls, looking for the palace steward… “Is Ramiro here?”


  “Yes, Lord Xavien,” a smaller white, almost gray, minotaur pushed his way to the front.


  “General Lyov will be dealing with the bodies, but I’m afraid I have to ask you to clean… this up. I was just visiting, but I’ll want one of the guest suites. I want the remainder of Cresphonte’s rooms sealed.” His sons will want his effects, I suppose. And I’ll have to tell them…


  “Of course,” Ramiro said. “The Emerald Suite is ready for you.”


  “Good,” said Xavien. “I’ll be there. Should there be any business that requires me, of course. Until then, I trust you all have duties to attend to.” Xavien stood up.


  “My Lord,” asked Ramiro.


  “Yes?”


  “The human” Lathe, thought Xavien. His name was Lathe. “What should I do with him?”


  Xavien thought for a moment, and then sighed. “He, too, earned a place of honor in Cresphonte’s pyre, and I will not deny it to him. Inform General Lyov.”


  “He won’t like it,” Ramiro said.


  “Then he is welcome to take the matter up with me,” Xavien said. “I trust if you see any of my intentions going astray, you will bring it to my attention.”


  “Yes, Lord Xavien.”


  “Then I will be in the Emerald Suite. Carry on.”


  

  The Emerald Suite was a set of four rooms, painted in cold greens, carpeted with a lush green carpet with a complex interlocked pattern of squares and diamonds. Under other circumstances Xavien would find it soothing, but not today, and most certainly not now. Dog was coming, being brought by his guard Haifal. Much as he wanted to keep this secret, to be ready for its impact when he had to tell the rest of his clan what had happened, there were a number of persons who had to know, immediately. He’d sent a runner after Sasha after failing to reach him. That wasn’t surprising; an air mage like Sasha was almost certainly pushing the borders and the far-talking spell didn’t work well in unstable areas. He just hoped the runner could catch up to Lord Doze. It was too dangerous to have Sasha, Dacien, and Chelm outside of Lycaili. He’d sent the message with Sasha’s code phrase for peril, to return with all haste and caution, but he hadn’t given the reason. It had seemed too sensitive to entrust to a message.


  Teodor… after a long, long period of wrestling with his conscience, he’d finally decided not to tell him. What he was doing with Nikohorus was critical, Ourouborous was a critical ally. He’d contacted Nikohorus instead, warned him not to let Teodor know why, but that it might be useful to increase his own security, even if these ninja seemed only to attack Lycaili targets. Since nobody quite knew why the attacks were happening, there was no reason to assume anyone was safe.


  Deciding what to tell Ianthos was even harder. He couldn’t reach Lord Winter, so he’d had to send a warning. He’d used the phrase for disaster, and added that securing a codicil to the Truces banning ninja was of the highest urgency and to take no chances with his own person. How Ianthos would interpret that he could not know. Undoubtedly Ianthos would be angry with him, he had every right to be called back for Cresphontes’ pyre, but Xavien felt the press of time even more keenly now. Every minute was one for the enemies of his clan to work yet more harm and dishonor on them.


  “Haifal. Where are you?”


  My Lord, I’m at your townhouse. I have Dog and Breaker, and your swords. We will be leaving within five minutes.


  “Thank you, Haifal. I have an additional request. Inside my desk there is a concealed drawer. Access it by opening the top and bottom drawers on the left and right, and then press the left horn at the top of the desk – in the bronzework. It should click, and release the drawer. Please bring me the journal you’ll find there.”


  Yes, My Lord.


  “The horn can stick sometimes, but it will click.” Xavien had been intending to fix it.


  Yes, My Lord.


  “Haifal, do you know anything about such mechanisms?”


  A little, My Lord.


  “Perhaps you could take a look at it, and see if you can fix it. If not, no harm done, but the fewer who know of my hiding place…”


  Yes, My Lord. I will see what I can do.


  “Not urgent. Just…


  Xavien definitely owed the next Patriarch a list of his decisions and reasons, and if there was simply no way to remember everything he would need to tell him. Whoever it might be. The only thing he was certain of was that it would not be him, for which he was deeply grateful. At least he had something to pleased about.


  

  He was significantly less pleased the next day, when the General’s Quorum confirmed him as Regent over his objections. It would have courteous to thank his peers for the honor – and it was an honor – but all he could manage to say was, “Thank you. I can only hope our deliberations for our new Patriarch are as unanimous and successful.” And quick. In a perfect world, they could announce the new Patriarch at Cresphontes’ pyre, and hold a solemnization the next day. Trand’s ascension meant there were now seven mages, and the four of them still within Lycaili made a quorum. Perhaps we can choose our next Patriarch quickly, Xavien thought.


  And then he would take a few days after Cresphontes’ pyre, to mourn his cousin and lens properly. He took a breath, and then held up the envelope, still sealed with Cresphontes’ sigil. He paused for a moment, using the briefest flicker of magic to confirm that it had been sealed by Cresphontes, and unexamined since. He held it up, so that all seated in the auditorium could see it. “This is Cresphontes’ missive to us. I am Regent, by your wishes, but I am also Lord Green, and as Lord Green, I tell you that this was written by Cresphontes, and sealed by him. It is unusual, and I suspect unique, for the Regent to also be the mage, and so if it this group’s wishes – indeed, if anyone in this Quorum wishes it, I will summon Lord Chimes or Lord Run to confirm its provenance.” He looked out over the group. “Would anyone wish that?” Xavien stared at General Stefan, back in the third row, who, Xavien thought, was at least considering it. It didn’t matter to Xavien, except that he would rather not waste the hour or so it would take either of them to arrive.


  “Apparently not,” General Richarth says. “I would move we accept Lord Green’s confirmation, and move on.”


  The “Seconded,” from General Stefan rather surprised Xavien, but he simply nodded.


  “The ayes?” There was a general clamor of Aye.


  “The nays?” Silence greeted that request and Xavien nodded. “In the opinion of the Regent, the Ayes have it.” Xavien broke the seal, unfolded the paper, scanned it quickly, and, he thought, did an excellent job of concealing his shock. Fortunately for him, it fell to someone else to read it, and he passed the letter to General Tholoman.


  All he could think was, Creator’s folly. What on earth would they do?


  

  An hour later, he knew.


  9


  Realignment


  

  “I cannot tell you how pleased I am that this meeting was convenient for you, Ambassador Corrigan.” Regent Xavien rose out of courtesy, and gestured at the single empty chair, covered in a glossy blue velvet verging on purple, the delicate embroidered filigree of gold flowers matching perfectly the gold traceries on the similarly-colored wallpapers. The carpet, of the same blue-purple, lacked any colored traceries. Three of the Ambassador’s guard took quiet positions around the room, interspersed with two of Xavien’s personal guard and a single member of what had been Cresphonte’s guard. “I was concerned with inviting you so late.”


  “Not at all,” Corrigan said, seating himself. “I find the night congenial and quiet, and the midnight hours are often my most productive. It is, I grant, an unusual time, but entirely convenient.” The Ambassador flashed a smile at the Regent, which the Regent failed to return. “Especially as I was particularly hopeful for an audience.”


  “Yes, your embassy made that… clear. I assure you that this is, as you requested, the very first audience available today. Forgive me if I am overly blunt, but, as you point out, it is late, and I do not usually schedule anything other than sleep after midnight. What is your concern?”


  “You cannot guess?”


  “I have been occupied,” Xavien said, “preparing for the installation of our next Patriarch. I do not have hours to spend guessing when I might learn more from asking.”


  “I suppose so,” Corrigan sighed. “Well. Let me start by presenting my personal condolences on the loss of your Patriarch and your cousin; I am told you were close. I am certain I will have the official Ungoliant condolences soon.”


  “I thank you on my behalf and that of Lycaili,” Xavien intoned formally. “But that cannot be the purpose of this meeting.”


  “No,” Corrigan said. “It concerns Ambassador Ianthos, or rather, his mission, if his mission is what I think it is.”


  “There is no reason to keep his instructions from you, Lord Ambassador, since one of the clans he visits will be yours. His mission is to extend the Truces to prevent the creation of ninja.” Xavien paused. “In our discussions, we had not thought Ungoliant would oppose such a thing. Were we, perhaps, mistaken?”


  “No,” Corrigan replied. “In fact, I would personally welcome that codicil, and feel certain it will be warmly received by my Master.” He took a breath, and asked, “Is that chamomile tea I smell?”


  “Yes,” Xavien said stiffly, trapped back into formal phrases. “May I offer you some?”


  “Please,” said Corrigan.


  “Of course.” Xavien reached forward, and poured the steaming yellow liquid into a porcelain cup painted with trees. “Here you are, Lord Ambassador.”


  “Thank you, Lord Regent. Are you not having some yourself?”


  “No,” Xavien answered, and there was a short silence.


  Corrigan broke it after taking a sip of the hot tea. “Regent… could we continue this discussion in private?”


  “Magical privacy?”


  “Yes, Lord Regent.”


  “I hate to disturb Lord Chimes so late,” Xavien started.


  “Lord Regent, you are well capable of sealing this room yourself, and I do not question your ability to do so, however unusual it would be for the Regent to do so rather than a mage.”


  “Good,” said Xavien, and then, “I have excluded our guards, as well.”


  “And you are, I trust, warded against mindbending? No person can casually extract thoughts from your mind?”


  “I have been so warded for many years,” said Xavien.


  “As am I,” Corrigan said. “I do not inquire of your security casually, Lord Regent. I came with instructions of my own.”


  “I did not doubt that.”


  “First, we had some warning of this assassination, although… no, please, Lord Regent, we thought the danger far off, on my word! I was told there was no urgency, that no possible attack could be mounted for months!”


  Xavien forced himself to sit back down, and held up his hand, as he brought himself back under control. “I perforce believe you,” he said grudgingly, and then, “I beg your forgiveness, Lord Ambassador. These events… I cannot pretend to be indifferent about them. The thought that we might have had warning…”


  “I understand, and there is nothing to forgive. Our intelligence was wrong as to the timing, obviously.”


  “Obviously,” repeated Xavien.


  “I am correct in assuming your Lord Winter was sent off to try to reach some accommodation on ninja. But, perhaps there was something beyond that?”


  “There is nothing to conceal there. He had no other instructions. Only to add a codicil to the Truces to outlaw ninja,” Xavien said. “We see no advantage to anyone in their creation.”


  “I… that is… our intelligence appears to have been wrong again, then,” Corrigan said. “Or are you unaware of Ourouborous’s efforts? I was told that Lord Fog was aiding them.”


  “A quid pro quo situation. Lord Fog disapproves – strongly – of creating ninja. But yes, Ourouborous has such a program. We hope to have them outlawed before they can become effective.”


  “We think they will be effective within a year. The Lord of Bones intends to have a force of nearly a hundred ninja.”


  “That sounds impossible,” Xavien said. “Are you sure of this matter, Lord Ambassador?”


  “The secret of ninja is known to Ungoliant,” Corrigan said. “It is certainly ambitious, but it depends primarily on having the right candidates for conversion. We do not think he can ready that many…”


  “How long does it take, this, conversion, once a candidate is identified?”


  “Three to six months, and then everything after that is training.”


  “So quickly,” Xavien murmured. “Well. That is… unfortunate.”


  “No,” Corrigan said. “Candidates must be youthful, and with significant tempus potential. Bulls who might have been grandmasters, had they devoted themselves to the art. After their losses at that battle, they don’t have…”


  “Imagine they do,” said Xavien. “I suspect the Lord of Bones has found a way around that.”


  “How?”


  Xavien shrugged. “So he suggests.”


  “Interesting,” Corrigan said. “You are certain?”


  “I am certain he believes he can.”


  “Interesting,” Corrigan said again.


  “What of it?”


  “My Master will support this codicil of yours and Lord Winter’s, but existing ninja must be put down,” Corrigan said.


  “Executed, you mean. I see.”


  “We cannot accept any standing forces of ninja if we have none.”


  “I understand your position,” Xavien said.


  “Will Lycaili agree to this? Can you? In the face of a hundred or more Ourouborous ninja?”


  “That is… ultimately not my decision,” Xavien said. “That… that must be our next Patriarch’s.”


  “But you know who that person will be.”


  Xavien said nothing.


  “And how that person will likely react.”


  “It is not my place to make new policy, merely to see that our clan functions until our next Patriarch is seated,” Xavien said.


  “But… you could tell me how he might react.”


  “I do not know how he will react,” Xavien said. “I will not guess.”


  Corrigan nodded. “I see. What would your decision be? If it were your decision to make?”


  “It is not my decision.”


  “Still.”


  “It is not my decision,” repeated Xavien. “And I am grateful that it is not. I am curious, however, in that you say you had some word about this.”


  “Some,” Corrigan said cautiously. “I am not sure who is behind it.”


  Xavien snorted. “We are not without some theories, and even some evidence, ourselves.”


  Corrigan shook his head. “There is more than one player in this game, Lord Regent, and hard to function without a name.”


  “I have such a name,” Xavien said.


  “You do?”


  “Yes,” Xavien said.


  “I was instructed to share a name with you, Lord Regent, if you had information of equal value to us. Merely seeing if our names match might be…” Corrigan paused. “Enough.”


  “Yes.” Xavien reached down to the desk, pulled a short square of heavy paper from it, and scribbled something, folded it, and set it back down on the table. “That would be acceptable.”


  Corrigan reached for the paper, and stopped as Xavien’s hand blocked him. “Please.”


  “Scylla,” Corrigan said, staring directly at Xavien. “Some of Scylla survived.”


  “Interesting,” said Xavien, pulling his hand back.


  Corrigan reached down, unfolded the paper, and then looked back up at Xavien. “You knew. How? That… that has been one of the best-kept secrets… I can’t tell you how many agents we lost, trying to track this down.”


  “Lost?”


  “Mindburned,” Corrigan said. “How long has Lycaili known?”


  “Not long,” admitted Xavien. “Once we were attacked, we started… looking harder. Some of it was cleverness, not mine, I should add, and more of it luck.”


  “Luck,” said Corrigan quietly.


  “Some.”


  “Ungoliant thinks there is another.” Corrigan said.


  “Another what? Another interest? Who?”


  Corrigan shook his head. “That has not been told to me.”


  “Another… clan? Xarbydis?”


  “I am told,” Corrigan said carefully, “that we explored that possibility, and we think not.”


  “Why, then, do you multiply the complications?”


  “Because another interest seems to be acting against…” Corrigan tapped the paper. “Them. Subtly. And against us, too.”


  Xavien was still for a moment. “Against both of us…”


  “What?”


  “Do you recall a series of border incidents between us and Ourouborous? Not long ago, twenty years or so?”


  “Yes. Are you suggesting…”


  “The incidents were manufactured, we now think, and I had been wondering if… but now, I hardly…” Xavien paused. “I do not know what to to think. I am dropping our privacy spell. I need to speak with another.”


  “Lord Fog,” and Xavien paused.


  “Thank you, Lord Fog, and I look forward to your arrival, but that is not the matter at hand. It has to do with that matter you were exploring directly before you left, the one that came up so unexpectedly.”


  “Partly that, partly that I am in company. But yes. The question has been raised that, perhaps, we were steered into that discovery, by yet another player.”


  “His Excellence the Ungoliant Ambassador, the Lord Corrigan.”


  “Bend your thoughts to the matter, and see what you can determine. It may be coincidence, and even if it be not, it may simply be too well hidden for even your discernment. But I am convinced we should look.”


  “It is hardly an imposition; I shall do so directly. Is there anything more I can do for you?”


  Xavien smiled, and said, “Thank you, Teodor. I look forward to seeing you.” He nodded.


  Corrigan asked, “You feel you may have been manipulated? Recently?”


  “Possibly,” said Xavien. “It is a hard thing to know. Forgive me, Lord Ambassador, but I have one more task…”


  “Nikohorus!” said Xavien sharply. “May I have a moment of your time?”


  “I have nothing but thanks and gratitude to offer on that score. It is simply that Teodor asks you to contact him immediately.”


  “Be that as it may. No, it is nothing, I needed a word with him on another matter.”


  “Thank you, Lord Speaker.”


  Xavien’s eyes returned to Corrigan’s, and he smiled briefly. “One of our enemies may have slipped,” the Lord Regent told the Ambassador. “We shall see.”


  * * *


  Zebra finished packing the third – and hopefully final – box of books selected by Lord Fog from the massive collection of the Lord of Bones. The gray minotaur was still looking, though, when he froze, and stood at attention, and began another of his conversations with the air. “My Lord Regent. I am at your service; we are almost ready to depart now.”


  “The family matter I looked into? You think someone might overhear us?”


  A look of surprise flashed past his face and he said, “I hardly see how. Who suggests this?”


  “Troubling. How may I serve you in this matter?”


  “There is… I do see a possible thread to pull, My Lord. Might I impose on you to ask the Lord of Bones to contact me? Immediately?”


  “That is more than sufficient. I shall see what I can find.”


  The minotaur took a deep breath, and waited expectantly. He did not have to wait long. “My Lord of Bones, yes, thank you. Some time ago you mentioned you had a note from the old Lord of Dolmens regarding Five. Was it in his hand?”


  “Good. Did you retain this note?”


  “I would beg to be permitted to examine it briefly.”


  “I am not sure, but My Lord Regent thinks it could be instructive.”


  “Certainly, My Lord of Bones. When do…” he broke off. “I… I do not know.”


  “Yes, thank you, My Lord.” Teodor shook his head.


  “How remarkably odd,” he whispered, and then turned to Benelaus with a look of concern. “We will leave as soon as the packing is done, not tomorrow morning, after all. We will meet up with Lord of Bones in…”


  “My Lord Fog,” the words might have been polite, but the tone was not. “My Lord has moved up the departure to now.” Warlord – General – Crandall was standing in the door that had been empty a moment earlier, somehow radiating a barely concealed impatience. “I offer my apologies for the disruption, but the Lord of Bones now wishes you to meet with him at Maze before heading on to Lycaili.” He did not, Zebra thought, sound even remotely apologetic.


  “Good,” Teodor said, turning to face Crandall. “We have spoken, the Lord of Bones and I, and as that change was at my request, it is I who should apologize to you. I know that you and General Osaze have spent much time considering the security requirements of our journey, and I hate to have wasted your time.”


  “You have not, My Lord,” Crandall said. “These plans will serve us regardless, we anticipated many possible changes, and this is one of them. I assure you, neither I nor your General are caught unprepared by this circumstance.”


  “Even better, then,” Lord Fog said. “There are still some petty items remaining… but they are hardly critical and I can live without them, or replace them without inconvenience. The Lord of Bones can send them on at his leisure, and every second we delay is, as you say, a reproach to our honor.”


  Zebra watched Crandall consider that for a moment. “Yes, My Lord Fog. A carriage will be ready by the time you are downstairs; I presume you will want the human and its overseer with you?”


  “Yes,” Lord Fog said. “As well as Dapple.”


  “I had thought he should stay,” Crandall said. “There is still much we need to do.”


  “He goes where I go, General Crandall,” Lord Fog said calmly. “You may accompany me back to Lycaili, should you wish.”


  “I… I will not be going, Lord Fog. My Lord of Bones commands me to remain. Between my second, Warlord Ulian, and your own General Osaze, we – General Osaze and myself – feel you will be secure.”


  The gray minotaur nodded. “Then I must bid you farewell, General. I wish you,” and the gray minotaur hesitated a moment. “An honorable result.”


  “Thank you, Lord Fog, but that cannot be in doubt.”


  Only Zebra heard Lord Fog’s nearly silent reply. “Can it not?”


  * * *


  “Zebra, would you prefer to ride up front with Benelaus, with the driver, or inside with myself and Dapple?” Zebra paused with indecision. What did his Master want him to say, and why wouldn’t Lord Fog just tell him? Which… it was a hard decision, anyway. Either Benelaus or Teodor would let him rest against them, and…


  The human simply knelt down. “Either would be wonderful, Sir.”


  “Then be with me,” Lord Fog decided, and smiled. “I find I’ve been sleeping much better these past few nights.”


  Why would he… “Sir?” Zebra asked, but Lord Fog said nothing more, merely climbing into the carriage. Was that meant to be complement, now that Zebra was spending his nights with Lord Fog? He hoped it was. Zebra was finally starting to sleep better, too.


  They met up with the grim Lord of Bones that evening; he was waiting in his own carriage and no sooner had Lord Fog’s pulled up then he had walked over, entered the carriage, and shut the door again. “Go,” the Lord of Bones said, rapping on the carriage. “The road is clear for another ten miles; there is a wayhouse for us there. In the meantime…” He pulled out a heavy leather folio. “Warded. I mean no offense.”


  “I understand,” said Teodor. “I take none. It is a most inconvenient thing for a scholar, I admit, having a signature that bleaches written material.”


  “I cannot imagine what you hope to find,” the Lord of Bones continued. “I have examined it closely, and… it is his hand, consistent with his phrasing, on his paper, with his seal.” The gaunt minotaur took a breath. “What more is there to examine?”


  “We shall see,” Teodor murmured, and parted the leather. Zebra looked curiously; it was parchment, still creased from where it had been folded, the wax stamp on the ribbon broken but still there, a blob of green with an imprint that Zebra could not quite make out. The Greek letters were small, even, and precise. Even the signature was fine and controlled; as fine a hand as any scribe’s work Zebra had ever seen.


  Teodor simply laid his hand on the paper, and a moment later, he said “We have been deceived, My Lord of Bones. This is a forgery.”


  “How…”


  Teodor made a silencing gesture. “Pristine. An expert forger, skilled… forged… forged Niko’s… signature? Something, he’s forged other documents with Niko’s name, and…” Teodor paused. “There’s a name, just floating there but I can’t get it. It’s tied up with… bloodline, it’s a bloodline, a pristine bloodline, but it’s too…” Teodor shook his head. “There just isn’t enough there. Whoever did this was concentrating on getting the forgery right; and there’s not much more buried in the document.”


  The Lord of Bones stared at Teodor for a moment. “Some air magic? A remarkable skill.”


  “Sometimes – and not always – writing can retain the intent of the writer,” Teodor said. “An obscure art, and one that, I regret, I have been unable to teach to Lord Winter or Lord Doze. It is helpful in research, as you might guess.”


  “I would think so.” the gaunt minotaur said quietly. “Should I inform Xavien of this?”


  “If you would,” Teodor said. “Or I can tell him when we arrive. I don’t know that a day and a half will matter that much.”


  “It might,” the Lord of Bones sighed. “Lord Chimes.”


  “Yes. I need to speak with your Regent, at his earliest convenience, on the matter he contacted me about earlier.”


  “Thank you, Lord Chimes.”


  It was nearly an hour later when Teodor perked up. “Yes, Lord Regent?”


  “Of course. My Lord of Bones, if you would reach out to My Lord Regent Xavien?”


  “Why not,” murmured the gaunt minotaur. “Lord Regent.”


  Excellent. We can all now hear each other.


  “So we can.”


  What have you found?


  “A forgery,” Teodor said, “Confirming some of your thoughts. I can explain when I arrive. My Lord Regent, this is not secure, nor safe.”


  No. And the matter is secondary, and can wait. But you were right to bring it to my attention so quickly. Thank you, Lord Fog, My Lord of Bones.


  “Secondary?” asked the gaunt minotaur, with more than a hint of displeasure.


  “Privacy?”


  “Yes,” the Lord of Bones said. “Now. Secondary?”


  “It is theoretically possible to listen in on the far speaking spell.”


  “It is?”


  “Theoretically,” Lord Fog said quietly. “We discovered a mode whereby it can be tapped. We do not have a means of exploiting it, and we do not have evidence that anyone else does, but we now consider it insecure.”


  “And you’ve known this for how long, Lord Fog?”


  “Revelation of such things, My Lord of Bones, was not in my discretion before now.”


  “It would have been useful to know.”


  “Perhaps, and but I think not,” the gray minotaur shrugged. “I doubt that anyone is tapping it. It is a theoretical breakthrough known only to a few mages, and none of those have determined how to make use it. But doubt is not the same thing as certainty. The matter is not secondary, not at all. I mentioned Scylla to you, did I not?”


  “Yes.”


  “The Lord Regent thinks there may be a second party, one who knew about Dapple, and pointed you to him. It is not, you perceive, something to the advantage of Scylla.”


  “A friend? No,” the gaunt minotaur said softly. “No friend would act so. Another enemy, then. But why…” and Nikohorus nodded. “Of course. It was a severe difference between us, had… I will admit, had you not accommodated me, there would have been,” and the minotaur cut himself off. “I have been played.” That came out with a great deal of anger.


  “We all have, I think,” Teodor said quietly. “But now, we know, and we will peer into the shadows more carefully.”


  “Yes,” muttered Nikohorus. “Very much.”


  * * *


  Dacien tried not to let the barren landscape affect him, but it was hard. There was nothing but rock, sand, and dust. The graves they’d passed had been weren’t even graves, but cairns, representing three separate disasters. Two were single graves, a minotaur who had died in this wasteland. The third had been an entire pilgrimage group, nearly twelve minotaurs. What had happened, no one knew. They had failed to return, and three Brothers sent to investigate found them, laying dead. It had taken two more trips to build the cairn, since they dared not spend more than eight hours.


  The breeze tasted of salt and ozone as they ascended the cliff, and they reached a large overlook rough-paved with uneven stones. It overlooked an ocean, and the breeze turned wet. Aside from the smell of salt, there was no other smell from the ocean, no scent of rotting seaweed, or any of the other scents Dacien associated with the sea, or ocean travel. Their guide just gestured out to the sea. “There.”


  Sasha looked out over the waves solemnly, shaking his head.


  Dacien stared out to sea for a few minutes, and then worked his way over to Sasha. “Master?”


  “Yes?” the brown minotaur said softly.


  “What… what am I looking at?”


  “What… the Scyllan Ocean,” Sasha said, after a moment. “You’re looking at what remains of Scylla. Thousands of hectares, ten great cities at least and hundred of smaller towns, all drowned. Supposedly, the ocean formed in a single day and a night – isn’t that correct?” Sasha raised his voice slightly.


  “So the story goes,” the Brother said quietly. “Thousands of minotaur drowned, and ten times that number of humans, all in a single night. The shores were littered with drowned humans. There are several contempory accounts, from would-be rescuers.”


  “Would-be?”


  “There was nobody to rescue,” the Brother said. “Perhaps a human or two might have survived the waters, but not the waters and the poisoning. All of those who came to assist sickened themselves – the poison was stronger. Five of them died, and twenty-three of them never recovered fully. It took some time for the mages of the time to determine how to counter the poison and the poisoning magic.”


  “What happened to the… drowned?”


  The Brother sighed. “There were too many too bury, and nobody understood the poison. They feared burning them, or even much contact with them. The bodies were left where they washed ashore, and we let the sea take them back. Now, we know we could have safely put a cairn around them, but… nobody knew that, then. And, of course, they were drowned.” The Brother gave the last word an odd emphasis of distaste.


  Dacien looked over at Sasha, who was still gazing out over the sea, and tapped his arm softly. “Master?”


  “Yes?”


  “I had a thought…”


  No magic, please, the smaller minotaur said. Or is it something you percieve?


  Neither, Master. But… why is the fact that the humans drowned of special importance?


  What?


  Dacien patiently repeated the Brother’s comments. Or did I misunderstand? But that they were drowned…


  Drowning is a horrible death, Sasha replied. And it is all too easy for a minotaur to drown. Humans float. Minotaur do not. There was a short pause. You have not learned how to swim, have you?


  I can swim, Dacien thought.


  As a human, yes, Sasha replied. As a minotaur… you may find it traumatic. A shudder ran through the brown minotaur. I did.


  What was it like?


  It was… bad, Sasha thought, and Dacien could feel that Sasha was deliberately shielding his thoughts even before the mage confirmed it. I will not inflict it on you.


  But you can swim now?


  No, Sasha sent curtly. And the thought of immersing myself in water deeper than my chest still horrifies me. There was another pause, and then, Many minotaur have such experiences, of being unable to swim. It is a horror for many of us. Swimming is something better left to fish.


  Thank you, Dacien responded silently. I think that… answers my question very well. I am sorry if I brought back bad memories.


  Merely standing here and imagining that day, when the waters swept in to the farmers and merchants and all the folk of Scylla, brings back those memories, Sasha sent back. We come here to remember it. It was our predecessors, Dacien, who did this thing. Only a mage of Scylla could have unleashed the poisoning that still imbues Xarbydis. And only a mage of Xarbydis could have drowned Scylla. It is right that you stand here, and consider what you would do, if Cresphontes commanded you to unleash such a power.


  Dacien looked at Sasha in startlement. “Master…” he said.


  Sasha shook his head. That was not a question I have asked you. It is not a question I would ever ask you. But it is a question you must ask yourself. Our power is great, Dacien. We must use it with honor and responsibility, and always, always, remember what it may cost us, and those who depend on us.


  Dacien thought about that as he stared out into the breeze. It said something that the clans required their mages and generals to come here, to see just what this kind of warfare might cost, but… it was an odd thing for even minotaurs to leave something so important ambiguous. Or perhaps it was just that odd honesty that they had, to admit that even this barren wasteland might have had its inception in the demands of honor and clan service. Could this have been avoided? Certainly, the Truces that followed had prevented it from happening again.


  It didn’t help with the feeling that it shouldn’t have happened at all. Dacien simply faced out into the sea, staring into the clean blue waves, wondering not if he would be faced with this kind of decision, but how many times, and he hoped it would never have consequences like this. He wanted, suddenly, to discuss it with Teodor, and then he looked over at Chelm, who was standing quiet, like all of the guards, and remembered that Chelm, too, would be inheritor to this kind of power.


  Because he, Dacien, had made it so, at the command of Teodor. He hadn’t known what magic could do, had no experience, had no real knowledge, and yet at the command of someone he trusted… given this power to another. Dacien suppressed a shudder, and the decisions seemed not so different. Destroy everything, give another the power to destroy everything. Had Teodor thought of that?


  The Brother’s announcement, “We have spent as much time here as we may,” took him by surprise and startled him out of his thoughts.


  “Yes,” Sasha said loudly, turning away from the sea. “Thank you. I will not be sorry to leave this place.” and the general murmur of agreement among the others showed Dacien that he, at least, was not alone in his thoughts.


  * * *


  The Lord of Bones’ carriage, carrying both the Lord of Bones and Lord Fog, was met by a troop of Lycaili warriors less than an hour away from the Lycaili Maze, and the ensuing confusion and distrust was averted when the Lord of Bones confirmed with the Lord of Chimes that, yes, the Regent had dispatched such a force – without bothering to inform either the Lord of Bones or Lord Fog of this addition to the security arrangements. Nicohorus contented himself with a mild and diplomatic complaint to Lord Chimes, who was suitably apologetic on behalf of Regent Xavien. Lord Chimes even added that Regent Xavien would meet them, personally, on their arrival.


  Nikohorus considered that for several minutes before speaking to Teodor. “Do you know why the Regent would want to meet us?”


  “You, perhaps, to discuss some…” and Teodor paused. “But no, that doesn’t make sense. There is much a Regent might wish to discuss with you, but the Patriarch is being confirmed at noon. I cannot imagine what business he might have that would not better wait for the new Patriarch.”


  “Who is?”


  “I, like most of Lycaili, have not been informed,” Teodor said, spreading his hands. “Truly. Regent Xavien is… he has not been forthcoming on any topic. I believe this assassination has shaken him. As it has me, I admit.”


  “You have… been told nothing,” and Nikohorus’s tone was doubtful.


  “I was told that, since there was a sufficient majority to confirm a new Patriarch, my knowing would not matter,” Teodor said. “Which… is technically correct. It is almost inexcusably arrogant, I would say, except… that the only person I can rightly address such a remark to is Xavien himself.” The gray minotaur allowed himself a smile. “As it is, I must simply accept that the Regent has good reason for his actions. But I have not been told I cannot discuss it.”


  “Then you have some idea of whom may be confirmed today?”


  Teodor shook his head. “No. I am familiar only…” and he paused. “I had a wild thought. Osaze’s name would surely come up in any discussion.”


  Nikohorus didn’t say anything, merely tilting his head slightly.


  “He is young, but… he has the right experience,” Teodor said.


  “What would you say to Hector?”


  “As Patriarch?”


  “Yes, of course,” the darker minotaur growled.


  “The same oath I would offer to anyone chosen Patriarch,” Teodor said. “The decision is made. My brother mages have confirmed the choice.”


  “You’re not even a little put out that you were cut out of the process?”


  “Yes, of course I am,” Teodor said. “It is one of the most serious decisions I can make as a Lord. It is my responsibility to help make that decision, and I was not there to discharge it. Whatever the circumstance, our decision is, no doubt, poorer because many voices were not heard. But to question the decision on such a basis would be to undercut the Regent and Cresphonte’s successor, and that I will not do. The minimum quorums were met, and I accept that.”


  The Lord of Bones was quiet for a minute, and then said, “You sound so sincere, too.”


  “I am sincere,” said Teodor, somewhat stiffly.


  “You really have no idea who’s been chosen, do you.”


  “I believe I said that, My Lord of Bones. I am unused to having my word questioned.”


  “Well,” said Nicohorus. “I apologize. I… question everything, these days.”


  “If the word of an Lord of an allied clan is insufficient for you, My Lord of Bones, then I am truly sorry. Why, if you have so little trust to extend, did you permit me to do research in your library, then?”


  “I find trust is a extensible concept, Lord Fog. I trust a person to be that person, and you are a fine researcher. I could wish you were a subtler politician.”


  “And I could wish for a pony,” said Teodor.


  “I’ll get you an Ungoliant-trained pony,” Nikohorus said. “Oh, but there’s Dapple.”


  “My Lord of Bones, as you pointed out, I am who I am.”


  “So you are. My apologies.”


  “And your slur on Dapple – who I doubt very greatly asked to be what he is – is contemptible. My Lord of Bones.”


  Nikohorus looked away. “I did not mean to insult him.”


  “He does not take offense. I do.”


  “Then I beg your forgiveness.”


  Teodor was silent for a time. “I will try to forgive it, My Lord of Bones. But your plan to destroy humans to… well, it makes it difficult for me to believe you feel the nature of the offense.”


  “They are war-captives.”


  “Humans.”


  “As long as we are wishing, Lord Fog, I could wish I had your latitude to be idealistic, but I do not, and if you do, I would invite you to consider it is Ourouborous’s sacrifices in that regard that keep us – and Lycaili – safe. I do not seek forgiveness for fulfilling my responsibilities,” Nikohorus ground out.


  “For myself, I do not wish such protection. I am Lycaili, and am willing to die so,” Teodor said quietly. “Means lead to ends, My Lord of Bones, and down that road is… Scylla and Xarbydis. It is no fit road for us.”


  “We… disagree,” Nikohorus said.


  “Yes,” said Teodor.


  They were silent for the remainder of the journey.


  * * *


  The guards went through the portal ahead of Sasha and Dacien, one at a time, the Brother being the last to leave poisoned Xarbydis. Dacien watched Sasha step through, waited a moment, and then followed his Master.


  Dacien saw instantly how the ambush must have happened, from the motionless minotaur laying out neatly in the crushed lavender. Hector and Bryant were battling six other white-and-black minotaur in a back-to-back blur, Chelm and Milos were – somehow – defending the gate itself. Sasha looked stunned, but Dacien could feel Sasha’s magic like a thick cloying miasma, roiling around the fight, and the small brown minotaur had not been targeted yet; he was cowering, looking helpless, and then the magic rebounded on him a moment after Dacien stepped out – a sharp, cold and precise power sliced through Sasha’s fog like a torch burning away mist, coming from…


  Dacien had just enough time to see that, and watch Chelm’s sword slice through one of the attackers before that sharp cold magic snapped over him like the ocean closing over a thrown rock.


  * * *


  Teodor stepped out of the carriage at the gate, only to find himself and the Lord of Bones surrounded by their now-expanded guard. “We have orders, Lord Fog, My Lord of Bones.”


  “Can you share them with us?” asked Teodor, a little sharply.


  “We are to wait for the Regent.”


  “Here?”


  “He should be…”


  “Here?” asked Xavien. “I am here; I have been waiting. Anxiously.” The ebon minotaur took out a small flask, and took a sip. “There is only a limited amount of time before the Confirmation. My Lord of Bones, I am honored and I greet you in my name, and that of my Master, who will be confirmed…” Xavien paused. “In less than an hour, I think.”


  “But you cannot tell me who it is.”


  Xavien shrugged. “The Council of Generals agreed to keep its counsel on the matter, and the Regent – which is to say, my very self, graciously agreed. And thus the matter has the force of law, and none of us, Regent, Lord Mage, or General, is above the law.” Xavien did a half-bow to the Lord of Bones, who simply stared at him with astonishment.


  “Regent,” said Teodor.


  “Please, call me Xavien. I am sick of hiding behind titles and offices.”


  “Xavien, are you well?”


  “Never better,” and then Xavien paused. “But no, never worse, not better, worse. I have misjudged my stamina, I think.” A look of concern crossed his face. “Badly, I think. But I can still play Regent, until noon, at which point… I can return to my own troubles.”


  “Xavien, may I touch you?” Teodor said cautiously. “With magic, I mean.”


  “Ah, you want to test me, do you?”


  “Yes, I do. Very much.”


  Xavien laughed. “You will find nothing, Te – I may call you that, mayn’t I? I know Oz does.”


  “My friends call me Te, and… I would be happy to count you among them. But…”


  “Ah, but me no buts, Te,” Xavien said with a deep giggle.


  “Lord Regent,” started Nikohorus.


  “My Lord of Bones!” said Xavien, loudly. “I have placed you in a box in our Auditorium, if you will be good enough to share with Ambassador Corrigan. And an honor guard to escort you!”


  “I…” Nikohorus sighed. “Thank you, Lord Regent. I trust I will see you after the Confirmation?”


  “I wouldn’t,” said Xavien jovially. “I think I’ll be under arrest.” He paused, and added, “Probably not longer than a week or two, though, if you can wait that long.”


  “I do not think that will be possible,” said the Lord of Bones, in a neutral tone. “Until we meet again, then.”


  “Until then,” Xavien said cheerfully. He watched as the guard split, Nikohorus’ minotaurs and half the additional Lycaili guard going with the Ourouborous speaker, and then turned to Teodor. “Glad you’re here.”


  “Xavien, what are you taking?”


  “Taking?” The Regent sounded confused for a moment.


  “You are drugged.”


  “Oh, oh,” said Xavien. “Yes, that’s right. I’m drugged. Great stuff. Want some?” He pulled out a silver flask, and offered it to Teodor.


  Teodor took it, sniffed it, and then tasted it. “I have no idea what this is, other than having a lot of wintergreen.”


  “Xapaline,” Xavien said. “Great stuff.”


  “Xapaline…” echoed Teodor. “Are you making decisions while you’re on this?”


  “I’m the Regent,” Xavien said. “But…” he thought for a moment. “Not many,” he said. “Ruus and Zachiah have been making most of them.” He took a sip from the flask. “The more of this I’m on, the less decisions I seem to have to make.”


  “It’s addictive.”


  “Unless you’re an earth-mage,” said Xavien. “In which case you can enjoy it free from withdrawal.”


  “It’s also euphoric, and a hallucinogen. Why on earth are you taking it?”


  “I couldn’t sleep,” Xavien said, pulling on Teodor’s arm lightly. “Come on, we need to get to the Auditorium. Your formal robes are there.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor, “you’re coming with me?”


  “Sure,” said Xavien. “I have to be there too, after all.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “Why are you taking this?”


  “I don’t want to talk about it,” Xavien said. “I don’t have time. Can’t think about it. Got to be Regent.”


  “Xavien, why is the Regent drugged to the point of incoherence?”


  “I…” and there was silence as they walked down a corridor, preceded and followed by their guard. “I wasn’t taking so much to start. I couldn’t sleep. I had to sleep, but I couldn’t. So I asked Yuri to make me something.”


  “Yuri – an apothecary?”


  “Yes. Worked for Cresphontes. Gave me…”


  “Xapaline.”


  “No, no, he gave me…” Xavien thought for a moment. “Sumadros. Just made it worse. Then we tried, uh, another couple of things, before the Xapaline. But the Xapaline works great. I can’t even remember…” he paused. “Something.”


  “And the Speaker and General Zachiah have been running things since then?”


  “No, no, I’m running things,” Xavien said. “I’m the Regent. But they’ve been helping, a lot.”


  “Oh. We sent all the air mages out of Lycaili, didn’t we.”


  “Me and Cresphontes, sure did.”


  “In retrospect that might have been a poor decision,” Teodor said. “Xavien, as your brother and Lord Fog, I need you to stop taking the Xapaline.”


  “Need it,” Xavien said.


  “I’ll help you. You won’t need it. Clear the physical effects from your body – you can do that, right?”


  “Of course I can,” Xavien said, huffily. “But…”


  “I will help you, Xavien. I don’t know what happened, but I will help you.”


  “I’m not sure you can,” Xavien said, slowly. “But…”


  “I give you my word as Teodor.”


  Xavien smiled down at the gray figure beside him. “Just as Teodor?”


  Teodor sighed. “Ultimately, that’s who I am, the most bedrock promise I can give, based on myself.”


  “I hope you can, Te. It’s… bad.” Xavien started to take another sip, but dropped his arm as Teodor took the flask.


  “I think you’ll need to come down a little for the Confirmation,” Teodor said. “Did someone suggest you meet me?”


  “Both Ruus and Zach did,” Xavien said. “Maybe I have been taking a little too much of this… are you doing something to me?”


  “Yes,” said Teodor instantly. “I am.”


  “I…”


  “Xavien, I will help you. You’re not making decisions, and you’re not functioning as Regent. Ruus and Zach are, because you can’t. I don’t know why, but… whatever’s wrong, I’ll help you cope.”


  “Cope…” said Xavien, sounding more serious. “Wait, the drug… what are you doing? How are you…”


  “I’m taking it out of your system slowly,” said Teodor. “And I won’t let you crash.”


  “No, please, Te, not until after…”


  “No, you need to get out of my mind,” Xavien said.


  “I… I see. Very well, Regent.”


  “No, Te, it’s… there are things… I can’t, really, truly cannot…”


  “I cannot read your thoughts, Xavien,” Teodor said. “I can feel your emotions, and lend you my own control, but reading thoughts… is very difficult. I can make you hear my voice, and if you subvocalize, I can hear that, but your secrets are safe from me. You have my word, and… it distresses me to see you in pain, when I could help.”


  “No pain,” said Xavien, lifting the flask. “None at all.”


  “If you were not in some agony of recollection you would toss that flask away, but… I cannot help you if you forbid it, Regent.”


  Xavien nodded. “After… after the confirmation, if you still wish. No, do not give me your word, I will not take it, and I release you from your word to me.”


  “Because of the matter of being under arrest? What have you done?”


  The ebon minotaur looked away. “I beg you, Te, on whatever feeling you have for me, do not press this question now.”


  “And yet, I feel a responsibility in…” started Teodor, but Xavien interrupted him.


  “On my word, it may wait.”


  “Your word is good enough for me,” Teodor said, after a moment. “I shall wait.”


  “Thank you,” Xavien said gravely, and looked at the flask. “You’ve filtered it out of my blood, haven’t you?”


  “Yes. I’m afraid you were… drunk. Is it truly the only way you could sleep?”


  “Yes,” said Xavien. “I have failed more terribly than I could ever have imagined.”


  “I find that… well, if you say so, it is so, but I do not understand. Would another perspective… ah, forgive me. I agreed I would wait.”


  “No, that’s another matter. If it will distract you I will happily relate it.”


  “Only you, Xavien, would unthinkingly offer up the tale of how you failed more terribly than you could imagine as a distraction.”


  “I failed to protect Lathe,” Xavien said. “You met him – my feral lens…”


  “With the signature of provoking anger, yes, I recall. But how…”


  “They killed him, along with Cresphontes. He wasn’t a threat, just… in the room, I suppose, and in their way.” A hint of pain leaked through Xavien’s voice. “I had already failed him, Teodor, in the matter of his signature. And then, serving me, he found death.”


  “You would have died to protect him.”


  “No,” said Xavien. “I would have put – did put – Cresphontes first, and I failed him, too.” The ebon minotaur let out a short bark of laughter. “I failed a slave who looked to me for protection, and then I failed my clan Patriarch, Teodor, I could not save either one. And then how am I treated? How am I censured? I am made… Regent.” The title escaped from Xavien with bitterness. “I took it, because nobody else did. Somebody should have stepped up, but nobody did…”


  “Somebody…” asked Teodor, sounding confused.


  “There is protocol for such things,” Xavien said. “It is a matter for the senior Generals; a senior General appoints himself acting Regent, with a mandate of confirming an actual Regent, who then oversees the more serious matter of selecting the next Patriarch. We do not discuss it with… those who have not yet proven themselves as Generals.”


  “It is what makes a senior,” Teodor said. “It seems sensible.”


  “Supposedly the protocol was instituted by Lycail himself,” Xavien sighed. “But the acting Regent is forbidden to voice his opinions on the matter of a Regent, and neither acting nor final Regent may themselves be confirmed as Patriarch. And so… I was made Regent. I did not want it. All I wanted was to mourn Cresphontes and Lathe…”


  “I would imagine either position is quite busy,” said Teodor.


  “You imagine rightly,” Xavien said, pausing to salute a guard at a door. “We’re in the Auditorium here. Below it, in fact. There’s a dressing chamber for us. Where was I? Busy, yes. So at first the sleeping problem… did not concern me. But…”


  “It became so,” said Teodor.


  “Yes. I started to… lose control. Easily. And I was – am – the Regent of Lycaili, I cannot do such a thing. But…”


  “Sasha is on pilgramage, Ianthos is being diplomatic and I was in Ourouborous.”


  “Yes. So…”


  “You tried these.”


  Xavien nodded. “And it worked well, at first, I think. It’s only been in the last day or so that… I was unable to judge how much I needed properly.”


  The gray minotaur nodded. “I see. But why didn’t Ruus do something?”


  “I ordered him not to.”


  “Ah,” said Teodor, and they went down a stair. “But… why didn’t you order me not to, then?”


  “Would you have obeyed?”


  “I…” Teodor paused. “For a minute or two, until I thought better of it.”


  “I guessed as much,” said Xavien, sighing. “It’s important, when giving orders, to give order that will be obeyed. And the converse is that it’s unwise to give orders that will be refused. No point in giving you an order that you would have decided… was not in Lycaili’s best interest.”


  “Then I thank you for not putting me in such a position.” Teodor paused, and looked at the bright green robe a slave was presenting him with dislike. “I am to wear this?”


  “Yes,” said Xavien. “And we need to get up on stage, so please, don’t make me argue about it.”


  “I… no, I beg your forgiveness. It is unkind of me to complain, especially when you are wearing… that.” Teodor waved a hand at a set of armor covered in brilliantly dyed silk. “I assume that’s yours.”


  “It is. It has to reflect my status as mage and general, thus, armor and silk.”


  “The colors are… eyecatching,” Teodor said. “It does make me feel better about this green. Although I think I will look like a lime.”


  “Yes.” Xavien stared at his for a moment. “But at least you can take some consolation that you are not a parrot.”


  “A parrot… yes, actually, it does remind me of a parrot.”


  “Still,” said Xavien, “it occurs to me that we are mages.”


  “We are,” Teodor said.


  “And you have a well-known signature…”


  “Are you suggesting that I… alter the colors?”


  “No, I’m merely observing that… if, and I do say if, your signature were to affect our garb, it would hardly be something anyone could object to.”


  “True,” said Teodor. “It would be unfortunate, but… inevitable. Given enough time.”


  “It would be. After all, a signature is always active, is it not?”


  “If it were confined to… say, our clothing, then, at least, nothing else would be so… affected,” mused Teodor.


  “True,” said Xavien. The ebon minotaur paused. “We need to get up there, soon.”


  “Agreed,” said Teodor, divesting himself of his gray clothing for the more formal green robe.


  “I think… now is the right time to tell you of the… other thing,” Xavien said, quietly. “Privacy?”


  “Privacy,” said Teodor, putting up a shell of silence. “What is it?”


  “Your word that you will do nothing until after the Confirmation.”


  “If you need it.”


  “I broke the Truces.” Teodor froze, and Xavien continued. “I deliberately broke the Truces of Xarbydis. I knew… I was on the very edge, but I stepped over, Te.”


  “That’s… what did you do?”


  “I made a mage-blade,” Xavien said. “I enchanted a blade, and it cut through normal steel like you would slice cheese. It’s the only reason I – we – survived the assassination attempt. The ninja… were unable to effectively adapt to a situation where their swords were unable to stop mine. I was hurt, but they kept trying to parry… and so they died.”


  “Is that a violation of the Truces?”


  “Using a mage-blade in battle?”


  “Assassination is, I think, not battle.”


  “Creating mage-blade?”


  “There… well, that might be a violation,” Teodor agreed. “But I think I’d want to read them carefully and see exactly what they say.”


  “Equivocation,” said Xavien. “I made a mage-blade, and used it. I have violated the spirit if not the letter of the Truces, and I suspect I’ve broken the letter as well.”


  “I will need to consider this. You will need to confess this to the Council, you know.”


  “It is… a problem,” Xavien acknowledged. “I am releasing my spell.”


  “Mine, too.”


  “My armor seems to have gone gray,” said Xavien.


  “Ah. My apologies. My signature, as you know.”


  “I see your robes are still green.”


  “How long that lasts is anyone’s guess, Lord Regent.”


  

  The Grand Lycaili Auditorium was large, but it was meant for no more than a few hundred minotaur. Every seat was filled, save for the Patriarch’s Throne behind the assembled Generals and the four mages, Lord Run, Lord Chimes, the Regent (Xavien having decided to stand with the mages rather than the Generals), and Lord Fog. Lord Chimes’ guard and the Lord Regent’s Guard were standing throughout the Auditorium, and the minotaurs of Lord Fog’s guard were there, as well, forming a line across the base of the auditorium. The dias itself had the remainder of the Patriarch’s Guard, as well as thirty-odd senior Generals.


  The dull rumble of conversation faded to silence as Lord Regent Xavien held up his hands. “My clanmates,” he said. “We are here to confirm our next Patriarch.” His voice, magically amplified, echoed slightly in the huge stone vault. “The choice was not easy. We had the advantage of the wisdom of Cresphontes, who, even in his passing, left us with a short – very short – list of candidates he recommended to our attention. We discussed each one, and I tell you that any of them would have been a good choice.”


  “But these are not ordinary times, and a good choice is not good enough.” Xavien paused, and then continued. “Our challenges are extraordinary. These times are extraordinary, and we knew we needed an extraordinary Patriarch. We require a Patriarch who can find his way not only through the known, but someone who relishes the unknown. Someone who can find a path through the new grounds we find ourselves on, someone prepared to map the mysteries and strange events that are upon us.”


  “Such a bull would be a rare find, but we needed more,” Xavien continued. “In a time of distrust and suspicion, we needed a bull of integrity, someone who has never turned from his duty, someone willing to accept the crushing responsibility of Lord of Lycaili. I have shouldered this burden for less than a fortnight, and it crushes me. I lay it down, to be taken up by the eighteenth Lord of Lycaili.”


  Xavien turned to the Generals, and then back to the mages, and Teodor saw the quick flash of an amused grin twist itself across Xavien’s face. The next words though, made him startle in amazement.


  “Lord Patriarch Teodor, I deliver Clan Lycaili into your hands. Use us well and gently, My Lord.” Xavien, followed by the Generals and Lord Chimes and Lord Run, kneeled, even as the audience kneeled.


  Teodor simply stared out into the audience, raggedly kneeling as well, and within a moment, every minotaur in the Auditorium was kneeling, facing their new Patriarch.


  Him.
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  “My Lord, if you would permit me?” Xavien stood, and looked at Teodor for permission. The new Patriarch simply nodded. “Thank you, My Lord. First, allow me to be the first to congratulate you. I have looked forward to this moment from the first moment I assumed the Regency – I mean, returning this authority to its rightful place.


  “The Senior Council is not in the habit of explaining itself,” the ebon minotaur continued. “But it is also true that Lord Teodor’s contributions and qualifications are not, perhaps, as widely known as a more traditional choice would have been, and I wish to be clear – absolutely clear – why the Council has settled on Lord Teodor. He is a bull of absolute integrity, but more than that, Lord Teodor’s was Cresphontes’ own suggestion.” Lord Green paused. “Our world has changed.


  “Some might say we have gone back to the evils of our past with these attempted assassinations, and at first that was my thought, too. But it is not so; we look at these crimes, and we hearken back to the old clan wars. But these are not those days, they are a new horror. Lord Teodor will guide us through these new times.”


  “Thank you,” Teodor said, stepping up to the ebon minotaur. “Lord Green, you are… I am…” the gray minotaur stopped. “To say I am surprised is understatement. I have never sought this position, and am frankly astonished and not a little awed at the trust and confidence you,” and he turned to look at the bulls on the stage, and then back to the auditorium, “all of you, my clan brothers, have given me.” He took a breath.


  “I am not sure why the Council did not see fit to inform me beforehand, but it is a fine joke,” Teodor said. “And we surely need our sense of humor as much as we need our traditions and values. I have not thought about this as Patriarch, but I have thought about it, long and deeply. I had a number of recommendations, and now…” Teodor smiled wanly. “Now I must take the medicine I would have prescribed myself.


  “It is common knowledge, I think, that Lord Green and myself were attacked several months ago, previous to this attack on Cresphontes. Well, I say attack, but I mean assaulted. No warning was given, no respect was shown to Lord Green’s dependents, there was no honor or customary decency whatsoever. Those who planned and ordered this attack deliberately eschewed honorable conduct. They murdered – assassinated – human slaves of Lord Green as well as his Master of Slave and his Master of Guards.


  “At the time, I was shocked and horrified, and I admit, frightened. Somewhat for myself, but more for my clan. How can we defend ourselves when one of the most capable and honorable bulls I know, Lord Green himself, found his dependents slaughtered with no warning, and no way to defend them? We thought that perhaps those responsible might come forth, announce themselves, make demands, but I tell you there was nothing, just silence, meant, no doubt, to increase our fear and dread. What is more terrifying than the unknown? We have a foe, who strikes without warning, compassion, or honor, for reasons we do not know, and with capabilities that astound us. Clearly, they are ferocious warriors and masters of tempus if they can with impunity strike down a master such as Havel was, and the guards around Cresphontes.” Teodor gazed over the audience. “Or so they would have us think!


  “It is not so.” Teodor waited again for silence. “It is not so. Hear me, my brothers, I tell you the truth. What they would have us think is their strength is nothing but concealed weakness. Nothing but that. They seek to use mystery to make their weakness seem like strength, but it is no more than a seeming. The so-called warriors they have expended against us are mind-burned cripples, who had their will and person reaved from them to increase their tempus skill. They are simply more victims of the dishonorable cowards who conceived and ordered this assault. And I say again, assault.” Teodor leaned forward, his voice growing more intense. “They are brigands and criminals.”


  Teodor raised his hand. “Unusual brigands, and remarkable criminals, to be sure. But with every action, we discover more about them. We know, for example, how these…” and Teodor paused. “Criminals, I will call them, create their mind-burned warriors. We have seen them before, they were called ninja.” The new Patriarch paused to let his audience absorb the word.


  “They do so by raping the minds of their own children,” Teodor continued, and then had to be quiet again as an outraged murmur came from the crowd. “Yes, that is why I called these ninja victims. Those who create them are beyond despicable. No words suffice to denounce these acts and actors. None.”


  “Those who do these things have long done them in the dark, rightly fearing what we – and not merely Lycaili, I include all of the honorable clans when I say us – fearing, I say, our disapproval made manifest.”


  Teodor took a deep breath. “We will make our disapproval manifest. My brother mage, Ianthos Lord Winter travels to our fellow clans – not merely our allies, but all our fellow clans. We will add ninja – the crime of creating them – to the Truces of Xarbydis. We will ourselves renounce this… this… dishonor. And we will find these brigands who flaunt their dishonorable – their criminal – their despicable actions. However these vermin scuttle, no matter the rocks they crawl under, we will drag them into the light. Honor demands it. We shall accomplish it!” Teodor held up his hands.


  “WAIT” he yelled. “My brothers, please. I have two more things to say. The first is that we have learned something about these brigands. They call themselves Scylla, although we do not yet know if that is mockery of a once-honorable clan, or whether they themselves are the remnant dregs.


  “AND!


  “I believe I mentioned unpleasant medicine, but it is just and right I say this here and now. It may be – I hope, as any honorable bull may hope – that honor is not dead in these so-called Scyllans. To any Scyllan who is not complicit in the immediate crimes against Lycaili, that is, did not order these attacks, I offer an amnesty.”


  Teodor waited again until the crowd was quiet. “My brothers, there may yet be honorable bulls there. I would – I will – offer any honorable bull of Scylla a way to retrieve his honor. There will be justice, I swear it, but I also swear that for any bull who wishes to lift himself out of the cesspool of Scylla, there will be mercy.” Teodor waved down the crowd. “I will tell you – I will make known – everything I can about these malefactors. I will release a proclamation of amnesty. There is much to do, and… time is almost as much our enemy in this as these Scyllan brigands.


  “I wish to say one thing. I said I was astonished, and I am. But I am grateful beyond what I can say to have this opportunity to serve Lycaili, and I pledge to you to my utmost effort.” Teodor paused. “I know I will have yours,” he finished. The gray minotaur smiled briefly at the crowd. “I believe Lord Green is serving as our Master of Ceremonies for this, so I will allow him to complete his duties.”


  “Thank you, My Lord,” Lord Green said. “Although we are essentially done. If, My Lord, you would dismiss us?”


  “Then I declare this gathering over,” Teodor said firmly, and then, more quietly to Lord Green, “Although I should like a word with the Senior Council; they are all here and I trust they will find it quite convenient.”


  “There is a chamber below, My Lord,” Lord Green said.


  “Excellent,” said Teodor. “No doubt it has served similar functions in the past. I’m sure it will do nicely.”


  * * *


  Zebra found himself swept along with the guards and shivered; a moment later, Benelaus wrapped a silver-threaded blanket around him, and carried him down a set of stairs hewn roughly into the stone, and then into another chamber, still rough with toolmarks from the implements used to carve it. A number of boulders had been leveled off, and clumped together in the center of the room, served as a table. Stools stood at the sides of the chambers, sturdy enough for minotaurs, cushioned with thin leather.


  “Who knew?” Teodor said, gazing around the room. “General Zachiah, you are senior, I believe?”


  “It depends, My Lord,” a huge gleaming white minotaur said. “If this is a council of Generals, then I am. If it is, instead, a general Council, then… Lord Green, as our previous Regent, would be senior.”


  “Ah. Since you are all Generals, then a meeting of Generals it shall be,” Teodor said. “I should like your opinions on the matter of amnesty that I mentioned above.”


  Teodor glanced around the silent room, and after a moment, asked, “No thoughts?”


  “My Lord,” Zachiah said after a moment, “you have already announced it.”


  “I did. It seemed a good moment,” Teodor said. “I should have liked to discuss it with you first, but somehow the opportunity did not present itself.”


  “We felt that every additional person who knew that we’d selected you would be a security risk, Lord Teodor,” a large ebon said.


  “And I am sure you were right, General,” Teodor paused, “Runstan. But ever since I heard that Cresphontes was slain, I wanted nothing more than a way to strike at these…” Teodor paused. “Brigands. The ceremony seemed like a perfect time.”


  “Strike back?” Zebra did not catch the speaker, but the incredulous tone in his voice made the human huddle deeper into the blanket against Benelaus.


  “Of course,” Teodor said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “These brigands depend on secrecy and fear. Exposure is their greatest enemy, and I have just shown that I – we – will root them out for what they have done. Make no mistake, I mean to destroy these Scyllans. And I need a formal offer of amnesty, and that is what I want to discuss. General Zachiah, I know you are an accomplished judiciator. Can you suggest two or three colleagues to draw up a formal offer?”


  “Myself, General Ur, and… Warlord Daniel, Lord Teodor.”


  “Not you, General Zachiah, I am sorry, but I cannot spare you to that task.”


  “Warlord Teovance, then.”


  “My cousin?” asked Teodor, sounding surprised.


  “Yes, Lord Teodor.”


  “I had thought my uncle…”


  “Your cousin would be my choice, My Lord.”


  Teodor nodded. “Very well. General Ur?”


  “My Lord?” asked a different white minotaur.


  “Will you see to this matter?”


  “Of course.”


  “I should like a draft at the earliest opportunity.”


  “Excuse me, Lord Teodor,” General Osaze broke in. “Since I am serving as your pro forma Master of Guard…”


  “I confirm you to the position,” Teodor interrupted.


  “Thank you, My Lord. But Warlord Benelaus is neither a General, nor a member of our clan, and I cannot imagine these affairs concern him.”


  The unwelcome attention of every minotaur in the room suddenly seemed to crash in on Zebra, who just stared out at them.


  “I believe,” Teodor said slowly, “that my Master of Slave is occupied with his business. And if these matters are not his affair, then I trust he will not concern himself with them. Unless anyone suggests that the Warrior is unworthy of the trust I have reposed in him?”


  “I do not suggest that,” General Osaze said. “I suggest only that the closer we hold our council, the better.”


  “All the senior Generals of Lycaili are here,” Teodor said. “That does not strike me as close. And my Master of Slave will need to have some sense of greater policy, if only to better comport himself to it.”


  “Lord Teodor,” Benelaus said. “I do not need to remain, I merely…”


  “It is my wish that Zebra remain, and therefore, that you remain,” Teodor said. “I will ask you plainly, Warrior Benelaus. You agreed to serve my House and Clan when I was Lord Fog. Will you continue to do now that I am Lord Teodor?”


  “I will, My Lord, contingent on those exceptions I made originally.”


  Teodor’s muzzle twisted into a grin. “The matter is settled; the security implications of an Ourouboros member of my household need no longer concern you, General Osaze.”


  The golden minotaur bowed. “So it be, My Lord, and I had no great concern, but the matter had to be addressed.”


  “It is addressed,” Teodor said. “Thank you. Moving on, I have no doubt that there are any number of important and urgent matters that require my immediate attention. General Zachiah, I should like to appoint you my Master of…” and the gray minotaur paused. “I’m not sure what the right word is. Clan, perhaps. At the moment, I am sure you have a much better idea than I of what and where I should be and attend. I wish you to take control of all these thousand matters, and winnow the things that need me from everything else, although all those other matters must make their way to the right bull.”


  “The term you seek, Lord Teodor, is simply Secretary, and I would be honored. It is a position that has fallen into disuse.”


  “Then let us revive it,” Teodor said. “My Generals. I do not pretend I have the administrative skills to run Lycaili; I will lean heavily on you – all of you – for that. I imagine in the immediate future I will be understanding our current policies, and so I wish you to hold to those existing policies. It may be those can be improved, and if so, I wish to hear about it. Make yourself known to my Secretary, and we will have a discussion as soon as the matter may be most profitably handled. I confirm those of you who held positions under Cresphontes, and I will seek to meet with you personally, again as soon as time permits, and you will hear from General Zachiah, soon, I trust.”


  “Lord Teodor, all of us held positions under Cresphontes,” General Zachiah said. “And more besides. You could, if you wished, simply confirm all who held official positions for the time being.”


  “Certainly,” said Teodor. “I believe that is in your compass? A declaration?”


  “Yes, Lord Teodor.”


  “Good. Is there any other business that bellows with urgency?” Teodor asked. “I have had a long night, and… a sharp morning, I may say, and I need some time to gather my thoughts, poor scattered things.”


  “Ambassador Plenipotentiary Corrigan,” said Lord Green, speaking up for the first time, “of Ungoliant. He petitions for an audience daily. He and I have spoken, and he offers a contingent acceptance of the codicil against ninja – if we agree that all existing ninja are to be destroyed. I suspect he may have more matters of substance to discuss as well, that he would not broach to a mere regent.”


  “Be that as it may,” Teodor said, “if he do not say he have them, then we need not assume he do. Still, the matter of ninja is urgent, and important, and perhaps I could see him this evening, perhaps over dinner.”


  “Nikohorus will also demand time,” Lord Green said.


  “Yes,” Teodor said, with a sigh. “Are there other ambassadors?”


  “Two. Ur of Ancalagon, and Excellent Morian, of Venris,” said another ebon. “Both claim pressing business, and have petitioned for your attention.”


  “Did they mention their business?”


  “Not so much as a hint, Lord Teodor.”


  “Then,” said Teodor, turning to General Zachiah, “I would say the specific takes precedence over the vague.”


  “I understand,” Zachiah answered. “Lord Corrigan shall be first, followed by the Lord of Bones. Tertiary General Ur and the Excellent Morian can wait until tomorrow.”


  “That sounds right,” said Teodor. “Is there further concerns? No? Then, I have one further announcement. It is not a matter for discussion, here or anywhere. It is not to leave this room. I regret that I must place Xavien under house arrest, at the house of his choice, either in maze or at his estate, although… I would welcome his presence at the Patriarch’s residency.”


  “Lord Teodor!” one of the Generals said, angrily.


  “No,” broke in Lord Green. “The Patriarch has the right of the matter, and I am only grateful for the undeserved discretion he is showing me.” The huge minotaur raised his hands. “He is very right. Please. I am sure he will discuss it further when he is ready for the matter.”


  Teodor sighed, looking over the upset faces. “I am sorry. Perhaps I have bungled this; I will say that there is no question as to his Regency, and the matter is far from clear, but I confine him out of an abundance of caution, nothing more. Gentles, I dismiss you to your business.”


  

  “I feel as if I were somewhat high-handed,” Teodor said to General Zachiah as they made their way to the residence.


  “Confining Lord Green was a serious step,” Zachiah agreed. “It’s your privilege, of course, but he’s…”


  “No, not that,” said Teodor. “Asking you to be my secretary like that; it hardly offered you the chance to refuse.”


  “Oh,” said the General. “It’s a privilege, Lord Teodor.”


  “I’m glad to hear it. I would have done it regardless, though. I need you, General. I am not prepared for this position, and I need someone who understands the details side of it.”


  “I know, Lord Teodor, and I’m pleased to hear you admit it,” Zachiah said quietly. “It was no small point in our meetings.”


  “Is that so?” said Teodor. “I must admit… it seems unreal to me at this point. That’s the… real reason I want some time; I feel like… I don’t know. I feel like I’ve stepped out of my life, somehow, and at any moment I might wake from a dream.” He snorted. “A very strange dream, I might add, verging on nightmare.”


  “When I heard that Cresphontes was murdered, My Lord, I thought it was a nightmare as well,” Zachiah said. “One from which I wish I could wake, too.”


  “And… we will be working together, closely, General. Might you simply call me Teodor? Perhaps? If only in private?”


  “In private, My Lord? I regret that… there will be very little of in private for you from today on.”


  “I suppose,” Teodor said glumly, “that you are right.”


  “How should I handle your family, My Lord?”


  “My… I don’t understand.”


  “If they come to see you, My Lord?”


  Teodor looked blankly at him for a moment. “My father… Teomas? He never leaves his orchards. I don’t think any of the others have ever come by, well, except Teovan. And… I suppose I see your point. The answer is, I do wish to see them, in my shreds of private time. If they come on clan matters, then… treat them as anyone else. And, come to think of it, I do want to see Chelm and Dacien at the very earliest moment possible. And Sasha. You know they are…”


  “On pilgrimage, yes,” Zachiah said.


  “And that reminds me,” Teodor said. “I’m sure we have a clean copy of the Truces of Xarbydis somewhere. Can you have someone dig it up for me, out of the archives?”


  “Of course, My Lord.”


  “It’s too much to hope, I suppose, that you’re familiar with it.”


  “I fear so, My Lord. Do you have a question about it?”


  Teodor nodded. “I do. I know, of course, what is clearly forbidden, but I am wondering what the gray areas are, if you follow my meaning.”


  “I do. But surely the best course is to avoid them?”


  “That may well be the best course,” agreed Teodor affably.


  “Should I cause Xavien to be guarded?”


  “Should… I think not,” Teodor said. “If he offers his parole, that will be suffice, and I have no doubt he will.”


  “Parole, yes, but…”


  “I wish him to remain on house arrest, wherever he chooses to serve that sentence, for the time being. His parole will be sufficient, and his own guard may continue to protect him,” Teodor said. “Is my intent clear?”


  “I think so,” General Zachiah said. “But… if I may ask, for what…”


  “Please do not ask, General,” Teodor said. “Is it not enough that Xavien accepts the terms?”


  “With all due respect to you and to him, no. General Xavien, Mage and Regent is a great bull, and many of the council will see this as offensive. Without some clear explanation, all they see is Teodor imprisoning his rival Xavien.”


  “Ah,” said Teodor. “Well, in that case, they may apply to Xavien himself for justification. And I hope I may free him very shortly, indeed. Does that help?”


  “Some,” said General Zachiah.


  * * *


  “May I offer my own congratulations, and those of my Master on your ascension?” asked Ambassador Corrigan, bowing in front of the chair Teodor had selected.


  “Yes, of course,” said Teodor. “Won’t you be seated?”


  Ambassador Corrigan seemed taken aback for a moment, and then bowed again. “That famous Lycaili egalitarianism in action.”


  “I suppose,” Teodor said. “Perhaps I just don’t want to crick my neck staring up at you.”


  “I believe that’s generally the reason for a dias.”


  “Do you think so? I thought it was to cause stumbling in the unwary, and speed up the succession,” said Teodor. “Nevertheless, Lord Ambassador, won’t you be seated?”


  “Of course,” said Corrigan, sitting down. “I suspect you already know what I have to say.”


  “Some of it. You want existing ninja put down, in addition to a codicil against them, is that not so?”


  “That is my Master’s wish, yes.”


  Teodor nodded. “I understand. Were you at the ceremony this afternoon?”


  “I was.”


  “Then you know I consider those unfortunate ninja to be victims in their own right, and putting them to death would be to compound the crime.”


  “I… do not disagree,” Corrigan said carefully. “My Master feels, and not without good reason, it is a practical matter, however. Ninja ought to have been covered by the Truces, that they were not is an oversight and he wishes to correct that oversight, and set things as if they had not been.”


  “Then, in return for putting all ninja to death, your Master proposes to return Lord Green’s dead humans and Master of Slave? Along with Cresphontes, his guard, and that poor lens of Lord Green’s?” asked Teodor. “Since, if there were no ninja, they would, presumably, still be alive.”


  Corrigan smiled tightly, and shook his head. “That is outside any power.”


  “Well, it’s certainly outside mine,” Teodor said. “Or, I admit, any I know of. But I think it is just as pointless to make a doomed attempt to return things to the way they were. It cannot be, it can never be. And I see no reason to murder children, simply because they have been traumatized by rape. It seems an unfortunate thing, Lord Ambassador.”


  “They are not children.”


  “They are not children,” repeated Teodor. “Well, perhaps they are not, but their mental capacity, if the one I have access to is any guide, they are as thoroughly damaged as any minotaur slave has ever been. I will not grant them adult status, because they cannot function by themselves. What, then, should I call them if not children?”


  “Assassins,” Corrigan said. “You may call them assassins.”


  “That is a role they are assigned, nothing more, and is the thinnest slice of their identity. And until a ninja is called upon to act so, inaccurate.”


  “Assassins-in-training, then.”


  “I’m sure you can slice a fish paper-thin, and call that translucent sheet salmon.”


  “I might call it dinner,” Corrigan suggested it lightly.


  “And be just as deceptive,” Teodor responded. “No. I understand your Master’s concern, and I agree it is a just and well-founded concern, but your suggestion burns down a forest to remove a tree. Suppose… suppose instead that all surviving ninja are restrained? Mentally, from offering anyone violence?”


  “Mindbending, you mean, so that they pose no threat.”


  Teodor nodded. “It is a terrible thing, but it is less terrible, I think, than what your Master proposes. And I could live with myself, condoning such a thing, afterwards. I do not think I could ever forgive a massacre.”


  “It is…” and Ambassador Corrigan paused. “Significantly beyond my instructions, but I will present it to my Master.”


  “And what do you think, Ambassador?”


  “I think Lycaili has a reputation for going out of its way to be merciful. I do not know that reputation is to your benefit.”


  “Is that so? Think on that reputation, Ambassador,” said Teodor lightly. “And consider that this morning I used it as a weapon.”


  Corrigan froze, and then considered. “I… I had not seen it in that light,” he said.


  Teodor nodded. “Lycail said, ‘I destroy my enemy when I make him my friend.’”


  “Mercy as a weapon,” said Corrigan. “It will surprise them, I have no doubt.”


  “I expect what passes for their leadership will be enraged,” Teodor said. “And I expect they will attack again. Perhaps me, perhaps elsewhere, but it doesn’t matter.”


  “You… want them to attack?”


  “Secrecy is a great defense, Ambassador, but it is thin, and once ripped, gone. Every attack shreds their secrecy that much more, and I do not think they can bear much more exposure.”


  “I see,” said Ambassador Corrigan, again. “I will relay your words to my Master.”


  “Then add this, for I wish to be plainly understood,” Teodor said. “I will not consent to mass murder. I set aside the foulness of the deed, and merely note that such a threat – for it can be nothing more than a threat, an arrogant boast of what would happen, had we the power to do it – which we do not. Worse, it would undermine the campaign I began against these brigands today. Is that clear enough speaking to give your Master?”


  “It is,” Corrigan said. “I shall relay it precisely.” The Ambassador chuckled. “I think my Master will find the Lycaili means of waging war… different.”


  “Perhaps it will be reckoned an improvement,” Teodor said.


  “Perhaps it will, Lord Teodor,” Corrigan said. “If I may take my leave?”


  “Yes, and please convey my personal greetings to your Master, and my thanks for his embassy.”


  “I shall, Lord Teodor.”


  “A pleasant journey, then, Ambassador Corrigan,” Teodor said. “General Zachiah, would you show in my next appointment?”


  * * *


  Zebra looked up as Teodor came in, trailing two unfamiliar guards. Benelaus set the book he was reading from down, and looked at the mage curiously. “My Lord?”


  “Benelaus,” sighed Teodor in acknowledgment. “I was always in awe of Cresphontes, he seemed so… remarkably balanced, I think. But I have had today what I know beyond any question would have been a light, almost empty day by his standards, and it has worn me raw. I am now in amazement at his stamina, as much as awe for his wisdom. I feel like some midget parading in the robes of a giant.”


  “I assure you, My Lord, that none of us see it that way,” Benelaus said after a moment. “You are new to these duties, and, if I may speak without offense, lack the skills or practice a warlord or general would have with those skills.”


  “I promise you, Benelaus, I will never take offense at civil words and truth, and that goes doubly for truths that suspect I may be overlooking. I had hoped to co-opt General Zachiah’s skills in that, but… perhaps I am not using him as well as I might.”


  “Undoubtedly you are not, My Lord. The General will hold back, and see where you need assistance and then move to offer it. I doubt you will settle into a comfortable working relationship instantly; no one would do so.”


  “Now, that is surely truth…” Teodor said softly. “Yes. That makes sense. I must explain myself better to him.” The minotaur let out a snort of laughter. “I am not accustomed to explaining myself to others. From time to time, I would explain matters to someone, but never myself. I was a mage, I lived essentially alone, and I had no need of anyone’s understanding. I daresay I will be a challenge to even the good General.”


  “And, My Lord, if I may make bold, I was speaking to General Osaze, and he informed me that the mere presence of others causes you distress. That the pleasant company of the symphony, for example, or even a small dance, was trying to not merely your patience but to your magics, as well. I do not know that I understood him exactly – I am sure I did not understand the matter at all – but if there is some truth to it, and I do not imagine General Osaze would mislead me, then that must have bearing, as well.”


  “Well, there is truth to that, and I suppose you should understand it,” Teodor said with a sigh. “I am a mage of water and air, change and thought, yes?”


  “So I understand.”


  “I am more a mage of feelings than thought. Lord Doze can pluck the thoughts out of someone’s mind at a thousand paces; should he wish to.” Teodor paused. “He does not, of course. It would be an intolerable intrusion, I speak merely to his capability, not proclivity.”


  “I understand,” said Benelaus.


  “Well, I cannot. I can project my thoughts into another’s mind,” like so, and the final two words formed in Benelaus’s mind. “But I cannot pick them out. Unless I am touching someone, I cannot identify a source, and even then, I do not understand the thoughts, just the intent behind them. Howsoever schooled the voice, I can tell an angry good morning from an aggrieved one, and from one that is sincere. But I can tell them because I feel the intent along with the words, and my ears, not my magic, distinguishes the person. Does all this make sense?”


  “I think so, I understand, I think, more of what General Osaze was telling me.”


  “Well and good. To the point, then. These intents and wishes pound at me, even through defenses. Those defenses help, for it is better to take a blow against a shield than one’s body, but there is impact all the same, and it is unceasing, and it is, I admit, tiring.” Teodor looked alarmed, for a moment. “Indeed, I can feel the chagrin, from all of you, and I presume it is that you regret the imposition of your moods on me, but it is not so. All of you are calm, your moods mild, and a small group like this, four minotaur and our Zebra, is restful. Do not concern yourself on my account, I beg you.” Teodor looked around at the doubtful expressions. “The proof is simple, friends. I could just as easily spend the evening alone in my rooms as be here, could I not? Please, please, be at ease on the matter.”


  “Your logic is compelling, My Lord,” said Benelaus after a moment.


  “It is just that, in the various interviews and conversations and disputes, passions run high, and that, I assure you, wears just as the calm here restores.” Teodor grimaced. “I fear I will be settling a great many…”


  A sharp knock on the door was followed almost immediately by the door opening, and the huge ebon form of Lord Green stood there. “May I enter?”


  “Xavien! Please do!”


  “Thank you, Lord Teodor,” said the ebon minotaur politely.


  “Teodor, please.”


  “Then I thank you again, Teodor,” Xavien rumbled. “I must ask you to arrest me more often. I cannot tell you how restorative I have found the day.”


  “I feared you would be bored,” Teodor said.


  “Not a bit. Cresphonte’s – yours, forgive me, your library here has some remarkable volumes, and I will admit to listening in on your audiences.” Xavien grinned. “The more interesting ones. I liked the way you dealt with Corrigan.”


  “I had imagined those were private,” said Teodor, after a moment.


  “With all of those assistants, guards, and functionaries?” asked Xavien. “Private? Did you really?”


  “I suppose not,” admitted Teodor with a grimace. “I am glad to have furnished you with some amusement.”


  “Ah, I am not seeking to quarrel, Teodor, and here I find myself halfway to provoking one. I beg your forgiveness.”


  “Yes, certainly, but I never recall your backing down from a disagreement before.”


  “We have enough differences, I think, that we need not invent more,” Xavien said after a moment. “And although I am sure you will say and even believe that you wish to be treated no differently now than you were twenty-fours past, it is still true that you are my Lord and Master, and I would fault myself if I were to add, rather than ease, your considerable burdens. I know them well, and I know they were less tiring to me who am used to such a schedule.”


  “I… yes, well,” said Teodor. “Then I shall simply thank you, for the friendship you offer.”


  Xavien gave a shoulder-shaking shrug. “I recall your submitting instantly when you learned I was tasked Regent.”


  “That was…” started Teodor.


  “Exactly,” said Xavien. “Exactly.” The ebon minotaur twisted his muzzle into a grin. “Perhaps you should simply accept that I am right, however alien the feeling.”


  “Indeed I should, and I do so,” said Teodor. “Thank you. But I am here in a private capacity, so…”


  “Ah, I did wish to bring up a single piece of business.”


  “Yes?”


  “Have you given any thought to… the matter which keeps me here?”


  “Yes, much.” Teodor paused for a minute.


  “Thank you,” Xavien said. “That will have to do.”


  “And I have a small piece of business for you, as well,” Teodor said. “If you find yourself with the leisure to pursue it.”


  “I do,” said Xavien. “What is it?”


  “It is something of a mystery,” Teodor said. “Trand – now Lord Run – was unable to unravel it, and I admit that I am every bit as perplexed. Your skills combine both of ours, and run deeper as well, so I thought I should see if it might pique your interest.”


  “My interest is piqued. Say on.”


  “My son Chelm acquired and trained a feral for his wrestling society. You’re familiar with it?”


  “I have spent several enjoyable evenings at those events, so yes, I am.”


  “Then you will recognize his star wrestler, Zebra.”


  “I do. In fact, I did.”


  “But you did not wonder that I was keeping him?”


  “I… no, he’s away, and as I recall he was very protective of his wrestler; I shouldn’t wonder that he left him in your keeping. Should I wonder?”


  “Well, yes. There are a few details, such as Chelm’s giving him to Dacien about six months ago, and I believe he was in the process of training a new wrestler.”


  “I was unaware, but is seems a generous gift.”


  “It was to keep Zebra with me, without, I think, actually giving him to me,” Teodor said. “Zebra has an unusual…” Teodor’s voice trailed off, and he waved his hand at Zebra.


  The ebon minotaur advanced on Zebra, who looked up at him uncertainly, and laid just the tips of his fingers on Zebra’s chest. It did not take him long to say, “The blood disorder?”


  Teodor nodded. “It is straightforward to correct it, but… it is merely a symptom, and returns. It has been present for years, and has gotten progressively worse. Neither Trand nor myself were able to find a cause. Is your interest piqued?”


  “Yes. I will need to inspect him, however.”


  “He’s… well,” said Teodor. “Leaving Chelm after so long was disorienting for him. You recall Benelaus, do you not?”


  “Yes.”


  “Zebra has been under him for some time now, and… I don’t wish to change that. You will find Zebra as well-behaved as even you might wish, but I would like Benelaus to stay with him to provide continuity,” said Teodor. “He seems to take change and disruption poorly.”


  “Yes, certainly,” said Xavien. “Although if that is so, you seem like an odd choice of master for him.”


  Teodor nodded. “My magic stabilizes him, and Chelm decided that was…”


  “I understand,” Xavien said. “Will tomorrow morning be soon enough?”


  “Yes. I am anxious, but there is no immediate problem.”


  “There is one little thing…”


  “Yes?”


  “I will need to strip off the warding you’ve slathered him with.” Xavien looked apologetic. “It looks like several weeks of effort, but…”


  Teodor nodded. “After all the effort Chelm went through, not to mention the discomfort of the needles Zebra underwent, it just seemed shameful to let such beautiful decorations fade.” Teodor paused, and stared at Zebra admiringly. “He is lovely, isn’t he?”


  “Very,” Xavien said.


  “He misses Chelm,” Teodor said, oblivious to or ignoring Zebra’s sudden flush. “And I know Chelm misses him. I am hoping, if you are successful, that when Chelm returns…”


  “They should be back in eight days,” Xavien said. “That should be sufficient time for me to unpuzzle the matter.”


  Teodor smiled. “Well, at least that’s one thing that should go right.”


  * * *


  “…Attacked, My… Lord Teodor,” Milos said. “Three of theirs are are dead, and a number of Mage Dacien’s guard where injured. Chelm, Ciro, Hector, Jai, Ruggero, Tam, I mean, Tammand, Vidar, and Wyatth. Lord Doze himself was injured. But… they took Dacien, Lord Teodor, and two others – Bryant and Kant.” The brown minotaur paused. “I regret to say that a number of Brothers were injured, rescuing us.”


  “Taken?” said Teodor. “You saw this?”


  “No, My Lord. None of us saw them; but those three were missing when we regrouped.”


  “Tell me what happened.”


  “My Lord. We had completed the pilgrimage, and were returning to the House of the Lost, and we were ambushed there, at the border between Xarbydis and the House. It is a confined border, scarcely larger…”


  “I know it,” Teodor said. “Amid the lavender fields. Yes. In sight of the House, though.”


  “They had a mage, My Lord, who, as we emerged, one by one, placed us into coma, and dragged the body away, and so most of the guard were disabled. I… was caught, myself, Lord Teodor. I can only report what I was told, by Lord Doze and Hector. When Chelm went through, they did not catch him so easily. He was either too fast, or resistant to the magic.”


  “What does Chelm report?”


  “He… when I left, he lay badly injured. Lord Doze is no healer, My Lord, and Lord Doze dispatched me with the command to return and report to Lord Cresphontes.” Milos looked concerned. “If I may have a private…”


  “Yes,” and Teodor nodded. “We are private.”


  “My Lord, I think I carry a report for Lord Cresphonte’s ears alone, something to be retrieved by a word or trigger. I have carried such in the past. But without the right key, that report cannot be had.”


  “Is that so,” said Teodor, looking alarmed. “I have no such keys, I fear, so your message must go unheard.”


  “You are a mind-mage, My Lord, and I would…”


  Teodor shook his head. “Sasha is more skilled than I in these arts, and I will not risk you, Milos, or myself. Whatever Lord Doze wished to keep secret must remain so until he returns, or unless some other person has been vouchsafed these keys, and comes forward to place them in my hands.”


  “As you say, My Lord.”


  “And we are no longer private, Master Milos. Please, continue your narrative.”


  “Chelm fought, and his defense bought moments for Bryant and Hector to counter-attack. It is, as you know, impossible to target someone with such magics when they are in tempus.”


  “So we believe,” Teodor said. “I presume it was so?”


  “It was. Mage Dacien stepped out, but he was caught in the magic, and then Lord Doze emerged, and was able to counter the enemy mage. He was even able to lift the coma from a number of our guard before he was injured. At that point, of course, the encounter shifted back to their favor – I was the first he wakened, and I can tell you, My Lord, that Chelm is terrible in battle, easily as fearsome as those… ninja, I suppose, who attacked us.”


  “Their tempus skills are extraordinary, it is so.”


  “I did not find it so, My Lord, although of course you will want to wait for Chelm and Hector’s reports. They are grandmasters, where I am but a master, and they were alert through more of the battle than I, but, My Lord, I did not note any unusual skill from these ninja. Their raw speed – the first and principal advantage of tempus, certainly, was extraordinary. But I saw no unusual attacks or mastery.”


  “Interesting,” interposed Xavien. “I…” the ebon minotaur paused. “Yes, it was just so when they attacked Cresphontes. They were faster than I, by a good margin, but they did nothing skillful beyond lurk. Although they lurked so well that I did not feel them, nor any of Cresphonte’s guard.”


  “I would have said that was impossible, Lord Green. I cannot imagine how it was done. Time is time, and lurking leaves traces. I may not have the raw speed to be a grandmaster, but I am skilled, and I would never have considered what you report as possible.” Milos paused. “Lord Green…”


  “Xavien, for the time being,” the ebon minotaur corrected calmly. “My titles are in abeyance for…”


  “… as short a time as possible,” Teodor said. “Please, Master Milos, continue.”


  “Well, My Lord, I would not question Lor… Xavien’s report. I know he holds no formal title, but we, those of us who do hold formal title, consider him most skilled. So if he reports it, it must have been so.”


  “Yes,” said Xavien, sounding nettled. “I assure you all of us were testing for lurkers and other distortions of time.”


  “My Master is Sasha Lord Doze Lycaili,” Milos said. “And he is skilled in crafting illusions and twisting perceptions, My Lord… and Xavien. And there was an air-mage arrayed against us. I say again, although I believe your report… it describes something I do not think can happen.”


  “You think we were…”


  “Lord Doze has often said it is simpler to cloak small things that are difficult to percieve. How simple, then, to simply provide an illusion of temporal stillness?”


  “But I was wearing an amulet to ward myself against such things!” said Xavien. “I do not say you are wrong…”


  “The amulet you have, and the one Cresphontes wore, was designed with a specific function,” Teodor said. “To prevent anyone from meddling with your mind without your knowing. It blocks mindbending. It does not block the subtler forms of illusion. Indeed, it could not, without…” and Teodor broke off. “Technical matters, that are of interest to Sasha and myself. Suffice it to say, what Milos suggests is possible, but it assumes two mages.”


  “Or one mage, and a device,” said Xavien. “Could not such an effect of stillness be placed in a device?”


  “Maybe,” said Teodor dubiously. “But the mage would have to possess great tempus skills, and…” Teodor paused, and then continued, more certainly. “I was about to say, access to a great number of skilled masters, on whom he could test and calibrate the device. No less than ten, and preferably more, but that is precisely what these brigands have, is it not?”


  “Yes, My Lord,” Milos said. “As I was saying. It was at that point the Brothers joined the battle. They were waiting for us at the House, no doubt watching, because we had to undergo a cleansing after leaving Xarbydis.”


  “That may be why they took the other two minotaur!” Xavien interrupted.


  “I want to hear the end of this,” Teodor said. “Later.”


  “This is the end. Lord Doze was down, Chelm was down, Hector was wounded, it was going poorly for us but the… brigands, if I may use the term, did not wish to engage the Brothers. They fled, rather than fight them. They bound our wounds, put us through the cleansing ritual, and since I was relatively uninjured, Lord Doze sent me back to report.” Milos grimaced. “But… if he had more to say, or ask, and I have no doubt he did, I have no way of knowing.”


  “Frustrating,” said Teodor. “How serious are the injuries? Can the Brothers deal with them?”


  “Potentially lethal. Lord Doze is no healer, and the Brothers have no healing mage. They do have skilled magicians, though. I am sure all will live, with the exception of Chelm and Sasha.” Milos sighed. “Their wounds… well. I think Chelm was cut in the ribs – his lungs sliced open. Lord Doze was hacked; and bleeding profusely.”


  “But he gave you instructions, so how…” started General Zachiah, only to be cut off.


  Teodor sighed. “He is a mage, and did so mentally, did he not?”


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  “My Lord?” asked Zachiah.


  “Let me think,” and the Patriarch was silent for almost five minutes. “Dacien must be retrieved, if he lives,” Teodor said finally. “That is the highest priority. No, not because he is my son, but…” he looked at Xavien. “Do you agree?”


  “Almost. Retrieved, or… killed. We cannot allow his power to remain in their hands,” Xavien shook his head. “We should have killed him when we could.”


  “We should have protected him,” snarled Teodor. “Creators!”


  “The decision is yours, Lord Teodor. But I will tell you if we cannot retrieve him quickly, he must be destroyed. Both your councils will say so, if you put the matter to them.”


  Teodor groaned. “I hear you, and your counsel.”


  Xavien took a deep breath. “Lord Teodor… I…”


  “No,” said Teodor. “Say nothing. General Zachiah, Xavien is correct. Let all our agents know. At all costs, Dacien must be returned to us, or killed.” Teodor rose from his chair. “At all costs, General.”


  “Yes, My Lord,” General Zachiah said. “I do not understand, but…” he paused as Teodor started towards the door. “My Lord? Where are you going?”


  “I need to be alone,” Teodor said, his voice holding a rasp. “Because I do not think we will recover him.” Teodor kept moving, slowly. “And I do not care for even my own company, just now.”
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  interlude I


  

  General Osaze swallowed, and came to a decision; it was a difficult decision, and all the harder for being deferred. He should have made a clean confession to Te. No, not to Te, to Lord Teodor, Patriarch of Lycaili. Lord Teodor deserved to know. He needed to know, no matter how embarassing or inconvenient it might be Oz, one-time lover and friend of Te. General Osaze had a responsibility which he had avoided. If Lord Teodor didn’t need to know, that would be one thing, and General Osaze had neglected to mention any number of things to Teodor when he’d been Lord Fog. But keeping the information from Lord Teodor… a different matter. Watching Lord Teodor order Mage Dacien returned, dead or alive, had driven home his own dereliction. No quiver of his muzzle, no twitch of his eyes would reveal to anyone just how harshly that word resounded in his mind, but it was the right one. Dereliction.


  Dereliction, born of cowardice. “Filius,” General Osaze said, a moment after Teodor left the room. He would not put it off another moment. “Take over for me. Milos, please come with me. We will have a private word with Lord Teodor, if he will permit.”


  Te had taken chambers across from what had been Cresphonte’s chamber. He nodded to the two guards on duty, and knocked firmly on the door, to no response. He took a deep breath, and knocked again, calling out, “Lord Teodor, it is General Osaze. I must have a word with you.”


  After a moment, the reply came. “The matter is important and urgent? It cannot wait?”


  “In my opinion, My Lord, it cannot. It… it has waited too long, already.”


  Another long silence, and General Osaze began to frame another statement, when Teodor called, “Of course. Come in, General.”


  Oz told Milos to wait outside for him, and the smaller minotaur nodded as Oz went in.


  The private rooms Teodor had selected were small, and Teodor had ordered the furnishings removed, and replaced with things from his own house. He had not wanted to bleach out what had been there; it was in storage, against the next occupant. Osaze looked around, seeing the room blur into a familiar shade of gray. He smiled at the memories it brought back, and then he banished them again.


  Teodor had already changed into a loose lounging robe, and had a glass half-full of apricot brandy. He sat by the fireplace, with a tasteful arrangement of pine cones and logs where the fire would burn when the weather turned cold, and took a gulp of the brandy. “General,” he said. “I am sorry I canceled my audiences early, but I did not think anything was so vital as to be worth staying.”


  “No, Lord Teodor. These words are to be private. If you would ensure our privacy…”


  “Done. Please speak, Oz. What is it?”


  “Lord Teodor, I am Polychome Viridian,” Osaze admitted. “I report directly to Polychrome himself.”


  Teodor blinked. And then blinked again. “You?”


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  “And… you were Polychrome back when…”


  “Yes, My Lord, I was. And I was Polychrome on your most recent mission to Ourouborous as well.”


  “Cresphontes knew.”


  “I am not sure, My Lord,” Osaze said. “He commanded Polychrome to see to it himself, and I received the assignment from him. I suspect Lord Cresphontes knew I was in the organization, but I do not know if he knew my standing within it.”


  “Viridian.”


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “It means… My Lord, we Polychrome serve Lycaili, and we serve best the less that is known of us. In the proper order of things, Polychrome would have made himself known to you, but I have known that was not possible. Cresphontes tasked him otherwise.” Osaze took a deep breath, and continued. “I am of great authority, I report directly to Polychrome himself, and he has trusted me with some of his secrets, and some of Cresphontes’, as well.”


  “Who is your senior, then?”


  “My Lord, if you ask again, I will tell you, but I beg you not to ask unless you need the information.”


  “I need to know how long before he can brief me himself.”


  “That is not known, and his name would not tell you that. If things go well, from ten days to a month. If things go poorly, longer.”


  The gray minotaur nodded without enthusiasm. “Very well. You have made contact. Was that all?”


  “My Lord, I probably have the key to Milos’ report.”


  “And that is what caused you to show yourself?”


  “My Lord, our standing orders are to be invisible, unseen, and unnoticed,” General Osaze said. “And… I thought you might hold that business in Ourouborous against me.”


  “The command to wipe that warrior’s mind  burn it clean  was yours?”


  “It was. It was necessary, My Lord. I would order it again.”


  “Well,” said Teodor, after a moment. “I understand what it is to give such orders, now. Perhaps you were wise to wait.” Teodor took another gulp of brandy. “I can hardly hold yours against you.”


  “My Lord, this is not about that, it is about Milos’ report.”


  “Yes,” sighed Teodor. “I imagine Milos is waiting outside, and has no idea of any of this.”


  “You are, as usual, correct.”


  “Bring him in. I’ll factor him into the privacy, and you can, what is the term, debrief him?”


  “You will see, My Lord,” Osaze said, going to the door. “If, in fact, I have the key. It depends.” Osaze opened the door, and gestured for Milos to enter.


  The brown minotaur looked slightly uncomfortable as he joined them; Osaze standing, and Teodor slumped in a chair. “My Lord? General? Did you have further questions?”


  “Yes,” said Osaze. “Milos, who am I?”


  “General Osaze,” Milos said uncertainly.


  “And who else is in the room?”


  “Lord Teodor,” Milos said.


  “And Lord Teodor is the Patriarch of Lycaili?” At Milos’ nod, Osaze added, “A verbal reply, please.”


  “He is,” said Milos, and then a look of understanding chased the glimmer of surprise from his face. “I am alone with General Osaze and the Patriarch.”


  “Polychrome viridian,” Osaze said. “Let that is silent be heard.”


  Milos looked up for a moment, and then, when he looked down, his eyes were slightly unfocused. The brown minotaur kneeled, and began to speak. “Lord Cresphontes,” he said, in a voice more like Sasha’s than his own, “I report a disaster of my own making. The battle Milos will report, but the loss of Mage Dacien is more profound. His loyalty is not yet ours, My Lord, but I judge he will be, or rather, he would have come be loyal. He knows he will not be welcomed back in the Empire as a minotaur, and is seeing that we are far from the monsters the humans imagine. I judged it better to let that sentiment grow than to meddle, although if you tell Xavien I meddled, I will never contradict it.


  “Our attackers had a talented air mage of their own. He is not as practiced as I, but good enough. If I survive  the matter is in doubt  I will have much work to pull our guards from his coma. I was able to break it for some of the protected guards, but for those without natural resistance or manufactured resistance, it will be a great labor. I suggest diverting Ianthos immediately on your receipt.


  “I have never encountered this air-mage. He is pristine-ebon cross, even as our attackers were, and I would  will  know him again if ever we come into proximity. In our battle, I was unable to steal so much as a name from his mind, which was odd. Ask Teodor if that requires explanation.


  “Dacien… here I must report a stroke of stupidity. Eager to avoid any of the surprises that bedeviled Teodor, I placed an inhibition on using his magic into him. At least I had the opportunity to put the deep protections against mindbending in place, although they were never meant to hold up in a capture scenario. I am not sure how they will play out.”


  “Tell Teodor that I take full responsibility for losing his son, and that I will do everything I can to recover him.


  “I will return as quickly as I can consistent with our security.


  “My Lord.” With that, Milos shook his head.


  “Did that…”


  “Yes, thank you, Master Milos,” said Teodor. “Well.” Teodor looked at the fireplace for a moment. “Well. Well.”


  “Lord Teodor?” asked Milos hesitantly. “Is all well?”


  “No,” said Teodor. “Master Milos, please return to General Zachiah. Organize a relief force. I want Lord Doze safely back in Labyrinth now.”


  “My Lord…”


  “Oh, I can’t have it, I know,” Teodor said. “But come as close as you may, yes?”


  “I understand, Lord Teodor,” Milos said, and left immediately.


  Teodor simply gazed up at Osaze, silently, for several minutes, until, finally, Osaze spoke. “I beg your forgiveness,” the minotaur said quietly.


  “Whose?” said Teodor, refilling his glass. “Lord Teodor’s? Lord Fog’s?” His lips quirked up into a fleeting half-smile. “Just… Te’s?”


  “All of them,” the gold minotaur said. “But especially Te’s.”


  “Well, we all forgive you,” Teodor said, and waved a hand at the door. “Now go away.”
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  interlude II


  

  General Januisz sighed as he held up the blue pearl he’d picked out of the sack, which made him chair for this session. The other five generals nodded, surreptitiously looking to see if any of the others were collecting red pearls  four of them would beat the blue pearl for speaker. But that hadn’t happened in years, and apparently wasn’t going to happen tonight, either. Given that at least one other Ebon general would have to supply a pearl, it seemed unlikely unless Ebon collected them. And even if there was motive, which Januisz did not think there was (but one could never be quite sure), it would never do to expose internal Ebon arguments to the Pristine generals. He contemplated the blue pearl; sometimes being chair was an advantage, and sometimes… it wasn’t. He wondered which one this would be.


  “Gentles,” Januisz said. “By our agreement, Timas is present.” Of course Timas was present; having the mage there to winnow truth was possibly the greatest time-saver they’d ever found. And, with the assurance that everyone else was speaking truly, it made unpleasant reports easier. And of course Timas was bound to obey them, so his testimony was reliable as well. It did occasionally trouble him that the hybrid was present while they discussed the most sensitive matters, but then… that’s where his presence was the most valuable.


  “We have good, very good, reports. The Cresphontes operation was successful, although we took greater causalities than we expected. The Chelm operation… did not. I propose we examine what happened in Lycaili first.”


  Nods, and then General Ladislas spoke. “Cas, why the casualties?”


  “Not sure,” General Casimir said. “The mage  Xavien, Lord Green  took over almost immediately as Regent, and closed down the palace, just like he did at House Green. My agent was under orders to depart as soon as he knew whether we’d succeeded in killing Cresphontes, so he didn’t have much more information than that. I understand that Sandor has a longer-term agent in place, but I don’t believe we’ve heard anything yet?”


  Sandor answered the question. “No. There will be a full resport, but not until the new Patriarch is announced. I have heard, though, that their Regent has declared the identity a clan secret until the confirmation. We think he wants more mages in place to protect him. He sent out a call for Lords Winter and Fog to return immediately.”


  “We know this because…” asked Wolachya.


  “In the case of Fog, Xavien could contact him directly, he was just over a border in Ouroubouros. Their Lord of Bones was arranging for quite an escort. We have a copy of the dispatch Xavien wrote to Ianthos, informing him and ordering him home.”


  “Seems sound,” Wolachya said approvingly.


  “That’s also how we know there were no survivors from our attack, among our commandos, I mean,” Sandor said.


  “Pity,” said Andrei. “It seems that our commandos are encountering remarkably stiff resistance in Lycaili.”


  “Nowhere else,” said Casimir. “Although we haven’t sent them on any other missions since that House Green debacle.”


  “Yes, that. I have been thinking about that,” said Andrei. “And I wonder… it seems to me that a mindbender might explain what we know.”


  “Yes,” said Januisz cautiously. “I have had the same thought. But whom?”


  “Timas, did you mindbend Dusan and Oleg?”


  “Yes to Dusan, no to Oleg.”


  “Who commanded this!” asked Sandor, in a sudden burst of anger.


  “This council,” answered Timas.


  “We did no such thing,” Sandor said, half-rising from his chair. “Explain!”


  “I think,” Januisz said, cutting off Sandor and motioning him to return to his seat, “that Timas is reporting Dusan’s conversion to commando status as mindbending. Timas? Is that accurate?”


  “Yes.”


  “Aside from that, have you ever been in Dusan’s mind?”


  “Yes.”


  “Under what circumstances?”


  “To determine his loyalty to Scylla.”


  “But that was simply a matter of looking; you did not change or alter anything?”


  “Yes.”


  “Clarify, yes to what, precisely?” continued Januisz calmly.


  “Yes, I looked, and did not change or alter anything within Dusan’s mind at any other time.”


  “Does that satisfy, General Sandor?”


  The pristine general began to nod his agreement, and then stopped. “But you  Timas  you can detect another mindbender’s touch, can you not?”


  “Usually.”


  “So you could tell us if another touched Dusan.”


  “No.”


  “No? Why not?” asked General Wolachya.


  “Preparing Dusan for his commando training would have obliterated any such traces,” Timas said.


  “Everything?” asked Wolachya dubiously.


  “Yes.”


  “Well,” said Casimir. “If we recover Oleg, perhaps his mind can be probed before we wipe it clear.” He sighed. “A pity we were so quick to convert Dusan.”


  “I do not recall your arguing against it,” Wolachya said quietly. “It is done. We must move on.”


  “But if it was not Timas, then who was it?” asked Andrei. “We know who the mindbenders are. What clan would benefit from doing that, and who might have done it?”


  “That,” said General Januisz, “is an excellent question and I propose to put it on the agenda for our next meeting. It will require research and thought.” He looked around the table, and his gaze settled on General Andrei. “Since it is your question, perhaps you should take it?”


  “Very well,” said Andrei.


  “Then we move on to Operation Chelm.”


  “No,” objected General Ladislas. “Do we have any indication of who the next Lycaili Patriarch might be?”


  “Yes,” said General Januisz. “I have analyzed their council carefully. Zachiah and Hector are the favorites, but as we know, Hector is unavailable. And, unfortunately, a number of their seniors are dispersed, and will have no voice in the selection, and concentrates the pool. I would have chosen Hector as the most likely, but with him out of the running, Zachiah is the strongest, but the reduced selection pool could lead to Ur or… they might even call on Michael. One of my staff suggests Osaze.”


  “Who?” asked General Casimir. “Osaze?”


  “He’s Aurum.”


  “Unsuitable, then,” said Ladislas, clearly disturbed by the notion. “Whatever leads you to that idea?”


  “It’s just that…” and Januisz paused. “One of my staff does not agree that Xavien called back Fog and Winter because he wanted their magic to reinforce their defenses, but because they selected a General not in Lycaili, but able to be recalled. Given that Winter will not return in time for the confirmation, that means it’s a General attached to Fog  and that is Osaze. He’s only Aurum, it’s true, but he’s highly regarded among all the Generals of Lycaili. And… as to bloodline, I know it’s ridiculous, but we are discussing Lycaili. Aurum is a high line, if not a ruling one.”


  “But…” said Ladislas. “You do not think they would…”


  “No,” said General Januisz, with a chuckle. “I do not. I only mention it to be clear just how thoroughly we have discussed it. I would put money on Zachiah, Ur, or Michael, and I consider Zachiah by far the likeliest selection.”


  “You did not discuss Xavien himself,” Sandor said.


  “Xavien is serving as Regent, and therefore disqualified. He is also closely related to Cresphontes, and they do not like to have the same family in power reign after reign,” said Januisz promptly. “Besides which, he is their strongest mage. It takes him utterly out of the running.”


  “But he is their strongest choice,” began Casimir, but General Januisz shook his head.


  “No,” Januisz said. “It is not possible. And… forgive me,” and he held up the blue pearl, “but I cannot allow us to be distracted onto this topic any further. It is entirely hypothetical. We will know in a week or so just who our opponent is, and we can decide how to quiet the situation then. Whoever it is will be anxious to settle this, and we can move on. Let us turn, then to the matter of Chelm, whom, I fear, we failed to arrest.” Januisz schooled his face into disappointment. “General Sandor. Despite our assigning Timas to your team, it was not a general success.”


  “It was not,” Sandor said. “We lost three commandos, did not take Chelm, but we did take the maybe-apprentice, Dacien, instead.”


  “Why did we fail to take Chelm?”


  “Because Chelm is amazing,” said Sandor morosely. “According to Timas, his mind was armored against mindwork  probably by Fog, that’s his father, and he has the reflexes of a commando. His elevation to Grandmaster was… far more deserved than we expected. Chelm can throw things in tempus.”


  “That’s impossible,” Casimir said.


  “I saw it with my own eyes. He threw a knife  at me, I might add  and instead of dropping into normal time, it continued at Chelm’s own speed  which must have easily been 30:1.” Sandor shook head. “Remember, he stepped through the gate in normal time. He identified me  probably as the only pureblood, leaped to 30:1, and I was at perhaps 9:1.”


  “If the knife was at a differential of, what, 3:1, call it, then how did you avoid it?” asked Casimir, reasonably. “It must have been surprise that anyone could react that quickly.”


  General Sandor’s face twitched, and he reached up, pulling down his shirt, revealing a bandage on his shoulder. “I cannot say if the knife lost time, or exactly how fast it was going, other than stating emphatically that it was in tempus, Chelm threw it, and I can only be glad his aim was less perfected than his tempus skill, although, since he hit me at a range of some eighty feet, his aim is exceptionally fine, I assure you.” Sandor put his shirt back up. “I decided at that point Chelm was too dangerous a target or prisoner, and we switched to his supposed brother, the roan-hybrid.”


  “Supposed?”


  “Teodor claims him as a son,” Januisz said. “Although he appeared… well, we have no record of his birth. He seems to have appeared, out of thin air, some six or seven months ago. Right after the House Green incident. He may have been at House Green, and Teodor picked him up there. Regardless, we have him.”


  “But?”


  “According to Timas, he is not Lord Fog’s apprentice, knows virtually nothing about ritual and certainly has no information on the mage-creation rituals. In short, useless.”


  “But he was thought to be a mage. Timas, you are sure?”


  Timas nodded. “Yes.”


  “He is not merely latent, you said Chelm was latent, yes?”


  “The roan-hybrid Dacien is not latent,” Timas said. “Chelm was latent.”


  “Xarbydis!” swore Ladislas. “Then this is all for… nothing.” He looked up. “We should have waited. Until our information was better.”


  “Yes,” agreed Januisz with a hint of impatience. “You were right, I was wrong. General Sandor was wrong.” Januisz gestured over to Casimir. “General Casimir, wrong.” He gestured at Andrei. “General Andrei, also wrong. You and General Wolachya were correct,” and Januisz bowed to them, “we should have waited. Now that you’ve told us so, do you have any useful additions to this conversation? Although I imagine, if it please you, we could afford a few more minutes for you to gloat. Perhaps Wolachya would like a few words as well.”


  “Jan,” said Wolachya, “please. Lad didn’t mean that. He’s upset at the situation, very justly so. He did not intend to question the council, I am sure. It was a difficult question, and your  our  decision, a joint decision, was to move sooner.”


  “Yes,” said Ladislas. “I beg your forgiveness, General Januisz, for allowing my frustration to speak.”


  “So what do we do with the hybrid?” asked Sandor.


  “Is it high-potential?” asked Wolachya.


  “Convert him, you mean,” said Sandor. “That would be something.”


  “What about the other two?” asked Casimir.


  “The other two?” asked Sandor.


  “Yes, we took a Blue, a pureblooded Blue, I might add, and a white,” Casimir answered.


  “Why?” said Sandor.


  “They had just come from Xarbydis Highlands,” Januisz pointed out. “The cleansing ritual requires a minimum of three.”


  “Ah,” said Sandor. “Well then, convert them all,” he said. “What else would we do?”


  “Are they all suitable? Timas?”


  “The roan hybrid and the Blue are high potential; the white is not,” Timas reported.


  “Who is the Blue?” asked Ladislas.


  “Bryant,” said Casimir. “It’s unfortunate, of course,” he added apologetically.


  “I am uneasy at converting a pureblooded Blue. That one, at least, might be more valuable as a hostage,” said Ladislas.


  “Does anyone have any objections to disposing of the white? Timas can wipe him, and we’ll sell him at Leviathan,” said Januisz.


  “Agreed,” said Sandor, and a chorus of four more echoed in the chamber.


  “Carried,” said Januisz. “General Andrei, you can see to that.”


  “As you like,” Andrei said. “But that still leaves the other two. I agree I’m uncomfortable with converting Bryant. A pureblooded Blue!”


  “Free him, then?” asked Casimir. “It’s unfortunate,” the General repeated, “but I don’t see any other good options. We can’t sell a pureblood, even in Leviathan.”


  “Could we sell the roan hybrid?”


  “We could,” said Sandor, “but it’s a bad idea. He’s roan marque blanc. Very distinctive. I’ve never seen another. Word would get back to Lycaili about him, eventually.”


  “And that would be most unfortunate,” said Casimir. “But I see no reason to let a high-potential hybrid go in any case. We need commandos, he’ll do perfectly. Is there any serious disagreement?”


  Januisz looked around the room. “Apparently not. So be it. Wolachya? I trust you have space in your training program.”


  “Many,” said Wolachya with a grimace. “We have lost too many commandos in this.”


  “Then we need to start the program as soon as possible. How many candidates do we have waiting now?”


  “Five, no, six, with the roan hybrid, I mean.”


  “And how many hybrids will reach sufficient maturity to enter the program over the next six months?”


  “Hard to say,” said Wolachya, “but probably another three. Eight is still small for a class, though. I’d rather have at least twelve. Eighteen would be better.”


  “I know it’s unusual,” broke in Ladislas, “but we might buy some from Leviathan. They’d be impure, of course, but we’re just looking for high-potential, we needn’t worry about their bloodline.”


  “If we were to convert Bryant,” said Sandor, “that would be one less.”


  “A point,” said Januisz. “General Wolachya, if you were to wait for enough candidates to reach maturity for a class of, say, twelve, how long would that be? And for eighteen?”


  “At least a year and half, maybe two, to get up to twelve, assuming all of them turn out to be high-potential. I’m sure they will, they’re all solid bloodlines, but odder things have happened and I want you to understand what I’m assuming. For eighteen, three years, maybe four.” He sighed. “Or five. Iffier.”


  “We’ve waited that long before,” Sandor said. “I hate the idea of bringing in mongrels.”


  “It’s not like we’re going to breed them,” Ladislas said.


  “I should hope not!” Sandor said. “But just having mongrels about… no, I am opposed to such thing.”


  “We’d need to buy, what, six to make up a class of twelve, anyway. How much would that cost?” asked Casimir. “I’m sure we could afford it, but a transaction of that size might draw attention.”


  “The brokers will not advertise; that’s not a big concern. Still, I don’t have a good figure,” said Andrei. “My agents do not frequent the markets in Leviathan all that often. I will make some quiet inquiries.” He paused. “Perhaps… we could arrange, through Leviathan, to sell Bryant. Wipe his mind, and let some family add new blood to their lineage, quietly.”


  “There’s a good chance that would get back to Lycaili,” warned Sandor. “I advise against it.”


  “But if the purchaser had reason to keep silent…” said Andrei. “Surely, the risk would be minimal.”


  “Small, but still too great,” Januisz said. “No. We must not compromise our Leviathan connections. We hardly need the money.”


  “No, it is the matter of his bloodline that concerns me. There are insufficient pureblooded Blues and Indigos that we should lightly remove one.”


  “We can breed him,” said Casimir.


  “Oh? To what?” asked Andrei. “Blue-pristine hybrids would be valuable, and that we could explore, by all means, but… we have no Blue line left. Unless we were to buy a pureblood, and that is a rare thing to come to market, I assure you.”


  “Agreed,” said Ladislas. “That is a good point. His bloodlines are rare, and we should respect them.”


  “It sounds as if no consensus can be reached on this point,” Januisz said. “And I do not think we need to reach one immediately. I suggest we put the matter off. The white and roan-hybrid will be dealt with, and Bryant kept prisoner. Timas, you can keep him docile without risking any injury?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good,” said Wolachya. “Cleanse the roan-hybrid’s mind, and take him to join the other candidates.”


  “I thought you weren’t doing anything yet.”


  “We’re running them through basic conditioning, mental and physical,” Wolachya said. “It gives them a running start on the program, and the better conditioned they are, the easier the training will be.”


  “Just so,” agreed Sandor. “There’s no reason for delay.”


  Januisz nodded. “I think we all know what has to happen. My fellows, let us be about it.”


  Not one of them noticed the satisfied glint in Timas’ eye. The enslaved hybrid mage was careful not to let it show.
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  Affirmation


  

  Saffron perfumed the air with its sweet and exotic scent, despite the best attempts of eight house slaves, and even after the stained tablecloth had been hurried away. Some of the fragrant saffron-imbued lobster bisque had spilled on the delicate upholstery of the chairs, and more had spilled onto the deep green carpet, staining it indelibly with an uneven, brown stain. Another two house servants scrubbed at it with a white powdery paste that turned an agreeable saffron yellow, but failed to lighten the stained carpet. Socks, of course, was crouched in a corner, not moving, where he’d been for the last hour. It was too much to hope he’d actually been forgotten.


  But wasn’t his fault! He’d been so careful; he was carrying the tureen of saffron lobster bisque into the dining room, and it had been his task to hold it while a footman served the Master and his guests. He wasn’t a regular footman, of course, but the Master was having guests, more guests than usual, and Socks had been drafted. All he had to do was hold the tureen.


  It should have been so easy…


  Instead, he’d stumbled, tangling his foot with one of the chairs, sloshing the hot yellow soup onto the pure white tablecloth, spilling almost the entire tureen, which had spilled over the Master himself, who had not noticed the oncoming inundation until it was too late. Surprised, the Master had leaped from his chair almost before the spill had subsided, and perhaps that had been worse. Bright yellow-red creamy bisque spilled over into the chair, and then onto the emerald-green rug. Guildmaster Iudas had set his teeth, and somehow managed to cordially invite his guests into the music room. The swarm of footmen and servants had somehow managed to continue serving there, while more servants, and the Master of House, Evert, a pristine minotaur, oversaw the attempted remediation of the disaster. The chef, a brown, and Sock’s own overseer, had been called out to help, and everyone had ignored Socks.


  The other humans occasionally glanced at him, and then quickly looked away, as if whatever punishment waited for him might somehow be applied to anyone who got too close to him. The Master of House had ignored him completely, and his overseer had spared no more than a moment to tell him to stay there and don’t move.


  “Evert,” the word came, a low deep voice that nevertheless filled Socks with fear. He knew it; all the slaves knew it. It belonged to Warlord Dellios, Master of Slave to Guildmaster Iudas. “Do you have matters in hand?”


  “Yes,” the minotaur said.


  “What is the actual damage?”


  “The tablecloth is ruined,” Evert said. “The chair will need to be reupholstered, I think. The real damage is the carpet; there’s no way to remove the stain.” The minotaur shook his head. “Saffron! Of all the terrible things to spill on a carpet!”


  “Blood?” suggested Dellios innocently.


  “Oh, no, that would come out,” Evert said blankly. “Cold water and paste, lift it right out.”


  “I stand corrected,” Dellios said. “Nevertheless. Did either of you see what happened?”


  “No,” Evert said, and Sock’s overseer Lampert shook his head.


  Dellios nodded. “Very well. I’m taking Socks now.”


  “Sir?” asked Lampert. “Pardon me, Warlord, but… Socks means well. He’s… a little clumsy. maybe, but a good solid worker. There is no doubt in my mind, Warlord, that this was an accident.” Lampert nodded to the human. “I’d stake my honor on him.”


  “That’s good to know. Thank you, Lampert,” Dellios said. “The Guildmaster is still a little upset, though, so I wouldn’t defend Socks to him, if I were you, just now.” Dellios made calming motions as Lampert’s expression changed. “No, no, I’m just saying that now is not the time to have the discussion. It won’t do you any good, it won’t do my cousin any good, and it certainly won’t do Socks any good – and that’s the point, isn’t it?”


  “Yes,” said Lampert. “Well, I won’t say anything, unless I’m asked.”


  “That’s what I would expect. And Evert?”


  “Yes?”


  “I am hoping that you have not yet had time to finish a cost estimate.”


  “But…”


  “I am hoping,” Dellios said softly, “that you have not. That you are determined to get this… stain out, and so you will not put any significant note in front of our Master tonight.” Dellios paused. “Or even tomorrow morning. I would hope you would wait until you are absolutely certain that the carpet is unrepairable. And I am hoping that you will not reach any certainty until tomorrow afternoon.”


  “I…” Evert looked affronted and said, “Warlord Dellios, I do not tell you your duties.”


  “No,” said Dellios. “You don’t. And I’m… just expressing my hopes, for things that would make my duties easier. All of our duties are to the Guildmaster, are they not?”


  Evert nodded. “Truth. And… yes, I do understand. It is surely to everyone’s benefit that the best decisions are made.”


  “I had wondered if, perhaps, you might understand matters so,” Dellios said with a smile. “Since matters are under control here, I will take Socks.”


  The last thing Socks wanted was the penetrating attention of the Master of Slave. Coming to his attention generally meant a slave had made some kind of unpardonable error that required… sort of like spilling hot soup at a dinner, Socks thought. “Yes, Master,” he managed to say.


  “We’ll… no,” Dellios corrected the thought. “We’ll go out the back, through the garden. Lampert, I’d like something to eat. Would you have a plate sent to my rooms, please?”


  “Of course.”


  “Oh,” Dellios added, as if in an afterthought, “and since it’s such a nice night, have the footman open the patio up.”


  “I understand, Warlord,” Lampert said. “And… well. As you say. I commend you to your duties.”


  Dellios flashed him a quick smile before addressing the still-crouching human. “So, Socks, get up, and come with me.”


  Socks got up, a little stiffly. He was still in the footman’s outfit, which hung loose on him. Another inch or two, and another twenty or thirty pounds, and it would have fit him well. As it was though, he felt small and uncertain in it, especially looking up at the Master of Slave. “Yes, Master,” he said again.


  Dellios didn’t say anything, and the one time Socks made a noise as if to speak, the minotaur had shushed him. The trip to his rooms wasn’t a long one, if they’d stayed in the house, but since Dellios had decided to go out through the gardens, it took several long and silent minutes before they walked up a few stairs to a wide patio. Two huge glass doors were thrown open, and soft pale-green curtains glowed with the candlelight behind them as they fluttered in and out. A small table was set, with a number of covered dishes, and a chair pulled up to the table. A gray-and-blue striped blanket sat, neatly folded, on a low stool. Dellios paused briefly as he picked up two of the dishes, and continued on towards the curtains.


  “Bring something in,” he said, and Socks carefully picked up two of the dishes, and carried them in. Carefully. Very, very carefully.


  A room with four large chairs lay beyond the curtain, and the chairs and the fireplace defined a comfortable space. A little large for humans, of course, but then, just right for minotaurs. A low table sat in the middle, and Dellios had put his dishes there, so Socks did the same. “Should I get the rest, Master?”


  “I suppose,” said the minotaur, poking at the fire with a thick stick until it blazed up. “Yes. Bring the blanket in, too.” He tossed the stick onto the fire, and settled back in the chair. Socks went in and out several times, carrying things back inside. “Close the doors. Lock them.”


  “Yes, Master.” It was, after all, the only safe thing to say. When Socks had done that, he saw the warlord coming back from the next room, and then Dellios closed the door, and sat back down on the chair, the one closest to the fireplace, and that had a view of the patio, or would have, when the curtains were open.


  Maybe… “Master?”


  “Yes, Socks?”


  “Am…” he started, but of course that was silly. “I know I’m in trouble, Master. I’m sorry. If that helps.”


  “It may,” Dellios said. “I’ve talked to the other servants. They don’t describe it as an accident, Socks. One of them describes you as dumping the soup on Iudas. And… that’s what Iudas saw, too. So, was it deliberate? Or was it really an accident?”


  “The first part was an accident, Master.”


  Dellios looked up from the fire, interested. “The first part?”


  “I… tripping was an accident, Master,” Socks said. Should he tell this? “But spilling the soup on the Master wasn’t, well it was, but, but…”


  “Just tell me what happened, Socks,” Dellios said. “Tell me the truth, because anything else is going to make it a lot worse for you, and it’s not good now.”


  “Uh… yes,” Socks said miserably. “I’m sorry, Master, I’m really, really sorry.”


  “Good,” said Dellios. “Tell me what happened.”


  “I’d tripped, Master, and the soup was going to spill, and it was going to spill all over the Master’s guests, Master, and so I yanked it around, and…” Socks paused, and then completed the damning sentence. “that’s where he was. I did throw it on him. I didn’t mean to through it on him, I didn’t think about it, I just didn’t want to spill on anyone, I should have known better…”


  “Is that so, Socks?”


  “Yes, Master,” Socks said miserably. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t… that’s not what I intended, and if I hadn’t tripped it wouldn’t have happened at all…”


  “What did you trip on?” asked the minotaur.


  “Master?”


  “What did you trip on?” the warlord repeated. “A chair, the carpet…”


  Socks thought about it, replaying the event in his mind, the weight of the tureen in his hands, the slow steps following the serving footman, and then the sudden awareness of disaster, with just enough time to wrench the cursed thing away from the Master’s dinner guests… only to spill it on the Master himself. What had tripped him? What had he tripped over?


  “I’m not sure, Master,” Socks said. “It wasn’t the carpet, and it wasn’t a chair, and it wasn’t the server in front of me. All the guests were seated, so… I didn’t trip on myself; I didn’t step on my clothes, or… I don’t know. I…” What could he have tripped on? “I can’t imagine, and then it was… too late, Master.”


  “Hmmm,” said Dellios, his bovine face crinkling in thought. “Really. You’re sure it wasn’t a chair?”


  “No,” Socks said. “I’m sorry, Master, I don’t know what it was. I don’t think it was a chair, but… I tripped, so it must have been something…”


  “Do you stumble often when you’re walking? Have you ever tripped, before?”


  “Sure, Master, of course, but… on rocks, or…” and then Socks paused. “You don’t believe me, do you, Master, that I tripped.”


  Dellios shook his head. “Socks, I just want to hear what you remember…”


  “Master, I swear I tripped! I’d never, never, do that on purpose, I’d do anything not to, Master!” Sock’s voice had risen to full panic.


  “Calm down, Socks,” and that was slightly louder, and Socks stopped, and dropped to both knees.


  “I’m sorry, Master, I didn’t do it on purpose, it was an accident…” Somehow, Socks had to make the Master understand that!


  “Socks,” Dellios said, “I find it hard to accept that you did a-purpose. I am just puzzled as to who tripped you, and why.”


  “Tripped…”


  “If it wasn’t a chair, and it wasn’t another footman, and it wasn’t a guest – because, as you pointed out, they were all seated – and it wasn’t the carpet, or something on the carpet, what does that leave?”


  “I… but there wasn’t anyone else,” Socks said.


  “You didn’t see anyone else,” Dellios said. “But something tripped you, didn’t it?”


  “Yes…” Socks said, thinking back. “It was… I don’t know. Hard. But…”


  “Then, if you are telling the truth,” and Dellios held up his hand to stop Sock’s protestations, “then whatever you tripped over either moved, or was moved.”


  Socks considered that, and then nodded, cautiously. “So I tripped over someone invisible?”


  Dellios nodded. “Either that, or you deliberately spilled hot soup over the dinner table.”


  Socks’ face fell, and he dropped his face to the floor. “Master, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I’d do anything to make it better, but I didn’t do it on purpose, please Master.”


  “Socks, I can either believe in an invisible someone in the dining room, or I can believe that a slave with an excellent work record whose overseer personally vouched for him randomly decided to spill soup over his Master at a dinner party,” Dellios said, rising gracefully from his chair. “And, I know something you don’t.”


  “What… what’s that?” came the response from the floor.


  “I know how someone can be invisible,” Dellios said calmly, walking towards the door.


  

  “Lurking,” said Iudas, dubiously, later that night to his cousin and Master of Slave, Dellios. He looked over at Brandon, his Master of Guard (if his only guard). “Really. I’ve never heard of such a thing,” he said accusingly.


  “It’s… possible,” Brandon said, carefully, not wanting to offend either of the cousins. “But it’s a grandmaster-skill. I can’t imagine why a grandmaster would, ahem, invite himself to your dinner party.”


  Dellios shrugged. “I can. You do discuss business there, don’t you?”


  “Yes,” said Iudas. “But nothing, you know, sensitive.”


  “How do you get to be a grandmaster, anyway?” Dellios asked.


  The emerald minotaur stared at his cousin for a long moment, uncertain as to just why he was defending this human so irrationally, but rose to the bait anyway. “I don’t know. Tell me. How?”


  “Talent,” Dellios said. “And practice.”


  “Practice,” said Brandon, picking up on the idea, and considering it carefully.


  Iudas looked blank for a moment before he followed the thought. “You think a… a… grandmaster or a master was… practicing this… this lurking… at my dinner party.”


  Dellios shook his head firmly. “No, Guildmaster, I did not say that. I simply find it easier to believe there was a lurking bull rather than some fit of temporary insanity seized the slave. I suggested two reasons, good and solid reasons, why a bull might be lurking there. There are probably more.”


  Iudas shook his head. “It seems a very complicated explanation.”


  “And what kind of explanation fits the slave doing it, as you think, on purpose?” Dellios said. “He gains nothing. He loses everything. He’s never been defiant – his overseer vouched for him. And there’s no defiance in him now, no justification, just apologies and regret, and if he’s faking it, then he’s doing it well enough to deceive me, which… well, I think that’s unlikely. It’s an unusual explanation, I grant that. But there’s not even an unusual explanation for it being an act of defiance.”


  “What do you think, Brandon? Could you detect someone lurking?”


  “No,” Brandon said with certainty. “I couldn’t. Not without bumping into him.”


  “Can you learn to?” asked Iudas, pensively. “I don’t like the thought of it, someone hovering over us.”


  “I… I don’t know,” Brandon said. “Del? Do you?”


  “It’s a master-level skill,” Dellios said. “And none of us are masters. Evert’s probably the best of everyone in the house, if anyone has a chance to learn it, he might.”


  “Evert? But he’s not, I mean, you’re a warlord!”


  “Yes, and he’s better at tempus than I am,” Dellios said patiently.


  “You’re really serious about this,” Iudas said. “You really think that that… that… human tripped over a lurking bull.”


  Dellios nodded. “I think that’s the most likely explanation that has occurred to me, yes.” A smile flashed through the pale green of his face. “Although I am willing to consider others. If you have any.”


  Iudas sighed. “You’re my Master of Slave, so… it’s your responsibility to make that decision. As long as discipline is maintained.”


  “Of course.”


  Iudas smiled. “It would be helpful if I had a couple of broken ferals. Pony-trained, that’s exotic enough. Two, just two. I know it’s not your favorite task…”


  No. Breaking humans into dependent toys and giving them away as presents isn’t any trainer’s favorite task. But you’ll say no more about Socks if I do it for you, thought Dellios with a sigh. “At least with all the ferals flooding the markets, they’ll at least be cheap, and I can get good stock. Unless you have some in mind?”


  Iudas shook his head. “No. I wouldn’t dream of second-guessing you, Del. Buy what you think best, and… well, price is a concern, but as long as it’s reasonable, no more than a few thousand suns, it’s not at issue.”


  “Good,” said Dellios. “You need them as presents? When do they need to be ready?


  “Take the time you need, to find them, to train them.”


  Dellios was nodding. “I can do that.”


  “Good,” said Iudas lightly. “And add the human to that training, I think.”


  “I…” and Dellios stopped, considering the request. It wasn’t all that bad an idea. Training was hard, of course, but it wasn’t punishment, not as such, but it would still be seen as discipline… which, of course, it was. “That’s a great idea,” Dellios said slowly. “Iudas, that’s… brilliant.” He nodded. “I don’t think I could come up with something better, and I don’t know if I’d of thought of that myself. Although three at once… that’s a little… no, it can work,” Dellios said. “I’ll make it work.”


  “You like it?”


  “It’s perfect,” said Dellios. “Just the right thing. Makes it clear he’s not getting away with anything, gives him some valuable training, no, it’s a great idea.”


  “Then you can you get started right away?”


  “Yes,” said Dellios. “Is there something else I should know? Something you’re not telling me?”


  “No,” said Iudas. “I just need…”


  “For whom? If I know who I’m shopping for…”


  “Senior Master Adjudicator Fallows, and Guildmaster Johannes,” said Iudas.


  “And sooner would be better than later?”


  “Only in the general sense that sooner is almost always better than later,” Iudas said, with a chuckle. “Really. Only that. Why are you so… suspicious?”


  “I don’t know,” Dellios said, sounding almost surprised. “I am, though, I agree. Maybe it’s the thought of a lurking bull. But… yes, I am feeling suspicious. I hadn’t realized it. I’ll let you know if I figure out why.


  “Yes, do that,” said Iudas.


  

  Dellios returned later to his rooms, and found Socks asleep, curled up on the floor near the fire, a towel wrapped around him and his stained livery soaking in a small handbasin. A glance over at the table showed nothing had been touched, and Dellios wondered if that were because the human was so upset he couldn’t eat, or he hadn’t been told he could. Defiant. No. Even assuming Socks was on his best behavior – which Dellios would assume – he might have at least taken two towels. The one he had barely covered him, and even close to the fire, he was shivering. That, at least, had to be cold rather than fear, and… he still smelled of saffron, too cowed to even wash it off.


  Dellios went back into the bathroom, and started running a shower. He stripped, went back into his bedchamber, and cautiously picked Socks up. It woke him up, of course, but he stopped struggling as soon as he realized it was Dellios, and the green minotaur carried him into the bathroom, and then directly into the warm spray of water. Dellios washed him, and although the human looked uncertain about it, he didn’t say anything.


  Socks was lovely to look at, Dellios thought, pale golden skin, smooth skin with fine straw-yellow down that was almost invisible, the same color as his close-cut hair. The minotaur took a visceral pleasure in rubbing soap into Sock’s hair, lathering it across the skin, tracing it down his arms and chest. Socks started when Dellios rubbed soap against the charmingly small human maleness, and the soft wrinkled sack that loosened and expanded in the droplets of warm water from the nozzle above. Socks didn’t say a word, just turned obediently as Dellios washed the firm muscle of his back, then down to the cleft of his legs, and he even traced the soapy water to the very bottom, and then down hard, shapely legs. Humans, thought Dellios, were so graceful and so clumsy at the same time. Maybe their beauty and the strange attraction they cast over minotaurs was somehow related to that fundamental contradiction.


  Socks let Dellios dry him, and even pick him up again, the two of them faintly damp from the water. Socks made no motion to resist until Dellios pulled the crisp covers of his bed back, and put Socks down. The human looked apprehensive, and Dellios just chuckled. “No, we’re just going to sleep tonight. I don’t have another bed, and… you don’t mind sharing with me, do you?”


  Socks just shook his head in an uncertain no that made Dellios want to kiss him, but that probably wouldn’t have reassured the young human, so the minotaur just extinguished the lamp, and then got into bed, too. He pulled the human against him, as much as to feel the welcome sensation of human skin against his pelt as to keep Socks warm. “Sleep, Socks. Go to sleep. You’re not in trouble, it’s all going to be fine, I’ve taken care of it.”


  “You… it…” the human started to say, but the minotaur cut him off.


  “Shhhhh,” said Dellios. “Yes. Go to sleep. It’s all going to be fine.” Dellios listened to the human’s breathing smooth off into the steady relaxation of sleep, and hoped he hadn’t just told his first lie. No, he thought. The training wasn’t punishment, and… Socks would take to it, very well. And he wouldn’t let just anyone have the human afterward – no, Socks would be his.


  Dellios couldn’t think of anyone else who might take close enough care of him.


  

  Socks woke from muddled dreams to find himself pressed up against a minotaur, and not just any minotaur, but the Master of Slave himself. Socks woke, as he usually did, hard, but having a minotaur close his hand around his maleness, and gently encourage him into an aching tightness was… was something that had never happened before, and even his most muddled dreams, not something he’d expected. Between the wonderful herbal-pine musk of minotaur and Dellios’ expert touch, Socks couldn’t resist – even if he’d wanted to – and if his Master wanted it, well, Socks had no reason to hold back, and somehow, it was even better with the huge solid slightly fuzzy warmth behind him. Daringly, he reached back to discover Dellios was just as hard as he was, but Socks was disappointed when Dellios did nothing else.


  As surprised as Socks was to wake up in Dellios’ bed, he was even more shocked when the Master presented him with a set of plain clothing, nothing like the Guildmaster’s usual much finer livery. The fabric was thick and coarse, although clean and serviceable. “Put that on and have some breakfast,” Dellios said. “We’re going into Maze.”


  They took a carriage into town, and left it at a huge stables near the gate, with the driver. Socks found it odd to travel inside a carriage; but The slave markets formed their own labyrinth, down near the docks. Sock’s first thought was that he was going to be sold, but Dellios had said no, he wasn’t going to be sold, he was coming along for a different reason. Unfortunately, the minotaur hadn’t actually told him why he was coming, and after a few days spent… well, hiding, he supposed, in the minotaur’s rooms had convinced him that Dellios was, even more than his old overseer, aware of everything. Even after four years serving in the house rather than the yards, so close to so many of them, it just seemed strange. They didn’t know everything, of course, but it seemed like they did, and even when they didn’t… they seemed to anyway.


  At first, the slave markets seemed like just townhouses, like the Guildmaster’s, at least from the outside. Dellios had given him a plain tunic, lacking the Guildmaster’s livery, plain trousers and sandals, clean and in good condition, of course, but hardly the dress for the Guildmaster’s slaves. The fabric was coarse and undyed, and if was presentable, it wasn’t new by any means – that’s when Dellios had said, as Socks had started to fret, that he wouldn’t be sold, that Dellios needed him for some other reason. But, he hadn’t said what. It might be that the Warlord just didn’t think he needed to know; minotaurs were nothing if not high-handed. Slaves were given orders, not explanations, and that’s just the way it was.


  Socks hadn’t even realized they were in the market, at first, until Dellios had walked up to a discrete door and pushed his way in. A human, a heavily muscled man wearing only a loincloth had bowed them into a private room where, a moment later, a tiny minotaur, no larger than the human at the door, joined them. His pelt was a soft gray, with short, curled horns, although Socks knew enough to call him white.


  “Warlord,” the minotaur said, and glanced at Socks appraisingly. “It is, alas, something of a buyer’s market at the moment, even for the well-trained.”


  “Even for your wares?” Dellios asked.


  “No,” said the white. “But I do not deal in the usual. Although…” he looked at Socks again. “You’re not here to sell, are you?”


  “Am I ever?”


  “No,” said the white. “But who is? And yet bulls come to me, and I help them.”


  “Is that what you call it?”


  The white shrugged. “Not all of us are related to brilliant merchants whose ventures rain monies like a thunderstorm. Sometimes, families fall on harder times. There are buyers, so there will be brokers, to make sure that the best price is had, the best deal struck. Believe what you will, the world is a better place with me in it.”


  “Oddly enough, I do believe that. Two things, Travis. First… I know your answer, and yet…”


  “No,” the white said. “I have no news for you. I would send a runner, I know what you’d pay, but I have had no new leads in years, and no hint nor rumor of his location.” The white sighed. “You would be better off giving this up.”


  “Yes, I’m sure I would. Please continue looking. The second is, if I wanted to buy a ferociously barbaric feral, who should I go to?”


  “Lord Tarragon,” the white said, which made no sense to Socks.


  “Seriously, Travis. I don’t want to crawl through the lower markets. Someone will have the best of the worst, and I know you’ll know who.”


  The white shrugged. “Nesbitt and Marley, Buck and Son, and Swifter Sojourn.”


  “In that order?”


  “Maybe. Nesbitt and Marley sell to the arenas, Buck and Son…”


  “I know what they sell,” Dellios interrupted. “But Swifter Sojourn?”


  “They stock for the galleys,” Travis said. “Ruly, uncooperative slaves – ferals, mostly, but strong, healthy, and inured to the conditions on a galley. What are you looking for?”


  “Pony stock.”


  “You want to know what the profit will be?”


  “I’m not training them for you,” Dellios said, his motion shaking the soft green hair.


  “You should. I could sell… well, every one you could train, at least,” Travis said. “More. Come work for me, Dellios, I’ll pay you better and… I’m not promising anything, but you’d make connections, personal connections, and you might have better luck than I’ve had.”


  “Do you really think so?”


  “No,” said Travis. “To be honest, I think whoever has him knows you’re looking, and doesn’t want to talk to you. Or the Guildmaster.”


  Dellios nodded. “Probably. But somebody has to know something.”


  Travis spread his hands. “I’m sorry, it’s not me.”


  “Fine. Nesbitt, Buck, and Swifter Sojourns. Anyone else?”


  “Maybe… Corin,” Travis suggested. “Although he’s training for his own stadium.”


  “He is? What?”


  “Wrestlers,” Travis said. “Apparently it’s quite the rage in Lycaili and Venrir. No injuries are allowed to the wrestlers, it’s all about skill and strength, and supposedly quite mesmerizing. Corin imported a couple of wrestlers from Venrir, and is staging demonstration bouts.”


  “No blood?” asked Dellios skeptically.


  “I am told not,” Travis said. “Oh, there are injuries, but… they appear to be accidents, and rare accidents. It may not sound exciting, but I’m told it is extremely so, even without the blood. I keep meaning to go see one myself, these wrestlers are supposedly highly trained and prized, so they might just be a market that interests me but…” the white smiled. “I’ll get around to it, next year, or maybe after.”


  “Let me know what you think when you do.”


  “If I drop your name, you’d get an invitation for yourself,” and Travis paused, considering. “Do you think Iudas would be interested? Could you get him to come? That…”


  “Is there money in it?”


  “Please! Isn’t your cousin interested in more than money?”


  “Not noticably,” Dellios said. “And please, call it trade.”


  “Well, there is some serious gambling. He keeps book, doesn’t he?”


  “A little,” Dellios said. “But if there’s gambling, then… yes, I can get him to go, if only to check out who else is there. Is that enough for the deal? Do I need to sweeten the pot?”


  “A pony would put me in your debt for a long time,” said Travis, leaning forward. “But… to be fair, no. Nothing I’ve told you is secret, and getting Iudas to one of Corin’s bouts is more than fair recompense for telling you about them.” The white snickered. “Or at least, it will be by the time I’m done with Corin.”


  “Everyone loves you, don’t they?”


  “I hope so,” Travis said with a smile.


  “Everything we talked about… I trust you can keep a secret?”


  “Iudas is training ponies, that’s news,” said Travis carefully. “There will be some serious interest.”


  “They’re already spoken for.”


  “All of them?” asked Travis.


  “Just three,” Dellios said. “And yes, they’re spoken for. All of them?”


  “Three?” Travis shook his head. “Why do you love that miserable miser so?”


  “He’s not a miser, and you mistake him if you think so,” Dellios said. “And he’s my cousin, and yes, I do love him.” He paused, “I’ll tell you what, though.”


  “What?”


  “Find Xerxes for me, and I’ll train you a pony. Get Xerxes for me, and I’ll train… twenty, one every two years. Deal is good for the next, oh, five years. Does that sweeten the pot?”


  “Oh, yes,” Travis said. “But…”


  “But?”


  “I’m already looking for him as hard as I can, I swear.” Travis looked thoughtful.


  Dellios nodded. “I believe you. Still… there’s not much I wouldn’t do.”


  “Suppose you train one for me,” Travis said. “That might… let’s just say it might provide more leverage than money alone.”


  Dellios just looked at him. “Really?”


  “Yes,” Travis said. “There are… well. You don’t want to know, and I don’t want to tell you.”


  “I suppose not,” said Dellios. “Well, it’s… it’s a serious and extreme time commitment, but if you really think it would bring results, and I mean, something I can actually see, not just you telling me it’s better, then… I’ll train one for you, but you won’t have him for at least a year, and maybe two.”


  Travis nodded. “I… will make inquiries based on that, Dellios. It will make a difference, and though I wish I could promise you something, I can’t.”


  “That’s fine,” Dellios said. “I won’t deliver him until you do have something for me.”


  “That complicates things, but… I respect it,” Travis said. “Agreed. Done.”


  “Not quite,” said Dellios. “You pay full price, too.”


  “I… yes, fine,” said Travis, sounding irritated. “That’s the least of it.”


  “I know,” said Dellios, getting up. “It will make the transaction more palatable to Iudas.”


  “Why do you work for him?” asked Travis, curiously. “He’s…”


  “He is who he is,” Dellios said, rising. “And I work for him because I am who I am. And the conversation is over.”


  The white minotaur rose, too, and bowed. “I beg your forgiveness. Your loyalty to your cousin is not merely remarkable, but… it has often been remarked, and more bulls than I wonder at it. I am a silly gossip, and sometimes I forget myself in my own curiosity. I mean nothing by it.”


  “I take no offense, Travis,” Dellios said. “You have exerted yourself greatly on my behalf, and I am remain deeply appreciative.”


  “I will continue to do so. Please give my regards to Iudas.”


  “Of course,” said Dellios, turning away. “Come, Socks.”


  

  The discrete doors marked with plaques vanished as they moved deeper into the market. Slaves were displayed openly, male and females. Most were unchained, but here and there a presumably feral human was locked into some restraint. Twice, Dellios was approached by another minotaur asking if he was selling, and looking at Socks. The warlord demurred with the polite murmur of, he’s spoken for.


  Socks knew the Master had said he wasn’t going to sell him – he’d said so, and Socks had never heard of a minotaur ever lying to a slave – but that made him wonder why he was with the Master at all, and the uneasy sick feeling in his gut grew stronger with each step they took. After they walked past a line of cages down to a warehouse near the docks, he finally said, “Master?”


  “Yes?” Dellios’ thoughts were clearly elsewhere.


  “I know you’re not going to sell me, Master,” came out in a rush, “but… why am I here? I don’t… I don’t want to do it wrong?” Socks wondered if maybe he’d said too much. It wasn’t his right to question his overseers, much less to question his Master. “I… I’m sorry, Master, I… if I don’t need to know, then… I just want to do my best. Master.”


  “You’re here because it gives me an excuse to wave off the merchants I don’t want to do business with,” Dellios said quietly. “It’s just easier if I look like I’m here to deliver than to buy.”


  “Thank you, Master,” said Socks, gratefully. That made sense, and it was a relief to know.


  “Here,” said Dellios, stopping at a warehouse. He knocked at the unmarked door, and a brown minotaur wearing clothes as plain as Sock’s own answered it. “Sir?”


  “I am Warlord Dellios, Master of Slave to Guildmaster Iudas,” the pale-green minotaur said. “Does your Master have stock available?”


  “Always, Sir,” the brown said. “I am deeply regretful that Master Nesbitt is out, but the stock is available for inspection.”


  “Is there someone here to conclude business?”


  “Ah…” the brown said, and then, “No, Sir. Only Master Nesbitt or Master Marley transact deals. I can show you our fighters, and even pair them for you, however.”


  “Are they expected back today?”


  “Yes, after dinner. They are at the fields.”


  “After dinner,” said Dellios thoughtfully. “Well, I may be back, if I have not filled my order.”


  “Sir, we have the finest, best-trained fighters, and…”


  “Not what I’m looking for,” Dellios said. “I was looking for ferals, untrained, preferably unruly. I was directed here…” he paused. “In error?”


  “Ah…” the brown said, “well, Sir, the Masters do purchase a draft, and then resell the unsuitable. They’ve already disposed of the rejects, though, just yesterday. Perhaps that was what you were thinking of?”


  “Presumably,” Dellios said. “To another dealer? Dealers?”


  “Dealers,” the brown said. “Swifter Sojourns bought most of them; I don’t think any other broker bought more than one. I’m sorry to disappoint you, Sir.”


  “No, no, that’s just what I needed to know. Thank you, and please present my compliments to your Masters.”


  “Thank you, Sir. Perhaps there is something else I might assist you with?”


  “No,” said Dellios. “That is all my business today; I’ll keep your Masters in mind for my future needs.”


  “Thank you, Sir,” the brown said, and Socks noticed he waited until Dellios had turned back to the street before closing the door. He’d heard rumors…


  “Master?” asked Socks, about a half-street later. “I have a question, and I’m… I’m not sure it’s one I should ask.”


  “Then it is very right you should bring it to me,” Dellios said, “so that I may instruct you.”


  “Was that… the minotaur who opened the door… a slave?”


  “Yes,” said Dellios. “And although it is a proper question, in the sense that he is a slave as you are, I suggest you not discuss the topic again, with anyone else, as long as you are part of the Guildmaster’s household.”


  “Master? Why?”


  “The subject irritates the Guildmaster,” Dellios said, and stopped walking to look at Socks. “We need not add to his many troubles,” he said. Dellios continued walking, leaving Socks to wonder about what possible problems a minotaur, much less a Guildmaster, might have.


  “Yes, Master. Thank you.”


  Swifter Sojourns was another warehouse, almost on the docks, and as they’d descended closer and closer to the water, the smell of the slave markets intensified. The smell of unwashed humans, of human waste, and it caused Socks to wrinkle his nose. Dellios seemed not to notice it, although Socks knew from experience that minotaurs had a far keener sense of smell than humans. Socks couldn’t think of anything, actually, that a human might do better than a minotaur. But then, that’s why the minotaurs were their masters.


  The door to Swifter Sojourns was open, and it let into the top level of the warehouse; the middle of the floor was open, allowing a view into the rows of small, cramped cages filled with humans. The smell was terrible, and Socks was amazed that minotaurs would tolerate it. None of the minotaurs he’d worked with would have.


  But apparently these were either more tolerant, or just didn’t care. A series of desks were situated around the floor, and an ebon or pristine minotaur worked at each one. Below, a number of ebon-pristine minotaurs with their attractive marque noir were working the cages, making sure the humans were watered and fed, and trying (if apparently ineffectively) to keep them at least somewhat clean.


  A massive pristine minotaur headed over to them, nodding in acknowledgment. “Welcome. Warlord Dellios, I presume?”


  “Yes,” said Dellios. “I am surprised; I do not think I know you.”


  “There are exactly eight copper minotaur in Leviathan,” the pristine said. “You stand out, Warlord.”


  “I do not know you by sight,” Dellios said. “I beg your forgiveness.”


  “It is I who should plead for yours; I am Guildmaster Scythos. I know your Master.”


  “I have heard him speak of you,” Dellios said, courteously.


  “I hope you’re not here to sell this one,” Scythos said. “The market groans with stock this year.”


  “No,” said Dellios. “I’m not. I am here to buy.”


  “Well, then my troubles are your gain,” Scythos said. “Although I wasn’t aware Iudas was running any ships.”


  “He is not.”


  “Is that so? We deal with sailors, mostly,” Scythos said. “Hard labor, for humans who cannot or do not take well to civilization. A few special orders, but mayhap… well, I doubt I will guess what brings you here. What can I help you with?”


  “I’m looking for ferals.”


  “Almost our entire galley stock here is feral,” Scythos said, putting his hands together with evident disgust. “Filthy beasts. Very cheap; that’s really what’s flooding the market these days, all those captured ferals from Ouroubouros and Ungoliant. I can’t wait to sell them on, and get this place cleaned up.”


  “I’d wondered at the smell,” Dellios admitted.


  “Our warehouse has been cleaner,” Scythos said with a shake of his head. “It’s the ferals. Even the ones that have primitive concept of cleanliness aren’t reasonable enough to stay clean. Won’t matter in a galley, of course, so they’re perfect for that, but… for anything else?”


  “I have a use,” Dellios said. “Where are the galley stock?”


  “Pierward, left side. Just follow your nose. Generally, though, I sell them in lots of ten. You want to pick some out?”


  “Two,” said Dellios. “I only want two.”


  “Sure. Pick any two you like,” Scythos said. “Two hundred suns.”


  “That seems high,” started Dellios.


  “For both of them,” Scythos clarified. “I think you’ll find that more than fair. You’ll need restraints for them, too, or I can deliver them.”


  “It’s a fine price. I didn’t think to bring restraints, though,” Dellios said. “But I did want to take them immediately.”


  “Oh, don’t concern yourself. Take a set of ours, and just send them back,” Scythos said. “If you like.”


  “That will do exceedingly well,” Dellios said.


  “Just grab one of the staff when you make your selection,” Scythos said. “Have him brought up to my desk. I… I do not think you have an account with us, however.”


  “No,” said Dellios. “I do, however, have a draft on Guildmaster Iudas’ accounts. It requires only my countersignature and authorization. Will that do?”


  “That will do exceedingly well,” said Scythos. “There are stairs in the corners, or you can take a pole.”


  “A… pole?”


  “Certainly, just slide down,” and the pristine minotaur pointed to a brass pole descending from the ceiling all the way to the bottom floor, one of several about the warehouse.


  “I think I will do that,” said Dellios. “Socks, follow me.”


  “Your slave is welcome to wait at my desk,” offered Scythos.


  “No,” said Dellios. “If you don’t mind.”


  “No,” said Scythos. “I don’t mind.”


  Dellios grabbed the pole, and a moment later, had vanished down into the lower level. Socks reached out, took hold of the cold metal, and swung himself around it, and found himself slipping down. He had a brief impression of the cages laid out below, in two offset layers, before he was down on the floor. A pristine marque noir watched him and Dellios, but said nothing until Dellios spoke to him. “I understand there are a number of ferals?”


  “Yes, Warlord,” the minotaur said. “This way, please you.”


  The cages that had looked small from above were only a bit larger when viewed close up, and Socks could feel the dejected hopelessness of the unfortunates laying or crouching – there wasn’t quite enough room to stand – two or three to a cage. At least there was water, and a bucket-and-chute contraption for sanitation, although, as Scythos had said, it seemed like some of the ferals hadn’t bothered to use it, or didn’t know how.


  The area Dellios went to was definitely the worst, Socks thought. The humans were big and heavily scarred. They’d been shaved, but the hair was starting to grow back on their heads, giving them an odd bristled appearance. Their skins varied from a deep olive with dark hair, to pale freckled skin with a distinct reddish tinge. The Warlord looked into the cages thoughtfully, but most of the humans either ignored him or turned away.


  “You work with these?” he asked the guide.


  “Yes, Warlord.”


  “Which are the, obstreperous ones. Which would… most like to see gone?”


  The minotaur shook his head. “Nearly all of them, Warlord, but… there. In that cage? We put the worst three in there.”


  Dellios looked, and so did Socks. There were three of them, two pale, one darker, but they were big men, almost the size of a minotaur. One of the two pale ones, the one with brown fuzz starting to turn back into short hair, noticed the attention, and stared back at Dellios, his eyes tightening. A low word of some foreign language, and then the other two were eyeing them as well.


  “Hostile,” said Dellios.


  “Very, Warlord. They came from Nesbitt’s. They were already trained with swords, but when Nesbitt tested them, they attacked him, in a pack, all together.”


  “All together?” Dellios said, sounding interested.


  “Yes, Warlord.”


  “No Greek, I suppose.”


  “None, or very little, Warlord.”


  To Sock’s surprise, Dellios addressed them in Latin. “Feral. Do you three know one another? Do you fight together?”


  “Drop dead, you stinking cow,” the pale-haired one snarled. “We fight, but not for you.”


  “I ask, because I’m buying two of you. If you are sword-brothers, then I would not separate you, I will buy all three. So, I will ask again. Do you know each other? Are you sword-brothers?”


  “No,” said the brown-haired one, fiercely. “We are not.”


  “Fine,” said Dellios. He pointed, to the brown-haired one, and the darker skinned one. “Those two.” Dellios turned away, and the straw-haired one yelled, “Wait! Take me too!”


  Socks saw Dellios’ muzzle twist in the minotaur version of a grin, and the warlord kept walking. After a minute, the other two began yelling something; Socks couldn’t quite understand their Latin.


  “Master?” he said.


  “I know,” Dellios said. “I can use all three of them, after all… but.” He turned to the minotaur with them. “I’m sorry, what’s your name?”


  “Warrior Cynril, Warlord.”


  “Well, Warrior Cynril, have the two I picked out brought up to Scythos. Full restraints, I think. I’ll buy the third one, too, but… I’ll have him delivered, and he’s not to know I’m purchasing him. If they want to play games… well, games they shall play.” Dellios looked thoughtful for a moment. “And I don’t want to hear them complain, either. Do you have a theban bridle?”


  “I… I will look, Warlord. We don’t use them, though, so I… I don’t think we have any.”


  “A bridle by preference, but any gag will do,” Dellios instructed. “And… if they get rowdy, I don’t care how many bruises they have, or how many teeth they lose. If you knock a few teeth out, I’d consider that a favor, in fact. No broken bones, but…”


  “I understand, Warlord,” Cynril said. “That… might take some time.” He paused. “Are we softening them up, or just being rough?”


  “Rough. It’s fine if you take your time, but… do not take pleasure of them. Do you typically clean them before delivery?”


  “We can, Warlord,” Cynril said.


  “Do that, then. And shave them down again. Is that done on the floor?”


  “It… can be, Warlord,” was the answer. “Is that your wish?”


  “Yes,” said Dellios. “Shaving them on the floor, in front of all the other ferals, will be a lesson. And perhaps your other problem ferals will take note.”


  “I can only hope, Warlord, but I doubt it.” The minotaur frowned. “It may take a quarter to half an hour to ready them for you. Will that be acceptable?”


  “It takes the time it takes,” Dellios said. “And I’m sure they’ll do what they can to inconvenience you. Oh, I’m going to arrange to have the third one delivered to me, tomorrow, but make no mention of that to them. I don’t want him prepped with the others. In fact, I don’t want him to know he’s being delivered to me until the last possible moment.”


  “As you wish, Warlord, but you should discuss that with Guildmaster Scythos. But all of the stock on the floor is for sale. I’d hate for there to be any confusion… It would be better if we moved him to a holding cage, so he isn’t sold inadvertently.”


  “No, that will be fine. Can you do that after you bring the other two up?”


  “Yes, Warlord. Will there be anything else?”


  “I can’t think of anything,” Dellios said. “Do you have any suggestions?”


  “Uh…” said the warrior, looking flustered for a moment. “Me?”


  “Yes,” said Dellios. “I need them off-balance and hurt. Do you have any suggestion?”


  “I… well,” said Cynril, thinking. “We usually give them a long tunic, but these ferals don’t like being unclothed at all.”


  “It’s mild enough; they don’t need clothes, and it’s hardly as if the Guildmaster would let them wear those tunics in any case,” Dellios said. “Omit them, and deliver them naked. And wet, I think.” Dellios paused. “And they’re probably chock full of feral preconceptions about male-male intimacy, too. Do you have essence liniment, anything like that?”


  “No, Warlord.”


  Dellios extracted a small squat stone jar from a pocket. “Here. It’s strong, don’t use more than you could easily fit on your smallest finger. Do not get it on your bare skin.”


  “That strong?”


  “Yes,” said Dellios. “It’s that strong. Bring it back to me, please, and, I just have to say it, do not use it on anyone other than those two ferals, although, I am sure you would not.” The green minotaur looked severe for a moment. “This is not something to play with.”


  “No, of course not, Warlord. I have your instructions? There is nothing further?”


  Dellios thought again, and then said, “Nothing I can think of. Thank you, Warrior Cynril.” The pale green minotaur glanced at Socks, and with a slight motion of his head, barely more than a tilt and a glance, indicated the human should follow him. They walked through the confusion of cages, and up a far set of stairs, and then around the warehouse platform until they again reached Scythos, now at his desk. As they approached, the pristine minotaur put the papers he had down, and smiled over at Dellios – but then, Socks was only relieved to be ignored.


  “I was expecting you’d be quick, or very, very long,” Scythos said. “You were a little longer than I expected for quick, I must say.”


  “Your selection is large, but I was able to narrow it down quickly,” Dellios said. “I commend your Warrior Cynril.”


  “Cynril? Good fellow,” Scythos said, “I know. You found your two, then?”


  “Three,” Dellios said. “So we must reopen our negotiation. I must also add I asked for some special handling, do wish to borrow restraints, as well as wish to arrange delivery of the third feral for tomorrow, although of course I can return the restraints at that time, too.”


  “Special handling? How…”


  “Cleaned, shaved,” said Dellios. “It must be done, and if they resent it, well, better they resent your staff than me or mine.”


  “True enough,” Scythos agreed. “Well, would three-fifty seem fair, for the handling, and the loan, and the delivery?” He paused, and then added, “Including the ferals, of course.”


  “Three-fifty-two, if you please,” said Dellios.


  “I suppose it pleases. Do you know,” said Scythos, “it is a very long time since anyone bargained me up. It will please me perfectly, and we have a bargain, but I want two words of explanation for those additional two suns.”


  Dellios snorted. “When Iudas sees the sum, he’ll think I negotiated shrewdly, and that will make him happy.”


  “I’ve heard he likes a close discussion,” Scythos said. “Almost as much as I’ve heard that he deals more than fairly.”


  “Iudas has his faults,” Dellios said, “as we all do, but he feels his honor is at stake with every discussion.”


  “And so it is,” said Guildmaster Scythos. “Did you intend to settle the matter now, or on the delivery of the third feral?”


  “Now will do,” Dellios said. “If you will take Iudas’ draft.”


  “I will,” Scythos said. “Please direct it to the accounts of Swifter Sojourns.”


  Dellios pulled a folded paper from another pocket, and, borrowing a pen from Scythos, wrote on it and handed it over. “Three hundred and fifty and two suns, and four stars, to be paid to the accounts of Swifter Soujourns of Leviathan.”


  “Yes,” said Scythos, glancing it over, and then putting it into his desk. “And now all we have to do is wait for your ferals to be brought up. Are you sure you wouldn’t just like them delivered altogether?”


  “Yes,” said Dellios. “I am…”


  “Them?” Scythos interrupted, sounding surprised. “You bought them? And… oh, great folly. You bought the third, too, didn’t you?”


  “I suspect the answer is yes,” Dellios said, as Cynril and another pristine-ebon minotaur dragged the two naked ferals over. A set of heavy iron bands circled their arms and bound them together, behind their back. A short chain stretched from the bands to the equally heavy iron collar. A steel and leather muzzle with a gag was bolted to each collar, and the gag was locked firmly in place. Both ferals fought the minotaurs pulling them, but the disparity in weight meant the minotaurs had little trouble moving the humans. Both were, oddly, Socks thought, fully erect.


  “Well, if I’d known, I would have cut another hundred suns off,” Scythos said. “Nuisance, nothing but a nuisance, these. I suspect that even on a galley they’d end up being pitched overboard as more trouble than help. Wait, why aren’t they clothed…”


  “Part of the handling I requested,” Dellios interrupted as Cynril and the other minotaur finally came up. Cynril handed Dellios the heavy chain leashes, and the little stone jar. Scythos’ eyes narrowed as he saw it, and then he laughed.


  “Clever,” he said. “Are you really going to drag them through the streets like that? They’ll never forgive you.”


  “I think they’re attractive,” Dellios said. “Nothing wrong with bringing two lovely humans through Maze, is there?”


  “I thought you wanted to leave the resentment here,” Scythos said dryly.


  “True,” said Dellios. “But there’s no reason not to have the best of all worlds. Do you have some tunics that are, perhaps, one or two sizes too small?”


  Cynril’s eyes widened, and Scythos looked, for a moment, like a smile had tried to cross his face. “We could find something…” the Guildmaster said finally. “Cynril?”


  “Yes, Guildmaster!”


  “Secure them and go… fetch two tunics for them.”


  “Yes, Guildmaster,” and Cynril locked the two collar chains to the post nearest Scythos’ desk.


  “I can’t believe you’re buying these,” Scythos said. “They don’t have a word of Greek.”


  “They will learn what they need,” said Dellios. “Some of my slaves speak Latin, so… it will not be that bad.”


  “You’ve got ferals?”


  “No,” said Dellios. “But ferals do pass through from time to time, and having some slaves who understand them is convenient. And teaching them keeps our fluency intact.”


  “I hadn’t considered that,” Scythos said, sitting back in his chair. “But then I deal with ferals all the time.”


  Dellios nodded as Cynril hurried back with two short tunics. “Will these do, Warlord, Guildmaster?”


  “Yes,” said Dellios, standing up. He took the tunics from Cynril, and handed them to the two ferals. “Put these on,” he said in Latin. “If our business is concluded?”


  “It is,” Scythos said. “Cynril, unlock these two.”


  Dellios gave the chain an exploratory tug, and looked at the two, who were – futilely – trying to pull the shapeless tunics down over their maleness. “So. If you weren’t gagged, you’d be begging me to buy your sword-brother, wouldn’t you?”


  The brown-haired one nodded.


  “You had that choice already,” Dellios said. “Your defiance will not be rewarded.” Both of them glared at him, and Dellios continued, “We will be walking for some time, and you both will follow me. If you have trouble doing that, then I will break your legs and drag you – one, or both of you.” Dellios stared directly at them. “If you doubt me, let me know now, and I will break them, now.”


  Neither of them moved, although they didn’t break eye contact.


  “We seem to understand each other,” Dellios said. “As it happens, I’d rather not drag you.” Dellios turned, and gave a tug on the chains. Socks let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding when the two followed Dellios, more or less obediently.


  There wasn’t any doubt in Sock’s mind at all as to whether the Master of Slaves would actually follow through or not. None whatsoever.
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  Captivity


  

  Dacien groaned as he woke up. The mattress – if one could call it that – was barely a pad, a folded blanket on top of rough planking, and he hurt all over, like… like… he couldn’t quite remember. There had been a… a… fight? Had he been in fight? Only he didn’t remember a fight, he didn’t… remember.


  With a rush of uneasyness, Dacien realized he didn’t remember anything. Not how he’d gotten here, not his… his something, just…


  His eyes snapped open, and he was in a tiny room. There was a minotaur, a huge burly beast, with a pelt so light even in the dim light he could see glints from the whiteness. Pristine, he knew. The minotaur was pristine. And then Dacien got his second surprise as he looked down at himself.


  Dacien was just a few inches shy of six feet, with brown hair, and a warrior’s body, a man who used sword, and… he remembered using a sword. Dimly. But… his body was that of a minotaur, too! A bright crimson red, splotched with white – roan marque blanc, a memory surfaced and vanished – and it felt… well, it should feel weird, waking up in a minotaur’s body, but it didn’t. It felt just like… like… he’d already done it? He shifted, preparing to stand, and something stopped him. “Oh,” he said. “What the fuck?”


  And why was there a chain on his ankle? He reached down to touch it, just as the other minotaur asked, “Latin? Why are we speaking Latin?”


  Doubly confused, Dacien looked at the minotaur. “Why not?”


  “I…” and the other minotaur paused, pressing his lips together. “I don’t know, it struck me as strange. I don’t… I didn’t realize I knew Latin. Until you said something.”


  “What language do you speak?” Dacien asked. “Normally, I mean.”


  “Greek, of course,” the other said, shifting to that language. “Or don’t you understand Greek?”


  “I do,” said Dacien. “A little…” and then he stopped, puzzled. “Better than I thought. I thought my Greek was choppy, but…” and then he stopped. “Did I get hit on the head, or something?”


  “Something,” the other minotaur said, looking away. “Both of us. All of us. And it will only get worse, I think.”


  “What will?”


  “Memory loss,” the other said. “But until I forget it, I’m Dusan. You?”


  “Dacien,” Dacien said. “What do you mean, until you forget it?”


  Dusan shrugged. “We’ve been sold. We’re property, and our new masters want us to to forget our old life. To prepare us for our new one.”


  “Slaves?” That reminded Dacien of something, vaguely. Hadn’t that already happened, too?


  “Worse,” said Dusan. “They are going to… burn us away, until all we know and think is how to obey them.”


  “How long have I been here?”


  “A day, or two, I think,” said Dusan. “Although my memory is not reliable,” he said with an attempt at humor. “They brought you, and two others. The other two are in another cell. They can’t hear us, if that’s what you’re wondering.”


  “No, but I would have…” said Dacien, reaching down, and gripping the chain. He doubted it would come out, but he had to try. It felt even solider than he’d thought.


  “The chain is embedded in the wall,” Dusan said. “And reinforced. It won’t break.”


  “Maybe the wall will break,” said Dacien.


  “Spoken like a true roan,” Dusan said. “But, no. These cells date from…” he paused. “I don’t know, anymore.” The pristine minotaur turned away, so Dacien couldn’t see his face. “I beg your forgiveness.”


  “Not your fault,” said Dacien. “Nothing to… forgive,” and the phrase seemed natural, rote, the right thing to say. Why was he so calm? “Am I, are we, I mean, drugged?”


  “Maybe,” Dusan said. “I don’t know. I never had anything to do with…” and he stopped. “Odd. I think I used to do something like this, I don’t know…” and Dacien could feel the other’s distress. “I asked why he doesn’t do all the memory scouring at once, and it’s because he strips so much out that he can’t get it all.”


  “He? Who?” A name leaped to mind, a brown minotaur with a smile. “Sasha?” The thought of the brown minotaur doing anything like that felt wrong, somehow.


  “Sasha? Who… no, the mage. Timas.”


  Mage. That sparked something, too. Sasha was a mage, Dacien remembered, and… and… whatever more was there was gone.


  “That name doesn’t mean anything to me, but… that doesn’t mean anything, either,” Dusan sighed. “We have water, and bread. It’s dull, but…”


  Dacien unwound the chain from the wall, and took a long drink of slightly musty but clean water, and then ate bread. It was better than army food, at least, and then the thought vanished again, like a fish slipping back underwater. The sensation was eerie, and he shuddered.


  “Something wrong?”


  “Just… trying to remember something that…” Dacien swallowed. “That I can’t.”


  “Yes,” Dusan said. “I know. It… it would be depressing if we actually remembered it.” The pristine minotaur gave an unhappy snort of laughter. “Believe me, I know.”


  “How long have you been here?”


  “I don’t know,” Dusan said. “Too long to know, I suppose. I don’t remember…” he paused, and then shook his head. “No, it’s gone, so much of it, I don’t remember my family, or if I had one, or college, if I went… I think I must have, I know… I know all the things a warlord should know, so…”


  “You were a warlord?”


  “Or learning,” said Dusan, and then grimaced. “If I knew how old I was I could guess, but… that’s gone, too.” He took a breath. “Not much left of me, less than I thought.”


  “How can you… be so calm about it?”


  “Drugged, or maybe there’s a calming spell on us to keep us docile,” Dusan said. “I suppose it would be as easy to do while he was scouring us.”


  “Who is he?”


  “He’s…” and Dusan paused. “He’s a hybrid, Pristine and Ebon. And… he’s served our Masters for a long time. And…” Dusan shook his head again. “I think I knew more, but it’s… not there. Thin. Gaunt. Looks dusty… do you remember him?”


  Dacien thought, carefully, and then shook his head. “No.”


  “Well, it doesn’t matter,” Dusan said, laying back on the other cot.


  “It doesn’t?”


  “No,” Dusan said. “By the time they let us out, we won’t remember anything. We’ll be ready for…” he stopped again. “Something. The next stage. I…” and then, “I don’t…” and then, a half-choked sob. “I wish it were over. I hate this, having my mind scraped out like melon.”


  That was, Dacien realized, probably the single worst thing that could happen to anyone, human or minotaur. Someone had talked to him about it, how a bull was nothing but his memories, and stripping them was a form of… “Would you rather be dead?” asked Dacien solemnly, remembering how that lecture had finished.


  After a moment, Dusan nodded. “I would, but… I can’t…”


  Dacien got up, walked over to where Dusan was sitting. “Are you sure?”


  “Yes,” Dusan said, closing his eyes. “Please.”


  Dacien gently bent Dusan’s head back, and raised his hand for a crushing blow to the throat. It was, he remembered fuzzily, one of the few vulnerable points on a minotaur. He took a breath, wanting to put all his strength into it, to make it quick, at least, if he could do nothing else. No, an alien thought burned through him, and Dacien’s hand slipped back to his side.


  “I can’t, either,” Dacien said after a moment. “I’m sorry.”


  “I didn’t think you could,” Dusan said, “but I’d hoped, just hoped, that maybe Timas had forgotten it. I should have known better.” He took another breath. “At least we won’t be aware of what happens to us.”


  “That’s… that’s not really comforting,” said Dacien.


  “No,” Dusan, from his cot. “It’s not.”


  “Does the door…”


  “No,” said Dusan. “There’s nothing we can do to get the door open, even if we had the key to the shackles. I already tried, just like I’m sure everybull who’s been in here has tried. But there’s nothing much else to do, so… go ahead.”


  “Right,” Dacien agreed, and went over to the door. Solid heavy oak, reinforced with steel bands, the door looked every bit as impassable as Dusan had described, and so Dacien turned his attention to the walls. For some reason he’d expected graffiti, but… they were bare. They were lit with a soft blue radiance, and… Dacien paused, finding some significance, something he needed to… and then he looked at the shackle, and the door again, and they, too, had that same blue light, but it didn’t seem to light the rest of the cell. The light didn’t glint from his cot, or the bucket of water, or the plate of bread, or the other bucket, or even Dusan himself… although…


  How was he seeing the other minotaur? He could see him, see the brilliant white of his coat but shouldn’t it be tinged blue from the light of the walls? There wasn’t any other light, so… so… why wasn’t Dusan blue, in that blue light? Why did he look white, and not merely white, but the gleaming purity of pristine white? Some faint hint of caution, even if he couldn’t remember the source, made him ask “Is it always this dark in here?”


  “Like a tomb,” Dusan said. “There’s some light when they open the door, but not much. Not that there’s anything to see in here.”


  “I guess not,” Dacien said, since he felt like he had to say something, and how come I can see in the dark? just didn’t seem like something he should say, even if he wasn’t sure why not. Especially since, now that he stopped to think about it, he was a mage, and that didn’t feel like a surprise, so maybe he’d known and it was yet one more memory that had been taken.


  Dacien knew with a diffuse but persistent certainty that he should be angry about this, furious, that this wasn’t just an injury but the gravest insult, not just to him, but to… to…


  The thought, and the anger slipped away, and left him floating in a pool of calm, but Dacien knew that was magic, he was shackled not just with steel and chain but his emotions had been locked down, damped, controlled… but if he was a mage – and he was, he knew he was – then he should be able to –


  No.


  

  Dacien came back slowly, he’d been slammed into unconciousness, there had been no subtlety, no finesse, to the effect, no gentleness, for all that it was sleep, and not death, that answered the forbidden action. But… thinking about magic didn’t do anything. Simply seeing in the dark, which had to be some kind of magic, even if he didn’t remember doing it, he could do, even if… no, he remembered nothing about doing magic, that was gone, entirely. But something, when he’d –


  No.


  

  Dacien’s first thought on coming back this time was that the prohibition was certainly effective. He sighed.


  “Are you well?” asked an anxious voice – Dusan. In Latin, interestingly.


  “Yes,” said Dacien. “Well enough. What…”


  “You just collapsed, on the floor. I put you on your cot, but… you were out, and you’ve been out for… a long time. Long enough for them to bring more bread and water. I tried to tell them you needed help, but… they don’t listen to me any more.” There was a short pause. “That’s odd.”


  “What?”


  “I was going to say, just, they don’t listen to me,” Dusan said. “Maybe they did?”


  “Don’t… you’ll just hurt yourself,” Dacien said. What remains of you, anyway.


  “Yes, well, I don’t think it matters,” Dusan said. “Not now. There’s no way out, and… it’s a way to pass the time.”


  “True,” said Dacien settling down on the cot again.


  After a few minutes, Dusan said, “Actually I don’t feel like talking.”


  “I understand,” Dacien said, his thoughts circling slowly around the fundamental question of who he was, if he couldn’t remember it. Were those thoughts gone, those memories, the person he had been, gone? Forever? Why would anyone do that? Could there have been a good reason? What could be a good enough reason, anyway – Dacien couldn’t think of one.


  Eventually, Dacien just got tired of thinking. There was one thing he could do. He reached out for his magic –


  No.


  

  The buckets, Dacien discovered finally, were changed by silent minotaurs, ebon-pristine crosses, exactly like… like… and he knew he should have been angry again, running into yet another place in his mind that had been ripped out, but he wasn’t, and he started to wonder if that artificial calmness wasn’t really a good thing. The corridors outside were lit with dim mage-light, but it sufficed to remove the odd perception of the glow that lit the room, or the strange not-light that let him see Dusan. His vision was worse; the minotaurs were white and black and gray, and if it hadn’t been for their size, or their resemblance… resemblance…


  Dacien ignored the hole in his memory, and just watched them. They were quiet, made no sounds, moved around him. On a sudden whim, he swung at one and it blurred out of his way, otherwise just ignoring him.


  “They do that,” Dusan said, something far away in his voice. “Don’t let it bother you.”


  “I’m not sure anything could bother me,” Dacien said tranquilly, watching the silent minotaurs walk out. “I think I’m so spell-wound that I could…” and then he paused, not wanting to say out, run head-first into a stone wall without flinching. Could he? Was he strong enough for that to be fatal? Yes, he thought he was. Would whatever set of prohibitions he was under prevent him from doing that? Probably, although it would be foolish to test something so self-destructive. No wonder he’d been told that this sort of manipulation was the worst… someone had told him, Dacien realized, someone important, someone…


  For the first time an emotion peeked through whatever was muffling his thoughts. Loss. It had been, that someone had been… and… the harder he tried to remember the bigger the hole was, only it wasn’t a hole, Dacien realized, it was a wound. He’d been maimed, and it was worse because… he couldn’t know how, or what, just that he was. Dacien’s thoughts darkened, and he promised himself that if he had the chance… there was no penalty sufficient for this wrong.


  From somewhere, from that same gap in himself, floated the thought that he’d asked the question, for… for… and there was no way to heal that wound. What had been ripped from him was gone; what had been forgotten, lost.


  Dacien lost track of sleeping and wakefulness after that, and after it became clear that talking to Dusan just made the gaps that much more obvious for both of them, they found themselves in mutually agreed-upon silence.


  Until Dusan woke him up, shaking him lightly. “What?” Dacien asked.


  “Where am I?” Dusan asked.


  “A prison,” Dacien answered, and then the sleep fell off him, and he realized. “Your name is Dusan.”


  “It… it is?”


  “Yes,” said Dacien, trying not to let his voice shake. “I’m sorry. It’s all gone, isn’t it?”


  “I… what… what’s gone?”


  “Your memory,” Dacien whispered. “Everything. Can… do you remember anything before… now?”


  “No. I was looking for a candle, a lamp, something…”


  “I’m sorry,” Dacien said. “It’s dark, except… except when the door opens. There’s food, and a… bucket, if…”


  “Yes,” the pristine minotaur that had been Dusan said, and Dacien wordlessly guided him over to it and he used it, and then took a little water, and the plain bread.


  After a while, Dusan asked, “Can you tell me anything?” and there was a note of desperation.


  “I don’t know anything about you, other than your name. You were here when I got here, you remembered… a little more. A mage took your memories, I think.” It’s probably going to happen to me, too.


  “Why?” asked Dusan.


  “I don’t know. You did, I think, but…” you never told me sounded too cruel to finish. “You didn’t, anymore, by the time I got here.”


  “Who are you?”


  “Dacien. From nowhere that I remember, of nobody that I know. All I know is that… there was somewhere. There were people. But it’s gone.”


  “So there were… people, for me?”


  “I assume so,” said Dacien. “But I don’t know. I don’t think I knew you, I doubt you knew me.”


  “There’s nothing there,” whispered Dusan. “Nothing.”


  “What… why? Why would anyone do this to me? To anyone?”


  “I don’t know, if I ever did,” said Dacien. “Er, this is my cot.”


  “Oh, yes, I beg your forgiveness,” Dusan said, turning and feeling his way over to the other one.


  “Nothing to forgive,” Dacien said.


  “I suppose maybe I’ll see if I can get some sleep,” Dusan said, and sat down on his cot, laid himself down, and then rolled onto his side. A moment later, he’d curled up, and was starting to shake, although Dacien heard nothing. Dacien stared, puzzled, until he realized that Dusan didn’t – couldn’t – know Dacien could see in the dark. Dusan was crying, but he would think it was silent, and unseen in the pitch black of the cell.


  Dacien struggled with himself for a moment, but… he got up, the shackle on his chain clinking slightly and that slight sound arrested Dusan’s movement. It didn’t matter. Dacien took the single step that separated the narrow cots in the tiny cell, and put a hand, slowly, on Dusan’s shoulder.


  The pristine minotaur tensed, and a glimmer of not-light ran down him, and a corner of Dacien’s mind wondered at that even as the rest of him was focused on the minotaur. “I…” Dacien started, and paused. What could he say? Just… “I know there’s nothing I can say,” Dacien started again. “I can’t tell you it will work out, because…” because it won’t, but Dacien didn’t want to say that. “There’s nothing to say.”


  Dacien lay down next to the motionless minotaur, as close as the taut chain on his ankle would permit, reached out, and pulled Dusan closer to him. “For the moment,” Dacien said, his voice quiet, “we’re both alive.”


  Dusan gave a single, wracking sob.


  “I know,” whispered Dacien. “I know.”


  

  Some unknowable amount of time later that felt like hours but could have been minutes to a day, two of the silent ebon-pristine hybrids separated them, pulling Dusan out of the cell in the same wordless economy of motion with which they did everything, and the door closed again. The pristine minotaur had been frantic when they entered, and was frenzied when the door closed, but the click of the door cut off the sounds of his protest like a cleaver might take off the neck of a chicken.


  More magic, Dacien thought bitterly, knowing that there was… something, something he should have done. Something he should be able to do. Something he could do, if it weren’t for that merciless, accursed voice in his head, that resounding no followed by unconsciousness. He’d felt helpless before, he knew, but… he didn’t think it had ever had this tang of bitterness to it. It might be that not all minotaurs were monsters – and why would he think that, he wondered – but some were.


  These were.


  It was another unknowable amount of time, albeit one that felt shorter, when they brought the limp figure of Dusan back, and rechained the unmoving figure. Dacien couldn’t see in the dim light from the corridor, but once the door shut and the dark closed around them again, he could.


  Lines of gold glimmered across Dusan’s body, roughly horizontal, long across his back, shorter against his sides and legs and arms… only his face didn’t have them, although there were silvery tear-tracks running down his face. It took a moment for him to recognize the lines as cuts, from a whip – a metal cane, applied with force and cruelty – and Dacien was almost to him when Dusan croaked out, “No, don’t… don’t touch me, Dacien, don’t touch me, you’ll get it on you, too… don’t touch me!”


  “Get what on you?” Why was this familiar?


  “I…” and Dusan didn’t bother choking back the sob this time. “Urine. I’m soaked in it, it will… they’re breaking me, Dacien, but there’s no reason for it to happen to you.”


  “It will happen to me, anyway,” Dacien said, starting to move. “That’s the only possible outcome.”


  “Please,” said Dusan with a groan. “Please don’t.”


  Dacien stopped. “I will respect your wishes, but…” Dacien paused. “But you will be beyond helping, soon, won’t you?”


  “Yes,” said Dusan.


  “And I will be beyond being able to help, yes?”


  “You… maybe.” A moment later dragged the more honest, “Yes. If you’re here, with me, then… yes.”


  “Then why not let me help while I still can?” said Dacien, quietly. “Please?”


  Dusan looked at him. “You… that is…” the minotaur groaned. “Ridiculous and… hard to refute. But if you feel that strongly…”


  Dacien was there, reaching into the water bucket, pulled up the dipper, wet a rag of blanket, and began sponging Dusan down.


  “Don’t…”


  “I won’t get it in our drinking water,” sighed Dacien.


  “It’s… just hitting me… pretty hard…” said Dusan. “And… your touch is… making it almost as much worse as better, if you understand…”


  “Oh, I understand,” Dacien said with feeling. “It’s just like when…” and Dacien paused. When what? “I… think I’ve been where you are now, it’s just…”


  “Something you almost but can’t quite remember, yes,” said Dusan, between small jerks. ”Believe me, I know…”


  “We both do,” said Dacien, continuing to sponge off the blood. “We both do.”


  Dacien had worked his way over Dusan’s back, and had just started at the top of his legs. The marks here were deeper and wider, and Dacien was more careful. “This looks… pretty harsh.”


  “I’ve…” and there was a pause, “seen worse.”


  “I’m sorry,” Dacien said. “Does this hurt?”


  “Don’t be sorry,” Dusan said. “I think… I think I was the one doing it. And no, it’s not bad. It will help it heal, anyway. I… I know I don’t know you well enough to ask, but I really need to be fucked.”


  “Oh, look on the positive side. You might have,” said Dacien with a grin.


  “I…” and there was silence, followed a moment later with laughter.


  

  The laughter, and everything else, was over by the time the door opened, and Dusan was taken away, again. After some time, another minotaur entered, an ebon marque blanque, followed by an even larger, deep ebon minotaur, wearing deep black clothes with a green shimmer. The obvious finery drew Dacien’s attention to the much plainer clothes of the ebon-pristine minotaur. Well-made, but worn, they didn’t even looked dyed, trousers and tunics in two different shades of yellowed off-white, and certainly not matched and carefully fit like the ebon’s. They both looked at Dacien steadily, and Dacien just forced himself to look back. Neither looked familiar, but Dacien could hardly trust his memory at this point.


  “Who are you?” Dacien asked.


  “Be silent,” the ebon said. “Your voice offends me.”


  “Then you are easily offended,” Dacien said. “As well as rude. Who are you?”


  “Its obedience leaves much to be desired,” the ebon said, disappovingly. “Why is it still talking?”


  “It does not recognize you as to be obeyed, you must identify yourself.”


  “Hybrid,” the ebon minotaur said, “I am Wolachya, and I am to be obeyed. Be silent in my presence.”


  Dacien felt… something shift, even as the ebon-pristine minotaur said, “It will be silent, Master, although, if I may say…”


  You can go fuck yourself, died on Dacien’s tongue. He couldn’t say it.


  “No,” said the ebon. “You may not. I am not interested in excuses, Timas, and neither are my colleagues. I can see this will take time, so begin bringing it under full control immediately.”


  “Master, I don’t understand. Do you mean adjusting it, or…”


  “No, Timas. Its mind is healing, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “How long until its temporal sense can be enhanced?”


  Magic blossomed, like the keening of a high wind, and Dacien just barely prevented himself from trying to touch it, by trying to tell the ebon Wolachya whatever it was to go fuck yourself with a pike. He couldn’t say it, couldn’t even begin to, but the effort kept him motionless. Was that the beginning of the twitch of a smile on the mindbender’s face?


  “Not less than a month, Master, perhaps longer. It’s healing slowly.”


  “Why?”


  “I… that is… because of the shape of its mind, Master, and I had to cut deeper than usual to remove some childhood memories without… it is hard to explain, Master, so that it would make sense. I could show you, Master.”


  “You may not touch my mind,” the ebon said almost instantly.


  “No, Master.”


  “Nor the mind of any pureblood without the council’s command.”


  “I understand and obey, Master. I was merely…”


  “You may stop explaining yourself now,” the ebon said. “It is not important. Do those strictures still hold firm in your mind?”


  “They do, Master.”


  “See that they remain so.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Have you touched the mind of any pureblood other than those selected for conversion, for any reason other than to test their loyalty to their line?”


  “No, Master.”


  “You are clear that you are to report any such request to me and to the entire council, at the first possible moment, and that nothing is more important than that report?”


  “Yes, Master, I understand.”


  “Bring him under control by conventional means. It will be slow, but we have time, and it’s better, in any case.”


  “Yes, Master. Should I keep Four and Five separated, then?”


  Five. That was important; vitally important, but… why? Why?


  “No… they are all under the simple obedience compulsion?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Then command them all to be silent, and begin their conditioning.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “And… have this one dyed. Its coloration is offensive.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Keep me informed,” the ebon said. “Carry on.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  The ebon turned and left, and Dacien drew a breath, waiting until the ebon-pristine minotaur turned back to him. He didn’t want to give the mage time to say anything, so, as soon as he could speak again… “Timas, mindfuck Wolachya into wanting to fuck a sow!”


  The smile came and went so quickly that Dacien would have missed it, but Timas simply bowed, and left, closing the door behind him.


  

  Dusan was not returned, but it was still a long wait – silent ebon-pristine minotaurs replaced the bread and water three times before Timas returned. Dacien had been planning his next order, but magic gripped him, and held him motionless as the door opened. “I am Timas,” the ebon marque marque blanc minotaur said quietly, “and I am to be obeyed. You will be silent at all times, never to speak unless you are singled out, and specifically ordered to speak.”


  Dacien could feel the command take hold, and cursed silently.


  “Our Masters do not appreciate defiance,” Timas said, lifting his arms and pulling his tunic off. He turned around, revealing a back that had been shredded by whipstrokes – Dacien had seen deserters, and the images of humans so beaten jumped into his mind. They died, he remembered, although he couldn’t remember who they were, or what they had done, other than desert… abandon… what?


  “I will recover,” the mage said, pulling the tunic back on and turning back to face Dacien. “I was instructed to show you how painful ill-considered defiance can be. Do you understand?”


  Dacien must have looked as confused as he felt, or perhaps the mage was still in his mind – creepy thought, that, for the minotaur said, slowly, “Have you then seen how painful ill-considered defiance can be?”


  Had he seen…


  Oh.


  Dacien felt sick for a moment, and then shook his head, and then nodded, yes. He hadn’t asked Timas to do that for him, hadn’t expected Timas to take the whipping himself, so he could show Dacien how painful defiance could be, Dacien would have been perfectly happy to take it himself… his throat froze, though, when Dacien tried to ask, why.


  Timas just stared at him. “I am pleased that you see how painful ill-considered defiance can be,” the minotaur said.


  Oh. Dacien nodded. “And, of course, being silent, you will be unable to… misrepresent yourself, or trigger any other important commands,” the mage went on. “Come.”


  Without even thinking about it, Dacien got up, and started to follow the mage, until the shackle stopped him. Timas reached down, and the shackle clicked open. “Come.”


  Conditioning consisted of long-distance running, through a long circular tunnel that spiraled down several hundred feet to a turnaround area, and Dacien counted twenty-eight other minotaur doing that run as well. Most of them were ebon, or pristine, and they wore clothing… like Wolachya’s, not Timas. Six of them were ebon marque blanc or pristine marque noir, and they were dressed… like he was.


  It was something to think about.


  Ill-considered defiance was another thing to think about, while he ran up and down the spiral. Someone in his past had been… had taught… the gap was there, and he didn’t know who it was, or if it had even been simply one bull alone, but he’d taught Dacien to listen carefully. That minotaurs (and why was he not thinking of himself as one of them? That was another puzzle buried under the gaps, but Dacien set that one aside). Timas had used the phrase ill-considered every time he’s said defiance. Ponder it as he might, Dacien could only come to one conclusion: Timas was urging considered defiance. Telling him, in fact, that there was some way he might fight back. But the way Timas had phrased it, that, too, was telling. It wasn’t what Timas had said, but what he hadn’t said. Obviously the mage, too, was a slave, as tightly controlled – no, more tightly controlled – than Dacien was right now.


  But what kind of defiance? He’d discovered he had to obey Timas, and Wolachya, and any of the other trainers who simply told him their names, and ordered him to obey. Since Timas’ first command had been silence, it didn’t leave a lot of option. He could, he supposed, reach out to his magic and pass out, that would be a kind of defiance, but it didn’t seem effective. It didn’t tell him anything, and… he couldn’t wait on Timas to find the opportunity to not say, however carefully, what would be effective. Obviously the mage had something in mind, something he… wanted? Hoped?


  No, he was going about this backwards. What kind of commands had Timas been given? Obey, obviously. Do not thwart us, seemed likely. Specific commands, probably about when and how he could use his magic – and never on purebloods… purebloods… that stirred something in his memory, too, and Dacien cursed his captors for the thousandth time for butchering his thoughts like this. Only Timas had said more, that his Masters wanted… wanted to keep him from misrepresenting himself, or triggering orders like he had with Timas.


  And suddenly he felt like an idiot. He’d known what to say, he’d heard Wolachya say it, Timas say it, the trainers say it. All he’d needed to do was to say I am Dacien. I am to be obeyed. Maybe it wouldn’t have worked on Timas, but… Dacien was certain it would have worked on Dusan, and perhaps any of the other… The other part became clear. Purebloods. Wolachya’s distaste at his roan and pristine markings. They weren’t pure, not to these minotaur, not worthy, they were nothing and less than nothing, things to be reshaped into… into…


  Obedient mindless killing machines.


  Where the memory came from, Dacien couldn’t say, but he had it. He’d seen it. And then he had hope. If nothing was possible, if he was to fall into that abyss, then… why would Timas warn him about ill-considered defiance, or mention the possibility of misrepresenting himself? He might not have speech now, but… perhaps he could find some way to get it back. Or…


  Dacien would simply be alert to other possibilities. There had to be some, after all, or Timas wouldn’t have said anything. His letters were poor, he remembered, but perhaps he could write. And… maybe he could escape, after all. If his orders were misphrased. Or… Dacien considered. Or even misinterpreted. There had to be some possibilities there. Not every trainer could be as precise or exacting as Wolachya had to Timas, earlier. No, he needed to pretend to obey, pretend to bend, pretend until he had the information he needed.


  Dacien would wait, he decided, with whatever well-considered defiance he could, until he had a real chance of escape.
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  interlude III


  

  The silence at the Sycllan Council felt like a tangible weight. General Januisz sat stiff and rigid, staring into space. General Wolachya slumped in his chair, contributing to the general malaise with a brooding withdrawal. General Andrei simply sat, waiting for someone else – anyone else – to break the tension after General Sandor had held up the blue pearl with anything but a triumphant smile. Only Timas didn’t look any different; Timas was always silent unless ordered to speak.


  It was finally, after a long, long, silence that grew that much harder to break, that General Ladislas finally asked, “Is it confirmed?”


  General Sandor simply waved his hand at Januisz.


  “Yes. Lord Fog was… selected. Confirmed as Patriarch. Lord Teodor of Lycaili,” Januisz said heavily.


  “Zachiah, I thought you said,” General Ladislas said. “Or Michael.”


  “Yes,” said General Januisz. “Obviously I and my staff were wrong.”


  “Obviously,” said Ladislas. “I heard a rumor that there was other news. Bad news.”


  General Januisz’s face tightened. “Yes. The roan has proved just how unstable he is. He… made a public announcement. About us. Called us brigands. Offered an amnesty.”


  “Is that the worst of it?” asked Ladislas, as if he knew exactly what else had happened.


  “No,” said Januisz, wondering if somehow Ladislas had known. Was one of his staff secretly reporting to him? “Somehow… he’s connected us to Scylla.”


  The long silence was even deeper than before.


  “Am I to understand,” General Wolachya asked softly, “that this upstart lowblood has publically linked us to Scylla?”


  “Yes,” said General Januisz. “I have a mostly verbatim copy of his remarks.”


  “In… in what venue?” asked Andrei.


  Januisz managed, somehow, not to grit his teeth. “At his confirmation.”


  “Hardly good news,” Ladislas said softly.


  “No,” said Sandor. “But… is that the worst?”


  “There is the matter of the amnesty,” Januisz said. “Lord Teodor has offered an amnesty to anyone not directly involved in the attacks. Anyone but us, more or less.”


  “Creator’s folly,” swore Casimir. “Kill him. I propose we kill him immediately.”


  “The first attempt failed,” Andrei said. “Miserably. He is now on guard.”


  “We got Cresphontes,” Casimir said.


  “Somehow, they killed the entire commando team. All of our direct action teams have repeatedly encountered stiff, and very effective resistance,” Andrei said. “And we do not have an unlimited supply of commandos. In fact, of my thirty commandos, fifteen have been lost. That’s half. At any time, eleven are on our outer perimeter, and another two in the inner perimeter. This leaves me with… count them yourself, two remaining commandos that I can commit to action. Two.”


  “Where did Sandor…”


  “Sandor took his personal commandos, and those of Lad and Casimir,” Andrei said. “Because mine were committed to Cresphontes. It seemed like the logical thing to do, Lycaili is far more remote than the House of the Lost, and my teams are used to operating so.”


  “Perhaps we should replace you with Sandor,” Januisz said.


  “Sandor was also permitted to lead his team. My teams were in a pure-commando mode. I am beginning to think that is a severe disadvantage,” Andrei snapped. “Sandor, suppose you’d given only your commandos instruction, and they’d concentrated on Chelm.”


  “It… would have gone worse,” admitted Sandor. “I don’t know how much worse, but assuming he was as effective in personal combat as he was with that knife – and I still have no clue how he threw it – we could have lost several commandos, perhaps even failed, since they were under instructions to capture, not kill.”


  “Could have?” pressed Andrei. “I want your honest appraisal of your expectation. Timas?”


  “I expect the mission would have failed, worse than it did. I expect we would have lost some, and possibly all, of the assigned commandos,” Sandor said.


  “Truth.”


  “I will not assign another blind mission,” Andrei said bluntly. “I have no qualms about losing commandos – that’s what they’re for, but I do have an issue with losing them and failing the mission. If you want to vote to replace me with Sandor – do so.”


  “I do not seek that,” Sandor said quickly. “General Andrei, I have no qualms about the quality of your organization. I do not think I could do, well, significantly better.”


  “Truth,” said the hybrid mage.


  “No more, Timas,” Sandor said. “We need to build up our reserve of commandos again.”


  “Agreed,” said Ladislas. “The consensus, as I judged it previously, was that buying mongrels would not benefit us. Are we still of that opinion? Because, I was not, and I am not.”


  “I… would rethink it,” said Casimir.


  “They’re troublesome,” muttered Wolachya. “And what if we buy someone attached to obsessives like Iudas and Dellios?”


  “They have no reason to look at us,” Andrei said. “We didn’t buy Xerxes.”


  “Not my point,” said Wolachya. “Simply that mongrels, on occasion, have persistent relatives. And, Andrei, tell me that Dellios’ probing has come nowhere close to your operations, regardless of your involvement with Xerxes.”


  “I had nothing to do with Xerxes!” said Andrei. “Timas!”


  “True.”


  “Again, not my point,” said General Wolachya heavily. “The point was that both Iudas and Dellios are investigating the slave trade, closely. Iudas’ involvement with money means that he becomes aware, eventually, of almost every sizable transaction. It flows through him, or one of his good friends, and they talk to each other. They may not mention exact dates, or exact sums, and they certainly do not discuss their clients with each other… but they talk. And they borrow and loan between themselves.”


  “Should we have Timas pay a visit to Iudas?” asked Sandor.


  “I…”


  “No,” said Casimir. “He dines with Lord Tarragon once or twice a month. The thing is impossible.”


  “I was about to say, I did not think it would be a good idea,” said Wolachya. “Iudas is not about to discover us, he just makes my life… more interesting. I merely wish to avoid another one or two relatives looking for their bloodstock.”


  “A good thing,” said Sandor. “Yes. We need to make sure we’re buying… embarassments, something the family wants to keep private.”


  “Then you approve of this scheme?” asked Casimir. “I thought you were uneasy at buying mongrels?”


  “I… Andrei cannot be expected to maintain the perimeters and on-call teams with so few commandos,” Sandor said. “Perhaps each of the rest of us should draft… two?… of ours, and turn them over to Andrei. But that means we need to bring our forces up to normal at the earliest moment.”


  “I dislike it much,” said Ladislas. “Very much. But… I do not see any good alternatives. Two of ours to Andrei, yes, and… seek to buy… those who will not be missed. Andrei? Can you do that?”


  “I will.”


  “Januisz?” asked Sandor. “You’ve had very little to say.”


  “I am concerned about this amnesty offer,” Januisz said.


  “What is it?”


  “We do not have the details… Lord Teodor announced it, but did not give the details,” Januisz said. “I imagine the next report will have the details.”


  “You think one of our agents will turn on us?” asked Casimir.


  “Not really, but… think of the damage that would happen if one did,” said Januisz slowly. “And if Lord Teodor were to publicly announce everything he learned?”


  “Disaster,” said Sandor. “It would be a disaster. What if he offers some kind of reward for intelligence on us? How good is Lycaili’s intelligence, anyway?”


  “Very good,” said Januisz. “We have been unable to determine who runs it, nothing beyond a few likely participants. We think Teodor himself was high up, perhaps even the head. Keeping track of Teodor when he was – supposedly – at his estate was difficult. The estate is isolated and lies on unstable borders – perfect for quick travel, for a talented air mage. He could be anywhere he could twist a path.


  “I thought that border was too unreliable for travel?”


  “Timas?”


  “It is too unreliable for multiple persons,” Timas said. “If Lord Teodor wished to take only himself – then he could so so reliably. If he wished to take others, then that is difficult.”


  “But Teodor, Lord Fog, is said to be a brilliant mage. Perhaps he found some way around this?”


  Timas shrugged. “The Master who instructed me said it could not be done.”


  “He wouldn’t need to take anyone,” Januisz said. “Undetectable, unstoppable, and he could hold the path open while he met with agents far away, or… modified them. He has a serious reputation as a mindbender.”


  “Could that be how he got confirmed?” asked Casimir.


  “Possibly, although… he could have bamboozled that brown mage, Sasha, but I don’t see how he could slip anything past Lord Winter,” said Januisz. “We haven’t been able to.”


  “Perhaps the mages are working together.”


  “Then Ianthos would have been the obvious choice,” responded Januisz. “A violet would be far less conspicuous than a roan.”


  “And why would his first act be to imprison Xavien Lord Green?” asked Ladislas.


  Januisz looked up sharply. “Did I mention that?”


  “You should have,” Ladislas said. “It seems like information we should have.”


  “I will have the report copied for you, General Ladislas.”


  “And I am also concerned about our agents in Lycaili,” Ladislas said. “Perhaps we should withdraw them.”


  “There is no need. They are all loyal. Timas attests to them,” said Januisz.


  “They must guess we have agents,” said Ladislas. “And they will hunt for them.”


  “They will find nothing,” said Januisz. “They have impeccable cover, and their reports are oral to my factor in Venrir.”


  “No,” said Ladislas. “I think we should withdraw completely from Venrir, Lycaili, and Ouroubouros. At the very least, Lycaili. They have surprised us unpleasantly over and over, and if they take one of our agents alive… we lose much.”


  “They are safe,” insisted Januisz. “And we must have eyes if we are to know how to attack.”


  “Why must we attack?” asked Ladislas. “Why must we continue this confrontation?”


  “They started it,” said Wolachya.


  “We don’t know that,” said Ladislas. “And even if we did… so what? Let us withdraw for a hundred, two hundred years.”


  “Lycaili sits on the gate to human lands! We must have that gate!”


  Ladislas shook his head. “Our current course will not gain it for us, that is more than reason to change course.”


  “And I suppose you have a plan?”


  “As a matter of fact… yes. We do.” Ladislas indicated the other two Pristine minotaurs. “Ungoliant and Tepes want that access every bit as much as we do. Ungoliant is willing to ban commandos, but… they will want something for it. And so will Tepes.”


  “Mog Ford, you mean, and Howling Pass,” said Casimir. “If Lord Teodor’s attention is on us, then… he might be willing to offer that, if he thinks it hurts us.” The ebon minotaur turned to Januisz. “Jan, it’s… not a bad strategy. And it gets us out.”


  Januisz just looked at Casimir.


  “I won’t vote against you, Jan, but I think… I think it’s worth considering.”


  “But we will still need eyes in Lycaili,” Januisz said. “Unless you can replace them.”


  “My agent returned a little after your report came,” Ladislas said. “I intend to retire that agent.”


  “Permanently?” asked Wolachya, sounding interested.


  “He is not available for your training programs,” Ladislas said coldly. “He is a pureblood, bloodstock, and loyal to our clan.”


  “Perhaps he would volunteer,” said Wolachya. “For the good of the clan. Since he’s bloodstock we could keep him to duties inside the inner perimeter.”


  “No,” said Sandor, opening his mouth a moment before Andrei. The last Pristine general nodded to Sandor, who continued. “We surrendered Dusan because there was reason. I think it is not we who owe you a candidate. Perhaps… perhaps the fellow who spilled the soup. And failed to report it. Lubor, wasn’t it?”


  “Lubor is bloodstock,” growled Casimir. “And he did not spill soup, a human stumbled over him. He was given training too advanced for him. We cannot penalize him for his Master’s error.”


  “We can keep him inside the perimeter,” Andrei said with a smile. “And… remind me, again, precisely whose error Dusan was converted for?”


  “We had to, to show our agents that we cannot tolerate…”


  “Errors? For any reason? Such as spilling soup? Which is what his error led to, I point out.” interrupted Andrei. “Such as spilling soup? And how exactly was Lubor being trained when he was spying on Iudas? When he was caught?”


  “He wasn’t caught!”


  “They knew he was there,”


  “They supposed it,” Wolachya said. “He was not directly detected.”


  “Well, and he didn’t have to be,” said Andrei, angrily. “Lubor should be converted. He should have been converted when you discovered he’d lied about his mission going smoothly.”


  “He thought it had!” Casimir said.


  “Which only goes to show how poor at thinking he is,” said Andrei. “He should leave the thinking to those more capable of it. Dusan showed a great deal of promise, but Sandor and Ladislas agreed that we could not let something like that pass. But an Ebon seems to get a free pass, and…”


  “It is NOT because he’s Ebon!” shouted Casimir.


  “Oh? Should I ask Timas to verify that?” said Andrei coldly.


  “This is not an argument we should be having,” said Januisz. “Please. Sandor?”


  “I agree,” said Sandor. “Move on.”


  “Vote,” said Andrei. “I vote we continue this discussion.”


  “No. No good will come of it,” said Casimir.


  Januisz shook his head, and then said, “No.”


  Ladislas was silent, and then said, deliberately, “Continue the discussion, and then turned to stare at Sandor.


  Sandor shrugged, unwilling to override the other two Pristine generals. “Continue. I am sorry,”


  “Not sorry enough to quash the topic,” said Casimir.


  “Cas,” and Januisz laid a hand on the other Ebon’s shoulder. “They do have a point.”


  “This is different!”


  “In that Lubor is your current bedwarmer?” asked Andrei.


  “He’s bloodstock,” said Casimir. “Dusan wasn’t. That’s the difference.”


  “We need commandos,” Ladislas said. “And he can continue to be bloodstock, after he’s converted.”


  “We don’t convert bloodstock,” said Casimir.


  “We don’t often convert bloodstock,” said Sandor. “We have.”


  Januisz looked at Sandor. “We have, but, could I, ask, as a favor, a personal favor, from you to me, that we put this discussion off until our next council? Just… give us some time?”


  “So that you can assign your precious Lubor out-perimeter, so he is conveniently unavailable?” asked Andrei.


  “Let him be confined as if he were awaiting conversion, and we can move on,” said Ladislas. “That is as much compromise as I feel like offering, today.”


  “Would that be acceptable?”


  “No,” said Casimir. “Absolutely not.”


  “It would,” said Januisz, looking away.


  “Jan!”


  “It will be acceptable,” said Wolachya, slowly. “Absent a decision, he will be freed, of course. All we are granting is time. We are not agreeing to convert him.”


  “Yes. Fine. Nor not to,” agreed Andrei. “That’s what tabling the discussion means.”


  “That would be… five to one. Lubor to be confined,” Sandor said, “to be released after our next council.” The Pristine general looked around the table, but nobody added anything. Casimir crossed his arms and stared angrily at Andrei, who returned only a bland look.


  “I believe we’d decided to step down our campaign in Lycaili, and press for access through Ungoliant and Tepes?” asked Sandor.


  “Yes,” said Januisz, and Wolachya nodded.


  “Good. And we’d direct Andrei to see if he can find some low-profile bulls to acquire for conversion,” said Sandor.


  “Did we decide that?” asked Januisz. “I don’t remember a consensus.”


  “Vote, then,” said Sandor.


  Januisz shook his head, and then said, “I don’t like it, but… yes.”


  “Yes,” said Ladislas, simply.


  “Yes,” said Wolachya. “But low profile. I don’t want anyone coming after them!”


  “Yes,” said Andrei.


  “No,” said Casimir.


  Sandor sighed. “No, although it hardly seems worth voting. Andrei, you may proceed.”


  “I have a question,” said Ladislas. “For General Januisz.”


  “Of course,” said Januisz.


  “I know I suggested pulling your agent – or agents – from Lycaili,” said Ladislas. “But if you’re not going to do that, we need to know how they made the Scylla connection.”


  Januisz nodded. “I’ve already instructed them to find out, and I suspect my agent is already working on that.”


  “Does it matter?” asked Sandor. “I mean, if they’ve made the connection, it’s a little late.”


  “It matters,” said Januisz. “We need to know what happened, why they know – and how much they know. They obviously don’t know where to find us, or they never would have sent anyone to the House.”


  “So what do they know? I doubt even a wild blade like Lord Teodor would reveal everything he knew,” Januisz said.


  “We need to find out more about him, too.”


  “I’ve instructed our agents in Ungoliant and Tepes to get their information on him.” Januisz said. “We’ll have all the information we could want in a few days.”


  “Good,” said Sandor. “It seems to me that we’ve exhausted the potential for useful discussion, so if there is nothing else?”


  “Yes,” said Casimir. “One thing. What about Lord Teodor’s son?”


  All of them looked at Timas for a moment, and then five of them looked back at Casimir.


  “What about him?” asked Sandor.


  “Perhaps he would be leverage, the way we’d thought Bryant might be?”


  The six of them looked at Timas, for a long moment, before General Sandor asked the question. “Timas? Did you wipe the roan hybrid already?”


  “Yes,” said Timas.


  This time, none of them broke the silence.


  16


  Disorientation


  

  Socks knew that there were any number of things he didn’t understand. He didn’t know what the Guildmaster bought and sold, and he didn’t know why the Master of Slave had been so nice to him after he’d thrown soup on the Master, and although he was pretty sure the Master of Slave hadn’t brought him to the markets to sell him, he wasn’t sure it was just to ward off unwanted attention. That had to be part of it, of course, because a minotaur would never lie, but a minotaur would tell less than the complete truth, too. He had thought he would find out what that second reason was, but the errand into the city seemed to be concluded, and although he had learned a lot, he still wasn’t entirely sure why the Guildmaster’s Master of Slave had brought him along.


  The two ferals the Master had purchased had followed them, a little unwillingly but calmly enough through the city gates. They’d taken off running, though, once they were a little outside the city. Maybe they thought that by going in different directions one of them could get away, but how that one would get out of the steel and leather restraint holding their arms behind them, Socks had no idea. Maybe they figured the first step was just to get away.


  There was no chance of that, of course. The Master had simply told Socks, “Stay here,” and blurred after them. No human could outrun a minotaur, and the Master was back with the first one in under a minute. The warlord chained and locked him to the carriage, and then vanished again. The other must have used the minute to hide, because it took the pale green minotaur nearly three minutes to reappear, moving normally, dragging the human behind him. Socks was afraid the Master would be angry, but he didn’t look or act as if he were angry.


  “You can’t outrun a minotaur,” Socks said, quietly, in his slow Latin, while the Master was still far away.


  The human just stared at him. Since he was gagged, as well as wearing the arm restraints, it was all he could do, except maybe glare, but he didn’t look angry, either. More resigned, Socks thought. Maybe wondering if the Master was going to break his legs, and Socks had to admit he was wondering that, too.


  The Master of Slave did nothing other than to chain the second human to the carriage. “Although I could not drag two resisting ferals through the streets, the additional weight of the carriage and horses will do that, regardless of whether legs are broken or no. You may walk after the carriage, or you may be dragged, as you choose,” he said, getting onto the carriage. “Socks, follow the carriage as well.”


  “Yes, Master,” Socks said, surprised. He’d ridden with the minotaur on the way here, and he’d thought he’d ride back, but, of course, it was the Master’s decision. At least he wasn’t chained to the carriage, which made it easier to jog back. The carriage was going slowly – Socks wasn’t sure he could have run the five miles back to Iudas’ house. He watched the other two; they tested the chains from time to time, but they were secure, and the two humans didn’t seem to have any trouble keeping up, even with their hands locked behind them. They didn’t say anything, although they gave Socks an occasional cold stare.


  By the time they reached Iudas’ home, Socks was exhausted, and even the two ferals looked tired. The carriage didn’t stop at the house, but proceeded directly to the stables, and so they followed it; the ferals because they were chained to it, and Socks because the Master had told him to.


  It stopped at the carriage house, and several slaves came out. In a few moments, the horses were moving towards the stables, and the carriage was being wheeled into its shed.


  “Wait,” the Master said, and unlocked the two ferals from it. “Carry on,” he said. “You three stay here.” The pale green minotaur watched the door close behind the carriage, and nodded to himself. “It is customary for slaves to be given new designations.” He walked over to them, and ran his hand through the soft yellow hair of the paler one. “Straw, I think. You will be Straw.” He turned to the other. “Nothing really suggests itself… Bale, then. Straw and Bale, that will do. And this is Socks.” The Latin of his name was like a bucket of cold water on Socks.


  “There are one or two things that you need to know,” the Master continued calmly. “They are undoubtedly not the things you want to know. First, you are mine. You belong to me, and I am responsible for you. Food is… your right from me. You will never go hungry, and you will never be punished with hunger. Warmth and shelter is your right from me, and you will never be punished with cold, or exposure. If you are hurt, you will receive care. These things are yours to expect, and you may demand them, of me, or any minotaur here. Do you understand?”


  Socks simply nodded; the other two said nothing, and merely watched the Master.


  “Did you understand that?”


  Straw, and then Bale, nodded.


  “Well and good. Those are my duties to you. Yours are obedience and honesty. I will have obedience from you.” The minotaur fell silent for a short time, long enough for Socks to consider the wording carefully. He hadn’t said he expected obedience, which was the usual thing to say because… he obviously didn’t expect it. He had said that he would have obedience. Socks had heard several variations on this talk, simply because the Master of Slave always gave it to new slaves, although… it wasn’t generally like this. “Honesty… is harder to compel, and so I will punish deception more stringently. However serious your error or deed, dishonesty will make it worse. Mistakes may be corrected. Lies are harder to set right, although… I will give you a chance to do so, if I may.


  “I described honesty as a duty. This means not only that you are honest, but if I mistake or misunderstand something that is said, or done, your duty is to correct that mistake or misunderstanding. It is possible to deceive with nothing but truth; it is still deception, it is dereliction and it is shameful, and it just as worthy of punishment.


  “Minotaur take duty and honor seriously,” the Master said. “Slaves are not beneath these things; you may take pride in your duty and honor, even as I take pride in mine.” The minotaur contemplated them – all three of them, Socks realized, with puzzlement. “Come.” The minotaur went towards the stables, and Socks followed immediately. The other two followed.


  They were led through the stables, where the horses were being settled, and back into another stable – this one empty, or almost empty. There were two stablehands, Pitch and Tock, and Socks nodded to them as he walked in. A few moments later, Straw and Bale were there, too.


  “Pitch, you and Tock get… get all of the stalls cleaned and refreshed,” the Master said, stepping forward, and switching to Latin. “Socks, come here. Up on the table.”


  The examination that followed was humiliatingly complete. Socks knew that his masters had the right to examine him, or to do anything they needed, but when he’d moved into the house, his overseer had explained that Socks was being given responsibility for himself; if he hurt himself, or didn’t feel well, or even if he just felt different, somehow, he was to come and let his overseer know. It had made him feel a little more trusted, that instruction… obviously he’d destroyed that trust when he let his Master down.


  Socks didn’t even pay attention to the soft Latin mutters of Dellios, as the minotaur probed and prodded him, running his fingers through his hair, feeling his scalp, testing the firmness of his arms and legs, rolling his balls – with great care – in his fingers, pulling back the foreskin to examine him completely, even checking his ass. At least, judging by the positive tone, he hadn’t been found too wanting. Maybe the Master would see he could be trusted again. Sock hoped he would.


  Socks was unprepared for Dellios to say, very quietly, in Greek, “Well done, Socks. I’m most pleased.” Socks tried not to gape in confusion, but he just nodded, and somehow suppressed his urge to ask for an explanation. He swung himself off the table, reminding himself that he didn’t need to understand, that if he needed to understand, the Master would have explained it to him. All he needed to focus on was that, for whatever inexplicable reason, he hadn’t lost his Master’s confidence. He hoped. But then… he turned around, to ask if he had, somehow, done something to lose it to begin with – it was right to ask to clarify what was


  “Satisfactory,” Dellios said, more loudly. “You may wait there, Socks. Bale. On the table.” Dellios waited for a moment. “Bale.”


  The feral just stared at him.


  “Bale. On the table.” Socks heard a certain heaviness, now, in the Master’s voice, not quite weariness, but… an expectation that words wouldn’t be enough, and the Master was using them only to go through the motions. “Now.”


  The dark-haired human shook his head no.


  Before he’d finished, the green minotaur was standing behind him, and the restraints were open. More slowly, since Socks could actually see him move, Dellios picked Bale up, moved him to the table, and fastened a single chain around his right leg before Bale twisted himself in an attempt to get out of the minotaur’s grip. Straw took a half-step forward, even in the restraints, but stopped.


  “I would rather not fasten the other chains on you,” Dellios said. “But I shall, if it makes this easier for you.”


  “Easier for me?” the human said. “What a load of shit.”


  “What an unpleasant phrase,” Dellios said distastefully. “Do not use it again. Nor is it accurate. Examining you will be less intrusive, less painful, and quicker if you do not require restraint.”


  “It’s a load of shit,” the human repeated. “You don’t…” he stopped talking as the gag snapped back into place. The green blur resolved itself back into a minotaur, and Dellios proceeded to buckle the human to the table, ignoring the muffled sounds.


  “Straw. If you answer my questions honestly and promptly, I will forgo the punishment your swordbrother is due,” Dellios said as he finished. “When the two of you were in the army, did either of you have discipline problems? Refusal to obey your commanders, deliberate disregard of orders – anything like that?”


  “What do you mean by punishment?” Straw asked, carefully.


  “The consequences of disobedience. When addressing any minotaur, do not neglect the honorific of ‘Sir’ or, in my case, ‘Master,” Dellios said. “I understand it will take some time for courtesy to become habitual, but I feel you are both capable and competent, and will learn.”


  “You can think that, but it’s a load of shit.”


  Dellios sighed. “Five lashes for use of that phrase, and another five for failure to address me as ‘Master’. Socks, please fetch me the whip over there.” Socks hurried to obey.


  “Make it a hundred,” suggested Straw.


  “An additional five,” said Dellios, “for the failure to use the honorific will be sufficient.” Dellios accepted the whip from Socks.


  The whip sliced into Bale’s unprotected back, and the human, not expecting it, twisted in his chains as a muffled scream sounded.


  “What are you doing?” screamed Straw, as the second line of bloody red appeared across Bale’s back.


  “I will forgive that failure,” said Dellios. “You are being punished.”


  “Then why are you…” and then Straw’s voice cut off. “No, he didn’t disobey you, I did. What are you doing?”


  “My tolerance for your lack of respect has expired,” Dellios said. “That will be an additional five lashes.” Another blow landed on Bale.


  “Please… Master, Master, there, are you happy?”


  “No,” said Dellios. “I am unhappy. I have explained why.” Another stripe of blood appeared across Bale’s back with a loud snap.


  “But I’m the one who disobeyed you,” Straw said, and then added a hasty “Master.”


  “And this is your punishment,” Dellios said calmly. “I admit I had some concerns, but I seem to have chosen well. Already I see a salutary effect in your speech.”


  “Master, if I call you Master, will you stop?”


  “The punishment stands at twenty lashes,” Dellios said. “Of which I have dealt three. However, if you are sincere in your reformation, I will permit you to take the remaining seventeen.” The minotaur paused, and Socks could see Straw thinking about it, looking at his friend – no, sword-brother – on the table, and then the heavy whip in Dellios’s hand. “I understand your reluctance. The blows are painful…”


  “You think I care about that?”


  Dellios was silent.


  “Well?”


  “I am giving you the opportunity to finish your statement to me,” Dellios said. “Correctly.”


  “Master,” Straw spit out.


  “I think that might have been more respectfully said, but it will suffice for here and now,” Dellios said softly. “However, I wasn’t done speaking. Had you waited, I would have said, the blows are painful, but nowhere near so hard as taking responsibility for the error itself. If you wish to take that responsibility, I will allow you the opportunity to do so. You must ask for each stroke, for yourself in lieu of your sword-brother, and thank me for it after it is delivered. This will not be easy for you,” the green minotaur said quietly. “It will be so hard that I am certain that it would be easier for your sword-brother to bear the remainder of the strokes himself.”


  Straw stood staring, and another stroke of the whip landed across Bale’s back.


  “You said…”


  “I know what I said,” Dellios interrupted, raising his arm. “But I do not enjoy this, and I want it done.”


  “Please Master may I have the…” Straw paused for a minute, unsure.


  “Fifth,” Socks whispered. “Fifth stroke.”


  “Fifth stroke,” Straw said quickly.


  “You may,” Dellios said, with a quelling glance at Socks. “Socks, remove the armlocks. Straw, present your back for it.”


  No more than a moment after Socks had taken the restraints off and Straw had turned to face the wall, the crack! of the whip sounded.


  After a very short pause, Socks whispered up to the feral, “You need to thank him and ask for the next one. If you wait too long…”


  “Thank you, Master. Master, may I have the sixth stroke?”


  “You may,” said Dellios. Crack!


  “Thank you, Master. Master, may I have the seventh stroke?”


  “Certainly,” said Dellios. Crack!


  “Thank you, Master. Master, may I have the eighth stroke?”


  “Yes,” said Dellios. Crack!


  “Thank you, Master. Master, may I have the ninth stroke?”


  “You may,” said Dellios. Crack!


  “Thank you, Master. Master, may I have the tenth stroke?”


  “Yes,” said Dellios. Crack!


  “Thank you, Master. Master, may I have the eleventh stroke?”


  “No,” the minotaur said. “I am impressed by your willingness to take the blows you have brought on your sword-brother for yourself, and you have clearly learned how to address me properly. I do not think the remaining ten strokes would improve you, so there is little point to delivering them. I will forgive them in their entirety – if you ask me to do so.”


  “Ask!” prompted Socks. “Quickly!”


  “Master,” said Straw, “may I have the eleventh stroke?”


  “I already said no,” Dellios said regretfully. “And it appears that there does remain something to learn from the next ten, as well.”


  “Ask him!” hissed Socks. “It’s not too late…”


  “That will be sufficient, Socks.”


  “Yes, Master,” Socks said, defeated, in Greek. How long, he wondered, would it take Straw to figure out just what that defiance was going to cost him? The feral didn’t seem stupid, just… well, full of bravado, Socks supposed. That wasn’t a bad thing, and the masters even liked it, sometimes, but… not when directed at them. Never when directed at them.


  Socks was certain Straw had realized what would happen before the whip sliced Bale again. But he probably didn’t realize that he could still ask… only the Master had told him to stop prompting Straw. Still… Socks nudged Straw. The feral glared at him, but Socks just twitched his head toward the green minotaur who, Socks was certain, was choosing not to notice them at the moment. Ask, Socks mimed saying. Ask.


  After a moment – and another whip stroke – Straw did. “Master, I ask you to forgive the rest of this punishment.”


  Dellios stopped. “I am so fond and foolish that I will consider doing so. Explain to me what you did wrong, and why it was wrong, and I will accede.”


  “Uh…” said Straw, looking at the minotaur in confusion. “I… know what I did, but… I don’t know how to explain it, Master.”


  Dellios nodded. “I offered to forgive the remainder of this punishment, if you did something which showed you had learned. Instead, you rejected my offer.”


  “Yes.”


  “You did so out of defiance,” Dellios said. “Do you understand better now? Can you find your own words? If not, you may use mine,” the minotaur said with the twist of the muzzle that indicated amusement.


  Straw nodded. “I defiantly refused your offer, and because I did so in defiance, it was wrong of me. I… I am sorry, Master, and…” the human seemed to be forcing the words out now, “I beg you to forgive me, Master.”


  “I do so gladly,” Dellios responded, and then he continued in Greek. “Socks, clean and put the whip away. Oil it. I entertain no doubts that I’ll need it again, and perhaps even frequently, but I can hope otherwise. I think I’d forgotten just how difficult ferals can be, and taking on three of them, whatever was I thinking?”


  “Master, you were thinking that it would be a shame to split them up, and… forgive me, Master, but I think it was a wonderful thing for you to do,” Socks said. “Even if it is more work.”


  “Hardly your concern,” said Dellios affectionately, and switched back to Latin. “Attend your duties.”


  “Yes, Master,” and Socks went to do as he said.


  Bale’s examination went more slowly than Socks’ had, and Dellios stopped, several times, to ask how Bale had broken this or that bone, or the source of a scar.


  “I think I’ll need to fix the leg,” Dellios said, after he was done. “The other breaks appear to have healed correctly, but your right leg will be a problem. It hurts after you’ve been walking for any distance, doesn’t it?”


  “Yes. Master.”


  “This scar –” and Dellios ran a furred finger over a thick weal on Bale’s arm “– goes into the muscle itself. I can tell it’s causing you some stiffness. We’ll fix that, too, but neither of these are urgent.” Dellios unbuckled the straps, and turned to Straw. “Your turn. Would you prefer the restraints?”


  “No, Master,” the human said, sounding almost as if he meant it.


  “I will not think less of you,” the minotaur said. “But I approve the determination to behave properly.” Dellios looked thoughtful for a moment. “Whatever your motivation.”


  Straw surprised Socks, managing to make it through the exam without being restrained, even when the minotaur tested his maleness and examined his stones. Straw gritted his teeth, and endured while Dellios went over his back with a lotion. “It will sting,” Dellios had said, “but it will heal faster, and the residual discomfort will fade more quickly as well.


  Straw was less marked than Bale, but Dellios still didn’t look entirely pleased after the examination, his muzzle wrinkling into a faint frown. “All seems well enough,” Dellios announced at the end. “All of you will be stabled here.” The minotaur paused. “Bale – there,” he said, pointing to the first stall. “Straw – there,” and the finger indicated the second stall. “And Socks here,” he said, tapping the fourth stall.


  Socks swallowed disappointment that the Master wasn’t going to take him back to his room, but he’d been fortunate enough to be there already. He stepped into the stall, and… and… at least the cot was clean. It had a sheet, and blanket, so he’d be comfortable. Although… was the Master just going to leave him here? With two angry ferals? “Master?”


  “Yes, Socks?” Dellios said, which was a clear hint that he should speak in Latin.


  He decided to ignore the hint. “Are you going to leave us alone, Master? I…”


  Dellios nodded. “Ah. Not precisely alone, Socks. I will permit no harm to you. But it will be convenient if these two offer some form of misbehavior. They will have the illusion of the opportunity to do so, but only the illusion.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “This is a new situation for them, Socks. Some level of fear is understandable. But ferals, despite their many flaws, rarely lack for courage, so I do not think it will affect them unduly.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  

  Three days later, Socks wasn’t sure if that had really worked out as well as he’d expected. The ferals had tried to bully him – to find out where Master kept things like food, clothes, blankets… everything one might need to escape. They hadn’t asked about a road pass, but they probably didn’t realize they’d need one, and Socks hadn’t told them about it.


  It didn’t seem fair. He hadn’t tried to escape. He hadn’t taken the sugared oats. He had even told Master, quietly, about what had happened. So why, when Master decided to put the two ferals into heavy restraints, did Master put him in them, too? Master had his reasons, of course, Socks told himself, but… he hated having his arms locked behind him. The ferals hated it, too, and they were getting angrier and angrier.


  What was Master doing to them? To him? All Master had said, was, “Trust me.” Of course Socks trusted his Master. But it would be nice to know what he was doing. Or what he was supposed to be doing. Or what Master thought he was supposed to be doing.


  Practicing walking? Running? Socks knew how to do that; even the obnoxious ferals knew how to do that. Maybe not with the restraints locking their arms behind them, but… it wasn’t that hard. Mostly. It made him feel unbalanced, and… worse, that his Master didn’t trust him. That Master thought he needed the restraints, and that, Socks thought, was what he really didn’t like. Was it something he’d done? Something he hadn’t done?


  Master said that the spilled bisque wasn’t his fault. Even agreed that throwing it on Master Iudas had been an accident, and… and Socks had tried to believe it. But if that was so, why… why was he being treated like a feral? He wasn’t a feral.


  So why was he being treated like one?


  When he finally got up the courage to ask, Master just said, “You are not being treated like them. They are being treated like you.”


  

  That gave Socks something to think about, as he ran. Master called it conditioning, and the ferals seemed used to it, although they complained about having to wear sandals during the long runs around the Masters’ estate.


  Ferals complained about the wierdest things. The one – the only – good thing about the restraints was that it meant Master groomed them. Socks knew, all the humans knew, just how good it was when one of the minotaurs picked you out as his, and Socks had hoped, secretly, quietly, that maybe – just maybe – Master Dellios had picked him.


  But he hadn’t.


  Why he was being trained with two ferals – as if he were a feral himself – he didn’t know. And Master’s answer, that he wasn’t being treated like a feral, just confused him. It didn’t make sense. It didn’t make any sense at all!


  Fortunately, if he ran long enough, if he ran hard enough, he could stop thinking about it.


  

  It was the seventh, or maybe the eighth day since Master Dellios had put the armlocks on. He’d take them off, briefly, while he was washing them, but they went back on, and Socks knew there was just no point in asking for them to be left off. Master would take them off when he was ready to, and not one moment before. He just wished the ferals would figure that out and stop whining already. Dellios was just locking the restraint back on him after washing him down, and Socks was feeling good, really good, from the run and the gentle massage afterward.


  “Warlord Dellios?” a deep voice said. “The Guildmaster suggested you might be here.” Socks turned to see an Ebon minotaur standing at the door, and one big even for an Ebon.


  “Yes,” the Master said, and paused. “Grandmaster,” he said, sounding surprised. “Welcome. Please, be welcome.” Dellios glanced about, as if looking for a chair or something to offer his visitor. Custom strongly suggested that a visitor be offered something, and there simply wasn’t anything in the stable to offer, unless the Master wanted to offer his visitor oatmeal or straw. Not that it wasn’t excellent oatmeal, or clean, fresh straw, but it wasn’t the kind of thing one offered a visitor.


  Especially not an important one. Socks wasn’t quite sure what a Grand Master was, or meant, but it sounded important, maybe even more important than Guild Master.


  “There is water,” Dellios said after a short pause. “If you thirst.”


  “I thank you, but no, I have no needs to be seen to.”


  “Then, Grandmaster Wolachya, what can I do for you?”


  The Ebon frowned. “You can, I hope, be as gracious as your cousin, and accept my apology.”


  “Your…” Dellios paused. “I hope I may. But I am unclear on what you are apologizing for.”


  “Ah. A student of mine, who is as thoughtless as he is clumsy, intruded on your – and the Guildmaster’s – privacy several days ago,” the Ebon admitted. “I have disciplined him, but he is…”


  “Would it not be his place to offer the apology?” Dellios said with a hint of mildness that didn’t fool Socks a bit, and Socks doubted it fooled the Ebon, either.


  “I expelled him, and he has left Leviathan,” Wolachya said. “It is – was, was his responsibility to apologize and make amends, but I am afraid I let my temper interfere. It was not until I, ah, calmed down somewhat that I realized the affront remained.”


  “Left Leviathan?” said Dellios.


  “Never to return,” answered the other.


  “What, never?”


  “Well, not in the foreseeable future,” the minotaur said. “Lubor was originally from Mosura, and set sail five days ago. I do not expect – or want – him back. When I told him to practice lurking, I intended for him to do so in public, in Leviathan. I did not intend for him to… to…”


  “Spy on Guildmaster Iudas?”


  The minotaur winced. “Spy,” he repeated, as if the word offended him. “Yes. I did not intend for him to spy on anyone.”


  “I understand,” Dellios said after a long moment. “Of course you did not.”


  “Nevertheless,” Wolachya said, as if the words pained him. “He so interpreted them, and he was my student, and thus, my responsibility. I beg your forgiveness, Warlord, for the inconvenience.”


  “Inconvenience?” asked Dellios blankly. “What inconvenience? The disturbance of my privacy, that I value. The privacy that I am pleased to offer the Guildmaster’s guests, that I value. But I am hardly inconvenienced.”


  “Then, I beg your forgiveness for those things, as well.”


  The warlord nodded. “You have it. I trust it will not happen again.”


  “No,” the ebon minotaur said. “It will not.”


  “Well, that seems like everything. I will let you finish your apologizing, and let you go.”


  “Finish?” asked Wolachya. “How, finish. What remains unfinished?”


  “The unfortunate slave who took the brunt of the blame, of course,” Dellios said coolly. “By happy coincidence, or something like it, this is he,” and a dark green hand brushed Socks. “And the guests of the evening, I suppose… did Iudas furnish you a list?”


  “No,” said Wolachya. “He did not. He did not think it appropriate.”


  “No?” asked Dellios, with that same coolness. “Well, I hardly think I can tell you what is appropriate. I must leave that to your own sense of propriety. Still, it seems to me that they are the ones compromised by this spying.”


  “Unintentional.”


  “Unintentional, yes, of course. Unintentional spying. And of course, my slave, who… is not where he would be had this spying, this unintentional spying, occurred. I doubt, for instance, he would be in restraints. It seems unlike to have happened, else.”


  “I cannot impeach your reasoning,” Wolachya said stiffly. “Slave, I do beg your forgiveness for… whatever rebuke may have fallen on you. And,” the ebon minotaur said, turning back to Dellios, “I would beg his Master forgive, and make amends for any harm, as well.”


  Dellios looked at Socks, and Wolachya simply stood, waiting.


  “Master?” whispered Socks. “What…”


  “You may forgive him,” said Dellios, “or not. You may even withhold decision, if you would like to forgive him, but cannot bring yourself to do so, just yet. Whatever your decision, I assure you that I will not find fault with it. It is yours to grant, to deny, or to consider, as you think best. Take the time you require.” The green minotaur favored him with a quick smile, and then his face straightened.


  Wolachya continued his pose of attentive waiting, as well. Socks looked from one minotaur to another; the large Copper to the even larger Ebon. “I… forgive you,” he said finally.


  “I thank you,” Wolachya said. “And your Master, for permitting me to pose the request.”


  “A small thing, to pose a request,” Dellios said.


  “I see you feel strongly about the matter,” Wolachya said.


  “I do, Guildmaster.”


  “Then I am glad I have corrected the affront, with you, and your Master, and your slave.”


  “I am glad you have.”


  “I believe my business is concluded.”


  “That seems a statement utterly justified, and entirely correct.”


  “And yet,”


  “Yet?” asked Dellios.


  “I wonder if I might broach a new topic.”


  “If it is to do with the training of humans, I distinctly hope you would not do so.”


  “Now is clearly not a good time,” said Wolachya. “Perhaps later?”


  Dellios shook his head. “It is not a topic I wish to discuss, now or later, Grandmaster.”


  “I understand,” the ebon minotaur ground out. “I thank you for your… clarity of communication.”


  “It is nothing; instead, allow me to thank you for respecting my hopes.”


  Wolachya made a stiff, formal half-bow to Dellios. “I trust any considerate bull would do as much.”


  “I am not as inclined to be trusting, any more, Grandmaster.”


  “I am sorry to hear that. I fear I have other matters that demand my attention.”


  “Do not let me detain you.”


  “Indeed I would not,” said Wolachya, stepping back out of the stable. “Until we meet again.”


  “Until then,” Dellios said, and watched as the Ebon left the room.


  Socks looked at Dellios, who was tapping one hoof almost soundlessly on the straw-covered floor, and Dellios looked back at the human, and then to the other two. “Inconvenient,” the emerald green minotaur growled. “Socks. I am going to release you, and you will see to the cleaning, care, and feeding of Straw and Bale. Can you do that?”


  “Yes Mas – I mean, Yes, Master.”


  “Good.” Dellios looked at the door distrustfully. “Socks,” he said in Greek, “Have you ever seen any minotaur here – in the stables, I mean – that you did not recognize?”


  Socks shook his head, and then answered, “No, Master.”


  “Good,” Dellios said. “I don’t know… I just don’t… Maybe…” and then he stopped. More decisively, he turned to face all three of them. “You are forbidden to speak to any minotaur save myself, without my explicit permission. You may state that your Master Dellios has forbidden you to speak. Do you understand this order?”


  “Yes, Master,” said Socks.


  “And you?” Dellios said to Straw and Bale.


  “We understand,” Straw said, and Bale echoed him.


  Dellios took a deep breath. “You have pleased me by using Greek, unbidden. You have pleased me by using Greek, unbidden. And you will be rewarded for it, when I return. And you will be rewarded for it, when I return.” He paused, as if to say more, but he said nothing, and quickly strode through the door.


  “What was that?” asked Straw, after the minotaur’s footsteps had quieted.


  “I have no idea,” Socks said. “None.”


  

  The reward that followed, however, stunned the two ferals. When Dellios returned an hour later, he had the third feral, the one Dellios had left behind at the pens with the pale straw-colored hair. He, too, was in heavy restraints with his arms locked behind him. “I am pleased to say that I was able to purchase Wheat, here, after all. I have been holding him for a few days now, teaching him Greek, and it is time, I think, to reunite you three. As a happy coincidence, Wheat turns out to know Greek well.” Dellios smiled. “And our further lessons will be in Greek.”


  The emerald-green minotaur motioned to Socks. “Wheat, you may take Socks’ place for now. Socks, you will accompany me.” The three ferals were talking, very quickly, in Latin, and Socks could not get more than a smattering of the words, but it was clear that Bale and Straw were happy to see their friend.


  It was Bale who remembered to say, “Thank you, Master,” and Straw quickly followed.


  “I think I said it would be a shame to separate sword-brothers so quickly,” Dellios murmured, slowly. “Tomorrow we resume training. Tonight, you may… reacquaint yourselves.”


  “Master, may… ah… we be loosed, for tonight?” Straw asked hopefully. “Just tonight?”


  “That is a reward you may look for in the future,” Dellios said. “I do not promise it.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Although I am pleased you continue to use Greek. Use it as you can.”


  “Yes, Master,” Straw said.


  “Socks, come with me,” and Dellios led Socks back to the main house, around the back through the garden, and into his room. Dellios stopped as he opened the huge glass doors into his suite, as Iudas was sitting in a chair by the empty fireplace.


  “Cousin,” said Iudas. “I’ve been…” and the pale green minotaur paused as he saw Socks. “Well. I trust our neighbor had words with you?”


  “Wolachya? Yes,” said Dellios.


  “Did you believe him?”


  “About what?”


  “About not sending his students to spy on us,” said Iudas. “I… am I cynical, Coz?”


  “I take it you were not overly impressed with his promises?”


  “What promises?” said Iudas. “He promised that it would not happen again, but he did not specify what. Weasel phrases, weasel words, Del. He said nothing that I could hold him to. Nothing!” The minotaur shook his head. “It was like negotiating with an Ungoliant slaver.”


  “Or a politician,” Dellios offered. “He is trained as a warlord. We get taught how to speak like that, so as not to impugn our honor or anyone else’s.”


  “Then you think he may have just been leaving himself an out?”


  “I…” Dellios paused. “It might be, as he says, an accident.”


  “An accident!”


  “It might be,” Dellios repeated.


  “An accident that a Grandmaster has failed to instruct his so-called student in the ethics of tempus?” Iudas said. “Unlikely.”


  “Everyone makes mistakes,” Dellios said. “And a student deficient in one aspect – ethics – is all the more likely to be deficient in the practice as well.”


  “Then is it your judgment that this was the accident Wolachya claims?”


  “As your cousin, or your Master of Slave?”


  “As my closest family,” Iudas said.


  “I am not your closest family.”


  Iudas looked up at that. “Xerxes is not here, Del. And he has been gone… you are now my closest family. Perhaps not my closest blood, but my closest family. And… I do not understand this. Why would Wolachya set a spy on us? What would he gain? He’s not a merchant, has no close Guild connections.”


  “I imagine that it’s a common training exercise,” Dellios said slowly. “He almost said as much.”


  “Almost!” snapped Iudas. “Almost! He almost said nothing.”


  “Also true. What do you propose to do?”


  “Why…”


  “You are vacillating,” Dellios said. “You want my advice on whether to do something, or not. Why don’t you just ask me instead of chasing snarks?”


  Iudas laughed. “You do know me, don’t you.”


  “I should hope I do by now.”


  “I could seek a Master of Guard, someone skilled enough to detect this lurking,” Iudas said after a pause. “A tempus master.”


  “Are your discussions so sensitive, then?” asked Dellios. “I never thought they were.”


  “Not usually,” Iudas admitted.


  “Is the Guild Hall served by someone with that skill?”


  “I… do not know.”


  “That would seem the most reasonable place to hire someone, not here.”


  “A good point,” Iudas said, getting up. “I shall open the discussion on it tomorrow.” He smiled at Dellios. “And I will let you get on with your evening. Who’s watching the ferals?”


  “Lampert. But I don’t expect any issues, not tonight.”


  Iudas nodded. “Good night, Coz.”


  “Good night,” Dellios said.
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  interlude IV


  

  General Andrei Tsaronokta Scylla nodded to the warrior on duty – Feoden Tsarnokta Scylla. It was far from an accident that Feoden was on honor guard at the Hall of Silence. Andrei entered, washed his hands in the basin, bowed to the statue in the center, and selected one of the small rooms that lined the hall. Most were empty, their doors ajar, the darkness within welcoming. Three were closed, and Andrei selected a room reasonably far from them.


  It was a tiny cell, meant for nothing but meditation, to honor the memory and the clan. Andrei closed the door, picked up the flint and steel, and lit the candle. The door could be barred, of course, all the cells could be shut so, although few bothered. The steel bar slid home with scarcely a whisper; the chapel was kept in good order, even those parts of it that nobody was expected to use.


  Andrei slipped into time with the ease of long practice, the moments thickening around him like cold honey, and then he turned, and sped them up. They moved quicker, and quicker, until he darted through them like a fish – and he was certain that he was alone in the room.


  He’d expected that, but it made no difference. It was a precaution, nothing more. Even if he’d detected someone, he would have simply remained there, performing the meditation that he’d supposedly come to do. It wouldn’t surprise anyone if he had; he came to the chambers at least once a month when the urge struck him and he could find a moment to set his duties aside. So there was nothing unusual, nothing strange, nothing suspicious at all when General Andrei went to the chapel.


  Usually, he just spent a quiet hour in a nap.


  This time, however, he pressed, in a particular order, eighteen stones in the mosaic decorating the walls. They weren’t the only stones that moved; there were several more. Pressing any of them, however, or any of the eighteen in the wrong order, would cause eight bars to move three inches, preventing the door hidden in the wall from opening. Until someone on the far side reset them, this door would then be the wall it masqueraded as. It had been a long, long time since Andrei had made such a humiliating error.


  The door opened into a tiny, narrow corridor that Andrei squeezed himself through. It led into a maze, a convoluted and complex tangle of paths and moving walls, and in one place, a door that was somehow linked to time; it could be seen only at sixty-four heartbeats to twenty-seven. The General had matched it many times, and it no longer troubled him as he slipped through it and into the larger room beyond.


  “Andrei!” said Sandor. “We’ve been waiting.” He nodded at Ladislas. “What’s the emergency?”


  “Our brothers have gone insane,” Andrei said tightly. “That’s the problem. This… this… ridiculous confrontation with Lycaili. We’ve lost. We need to decide what to do now that we’ve lost, before it gets worse.”


  “Lost?” said Sandor. “What do you mean…”


  “Just because of the exposure, you mean,” Ladislas said. “Yes?”


  “That, the attack on House Green, the assassination of Cresphontes, the attack on Sasha’s pilgrimage, he’s a Lord, to them, Lord Doze.”


  “Lord Doze!” snorted Sandor.


  “They take him seriously, and apparently he’s something of a mindhealer,” Andrei said quietly. “Oh, and don’t forget Teodor’s son. The one we wiped. Do you think he will forgive us?”


  “He might not, but a war…” Sandor started, only to be cut off.


  “Lycaili,” Andrei said. “We’re not dealing with Ungoliant, or Masura. We’re dealing with Lycaili.”


  “Not,” said Ladislas. “No. They will be generous and merciful if we surrender, but… I agree. Even if we paid reparations at this point I doubt it would be sufficient.”


  “Why aren’t we bringing this up with our brothers, then?” said Sandor.


  “Because it’s their idiocy that got us into this mess to begin with,” Andrei said. “There’s only one way that attack on House Green happened. One of the council – one of us – ordered Timas to extract the authorizations from Dusan. He then ordered Timas to pass on the authorizations to Oleg – so that he, himself, could claim truthfully that he did not divulge or authorize the expedition – and then ordered Timas to forget what he’d done.” The pristine minotaur’s nostrils flared. “It’s the only way it could have happened.”


  “What happened to Oleg, then?” asked Sandor.


  “He was disposed of, no doubt, in some quiet way, to break any chain of accountability,” Andrei grimaced. “Odd, how everyone who disappears or gets converted turns out to be from our bloodlines, is it not?”


  “I…” and Sandor was quiet. “It is unfortunate, but I am not sure it goes beyond coincidence.”


  “How many of us need to be converted before you feel it goes beyond mere coincidence.”


  “Andrei,” said Ladislas, “This is suspicion, not proof.”


  “It is madness,” said Andrei. “And not ours. For some reason, our brothers started a private war with Lycaili.” The pristine minotaur took a deep breath. “I wouldn’t care, except that they have lost it.”


  “We haven’t lost…” Sandor started.


  “Wait,” said Ladislas. “Andrei, why do you say we’ve lost?”


  “We have lost,” the minotaur said precisely, “because they are now looking for us. They will find us. They will find us. That idiot Januisz thinks his agents are so perfectly disguised.”


  “They are well disguised,” Ladislas said. “I should know.”


  “Well disguised is not perfectly disguised,” said Andrei. “The problem is the risk of one’s being discovered. All of them know our location.”


  “They do not,” Ladislas said. “They’re taken in – and out – blindfolded. They have no idea where the portals are.”


  “And what happens when a mindbender rips everything they know out of them? They will find clues, hints, ideas… the foods we eat, the fabrics we wear, even the monies we use.”


  “We don’t use money,” Sandor said.


  Andrei shook his head. “No, you don’t understand. They will find us. If Januisz cannot be convinced to pull his agents – his useless agents, now that we’re suspending operations – they will find one of them. And I am convinced that if even one is taken, we might as well send Teodor an engraved invitation to Lockfast.”


  “I see,” said Ladislas. “I think you are alarmist, and that is very much the worst possible case, but… I do not rule it out.”


  “It seems unlikely,” Sandor said softly. “Still…”


  “Unlikely?” said Andrei hopelessly. “Unlikely? Of course it is unlikely. It is unlikely that out of three commando raids, we lose two completely, and the third is routed.”


  “That wasn’t my fault,” Sandor said, offended.


  “No,” said Andrei. “It wasn’t your fault. Or mine. But it tells me that Lycaili is not an easy target.”


  “They surprised me,” said Sandor. “If that roan, Chelm, hadn’t…”


  “What do you think happened to my commando teams?” asked Andrei. “They, too, had to be surprised, somehow. And I beg to point out we don’t know what happened. How is it possible that four, and then twelve, commandos were all killed? Surprised? Obviously Lycaili has some weapon or technique or skill that we lack. And they have kept it so secret we still have no idea what it is.”


  “We don’t know that,” said Ladislas.


  “Oh?” asked Andrei. “Don’t we? We know the teams were killed, do we not?”


  “Yes, but…”


  “Obviously, something killed them,” said Andrei. “We know of nothing that could. Are you still following me?”


  “Yes, but… this is speculation,” said Sandor.


  “Is it,” hissed Andrei. “Well, losing three teams is not speculation to me. It is all the proof I require. And I have great respect for the ingenuity of a Roan. A Roan as Patriarch is vastly insane, and will do great damage – but he is, I think, uniquely equipped to ferret us out. I am sending our blood to Trevor Farm. All of them, bit by bit.”


  “What? You can’t…”


  “I can,” interrupted Andrei. “They will disappear. They can dye themselves, look other than pureblooded. And when – when – Lycaili finds us, perhaps our lines will survive.”


  “So?” said Sandor. “What of it? What of our brothers? We can’t send their bloodstock to Trevor Farm.”


  “They have ruined us, you really care about…” asked Andrei, incredulously.


  “Yes,” said Sandor, softly. “Do not mistake me. I really, most very really, care. We have lost everything, except for us, and the Ebon. Nothing else remains to Scylla. And now, you propose abandoning them?” Sandor shook his head. “No. Never. No matter what.”


  “Lad,” Andrei appealed. “What do you think?”


  “You are both right,” Ladislas said after a moment of thought. “I agree; we need to retreat. But we cannot abandon our cousins, either. I have a proposal. You know Wolachya is demanding I breed hybrids, yes?”


  “Yes,” said Andrei.


  “Suppose instead of hybrids, I breed purebloods. We settle the gravid out at Trevor, and they will never know. So when – and I have to admit, Sandor, that I agree with Andrei on this, when the end comes… we will know our lines are safe. All of them, ours and Ebon.”


  “Interesting…” said Sandor. “Andrei, can it be done? Are there enough humans?”


  “There can be; I control the flow… yes. All of those ferals. It will even be cheap. Yes, that is… not merely acceptable, but an excellent idea. We must see how much bloodstock we can save,” Andrei said. “Lad?”


  “I… it depends on how much time we have,” Ladislas said. “It will take time, of course.”


  “I do not know how long we have,” Andrei said softly. “Our safety has always been an illusion, and that illusion may well collapse at any time. The crisis is upon us. It might be years. It might be months. It might be days, or even hours. All we can do is hope for enough time, and use the time we have well.”


  “Are you so certain, then?” asked Sandor, looking disturbed.


  “Yes,” Andrei said simply. “I am.”


  * * *


  “General Januisz Alexander Scylla, do you swear to divulge your mind and thoughts to your brothers?” asked Casimir.


  “Freely,” said Januisz. “With good will and my honor. General Wolachya Yamamoto Scylla, do you swear to divulge your mind and thoughts to your brothers?”


  “Freely,” Wolachya replied. “With good will, and my honor. General Casimir Arthur Scylla, do you swear to divulge your mind and thoughts to your brothers?”


  “Freely,” Casimir said. “With good will, and my honor.”


  “Good. Then what were you thinking, defending Lubor?” said Wolachya. “He’s a clumsy idiot. The only reservation I would have about converting him is that he’d fail the conversion.”


  “I am forced to agree,” said Januisz. “He is useless.”


  “And the both of you are right,” said Casimir. “But did you see how our brothers went after him?”


  “Yes,” said Wolachya patiently. “Because he was an idiot. We did convert Dusan, who most definitely was not an idiot, and of excellent stock, a pureblooded pristine-pristine cross, Napolean-Khan.”


  “And we’ll convert Lubor,” Casimir said, calmly. “But we can use it as leverage.”


  “Point,” said Januisz. “Between now and our next council, I… and I think it should be me, can agree to vote with our brothers, we convert Lubor, and… what? What do I ask for that we need such leverage?”


  “We need to retreat,” Casimir said. “I hate to admit it, but… I no longer think we’re secure here.”


  “We are perfectly secure,” Januisz objected.


  “We are as secure as we ever were, yes,” said Casimir. “But… nobody has ever been looking for us, before now.”


  “And they wouldn’t be if those idiots hadn’t raided Lycaili!” snapped Wolachya.


  “They…” Januisz paused. “How do you come to that conclusion?” he asked curiously.


  “It was not us,” Wolachya said. “True?”


  “True,” Januisz said.


  “Then, who else could it be?” said Wolachya.


  “But Timas…” started Casimir


  “Bah. The thing is trivial,” said Wolachya. “Order Timas to extract the words, then order him to deliver the orders, and then order him to forget he’d done it.”


  “That…” started Januisz.


  “Could work,” finished Casimir. “Would work. But it seems… a ridiculous effort.”


  “Does it?” said Wolachya heavily. “If it had succeeded, we never would have known. I don’t know what prize they were playing for, but… well, obviously they did not get it, and now we must deal with the resultant,” and the ebon minotaur frowned, “disaster.”


  “It’s not so bad,” Januisz said.


  “How, not so bad?” asked Casimir. “For the first time in an eon, we are threatened with discovery. We are made public knowledge. And a powerful clan…”


  “Minor clan,” snapped Januisz. “Minor.”


  “Minor, yes,” said Casimir, “but they control the best accesses to human lands. And they are tightly allied with Ouroborous, and loosely with Venrir, who – in effect – guard their lands.”


  “Ouroborous is hardly a major power, either. And Venrir… well,” said Januisz. “I hardly think Venrir will come to their aid.”


  “When Lycaili and Ouroborous move as one, they count as a major power,” Wolachya said. “It’s why we spent so much effort trying to pry them apart. And even if Venrir doesn’t help Lycaili, there is no chance of aggression between them, or that Venrir would permit forces to threaten them through Venrir.”


  “And I hardly see how they threaten Lockfast,” Januisz said dismissively.


  “Do you not? Or do you just not want to see it?” asked Wolachya.


  “What?”


  “He’s right,” said Casimir. “If Lycaili takes even one of our agents alive, they’ll find us.”


  “That’s absurd. Our agents don’t know… they have no idea where we are,” said Januisz. “We give them conflicting stories, all wrong. They won’t…”


  “And you’re willing to risk the existence of Scylla on that? On the inability of this… Teodor… to somehow do what we consider impossible? Such as, oh, defeating three commando raids?” said Wolachya. “Look at what happened to Lubor. A simple mistake, nothing more, but a clever bull, a bull who was not even present, was able to determine what had happened. Oh, certainly, Dellios got details wrong – but he deduced Lubor’s presence. We cannot risk that happening to us in Lycaili.”


  “Cannot?”


  “Cannot,” said Wolachya with finality. “Withdraw your agents from Lycaili.”


  “And blind ourselves? My agents are hardly as… as… inept as Lubor.”


  Casimir shook his head. “They face not accidental discovery, but an ingenious group of minotaur who must know they are present, and are determined to find them. Withdraw them, Jan. Wolachya is correct.”


  Januisz shook his head. “If you both so hold…”


  Casimir and Wolachya looked at each other, and nodded.


  “… then so be it, I yield. But I don’t think there’s a real danger.”


  “Oh, there’s a danger, all right,” said Casimir. “Consider. Suppose Jan sends the recall orders immediately. It’s what, ten, fifteen days to get there, and another month or so before the orders are received. The lead time is tremendous.”


  “Yes,” said Januisz. “That’s what keeps us secure.”


  “Well,” said Casimir. “Suppose it is already too late. Suppose they take an agent, alive, in the next… forty days or so. What will we do? We must have plans.”


  Wolachya grimaced. “We must… yes. We must assume the worst. Lycaili locates us.”


  “Impossible,” said Januisz. “Even if they took an agent alive. It’s impossible.”


  “I would have thought it impossible for a mere Roan to be made Patriarch,” said Wolachya.


  Casimir nodded, his distaste evident. “Yes. It should have been.”


  “They had several, numerous, better candidates!” said Januisz angrily. “Blues. That blue we’re holding, now, even. He was too young when Cresphontes was elected, but now, he’s got the right experience, the right preparation – and they had Hector. An experienced, qualified, accomplished Blue. Hector was the perfect choice!”


  “Apparently not,” said Casimir. “And instead of complaining about what-should-be, let us deal with what we hope will never come to pass. We must prepare to evacuate Lockfast.”


  “No,” said Wolachya heavily. “We can’t. Where would we evacuate to?”


  “Tyrm?” asked Casimir.


  “We can’t move eight thousand humans and minotaur to Tyrm.”


  “No, but we can move our bloodstock,” said Casimir. “Not all. Enough to keep the lines. As a precaution.”


  “What about the Pristine lines?”


  “Oh,” said Casimir with a snort. “We have those, already, four pureblooded of each Pristine line. Six are commandos, the remaining thirty-two are serving as impure. But they’re not, I assure you.”


  “You stole our brother’s lines?” Januisz sounded horrified. “They’re pureblood? And you have them in the place of menials?”


  Casimir looked guilty for a moment. “It was… wrong, I know, but… I thought, just in case, if…”


  “No, it was a good idea, and Cas was right to do it,” said Wolachya firmly. “Our duty is to our blood, and their duty is as well. Their position, however beneath them, preserves their bloodline – and that justifies their sacrifice.You were foresighted, Cas, foresighted, and now we’re prepared against the day. Today. How many are at Tyrm already?”


  “A little less that two-thirds,” said Cas. “Obviously I will move the rest.”


  “Secretly,” hissed Januisz. “If our brothers find out what we’ve done…”


  “Yes, yes, secretly, very quietly, I promise,” said Casimir impatiently. “I’m not an idiot. I just play one on the Council.”


  “And what do we tell our brothers?” asked Januisz.


  “That you’ve changed your mind, no more,” said Wolachya.


  “I haven’t.”


  “You asked what we should tell them,” said Wolachya. “We – Cas and I – do not share your confidence in our invisibility.”


  “And if Timas…”


  “Obviously you won’t blurt it out while Timas is reporting on our veracity,” said Casimir.


  “No, but…”


  “Then we, Wolachya and I, will move the conversation along. Phrase it more tactfully. Jan, there are a thousand ways to step around Timas. As long as we’re being truthful, and that just isn’t the same thing as being honest.”


  “But…” said Januisz. “They are our brothers.”


  “And we are saving what’s important to them,” Casimir said softly. “Their blood. Even if they never know, even if they never have a chance to find out that we’ve saved it, we’ve still saved it. Isn’t that what they would want?”


  “I… I cannot argue,” sighed Januisz. “It is only truth. Very well. Let it be so.”
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  Jurisprudence


  

  “Is it midnight already?” asked Teodor as he walked into his room to find Xavien sitting comfortably on a gray velvet couch. Two of Lord Green’s guard, Lukas and Ptolomen, stood watchfully. Justiciar Còmhall sat in an only slightly smaller gray leather chair. General Zachiah followed Teodor in a moment later.


  “No,” Xavien replied. “It is long past midnight. Is there some reason Còmhall is here?”


  “Yes,” the Justiciar said. “I have to brief our Master on an appeal.”


  “Well,” said Teodor. “Xavien, I’ve placed my privacy spell over the room. Would you be so kind?”


  “Done,” grunted Xavien.


  “Have I done something to upset you, Xavien?” the Patriarch asked, and then paused. “No. What have I done to upset you?”


  “It is your privilege, of course, to have me watched as closely as you wish,” Xavien said sourly. “I may dislike it, but it is your decision. Although I have given my parole.”


  “Ah,” Teodor said. “Yes, I… but… I assure you, Xavien, I have given no such instructions. Your parole is more than sufficient.”


  “Oh? Then how is it you have asked me to give you an update on Zebra just now? I find your timing most suspicious.”


  Teodor blinked. “I… Xavien, I asked for an update as a reason to have you here. If there’s something to report, then I’m delighted, but really, it was just an excuse.”


  “Well, there is something to report, My Lord.”


  “I assure you that I am more than ready to wait until you are ready to brief me completely.”


  “Then… why am I here?”


  “The same reason Justiciar Còmhall is here.”


  “You want Lord, forgive me, Xavien’s opinion on the Guild’s suit?”


  “No,” said Teodor. “Your decision stands; it was quite clever and I have no intention of meddling. No, I asked you both here for an entirely different reason. Còmhall, I requested you look into a few matters for me – I assume you have.”


  “Of course,” the gold minotaur said, sounding a little puzzled.


  “Excellent. Then this secret court is in session, with myself presiding. Xavien, although you have every right to a justiciar to advise you, I am hoping you will instead submit to the court’s discretion.”


  “Oh,” said Xavien. “That.”


  “Yes,” Teodor said apologetically.


  “My Lord? Xavien? I don’t understand…” said Còmhall. “A secret court? It’s unheard of!”


  “No, it’s not,” said Teodor, “although it is something of a clan secret. To be spoken of only to the Patriarch, and at need. I trust I am clear?”


  “Perfectly, My Lord. I take it I am to have some function in this court?” asked Còmhall.


  “Master of Law,” Teodor said. “General Zachiah will serve as witness.” The gray minotaur turned to the General. “If you accept that charge?”


  “I am pleased to be of service, Lord Teodor,” the General said.


  “A secret session?” said Còmhall. “That’s… most unusual.”


  “There is, sadly, precedent, Justiciar. Are you willing to accept that charge?”


  The gold minotaur considered for a moment. “I don’t see any… and you say there is precedent?”


  “Yes.” Teodor said. “Although I am unwilling to produce it, you understand.”


  “I… I consent, if Xavien has no objection, and as long as he has no objection.”


  “I would prefer to handle this matter with as few bulls as possible,” Teodor said. “Xavien, do you feel Justiciar Còmhall can be impartial as Master of Law?”


  Xavien shifted in his chair. “I see no reason why he cannot.”


  “Pardon,” Còmhall said. “But you need to affirm the point, not fail to object.”


  “Quite right,” Xavien said. “I affirm that I believe he can – although I reserve the right to object.”


  “Satisfactory,” said Còmhall.


  “Excellent,” said Teodor. “I’m afraid I do not have a justiciar’s training.” Teodor sat down, and sighed. “Then I declare this court in session, in secret. Xavien, the Court believes you have violated the Truces of Xarbydis, a treaty binding on Lycaili by the signature of Patriarch Robert, and the affirmation of every Patriarch since, including myself. The Court believes you were familiar with the treaty, and were aware of the restrictions on mage-crafted weapons. Nevertheless, you took it upon yourself to create one. Also …” Teodor paused as Xavien discreetly waved a hand. “Xavien?”


  “Three, Patriarch. I made three such weapons.”


  “Three weapons,” Teodor said. “Also, knowing that such weapons are forbidden in combat, you nevertheless used one in battle – to slay the assassins of Patriarch Cresphontes – also in direct violation of the Truces. Do you dispute these things?”


  “I do not,” Xavien said, even as Còmhall said, “You are not required to answer, Xavien.”


  “Please,” said Teodor. “One at a time, my lords. Justiciar Còmhall, finish.”


  “Xavien, you need not respond to these charges if you do not wish to. Your statement could be taken to admit full culpability,” Còmhall said quickly. “The court will ignore your statement, if you wish…”


  “Thank you, Justiciar Còmhall,” Xavien said calmly. “I am aware of that. I do take full culpability. I did those things, and I knew the truces forbade it.”


  “And I must ask where the other two blades are,” Teodor said.


  “One is with Hector, the other with Warlord Osaze, Patriarch.”


  “To your belief – not your knowledge, but your belief – do they understand what those blades are and that they are forbidden to make, forbidden to carry, and forbidden to use?” asked Teodor.


  “I… am not sure,” Xavien said after a long pause. “Probably. Neither of them is stupid, and I warned them that those blades must not leave the scabbard unless and except in defense of their Masters against assassination. I told them, also, that the blades would cut through other metals – other weapons – as a knife cleaves butter. It is likely they know, or at least suspect, that these blades contravene the Truces of Xarbydis. But I did not tell them they did, nor that they were mage-blades.”


  “No?” asked Teodor. “But you think a clever warlord should have some suspicion.”


  “I do,” said Xavien. “I expect they figured it out eventually.”


  “And they did not denounce you?” asked Teodor.


  “It was not long after that that I became Regent,” Xavien said. “They may have believed that I – acting as Regent – had the right to do so, or that these blades were from the days prior to the truces, and thus historical artifacts, subject only to being forbidden in use. But they did not question me. They seemed a bit relieved, actually.”


  “I fear I will have to have them in, to discuss these matters with as well,” sighed Teodor. “Xavien, this deed was wrong.”


  “It was.”


  “Are you remorseful?”


  “No,” said Xavien promptly.


  “Pardon,” said Còmhall, breaking in. “But the question of remorse is generally brought up after the Court has ruled on culpability.”


  “True,” said Xavien. “If you want to do this by the book.”


  “I wish the session to be a valid court session,” said Teodor. “But as you are both justiciars and I am not, I accept the correction. Xavien, is there any reason I should not find you fully culpable?”


  “None,” Xavien said. “I am fully culpable.”


  “Then the court so finds you,” Teodor said. “Has your level of remorse altered?”


  “No,” said Xavien.


  “Justiciar Còmhall, may I now pronounce sentence?”


  “Ah…” the gold minotaur said. “I… yes. Although it seems a bit brief, and Xavien should be permitted a defense.”


  “I asked him for a defense, I thought, by asking if had any reason to avoid a finding of full culpability,” Teodor said. “Did that not suffice?”


  “I think it does,” Xavien said.


  “But you are not the Master of Law,” Teodor said. “Còmhall serves, so it is his opinion I require.”


  “Xavien is correct,” Còmhall said. “It is irregular in the extreme, but there is no real challenge to the fairness of the proceeding unless Xavien wishes to make one.”


  “Do you wish to make one?” asked Teodor.


  “No,” said Xavien quietly. “What I did, I did for the good of Lycaili, and… I expected to be held accountable. It is right and just that I am held culpable.”


  “Then I may pronounce?” asked Teodor.


  “Yes,” sighed Còmhall.


  “Xavien, you are fully culpable of violating the Truces of Xarbydis, to the shame and dishonor of Lycaili,” Teodor said. “I have consulted the Truces, and I find that I am permitted – required, no less – to devise a sufficient reprimand, and if the Patriarchs of any of the other signatory clans object to the punishment, then they may hold another session, and sentence you themselves.”


  “I understand,” Xavien said. “My Lord.”


  “Bad Xavien!” Teodor said.


  “What?” the ebon minotaur said.


  “I believe that was a reprimand,” Teodor said with a lurking smile.


  “The Patriarchs will never accept…” and Xavien paused as Teodor held up a hand. “My Lord?”


  “I see no duty laid on me to advise them of the violation,” Teodor said. “Justiciar Còmhall, I did ask you to look into the Truces. Is there a duty clearly laid upon me to communicate the existence of a violation?”


  “No, but… there is an implicit one, My Lord.”


  “Is there?” asked Teodor. “If this were a contract drawn under clan law, then yes, there would be. But it is not, Justiciar. It is a formal agreement between clans, the wording strictly drafted. I suspect that the lack of such a duty was intentional. Consider the furor that would arise from widespread knowledge of this. It would be in no clan’s interest. And if I had to send an ambassador to each clan, to acquaint them with the details – it would leak, would it not?”


  “I suppose,” said Còmhall, “but that hardly matters to the point of law.”


  “I did not advance it as a point of law, but as a justification as to why the treaty is silent on the point. It was not an accidental omission, Justiciar, and we would be wrong to think it were.”


  “A point,” Còmhall said slowly. “You may be right… Xavien,” the Justiciar started to ask.


  “Lord Xavien,” interrupted Teodor.


  “What? He is under arrest.”


  “No, he has been tried and sentenced, and his punishment delivered,” Teodor said. “He is now, once again, Lord Xavien, Regent of Lycaili.”


  “He is,” Còmhall said. “Yes. I beg your forgiveness, Lord Xavien, I am afraid I was thinking of the question of the treaty, and your change in status quite escaped my notice.”


  “It is nothing,” Xavien said. “I am rather… ha, surprised myself. I had expected… well, something more serious. To be stripped of my titles, at the very least.”


  “I trust the outcome is satisfactory?” said Teodor.


  “If we can convince ourselves that we need not make a report to the other Patriarchs, then very.”


  “You are a justiciar yourself, Lord Xavien, and I was about to ask your opinion on the point,” said Còmhall.


  “I think I have a conflict of interest,” said Xavien. “Rather a serious one.”


  “The Court recognizes your conflict of interest,” Teodor said. “And yet, it has such an estimation of your integrity that it feels your opinion – conflict or no – would still serve the interest of the Court and Lycaili, and it begs you to offer your thoughts. The Court and the Master of Law will consider the matter of the conflict.”


  “I think Teodor’s interpretation is correct,” said Xavien with a grimace. “But I really, really want it to be. So my protest of a conflict…”


  “Is noted,” said Teodor. “Is it not, Justiciar Còmhall.”


  “Yes,” Còmhall sighed. “I… I would like some time to research the question, My Lord, before rendering my opinion as Master of Law. I wish you had mentioned the point beforehand, My Lord, so that I could have been prepared.”


  “Unfortunately the matter was too sensitive to broach,” Teodor said. “Nor do I wish to reconvene a secret session. I am afraid, Justiciar Còmhall, that I require your opinion now.”


  “It’s an extremely difficult point, Lord Teodor,” Còmhall said. “I cannot give an opinion as Master of Law. I beg your forgiveness, but I cannot.”


  “There is nothing to forgive,” Teodor said. “Nothing. If that, as Master of Law, is the best opinion you have, then that is the best opinion you have, and nothing else should be presented to the Court.”


  “Thank you, My Lord.”


  “However, that does not excuse the Court from a finding,” Teodor continued. “The Court finds that no such duty exists, and that where a treaty is silent, the Patriarch has full discretion.


  “Such is the order of the Court. Lord Xavien has been judged and sentenced. The sentence being complete, the Court directs Lord Xavien to resume his honors, and again shoulder his responsibilities. The session is complete. The Court directs the Master of Law to draw up a record, for General Zachiah to seal that record at the Patriarch’s discretion, and have the sealed record locked in the archive, and further directs that no further mention, discussion, or reference to this matter be made, saving at the sole discretion of the Patriarch.”


  “Yes, My Lord,” Còmhall, Xavien and Zachiah said, together.


  “I’m only sorry it took me so long to figure out how to handle it, Xavien.”


  “I… I was expecting you to keep putting it off, indefinitely,” Xavien said. “I did rather enjoy the lessening of my duties.”


  “It did occur to me, but that would hardly have been fair to you,” Teodor said. “And I did want to talk to you about your duties. You’ve been bringing bulls and humans here, to the palace, yes?”


  “Yes, since I couldn’t…”


  “And that is working?”


  “Reasonably, but…”


  “I wish you to continue that. I think Cresphontes overloaded you. Set up some schedule for your travels, and see your patients here, or at House Green, but they should come to you, not the other way around. If we had two or three Lord Greens, then I might think differently, but we do not.”


  “I… I am perfectly capable of my rounds, Lord Teodor.”


  “You are, Lord Xavien. And yet I have expressed my wish that your life be easier, and I insist on it.”


  “As you wish. Ah…”


  “Yes?”


  “What… what should I do with…”


  “With?”


  “The… there were three of them. I wonder…”


  Teodor nodded. “Yes. Those. Thank you, I almost forgot. General Zachiah, do you, as my senior General, agree with me that these assassination attacks are the work of some group of minotaur not associated with the clans with which we are familiar?”


  “I… I’m not sure what you mean, My Lord.”


  “I do beg your forgiveness, General. That was less than clear. Would you agree that whoever is behind these assassinations, is not, for example, signatory to the Truces of Xarbydis?”


  The ebon General quirked his head, and then nodded. “It seems likely, My Lord.”


  “And you are in possession of Hector’s report of the sleep spell used in the assassination attempt on Sasha, Chelm, and Dacien?”


  “I am, although I would classify it as an abduction attempt; there were no casualties, and they could have killed almost all of the group, had that been their goal. Instead, they merely took Bryant and Dacien.


  Teodor nodded. “Once Sasha is back, I intend to make an announcement of the attack, describe the magic used, and announce that this indicates these assassins, these post-Scyllans, are not signatory to the Truces, and have violated them. As far as we are concerned, the Truces of Xarbydis no longer protect us from their malice, and we will defend ourselves against such violations even as we forgo any form of attack that would be contrary to the Truces. Justiciar Còmhall will help you draw up the announcement, and it will appear over my signature.”


  “How… how will we defend ourselves?”


  “That is to be held closely – very closely, among us and the Masters of Time to our clan officials,” said Teodor. “But Lord Xavien has already proven the efficacy of his mage-blades against these ninja, and that announcement will provide the notification the Truces require to make their deployment permissible. Using them may be questionable, but make no error, I intend for them to be used to defend ourselves against these ninja. Justiciar Còmhall, prepare for me at your earliest convenience your opinion on whether or not such use breaks a strict interpretation of the Truces – and if it do, I shall repudiate the clause or clauses required. I should hope, however, that will not be necessary. Given that they have already once used magic against us – in clear violation of the Truces – we may fairly assume they may do so again should they attack, and I believe that assumption permits us to use them in defense.”


  “I should hope,” Justiciar Còmhall said faintly. “But…”


  “I will not let the Truces of Xarbydis be used against us,” Teodor said coldly. “Let that be clear. Ideally, they do not bar us from defense. But if they do – we will defend ourselves. Oh, I wish Sasha were back… General Zachiah, once all this is ready, we must alert Lord Winter and our consulars.”


  “Should we bring in ambassadors to brief them, as well?” the General asked.


  “No,” said Teodor. “I want this to hold this secret, until we are ready to move. And even when we move, I do not wish to alert our foes to this defense. If they are aware of it, they could blunt it, perhaps decisively. But if we make an announcement, then our neighbors will understand that, whatever our words, we are not unilaterally threatening them with magic – merely that we are stepping up our internal defense in expectation that the Truces may not restrain our enemy. That will be enough leeway, I think.”


  “Yes, My Lord,” said the General. “I’m glad you’ve decided to do this.”


  Teodor nodded his head. “It is a decision, at least.” He smiled. “And now, if there is no further business, I propose to sleep.”


  “You don’t want the good news about Zebra?” asked Xavien.


  “I do, when you are ready to present it. I rather like the thought of having good news to look forward to, almost as much as the good news itself,” Teodor said. “I’m afraid over the past week I’ve become pessimistic about news, and… discovered that my pessimism is usually insufficient.”


  “I think you’ve done amazingly well. You’ve been Patriarch for what, seven days?”


  “Well into the eighth, at this point” Teodor said with an attempt at humor.


  “Cresphontes chose wisely, whatever you think,” Xavien said. “I don’t know he could have done as well in this chaos you’ve inherited.”


  “It’s kind of you to say so,” sighed Teodor. “He always seemed… so certain.”


  “I’m afraid, My Lord, you lack some of the training a warlord would have,” Zachiah said. “We learn not only how to make decisions, but how to make them confidently – how to gauge that we have made the right effort, gathered the right information, and then made to the best of our power a good decision. We learn that no decision is perfect, and we learn that some of our decisions, no matter how much care we take, will turn out to be poor.”


  “That doesn’t help,” Teodor said.


  “My Lord, you will make decisions that, in hindsight, are bad,” Zachiah said. “They’re simply part of the job.”


  “Entirely correct,” said Xavien.


  “Joy,” said Teodor with a yawn. “Lord Xavien, would you release your spell of privacy?”


  “Done.”


  “I look forward to your next update on Zebra, then.”


  “As do I, My Lord,” Xavien said. “And…”


  “And? And? How I have come to dread that conjunction!”


  “There was one little thing I wanted to bring to your attention.”


  “It cannot wait until tomorrow?”


  “It could,” Xavien said, “but it is one of those things that is, ultimately, good news, and I judge it would cheer you up. Eventually.”


  “Ultimately? Eventually? Why do you hedge this supposedly good news with such qualifiers?” asked Teodor.


  “Because… well, directly after Cresphontes was murdered, in one of my first acts as acting regent, I commanded that every person entering or leaving Lycaili should submit a written page of self-description and business. The page was to be written there and then. Only a holograph would do.”


  “A holograph letter,” Teodor echoed. “Oh, dear… how many of these holographs are there?”


  “Twelve hundred and eighty-three unique holographs over the course of my Regency. I’ve had them collated and organized for your convenience.”


  “Lord Xavien,” asked Zachiah, “why would the Patriarch want or care about them?”


  “Because of a mage-gift I have,” sighed Teodor. “Very clever, Xavien. I wish I could say that I wish I had thought of that but all I can think of is the time it’s going to take to winnow through them.”


  “Why would you read them, My Lord?” asked Zachiah.


  “Because if the writer was being untruthful in his description, there is an excellent chance I could tell. Which then gives us an idea of just who to look at as foreign agents,” Teodor sighed. “At least, I trust that was your thinking.”


  “It was, My Lord. I had no idea at that time your time would be so precious, or I do not know if I would have done it. I have been vacillating about giving them to you, knowing how busy you are,” Xavien admitted. “But… we have them, and…”


  “And the sooner I start reading them, the sooner we will have a short list of persons to investigate,” said Teodor. “No. Nothing has more priority than finding these brigands. I am ready for them now. Send them to me tomorrow. No, give them to General Zachiah, and I’ll work out with him how to read them. If I can impose so…”


  “Of course, My Lord,” the General said. “Of course. I will see if we can find which are the most promising, and prioritize them appropriately.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “Thank you. Excellent plan. Is… is there anything else?” The gray minotaur looked around the room, almost hopefully. “No? Then I will see you all in the morning.”
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  Consequence


  

  “Unreservedly good news about Zebra,” Patriarch Teodor said with a sigh to his dinner companion, Lord Xavien. “I cannot tell you just how pleasant that qualifier makes your announcement.” Teodor lifted his wineglass, and took a sip of the pale amber wine. “Nor can I pretend I’m anything less than eager to hear the news. Might we have the news with dessert?”


  Xavien nodded. “I suppose we might. It will make for an interesting story, and… well. I don’t want to get ahead of myself. What is for dessert?”


  “A pear cheesecake,” Teodor said, setting his wineglass back down. “Paired…” and Teodor faltered a moment over the unintentional pun, “with aged pear brandy. My father sent a small keg with his congratulations.”


  “From Teomas’ personal stock,” and Xavien sounded as if were simply confirming, rather than questioning, the liquor’s provenance.


  “So he represented to me,” Teodor said. “And it is more than fine enough to my palate. Although I don’t think I’m quite the connoisseur that you and he are.


  “I am a great fan of brandy in all its various forms, but I have never sampled pear widely. My own tastes run to the more ordinary grape varietals. I am sure it will be excellent, nevertheless. I may not have had his brandy, but I have had his pears.” Xavien considered for a moment. “I wonder at matching it with a pear cheesecake, though. I’d think something… more intense might show it off better. A dark cocoa mousse, perhaps.”


  “Well, as to that,” said Teodor, “it happens that I have some say in the menu.” The gray minotaur gave a brief chuckle. “And I made the dessert selection.”


  “Oh, I am looking forward to it,” Xavien reassured his host. “I don’t think I’ve had pear cheesecake in a long time. I had forgotten…” and then it was Xavien’s turn to pause. “I had forgotten your fondness for pear until recently.”


  “Well, it’s not as if…” and then Teodor paused, sensing Xavien’s sudden discomfort. “That troubles you?”


  “I… it was Mage Dacien who reminded me,” Xavien said slowly. “It was when you arrived at House Green. Before the attack, of course. He requested pears – out of season, and I tasked him for it, and he told me that he didn’t know what the seasons were here, only that you were fond of them, and it might make you feel… more comfortable. That was after…” and Xavien made a gesture at his own wineglass.


  “I remember,” said Teodor. He looked down at his own wineglass. “Should I offer a toast to Dacien, then?”


  “I hope not,” said Xavien.


  “But you believe I ought.”


  Xavien nodded, a small jerky motion.


  “You may be right,” said Teodor. “My head says you are right – but it also says there’s no need to rush to that judgment, no matter how dismal it seems. I will wait at least for Sasha to come back, and hear his reports, before I am ready to offer any toast other than,” and Teodor picked up the wineglass, “to his swift and safe return.”


  “To his swift and safe return,” Xavien said, raising his glass in turn. “With all my heart, Lord Teodor.”


  “You have changed your mind about him?”


  “No,” said Xavien. “But I wish no such grief to him, nor to you.”


  “Thank you, My Lord,” said Teodor, as a quiet human slipped a plate in front of him: a creamy white slice of cheesecake topped jewel-toned wine-poached pears of deep red and purple even as a matching plate appeared in front of Xavien. Snifters of brandy appeared as well, and the humans withdrew.


  “That does look tasty,” Xavien said, lifting the snifter and wafting it under his nose. “Oh, my, yes.”


  “I’ll let my father know you approve,” Teodor said, with a smile.


  “Perhaps he’d consider a trade,” Xavien said. “I don’t believe I have anything like this cellared at all.”


  “He rarely even bottles it, I’m afraid,” Teodor said.


  “That’s what private stock means,” sighed Xavien. “Still.” He took an appreciative sip. “And the taste is better than even the nose. Remarkable stuff, Teodor.”


  “I can claim no special merit,” Teodor said. “I’m simply fortunate in that Teomas sent me some.”


  “Indeed,” agreed Xavien.


  “And that I have someone worthy to share it with.”


  “Thank you, Lord Teodor. I appreciate it.”


  “But you were going to tell me about Zebra, unreservedly good news, you said.”


  “Yes. I must admit it was a pretty…”


  “I would prefer to keep the conversation private,” Teodor said.


  “Of course,” Xavien said. “And so we are. I presume…”


  “Yes, I too.”


  “So, are we really discussing Zebra this time?”


  “I hope so,” said Teodor. “Unless you have some other business?”


  Xavien shook his head. “No. And… I am…” he paused. “This is excellent,” he said, putting the fork back down.


  “The chefs here are amazing,” Teodor agreed. “At least, they amaze me. But… Zebra.”


  “Yes,” said Xavien. “I studied him for nearly three days without making any progress whatsoever. I understand why Trand was baffled. I was baffled.”


  “And yet you clearly found something.”


  “I finally wondered if perhaps the tattoos might have something to do with it,” Xavien said.


  “Did they?”


  “Some of them,” Xavien said. “It may appear that Zebra is tattooed with Ungoliant Black. But he is not.”


  “Not?”


  “Only the oldest tattoos are Ungoliant Black, about a third of them. After that, the next oldest tattoos are a section on his shoulder, and there are one hundred and fifty-seven different inks.” Xavien took another bite of cheesecake. “One hundred and fifty-six of those inks occur in very small blocks, no larger than an eighth of an inch.”


  “As if someone were testing them?”


  “Exactly as if someone were testing them,” Xavien said. “Chelm, I presume.”


  “He attempted to develop a replacement for Ungoliant Black?”


  “Attempted… succeeded. The final block, test one-hundred fifty-seven, is indistinguishable by visual examination from Ungoliant Black.”


  “Impressive. Then perhaps his formulation was not as safe as the real thing?”


  Xavien nodded. “I wondered the same thing. I am pleased to report, however, that Chelm’s formulation is considerably safer than Ungoliant Black.”


  “Then it was the Ungoliant Black itself…” Teodor said softly.


  “It was.”


  “But…”


  Xavien nodded. “Exactly. It may be that they poisoned it, or what they sell externally is different than what they really use. I wouldn’t spend much time on those possibilities, though.”


  “No,” said Teodor. “Which leaves?”


  “A combination of things,” Xavien said. “First, Ungoliant Black is incredibly expensive. I’m not sure where Chelm got his hands on as much of the real stuff as he did, but I suspect that after he used it, he discovered he couldn’t afford to continue. Or perhaps it was simply unavailable. Thus, the experiments.”


  “That seems… distinctly possible,” said Teodor.


  “Second, Zebra is unusually sensitive. I don’t think most humans would have the reaction he does. The actual problem isn’t in the blood – that’s merely the first obvious symptom. There’s a three-step chain that occurs prior to the blood damage, started by a reaction between the true Ungoliant Black and the intratissue fluids. It’s not damaging directly, but it causes another reaction in the lymph nodes, and that, in turn, causes the blood symptoms.”


  “Diffuse.”


  “Extraordinarily so,” Xavien said. “I found it only because I focused on the tattoos. I don’t think I ever would have found the damage happening in the lymph.” The ebon minotaur shook his head. “I nearly missed it there, too. I didn’t realize there were so many different ink formulations on him, and I started by looking at the most recent tattoos – which are the new formulation, call it Mock Black.”


  “If Chelm developed it, we should call it Chelm Black,” said Teodor.


  “I rather think Chelm should have the opportunity to name it. Until then, Mock Black.”


  Teodor nodded. “Mock Black, then. So Mock Black doesn’t have that effect?”


  “No. It’s pretty, looks so similar to Ungoliant Black that I can’t tell the difference by eye, and is completely nonreactive.”


  “So… is there some long-term fix or repair or replacement of this poisonous tattooing?”


  Xavien nodded. “I wanted to discuss that with you. All of the toxic ink is in discrete stripes. The simplest approach would be simply to remove it. The other option would be to try to stabilize it, somehow.”


  “I see,” said Teodor. “Where are the stripes? On him?”


  “Legs and back.”


  “Fundamental to the design, then.”


  “Very much so.”


  “Well,” said Teodor, after a moment of thought. “I see advantages and disadvantages both ways, but… I think Chelm would ask for the ink to be removed.”


  “I… thought Zebra now belonged to Dacien.”


  Teodor nodded. “He does, technically, I suppose, but according to my Master of Slave, Zebra belongs to Chelm. He is well-behaved, perhaps a bit over-behaved…”


  “I fail to see how a human can be over-behaved,” Xavien said stiffly.


  “Well, you and I have long differed on many topics, of which humans form the core of most,” Teodor said. “I’ve no wish to drag up those old arguments. So… Zebra is completely broken to Chelm, will that do?”


  “Yes,” said Xavien.


  “As you know, I have a… personal preference, shall we say, for humans with more initiative.” Teodor paused. “Although too much initiative is clearly its own problem… thankfully rare. Regardless. At some point Chelm will be able to reclaim him, presumably when he begins his own apprenticeship.”


  “I see. But he’s Chelm’s work of art. Wouldn’t Chelm be upset at the defacement?”


  “Maybe,” said Teodor. “But I think he would rather have the poison out, and then redone.”


  “That may be,” said Xavien. “But… do I take it you’ve heard from Sasha or Morgan?”


  Teodor grimaced. “No. I thought a courier would be too risky. I couldn’t see an advantage in finding out what’s happened sooner; what’s happened has happened, and there’s nothing I can do to change it from here. Although… I am so uneasy over Chelm and Dacien that I could wish I had made the other right decision.”


  “The other right decision?”


  “I might have made a different one,” Teodor said, “Sending, or not sending, a courier has merit. I don’t know that one set of advantages outweighs the others. That sometimes there are different right decisions. My subordinates make right decisions all the time – even if they are not the right decisions I would have made. It is a thing I am getting used to.”


  “That takes some doing,” agreed Xavien.


  “Although some decisions,” said Teodor, “are so questionable that I must take some action.”


  Xavien paused. “Did… did you have some decision in mind?”


  “I am afraid I do.”


  “One of mine, I think.”


  “Yes. One of yours.”


  “I think I know which one.”


  “Do you?” asked Teodor. “Well, it might be that you are right, and it might be that you are wrong, too. The decision that has been troubling me is not the application of magic to steel in… forbidden ways.”


  “No?”


  “Given events, it may be that was a good and right decision. It may be. The point is moot, and I do not wish to engage it.”


  “I am in unusual agreement with you, Lord Teodor.”


  Teodor’s grin flashed across his gray muzzle. “I reserve my wonder that you did not discuss this, in some terms and at length, with the person most affected – Cresphontes. For, if things had gone differently, it would be he who took this unlooked-for blow. And… that option must have crossed your mind.”


  “It did,” Xavien admitted.


  “Then why did you not?”


  “He would have said no.” Xavien’s words fell into silence, as Teodor simply continued looking at him. “I knew him very well, Teodor. Lord Teodor. He would have said no. And that would have been wrong. But this way, this way he could say – truthfully – he knew nothing about it. That I had gone rogue.”


  “You did go rogue,” Teodor said.


  “I… cannot deny that. But…”


  “But me no buts,” Teodor said. “You have seen what remains of poisoned Xarbydis and drowned Scylla, and you still risked Lycaili to that. You. And you had no right to that decision. It was his to make, rightly or wrongly, and your duty to accept his decision or resign.”


  “And leave Lycaili undefended?”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “And leave us undefended.”


  “They would have killed…”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “A hundred or more of our clan. Our brothers. Great officers. And then, then we might be justified in taking the risk. Or perhaps Cresphontes would have surprised you, and found some way to permit it without risking destruction of everything. I found a way to do it, did I not?”


  “Yes,” said Xavien. “You did. Although…” and the ebon minotaur stopped. “I was about to say that your decision is not yet implemented, but that would be a baseless quibble. I beg your forgiveness for it.”


  “For the quibble, you have it,” said Teodor, and Xavien twitched, as if Teodor had struck him. “But for the rest of it, Xavien, I think it was not only the wrong decision, it was not well-made. You put the entirety of Lycaili at risk for the defense of a few.”


  “It was the best decision I could make,” Xavien said. “Lycaili is the officers it has chosen. To risk them is to risk Lycaili.”


  “Then we are very far apart on how such a decision is to be made,” Teodor said quietly.


  “I… that seems true.”


  “Then, Lord Xavien Lord Green Lycaili, I am relieving you of the war-spells. Where are they?”


  “Three here, at the center of the maze. Four more are at my house in town. The remainder at House Green.”


  “Then the ones in-town must be in my hands within five hours,” said Teodor. “And after that, you will return to House Green, and then bring the remainder. Let nothing but discretion stay you.”


  “Lord Teodor…”


  “No, Xavien, I will have them back, all of them. You have not copied any of them?”


  “No, Lord Teodor.”


  “Then the sum total of war-spells in your possession is twelve?”


  “Yes, Lord Teodor.”


  “And once you have returned twelve spells, no war-spells will remain to you?”


  “That is correct, Lord Teodor.”


  Teodor paused for a moment, and then said, slowly, “Then this decision will prevent you from invoking any creator spells, saving that I again entrust one to you?”


  “No, Lord Teodor,” Xavien answered. “The transformation you discovered, rediscovered, rather, is a creator spell, and there may be other such. For that matter, I have always considered ritual magic a creator spell, or system of spells.”


  “I am not concerned with ritual magic, or the transformation spell. Those aside, you will be unable to invoke any creator-level magics?”


  “I believe that is correct, Lord Teodor,” Xavien said stiffly.


  “I forbid any such invocation. I explicitly desire you to abide by the Truces of Xarbydis. I explicitly require you to consult me if you believe that invoking a creator-level magic, or violating the truces, may be in the interests of Lycaili. I furthermore require you to abide by these restrictions in the loosest and strictest senses. Is there anything at all unclear about that, My Lord Xavien?”


  “No, Lord Teodor.”


  Teodor settled back in his chair, tapping the now-empty plate. “Good. I think we no longer need privacy.”


  “I have released the spell, Lord Teodor.”


  “And I mine,” Teodor replied. “And, Lord Xavien?”


  “Yes, Lord Teodor?”


  “Excellent work with Zebra. Excellent. Can you stabilize the situation until… we have clarity on Chelm’s situation? I’d rather he made the decision.”


  “I… yes, Lord Teodor.”


  “Then I look forward to an update tonight.”


  The ebon minotaur bowed. “Yes, Lord Teodor.”
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  Displacement


  

  Chelm regained awareness, and he crushed his first reaction – to leap up and continue battle. Since the last thing he remembered was the strangely painless cold sensation of a sword sliding through his chest, he could no longer be in battle. He forced his eyes open, feeling the lids pull off stickily, and he wondered how long he’d been here. The dark quiet of the room, broken by the occasion caw of a bird, and the low ceiling told him nothing, so with effort – far more effort than he’d expected – he turned his head. A cot lay next to him, with another bull – Charos, one of Lord Doze’s guards. Another one of Lord Doze’s guards; he had that honor himself. No, not honor – duty. Chelm wondered how well he’d shouldered it. He didn’t close his eyes then, so much as let them fall shut on their own.


  His chest no longer hurt, at least and… the other bruises and cuts he recalled receiving in that desperate battle… even while he remembered the battle, Chelm realized just how poor his battle-training had been. No, not poor. Defective. Warriors were taught to fight together, but warlords fought alone. The thought was that a warlord should fight at the highest ratio he could, and that coordinating attacks between warlords at different speeds was simply too difficult. But his attackers had managed it, working smoothly and ferociously together at an impossibly high ratio, at least thirty-to-one, and maybe higher. Grandmasters did not fight together; it was a ridiculous conceit. Except… it turned out to be surprisingly effective.


  That must change, he thought, to cement the insight into his memory. Whatever else, wherever he was, grandmasters would need to train together. If he and Hector and Bryant and even Milos had been able to synchronize faster than their attackers… events might have gone more favorably. Might. Possibly. And perhaps not, but it would have been yet another tool. Chelm felt a slow flush of shame, then. Milos would have been the perfect bull to share his throwing trick with, to find out if a Master could do it, or if was a Grandmaster technique. But he had wanted to show it – show it off, Chelm corrected himself instantly – to Kanail.


  “I am a fool,” he said, or at least meant to, but it was nothing more than a mumble that somehow that resulted in water – no, water sweetened with honey, no, some tincture sweetened with honey, being dribbled into his mouth. The sound vanished under the burble, but it didn’t matter.


  Instead of lifting his arm to wipe his face off, he managed to twitch his arm, and then, making a more serious effort, forced it nearly an inch up off the bed – cot – whatever he was laying on. Cot, most likely, in some chirurgical recovery room. Which suggested that the herbal flavor of basil from the dribble was, in fact, a strengthening tonic. Which in turn suggested they were at the House of the Lost, since any other place would use a meat broth as a carrier. The House of the Lost, however, had foresworn meat. Which in turn suggested… victory? Loss?


  Chelm forced his eyes open again, and a Brother was watching him, with concern. “Sleep, friend. You are safe.”


  Reassuring, but it wasn’t the reassurance Chelm required. He concentrated, and although ‘Lord Doze’ was out of his reach, he managed to say, “Sash…”


  “Your Master Sasha Lord Doze is well. Although he was injured, his wounds were minor. Unlike yours, Warrior Chelm, or those of Hector. All of whom live. As far as I know, all your party survived the… attack.”


  As far as I know. What wasn’t this Brother saying? “Who…”


  “I am Brother Remillard, and I am Learned in the arts of healing, although by no means the most adept at such. Brother Chirurgeon has treated you while you rested in a healing trance, imposed by Brother Magician. Both are abed, as is your Master, Lord Doze. Only you and one other remain in trance; you were expected to awaken a day or so from now, but of course we had someone stationed here against the event, if it were to come early. As it has.


  “And the needful thing is for you to eat – drink, really. And then return to a natural sleep, and when you awaken, you will be stronger and, I hope, ready to rise. I will need to help you drink – you are weak from your enforced trance, that is normal…”


  Which Chelm knew perfectly well.


  “… and you will regain your strength rapidly.” Brother Remillard paused for a breath. “If, of course, you are sufficiently sensible to cooperate and let your strength return, rather than attempt that which is beyond your current powers, and set your recovery back. I trust you are wiser than that.”


  Chelm tried to nod, and hoped Brother Remillard would take the resulting twitch as accord. But there was one more thing he needed to know. All he could say, though, was “acieah,” which sounded nothing like Dacien, and Brother Remillard’s frown indicated that he had been unable to interpret it.


  “Drink. Perhaps we will talk after,” and the Brother lifted his head up, and held a cleverly-shaped bowl to his mouth. He didn’t so much drink as allow the cool liquid to flow down into him, but he was able, with effort and concentration, to swallow, and let the fluid ease the roughness of his throat.


  Probably from a tube, he thought. Chelm mentally sounded out the word brother, and thought he might be able to say that, although he wasn’t sure if Brother Remillard would realize he wanted to know about Dacien. He was growing heavier, it seemed, as he drank, and he realized that Brother Remillard’s concoction was undoubtedly drugged to help him sleep just as he faded back into unconsciousness with a faint sense of irritation.


  * * *


  Nestor sat restlessly in Lord Doze’s chamber in the House of the Lost, and thought. He didn’t have much else to do. Apparently there were no other humans in the House, and Lord Doze didn’t want to call attention to him. “Stay here and out of sight,” the minotaur had said, and not answered any questions about the ambush they’d walked into returning from Xarbydis.


  Nestor shuddered at the recollection of that poisoned land. Small wonder the minotaurs were so emphatic about not using magic in battle, although getting actual answers out of them remained as difficult as ever. None of his subtle – or blunt – questioning had revealed any of the history behind the disaster other than the names of the clans, and a horrible description of exactly what would happen to anyone unlucky enough to contract Xarbydis poisoning. Even with minotaur’s superior mastery of magic, it seemed, a cure was possible only in the earliest stages. Once it had advanced to visible symptoms, the only thing even minotaurs had to offer was a quick and merciful death. Sasha and the Brother guide had been explicitly graphic on the extended and painful death that awaited a victim.


  So then, why would an expedition of this sort be so obviously targeted by a magic attack? Nestor wasn’t a mage, and didn’t pretend to understand the subject well, but even he could tell that the sleeping minotaurs were the victim of magic – and if he’d understood what he’d been told, absolutely a violation of these supposedly sacred Truces of Xarbydis. And why had they taken Mage Dacien and his guard, Bryant? Although, Nestor thought to himself, it could well be that even Lord Doze wasn’t sure. None of the minotaurs seemed to understand the reasoning behind the attack, and, interestingly, that seemed to upset them almost as much as the attack itself.


  Minotaurs liked things explainable. Understandable. Comprehensible. Regimented. Predictable. In many ways, thought Nestor, the perfect military mindset, but the unexpected certainly upset them. It was an insight to be treasured, and it explained many things. Although… never enough. Never enough. Nestor turned back to the books that Sasha, the mage whom the minotaurs called Lord Doze, had left in the room. They were, unsurprisingly, in Greek, and although he spoke it reasonably well, it used a completely different alphabet and was tediously difficult for Nestor to read. And most of the books seemed to focus on plants. How to grow them. What they looked like. What they tasted like, and how to cook them. Books! On cooking! Once, Nestor would have laughed at such wasted effort, but now… now he just had to wonder what sort of alien and inhuman thinking went into creating books on such trivialities.


  Most of the books. Nestor picked up one titled, in impossibly small lettering, A Hitsory of the War and underneath that, in even smaller lettering, Flius Scylla.


  Now this had potential.


  * * *


  Chelm woke to daylight, and another Brother sitting by him. He blinked his eyes to clear them, and a cloth wetted with lavender-water sponged his eyes off. He blinked again, and a third time, and the room resolved itself into a pleasant enough room. Six beds, all but two empty – Charos was, sleeping, or more likely, in an induced trance. Fresh and dried bunches of lavender about the room dispersed their fresh, pleasing scent. Two windows hung open, although they were covered with a heavy stretched gauze that impeded the flow of air. Odd.


  “Better?”


  “Much,” Chelm said, reveling in the power of speech once again. “I thank you. Brother…”


  “Brother Apothecary,” the bull said softly. “Brother will do.”


  “Thank you, Brother,” Chelm said. “Brother…” he paused, and the name came to him. “Remillard, was good enough to tell me nearly everything I needed to set my heart at ease.”


  “Nearly?”


  “Tell me my own brother, the Mage Dacien Lycaili, is safe, and I assure you I will be the most compliant of patients.”


  “I am…” and the cry of a raven cut him off. “Birds. A flock of ravens has descended on us. Pardon me, Warrior,” and Brother Apothecary rose and shut the window. “They will peck their way through the screen if they are permitted to.”


  “My brother?” He wondered if the Brother were attempting to distract him.


  “I… Warrior Chelm, your brother and his second guard, Bryant, were abducted.” The brother paused. “I know this is unpleasant news…”


  “Several days old, I imagine,” Chelm said, as a wave of helpless anger washed through him.


  “Nearly twelve days have passed, Warrior…”


  “Please, Brother, I am your patient, and merely Chelm.”


  “As you wish, Chelm. An abuscade was set at your return from Xarbydis…”


  “I recall. Those guards who preceded me had been put to sleep.”


  “Yes, apparently it was ineffective on you.”


  “I recognized the sensation, and threw myself out of phase,” Chelm said, remembering the cool seductive languor that he’d recognized as a spell of sleep. “My father, on occasion, would spell me to sleep similarly, although of course his intent was not hostile.”


  “It seemed to throw off your attackers.”


  “Assassins,” said Chelm.


  “Perhaps,” the Brother said. “I do not know. A general melee ensued, in which a number of them were injured, as well a number of your party.”


  “Did we recover any of them? Have they any explanation of themselves?”


  “All of the attackers who were injured, died. Perhaps some self-inflicted poison, because the wounds were not lethal,” Brother Remillard said with a sigh. “Seven of them, and Lord Doze seemed to consider that they were ebon marque blanc to be significant. We built a pyre for them.”


  Considerably more generous than he himself would be, Chelm thought, but he nodded. “I understand. One, at least, was pristine. He was standing away from the battle, with a small guard around him. I attempted to engage him but… I was unable. These… attackers,” assassins, he would have said, but Chelm had no wish to argue with the Brother, “were tempus practitioners of great skill.”


  “Lord Doze insists they were ninja,” Brother Apothecary said.


  “My Lord is almost certainly correct,” Chelm said grimly. “Has there been any demand?”


  “Demand?” the Brother repeated, clearly not understanding.


  “A ransom,” Chelm said. “Have they offered to trade us…” he stopped as he saw the look on the Brother’s face, and did not need his next words to understand that there had been no such offer.


  “No,” Brother Apothecary said. “But… ah. There is… other news. In response to a message sent by Lord Doze – he dispatched his Master of Time with it – a troop of Lycaili soldiers is stationed outside our walls, led by General Morgan. General Morgan brought… well. Your Patriarch, Lord Cresphontes, was attacked, as near as we can make out, on the same day you yourself were ambushed. General Morgan says the attack was by these same ebon marque blanc ninja.”


  “Lord Cresphontes… is he…”


  “He was slain,” Brother Apothecary said carefully. “Apparently the mage, Xavien Lord Green, is also a General?”


  “Yes,” said Chelm.


  “He became acting Regent, and was confirmed as Regent. General Morgan arrived two days ago, and brought dispatches to Lord Doze.”


  Chelm took a breath. It seemed to much to absorb. Cresphontes, dead. Dacien and Bryant, abducted. But why? Was it because he was a mage? Then why hadn’t they stolen Lord Doze, as well? And Bryant? Why take Bryant, and leave Hector… unless… “How wounded were Lord Doze and Hector?”


  “Badly, although they managed to avoid a punctured lung,” Brother Apothecary said. “Primarily cuts, blood loss. They are both recovered, I assure you.”


  “When can I see them?”


  “When…” the Brother shook his head. “Chelm, they will come see you, soon, I imagine. They have inquired – repeatedly. The next time they ask, we will let them in. If only so that Lord Doze may confirm his orders to you to rest and recover,” the Brother added.


  “I understand, Brother Apothecary,” Chelm said. “But now that I am awake, I should like to get up, and undertake some light activity. Nothing more strenuous than making use of a water closet, and perhaps a shower. Although I expect I will need some assistance, even with that.”


  “That is right,” Brother Apothecary said slowly. “That is exactly the next step.”


  “And, if you would permit it, I should like to move to one of the hostelry rooms. Perhaps… one shared with one of the bulls who were uninjured? To assist me, when I need it?”


  “If you undertake to be careful, and not to push yourself, not yet.”


  “I will not push,” Chelm promised. “I assure you, I am aware of the protocols for recovery from a healing trance, and will follow them.”


  “They are guidelines,” the Brother said. “And your recovery may well be slower.”


  “Brother Apothecary,” Chelm said patiently, “I understand these things. I myself am Learned in the apothecary’s arts. I have the training of a warlord, and I am an armsmaster, and I have achieved the accolade of grandmaster in tempus. I understand that recovery requires discipline, and I assure you I will apply that discipline, neither to push myself too hard, nor falter in recovering my full health.”


  “Warlord?” the Brother sounded surprised. “But… Lord Doze called you…”


  “I am third to Lord Doze’s Master of Time, Milos, who has not completed warlord training. It would be disrespectful to him to claim an achievement he lacks.”


  “But why…”


  “Am I not senior? Because I am not senior,” Chelm said. “Milos is. And it is an honor to serve under him.”


  “I… I fear my background does not include such a thing. Where I am from, a warlord would never be the inferior of a warrior, and certainly never count it an honor to serve under one.” The Brother paused, thoughtfully. “That may be at least in part why I am from there.”


  “I was told,” Chelm said carefully, “that it was impolite to inquire about such things.”


  “To inquire, yes. Many… many of us have come to… leave previous… events… behind.”


  Chelm listened carefully to the pauses in the statement, before responding carefully. “I am thankful you were here, and are here, to aid my recovery. It is a gift, and I will respect it.” He smiled again, hoping he was making a good impression. “But I do know how to respect it.”


  “It appears you do,” Brother Apothecary said. “And I beg your forgiveness if I have assumed otherwise.”


  “There is nothing to forgive,” Chelm answered. “And I anticipate exactly the opposite if you can but find someone to help me with that shower?”


  

  The shower had been taxing; Chelm had struggled to stand upright as a Brother washed him, but being truly clean was worth it, and Chelm had simply imagined Zebra doing the washing. Dressing had consisted merely of a bathing robe. Afterward, the Brother had helped him into a surprisingly comfortable chair, and even brought a book on, of all things, the many preparations the Brothers made with lavender, perhaps because he’d claimed to be a Learned Apothecary. Regardless, Chelm found the book fascinating in the way the Brothers had developed pure herbal variants of some familiar recipes.


  He was pondering an unusual lavender-verbena pickling process for fruit when a rap came on the door, followed by Lord Doze’s mellow tenor. “Chelm? May I come in?”


  “Of course, My Lord,” Chelm said. “The door is not secured. Pardon my not rising.”


  The smaller brown minotaur came inside, followed by his guards, Milos and Priam, and he just shook his head. “Not rising? Chelm, you saved us.”


  “Not all of us,” Chelm said, closing the book and setting on the floor in the sparsely furnished room. “I understand that Mage Dacien and Warlord Bryant were taken.”


  “Yes,” said Lord Doze, bitterly. “I did not see the thing myself. I thought… but you did not, either, did you?”


  “No, My Lord. I don’t even know how the battle ended.”


  “We were losing,” Lord Doze said calmly. “But the Brothers arrived, and that caused our attackers to flee. I don’t know if that was because the Brothers outnumbered them, or they didn’t wish to attack the Brothers –”


  “That would set a host of clans directly against them,” Chelm muttered to himself.


  “It would,” agreed Lord Doze.


  “I beg your forgiveness,” Chelm said, abashed. “I must be more tired than I thought, to interrupt you, My Lord.”


  “Quite under…” and Lord Doze paused, and stared at the window, and then back at Chelm. Three ravens stood there, staring in, and, as Chelm looked, another one fluttered down to the sill. The window looked out on the lavender fields outside, and Chelm could see other birds, out in the fields. “Intriguing,” said the mage.


  “How so, My Lord?”


  “Just… Sasha, for now,” the brown minotaur murmured. “They showed up about five days ago, just a few at first, and now we seem to have more.” He turned back to Chelm. “Chelm, this may seem like an odd question, but… how many birds are there?”


  “My Lord?” At first, Chelm wasn’t even certain he’d heard the question correctly.


  “Sasha,” the mage said. “How many birds… do you think are out there?”


  “How should I know?” This made no sense at all.


  “Yet another intriguing question,” murmured Sasha, “but not the one I requested an answer to. It may help to close your eyes.”


  “My Lord–”, Chelm said, puzzled, but he was interrupted.


  “Sasha,” corrected the brown minotaur. “Call me Sasha.”


  “Sasha, I don’t understand…”


  “I am not asking you to understand!” Sasha said firmly. “Close your eyes!”


  “Very well,” Chelm said, grimacing at the absurd request, and let his eyes close.


  “Now, how many birds do you… see. Perceive. And before you say none, take a moment. Look, even though your eyes are closed.”


  “Yes, Sasha,” Chelm said, deciding it was just easier to do what the mage requested. He closed his eyes, and turned toward the window. He could see the birds – five ravens, three on the sill, and two perched… he opened his eyes. Two perched below the window. And … he looked up, and he could see a flock on the roof. In fact… he didn’t have to turn his head. He could see them regardless of where he was facing. “Sasha…”


  “Yes?”


  “I see them,” Chelm said, trying to keep his voice controlled.


  “How many?”


  “I… more than I can count easily,” Chelm replied, starting to feel panic. “Two hundreds, or thereabout.” And as he thought about it, he could feel… more. Further away, and… oh Creators no… coming this way. “And… more. Coming.” Outside, the ravens started calling.


  “More?” At last, Chelm thought, Lord Doze sounded surprised. “How many more?”


  “I…” It was a ridiculous question, Chelm thought, except for the undeniable fact he could answer it. “More hundreds.” His voice sounded oddly flat to him. “Lor – Sasha, what’s happening?” Chelm was listening to himself carefully, and he congratulated himself since couldn’t hear even a hint of panic.


  “Nothing worth panic,” Sasha said, and Chelm realized just how pointless it was to attempt to keep his emotions hidden from an air mage. “May I touch your mind?”


  “Yes,” Chelm said tightly, and almost instantly, the panic drained away. The awareness of the birds faded, too.


  “Well, none of us expected this,” the brown mage said softly.


  Which of course raised an obvious question. “Sasha – what did you expect? Why do I have the feeling you understand this.”


  “Understand? Well, perhaps a little better than you do…”


  Chelm carefully unclenched his fist and spoke. “Sasha My Lord Doze Lycaili, I cannot begin to tell you how very much I do not wish to have a discussion along the lines of the tens, hundreds, no, no, thousands, that I have had with my father at this time, or at any time. I would ask, as your guard who is sworn to defend you with his life, that you just tell me what you know, think or suspect.”


  “I beg your forgiveness.”


  “And I am sure you will have it,” said Chelm. “Probably as soon as you have finished explaining.”


  Sasha lifted his hands. “The birds are part of the manifestation of your mage-signature.”


  Chelm blinked. “I am a mage?”


  “As of about, five days ago, I think, yes,” said Sasha. “I had hoped to work up to telling you.”


  “Allow me to express my gratitude that you did not,” Chelm said. “My father does that, and he is careful to hide the one connecting tidbit of information until his big reveal, and it is irritating beyond measure.”


  “Or, perhaps, you’re overly sensitive.”


  “Or, perhaps, I have been sensitized,” Chelm said tightly. “And thus I do not wish to play that game.”


  “It is a standard teaching technique, and you will have to endure it.”


  “Then I will not…” Chelm paused as a memory came to him. Teodor, asking if he would choose to be a mage. “How did my father do this?”


  “You think he did?” asked Sasha.


  “I am nearly certain,” Chelm said, his eyes narrowing. “You do not deny it.”


  “How would I know?” asked Sasha.


  “You do not deny it,” Chelm said. “I am certain, now. And I think I have a right to know. I am… perturbed at these…” and then he paused. “He tested the process on Dacien, didn’t he. And then on me.”


  “Ah…” said Sasha with a frown. “No.”


  Chelm looked at the brown mage. “My Lord. I protest this treatment. I am not a child, and I have a right to know what has been done to me, with or without my permission.”


  Sasha nodded. “You do, and I will back you up when you ask Teodor to explain. We knew you would be a mage, this journey was not merely for Dacien’s benefit, but yours as well.”


  “And you said nothing,” Chelm said.


  “Correct,” Sasha answered. “Because although we knew you would be a mage, we had no way of knowing when. Most of us thought that event far in the future, those of us who considered the matter at all. We believe that being near an active mage speeds the process.”


  “And that is why I have been guarding mages?”


  “No,” said Sasha. “You have been guarding us because it is clear that only a grandmaster has any hope of repelling the ninjas who have been stalking us. Had it not been for that, yes, we would have found some reason to keep you in proximity to a mage, but that was the reason for your assignment to me.”


  “Aside from the trip to Xarbydis.”


  Sasha nodded. “That… probably fed into Chresphonte’s thoughts, yes. But adding you was his decision.”


  “I see,” Chelm said. “And what, precisely, did you do to me just now?”


  “Your signature appears to be related to birds, and your anxiety was calling them to you,” Sasha said. “By making you less anxious, it seems to have… relaxed them. Exactly what the connection is I do not know, other than that some part of your signature is air magic, and that you are at least in part an air mage.”


  “Only air?” asked Chelm, trying to understand just what was happening.


  Sasha shook his head. “I am blind to any other magic,” he said. “Your air-magics may be secondary or even tertiary to fire or water.”


  “Then… then we need to return to Lycaili, as soon as possible.”


  “Which,” Sasha said, “was true this morning. It is simply more true now.”


  “I would have thought,” Chelm said slowly, “that there would be some pursuit of the ninjas who abducted Dacien and Bryant.”


  “No,” said Sasha carefully. “The Brothers did not pursue them. They were unaware that they had been taken, and in the confusion, with so many injured and under a magical compulsion of slumber – a spell that required lengthy ritual work to lift – their absence went unremarked. And once they had, it was deemed that their lead would be too great to make any hope of recovery possible.”


  “I do not share that opinion even now.”


  “I… am not far from agreeing with you,” Sasha said, “but,” and the brown mage paused, clearly thinking about something, “we are commanded to present ourselves in the Lycaili Maze at the earliest possible moment. Once Charos is ready to travel – and I will have him carried in a litter if need be – we will submit to those commands.”


  Chelm stared aghast. “And leave Dacien? And Bryant?”


  Sasha met his eyes, and nodded. “Such are our orders.”


  “You may countermand it, Lord Doze,” Chelm said urgently. “You are a Lord and the master of this expedition, and if in your judgment the order is not well-given, you have the ability…” he trailed off at Sasha’s expression.


  “The orders are painful,” Sasha said regretfully. “But they were given with a reasonable knowledge of the situation. If, perhaps, I had some imminent expectation of retrieving them, if I were in pursuit, if I had a hot trail rather than this cold one long gone stale… then perhaps the orders would have differed. And if they had not, perhaps I would have received them differently. But as matters stand I cannot disagree with them – indeed, I feel the urgency of the summons – and we will obey. Is that clear, Mage Chelm?”


  “Bitterly,” said Chelm.


  “And you will obey?”


  “As I am sworn to, I will obey.”


  Sasha fixed him with a knowing stare that might have been copied from his father, but Chelm simply looked back. “I hear some ambiguity in that response.”


  “I meant none,” Chelm said, truthfully. “I am sworn to obey as a warrior, as a warlord, as a grandmaster of Lycaili, and as your sworn guard. I have done my duty in pointing out these orders are foolish, and contrary to good sense, but if you will have them obeyed – then my duty is to carry them out to the best of my power.”


  “Perhaps… yes. I beg your forgiveness, Chelm. I am so used to parsing sentences closely that I misunderstood.”


  “There is nothing to forgive. It was ambiguous, in precisely the way you perceived,” Chelm said. “I have promised Brother Apothecary that I would hew to the standard recovery schedule, and travel – even light travel…”


  “When Charos comes out of his trance, we leave,” Sasha said. “If you are not up to travel, than you will share a litter with Charos.”


  “I would be shamed to do such a thing,” Chelm said. “I can walk.”


  Sasha shook his head. “The shame would be in refusing it, should you need it. Your alertness led to our survival. Your skill in tempus and battle provided the time the Brothers needed to drive off our attackers. You were wounded in our defense. Think of the warriors who fell to that shameful spell of sleep, in whose defense you and Charos took those wounds. Would you deny them the right to, in turn, defend your health and recovery?”


  Chelm blinked. “I had not thought of it that way.”


  “Then adjust your thinking,” Sasha said calmly. “None of us stand alone. We are commanded in our Master’s name to Maze, at the earliest possible moment. Where is the honor in refusing the assistance to make that possible?”


  “You… you are right,” Chelm said, abashed. “You are exactly right. I beg your forgiveness for my hubris.”


  “It is not my forgiveness you need,” Sasha said softly. “Remember to thank your bearers, should you need them.”


  “Thank you, My Lord. I will endeavor to do my duty, and let others do theirs.”


  “I trust that was plain enough speaking for you?” the brown mage asked with a smile.


  “It was, and I appreciate it more than I can express.”


  “Then I will let you alone. I hope this conversation has not taxed you unduly.”


  “No, my mind is well – or at least, as well as it has ever been. It is simply the body that is weak, at the moment. The conversation was stimulating, and,” Chelm bowed his head, “instructive.”


  “Then I am glad you are recovering,” Sasha said. “I was – we were all – concerned about you.”


  “Thank you,” Chelm said, with a smile, and then it vanished. “Lord Doze, I must ask, if you sent word to the Regent, then… what did you say of my condition? And of Dacien? What news could reach my – our father?”


  Sasha sighed. “That Dacien had been taken. That you were gravely injured, and… we were hopeful of your recovery.”


  “Hopeful,” Chelm said grimly, thinking of how his father would have reacted to that news.


  “Both you and Charos owe your lives to the skill and determination of Brother Apothecary, Brother Chirurgeon, and Brother Magician,” Sasha said. “My own training in ritual magic is very basic, enough to follow a simple ritual from a grimoire, no more than that. I am an air mage, not a magician. I could not have saved you. I do not know how your own magic skills stand…”


  “Basic,” admitted Chelm. “Yours is the basic training any warrior receives, is it not?”


  “Yes, and that was long ago. Reconsidering, I’m not sure I still could perform even a simple ritual.”


  “Well, I have no more than that, either, although my training was more recent. Why do you ask? Is there some need?”


  Sasha’s nostrils flared. “You are as deep as your father, do you know that? Yes, I am looking for someone who can minister to Charos.”


  “What happened to him? Why is he still in trance?”


  “He was dropped by that sleeping-spell. And I can tell you it was a mage who inflicted it,” Sasha added. “An air mage, accomplished and strong, although I think myself more skilled. But… Charos fell and was trampled, repeatedly. His legs and arms were fractured in several places, and there was considerable internal bruising and bleeding. His survival amazes me.”


  “Then I must add that thanks to the consideration I owe the Brothers,” Chelm said. “But – despite your skillful attempt at distraction – I understand that my father will know that one son is abducted, and the other may die of his injuries?”


  Sasha nodded.


  Chelm let out a sigh. The thought of his father Teodor with that report turned his stomach. “I ask for no favors, Lord Doze, but… are we sending any couriers? Is there any way to get an update to Maze, to let them know our casualties are limited to the abductions?”


  “No,” Sasha said. “General Morgan’s instructions are to return us to Maze. We must risk no courier, but gather our strength. At some point Lord Chimes will be able to reach me again, but not until we’re halfway through Venrir.”


  “I understand,” Chelm said. “Thank you, Lord Doze. Have the good Brothers given us their expectation for Charos’ awakening?”


  “They thought perhaps tomorrow night,” Lord Doze said. “And once Charos is stable enough to move, we will leave.”


  “It is a shame we cannot make a matched march,” Chelm said.


  “A matched march? What do you mean?” asked Lord Doze. “What advantage…”


  “Where everyone reaches a matched tempus ratio,” Chelm said. “It’s difficult to reach the higher ratios – and I doubt that, even if everyone were trained for it, we could manage anything above five to three, but still that would be five to three.”


  “We cannot?”


  Chelm shook his head. “No, My Lord. Such a group effort is constrained to the weakest practitioner, and mismatches are prone to cause tempburn. Milos would need months to train every member of the guard in the skill of matching ratios. But it’s not a common skill, and quite honestly, the effort spent would be better used to improve your guard’s overall tempus skills.”


  “I suppose Milos would say the same,” Sasha said. “Well. It is late, and I have imposed on you long enough.”


  “Your visit was welcome, My Lord,” Chelm said. “And… I would like to discuss this apprenticing. I trust it will not be with Lord Fog.”


  “Oh, I am certain it will not,” Sasha said with a grimace. “Nor myself, as I…” and the brown minotaur broke off. “Lord Winter, it will have to be Ianthos.”


  “Have to be?”


  “He is the only other air mage. Your father cannot train you, and I cannot either.”


  “And you are ruled out because…”


  “Either I am already Master to Dacien, or I lost my last apprentice. Regardless, I have a definite desire not to take on another,” Sasha said dryly.


  “Ah. Yes. I take the point. But… you think he’s lost?”


  “I do not know,” Sasha said after a pause. “I do not know what to think. I will admit to you, Chelm, that I feel blindsided by this. I cannot imagine why they would take him, or Bryant, for that matter. If they were after mages, well, they could have taken you.”


  “Could they? I was badly injured.”


  Sasha paused, then nodded. “But… ah. I simply don’t know. I feel unbalanced. In any case, Chelm, I will give you your very first magic lesson. Don’t do anything. Do stretch your perceptions, if you can, but don’t do anything.”


  “I was planning on finishing this recipe book the Brothers loaned me, and then bed,” Chelm said. “Correct me if I am mistaken, but my impression was that the working of magic tired my father, however he tried to hide it. I do not think I am in any state to attempt work.”


  “That is correct,” Sasha said. “Even stretching your perceptions in that way expends your energies. But as long as you are merely looking, the worst that can happen is that you’ll tire yourself out and fall asleep. That might even be a good thing.”


  “I admit to curiosity on the subject,” Chelm said with a yawn. “But I also admit to being tired.” He paused. “Surprisingly so, now that I consider it. May I ask one of your guards to assist me to the bed?”


  “Yes,” said Sasha. “Of course. I have kept you too long.”


  “I…” said Chelm. “No, but I have reached the limit of my endurance for the day.” Priam glanced at Milos, who nodded, and then helped pull Chelm out of the chair, and over to the bed. “Thank you, Priam.”


  “You are welcome, Mage Chelm,” the guard said, and Chelm was asleep even before he could correct the Mage Chelm.


  

  “Mage Chelm,” a voice said. “Mage Chelm!”


  Who? was Chelm’s first groggy thought, followed quickly by a view of the room; a detailed, precise and exacting view of the room. A strange view of the room; it included no less than six ravens, three perched precariously on a candelabra, another on the base of the small bed, and two more on unlit wall sconces. It was not the birds that made it strange; what made it strange was that he could see everything. The room, and all of its corners. He could see the top of his head against the soft rough-woven sheets. The birds. The tips of his own horns. His own eyelids. Chelm started when he realized his eyes were closed. It was as if the room were just there, sitting in his mind as well… no, Chelm realized. He couldn’t see under the bed, and for a moment that seemed more important than even the gruff voice waking him.


  “Mage Chelm?” The speaker was Lorne, a white bull of Sasha’s Guard. “Are you awake?”


  “I think so,” Chelm said, with his eyes still closed. Could this still be a dream? How was he seeing this? He opened his eyes experimentally, but it didn’t seem to change much, except that suddenly it was much darker in addition to being perfectly clear and visible. That… made no sense. He let his eyes close again, and the sensation of vision-permeable darkness faded away, slowly. One of the black ravens fluttered down to the floor.


  Chelm realized he could see under the bed now. “Ah,” he said, with realization. It was the birds; somehow, instead of just knowing they were there, he was seeing through their eyes. Only theirs? He probed; he could feel more birds – hundreds, all circling the House of the Lost, but he was only seeing what these few birds saw. A good thing, given how confusing even such a small slice of… of… what?


  The word omniscience leapt to mind.


  “Mage Chelm! My Lord Doze is preparing to leave!” Lorne said, more emphatically. “We must get you ready to travel. I do not think you can march…”


  “No,” said Chelm, sitting up with difficulty. “I can move, but…”


  “A litter is readied for you and Charos,” Lorne said. “We need only get you down to it.”


  Chelm felt a half-chuckle escape his lips. “Is Lord Doze down there?”


  “I… I suppose he is, Mage Chelm.”


  “Then,” said Chelm, “that sounds perfect.” He used Lorne’s arm to help pull himself off the bed, still keeping his eyes closed. “I’m going to have to lean on you.”


  “Yes, Mage Chelm.” The smaller white minotaur paused. “Mage Chelm? Is… are your eyes all right?”


  “It’s just easier with them shut at the moment, Lorne,” Chelm said. “Although I do hope to speak with Lord Doze about the matter.”


  “Ah… I’ll let him know? After I have you in the litter?”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  

  Chelm lay back in the litter, exhausted from the simple matter of a few stairs, and watched the preparations in amazement. He had not once bothered to open his eyes as slowly the whole panorama extended itself around him. The key, he had realized quickly, was physical contact with one of the ravens. Just the brush of a wing, and he saw through their eyes, and heard through their ears, and he seemed to attract them – they flew down, watched him for a few minutes, and bobbed over to him to tap him with a feathered head, or extend a foot, and then the bird would fly away, expanding his awareness.


  He knew where every sentry was stationed, and could see, in that strange view, out farther and farther as the ravens, having fulfilled whatever strange geas brought them to him, returned, but his vision and awareness went with them. So strange; Chelm simply lay back, and marveled at it. If only he’d had this awareness earlier. If only he’d known of the ambush that had awaited them.


  If only he hadn’t failed his brother. Chelm gritted his teeth in fury, both at the thought and his own current incapacity. He could see the ambush site so clearly now, as he could not then. There was where they’d lain in wait; he could see the lavender bushes, broken and crushed from the ambush.


  He could see the broken lavender bushes, the crushed tips standing out in strange vision that the birds gave him.


  He could see the broken lavender bushes.


  And like that, he could see the trail, or rather, now that he thought to look for it, it was there, obvious to his vision. No, not to his vision – to the vision of the ravens. Every snapped branch, every crushed plant, and his awareness simply looked up the trail, to a stone boulder, at the bottom of a small depression, and stopped. A border, Chelm realized.


  “Priam? Iapheth?”


  “Mage Chelm?” answered Iapheth.


  “I wish you’d stop calling me that,” Chelm said. “I need to speak with Lord Doze. Immediately.”


  “Sir, Lord Doze was quite specific, and…”


  “Please, Iapheth, bring him,” said Chelm. “I cannot go to him myself.” The smaller minotaur looked at him, concerned, but finally hurried off.


  “Mage Chelm?”


  “I know where they went, Lord Doze,” Chelm said. “Our attackers.”


  The brown minotaur looked surprised. “I’m sorry?”


  “I can see their trail, Lord Doze.”


  “That’s interesting, but… how…”


  “The birds. The ravens, I see through their eyes, and I can see where they went! The trail is not cold! I can track them!”


  “Oh?” said Lord Doze, “I don’t understand… may I touch you? Mentally? Magically?”


  “Yes,” said Chelm. “Do it. Now.”


  Lord Doze reached out a hand, and a moment later, “Ah. Huh. Interesting. A fascinating signature, to be sure… but when did this vision start, Chelm?”


  “When the birds touch me, Lord… Sasha. Then I can see what they do, in this… overview. Can… you see it, too?”


  “Yes,” said the brown minotaur. “If I am touching you. Chelm, I… we did track them back to this border. And there we stopped, because we had no way to pass it; it was sealed. I don’t know if it’s a natural border that simply needs some minor ritual to pass, or if it’s constructed and needs a key, and I have no way to tell. I am not an earth-mage, and neither are any of the Brothers. All I can tell you is that when the Brothers reached it, it was closed. Brother Magician and two of his juniors came out, and sealed the border from this side, as well.”


  “But you said…” started Chelm.


  “I did not want to distress you. I know what I said, and now I speak as Lord Doze, and your superior. We have our orders. We do not have the skills and forces to break through that barrier, and frankly, you and I are not to be in combat.”


  “I am trained…” started Chelm, but Lord Doze shook his head.


  “No. You are a budding mage, and as such, invaluable. You cannot be risked any more than I can. Do you understand, Mage Chelm? You and I cannot, cannot, cannot be risked. Do you understand?”


  “And Dacien is not just as valuable, irreplaceable, and not to be risked?” asked Chelm.


  Sasha sighed. “He is. This is a disaster of… I have failed my Master and my Clan more profoundly than I can say. It was critical that you and he see Xarbydis, and our thoughts – Cresphontes’ and mine – was the trip would only become less and less safe, especially once Dacien’s powers became rumored.”


  “His powers?”


  The brown minotaur grimaced. “I cannot tell you more. We cannot chase Dacien and the others. We do not have the forces, nor the right mix of skills to chase an unknown but potentially large number of warriors with Grandmaster tempus skills. I am not effective in combat, even if I wished to be. I cannot touch a mind that is not in phase with me, I lack the tempus potential to match phase, and for that matter I have minimal training as a warrior. You are untrained as a mage. We have – not counting you, because your place is no longer that of combatant – only Hector who functions at a Grandmaster level. Milos has that level of skill, but he lacks the potential. Bryant… was close, but, frankly, was not as focused as you or Milos. We – Cresphontes and I – were hoping that Bryant might take some inspiration on this trip, from Xarbydis, or you, or perhaps even Dacien.


  “We cannot go after him right this minute,” Sasha continued. “We cannot. Even if our orders were other than they are, we cannot do anything other than return to Lycaili.”


  Chelm stared at the brown mage for a moment. “So we cannot even try?”


  “And risk you and myself?”


  “We could…” and then Chelm stopped.


  “Send everyone else, you mean?” Sasha asked. “Was that what you were going to suggest?”


  “I did not suggest such a thing.”


  “These bulls are here, Chelm, to protect us. You and me, and yes, Dacien. They failed Dacien. I failed Dacien.”


  “And I did not?”


  “No, actually,” said Sasha. “You did not. Your responsibility was – is – to me. I am certain you will not feel that way, but that does not change the matter. I failed my apprentice; Hector failed his duty – but not you.”


  “My Lord, we did not fail; we were defeated. There is a difference.”


  Lord Doze considered that for a moment. “I can accept most of that. Hector was defeated. I failed.”


  “My Lord –”


  “No. My responsibilities were wider than Hector’s, or Milos’, and my failure there led to this… defeat.”


  “I don’t see how –”


  “You will simply have to accept my word for it, for now,” said Sasha. “At this point, lacking the power to retrieve Dacien, my goal has to be to get you and myself back. I’ve spoken with General Morgan, and we are in agreement.” Sasha paused. “I assure you, we will follow that lead, but… we will also have the right forces. Lord Green, I suspect, and his Guard will be closely involved. He, Lukas, and Havel spent a great deal of effort to put together a tempus-trained force.”


  “I’m aware of it,” Chelm said.


  Lord Doze smiled briefly. “I would expect that. I assure you, we are not abandoning Dacien.”


  “Our new Regent did not strike me as one of his great supporters, Lord Doze.”


  “I cannot imagine Lord Xavien abandoning anyone, ever, for any reason,” and Sasha’s voice turned a little cooler.


  “That is so; he is an honorable bull.” said Chelm after a moment. “It just infuriates me to see someone – anyone – simply walk off with my brother!”


  “It infuriates me to see someone walk off with my apprentice,” Sasha said tiredly. “And Hector is doubly enraged, since his cousin and his charge were abducted. But we are out of position and vulnerable here. You are a warlord, Chelm – look at the situation. What would you do if you were General Morgan?”


  “I’d go after…” and then Chelm paused. “No. I’d get my charges back to Maze.”


  “I don’t like it either,” the brown mage said. “But…”


  “You and General Morgan are correct. Our duty is to return,” Chelm said heavily. “I hate it, but hating it does not change the facts or our responsibilities.”


  “I know,” said Sasha. “I appreciate that you understand.” The brown mage paused. “Chelm… there is… another matter. A sensitive matter. It may…” and the mage paused. “No. I equivocate. It will distress you, I think, to no purpose, and that… while you are recovering is not the right time.”


  “But now I will wonder.”


  “That is… unavoidable,” sighed Sasha. “If I say nothing, you will task me, and rightly, when I tell you. If I tell you, I fear you will be so upset that it will set your recovery back.”


  “And the curiosity and sense of impending doom will not?”


  “It may, I suppose. It is your choice.”


  Chelm sighed. “I reject ignorance, Lord Doze, so please tell me.” He paused. “Or was this your clever way of preparing me for this disturbance?”


  “You have found me out,” Sasha admitted. “You said you dislike guessing games…”


  “I do. I am ready for this distressing news. Please proceed.”


  “General Morgan came not at Regent Xavien’s command, but that of our new Patriarch.” Sasha looked at Chelm to gauge how the other bull was taking the news. “I admit I was more than a little disturbed not to have a voice in the selection but… well, the long and the short of it is that your father was confirmed Patriarch a few hours before Milos arrived.”


  Chelm stared up at Sasha in stunned disbelief as the brown mage continued. “He is now Lord Teodor, and it is… by his direct command we return to Lycaili.”


  “I…” started Chelm, and then he closed his eyes for a moment. His father was now the Master of Lycaili. “How could…” His father was now the Master of Lycaili. “Why would they…” His father was now the Master of Lycaili. “Lord Doze? What… what can this mean?”


  “I very much do not know,” said the brown minotaur heavily. “And I am afraid I will not like the answers.”


  

  Fortunately for Chelm’s state of mind, his strength returned quickly, and he was able to leave the litter on the third day – although Lord Doze was emphatic that Chelm was no longer a member of his guard, but an apprentice mage. That chafed him, but… again, unfortunately, Lord Doze was correct. No matter what he thought, when he analyzed the situation, when he considered his military training, the result was that the right decision was to leave.


  However much he wanted that decision to be wrong.


  This… argh! This was his father’s fault! If Teodor hadn’t meddled, hadn’t had to add that one little perfecting touch, of making Dacien a mage as well as a minotaur, if Teodor hadn’t done it to him, as if nothing and no one could be useful to the clan without being a mage, as if a clan needed no Generals to direct it, Warlords to oversee it, Warriors to carry out the thousand tasks that a clan needed, no Learned to remember and apply the lessons they’d learned and discover things anew, no Grandmasters to push the bounds of tempus, not even humans.


  Chelm wondered for a minute just what some putative society formed purely of mages might even look like, how would it work, how would it run, how could that mad vision every play out? And with that last thought, he knew with a gut-cramping certainty just how that would end. The only way it could end.


  And now, that arrogant self-certain minotaur who, apparently, possessed the power to do that was Patriarch. Master of Lycaili. Lord of the Clan. How could that have happened? The only thing that made sense was mindbending… except that didn’t make sense, either. Chelm knew his father; knew that he wouldn’t do that. But that just brought the impossibility back around again: somehow, the Generals of Lycaili and the Council of Mages and the Circle of Guilds had all, simultaneously, committed an act of nonsanity that Chelm couldn’t fathom.


  It would end where he’d just come from. It would be Scylla and Xarbydis, sparked from a disagreement over some point of contention, over some triviality – and compared to the wastelands, every disagreement was a triviality. Why had that war started? What had pushed the Patriarchs of Scylla and Xarbydis into that mutual annihilation? Chelm couldn’t imagine anything, anything at all, that could even come close to justifying that disaster. Nothing. Ever. Small wonder that every Patriarch and every General was required to see this, and they required every mage to see it, too. This was the ultimate destination of every conflict. Not the inevitable destination, but the ultimate one. This is why a Warrior had to learn to lose. That painful lesson, from long ago and the first days of his training, came back to Chelm. He’d misunderstood it.


  Of course.


  Without seeing poisoned Xarbydis, how could he understand it, what it meant, truly? He’d thought that losing, surviving, was simply the first step to the next contest. That the point was to learn from your loss, to gain experience, to master the skills and talents and potentials, to win. But that wasn’t the point, Chelm realized now. It was never the point. The point was to accept loss, to move on. Because if you couldn’t, then you would find yourself in your own personal Xarbydis, and even the Creators couldn’t know how many bulls you would take with you. Chelm realized with a growing horror that although his father had seen Xarbydis, he didn’t think Teodor had ever been taught to lose. Had his father ever lost? When he had apologized, against all tradition, had that been a loss? Was that… no, Chelm thought coldly. Teodor had gotten exactly what he’d wanted. A strategic retreat leading to ambush, perhaps, but Teodor had gotten what he’d wanted. And so had he, Chelm admitted to himself.


  He would have to take the matter up with… with… with whom? Who could take the new Patriarch of Lycaili to task?


  

  Eight days later, the thought remained at the back of his mind, but Chelm had since moved on to other, more pressing problems – such as the flocks of birds that his signature drew. He had hoped it was merely ravens, and then perhaps that it was restricted to corvids as crows started showing up, but other birds were drawn to him, too. Drawn and released, as once the bird had gotten close enough, it seemed to escape his fascination – but a thread of his own awareness seemed to follow it out, as well. At first, he’d needed to touch the bird, but soon, it was easier than that – the bird needed to come within a few feet of him, and then he could use its senses.


  No, not could use, that implied some active decision on his part. Instead, he acquired its senses; what it saw and heard became part of his awareness, with no awareness of how it happened, or even that it happened – he just became aware of more, more space, more land. His field of view enlarged itself, quietly, silently, in the back of his mind. He was aware of the birds, of course, but not in any special way. He wasn’t aware of any particular bird, or any particular field of view, it all just merged into a single… understanding. Perception. Like he had a thousand eyes, everywhere, seeing… everything.


  Chelm had asked Sasha about it, but the brown mage had just said… wait and see. Wait and see. Oh, yes, very funny indeed – Sasha might put on an act of a simple brown bull, seem confused and perplexed, but it hadn’t taken Chelm long to see through that at all. Wait and see. Droll. Hilarious. Chelm understood exactly why Sasha and Teodor got along so well, trading cryptic catch-it-if-you-can quips with a blandly serious expressions.


  Despite the strangeness of it, Chelm had to admit it was… useful. Minotaur vision was a constant trade between field-of-vision and detail; he could stare at a tree two hundred feet off, and count the leaves on it, if he wanted – but that’s the only thing he would see. Or he could watch a field of nearly two-thirds of a circle – but he would lose some distance perception and detail. He’d never really considered it before; that was just the way it was. But no longer. Now he saw everything with an alien sharpness and an almost exaggerated perception of distance. He could see… not through things, but beyond things. He could see that same tree from every angle, sacrificing neither detail nor depth of perception nor field of vision. And his perception had been getting better, and better, improving even over that first impossibly good vision when he’d woken up to find ravens in his room.


  I can guess, Sasha had said. It might be that this signature is… stabilizing. Pouring out until it finds its limit. Or it might be that you are adapting, your mind only seeing what it is prepared to handle. But at the best, those are guesses, based on nothing. The truth is, I do not know. We will have to wait and see.


  And in the normal course of events, Chelm supposed, the huge force of nearly… two-hundred and sixteen minotaur concealed in a depression would have gone unnoticed until they were much closer, and perhaps longer than that, if the unarmed blue minotaur to the side was the mage Chelm suspected he was. The uniforms and sigils proclaimed them to be Venrir – and that army might well be within claimed Venrir territory, at that.


  “Lord…” started Chelm, and then corrected himself. This was a matter of magic, after all. “Sasha. Are you aware of the army ahead of us?”


  That got the attention of Milos and Hector, who immediately turned and came closer to Lord Doze.


  “No…” the brown mage said after a moment. “I sense nothing. How far?”


  “About… forgive me, it’s hard to…” Chelm paused. He knew exactly how far it was, but that didn’t help him measure the distance. “I know exactly,” he said slowly, “but I don’t seem to be able to give an estimate. Perhaps… twelve miles. Or four. Or twenty.”


  Hector tilted his head. “You know exactly, you say?”


  “Yes,” said Chelm. “I simply don’t know how far a mile is. It’s… I beg your forgiveness. I am not sure what words to wrap around the perception.”


  “Not at all,” said Sasha. “You are getting used to it, and your ability to judge and relate will improve. Still… may I touch your mind?”


  “Who is this force, first,” asked Milos, injecting his own form of practically.


  “Unless they are disguised, Venrir,” said Chelm. “I believe Lord Hunt is with them.”


  “Which would explain why I cannot sense them,” said Sasha. “You believe?”


  “I have never met Lord Hunt, but there is a blue with them who has authority, and they have all the markings of Venrir.”


  “It would be helpful if you would permit me to share your perception, Chelm.”


  “Yes, of course…” said Chelm, and something winkled over him, and then the faint tickle was gone.


  “Your perception shows Lord Hunt, and he is with General Liulfr and General Brokk,” Sasha said a moment later. “And… Lord Hunt must be blocking my perception, because I should be able to feel them and I cannot.”


  “He can do that?” asked Milos.


  “He or someone else,” said Sasha absently. “And I do understand what you mean by relation of distance. This is a most remarkable way of perceiving the world. However, I have an advantage in that I recognize a number of landmarks, and I judge Lord Hunt and his army is just under sixteen miles ahead of us, waiting in ambush at a creek. We stopped there, on the rise, on the way in – do you recall the place?”


  “Yes,” said Chelm. “We did.”


  “I think so,” said Milos. “My Lord, could you share a vision of that place with myself and Hector?”


  “Hector?”


  “Please, Lord Doze.”


  “As you wish,” the brown minotaur murmured.


  “Ah,” said Hector. “Yes. There. I thought so. An excellent place to stage an ambush. But, why would Venrir wish to ambush us?”


  “I think they merely want to catch us unprepared,” said Sasha. “Dagr – Lord Hunt – is somewhat competitive. He’s a cousin, isn’t he, Hector?”


  “Distant,” said Hector thoughtfully. “Bryant’s closer, although… still distant.”


  “They are definitely keeping an eye on us,” said Sasha. “Now that I’m looking for it, I can feel the hint of it. Dagr is pleasingly subtle, I must say.”


  “Can we avoid them?” asked Milos.


  “No,” answered Chelm. “Not if they can track us. I suspect they can move faster than we can, and I am sure they know the land better than we do, although… my signature provides us with a potential advantage there. And we are vastly outnumbered.”


  “By how many?” said Milos.


  “Counting Lord Hunt, there are two hundreds and sixteen minotaurs.”


  “Are they camped, ready for action, ready to depart?” Milos said.


  “Camped. In readiness. Not staged, not yet, but there is no need – we’re probably…” and Chelm’s voice faded. “I suspect we’d camp for the night before we reached that point. And then they could take us at night. Lord Hunt could hide their presence, right?”


  “Yes, but unless he’s working with a lens, he can’t shield his force from my magic, and shield his force from ordinary senses at the same time. Both are active…” and Sasha trailed off. “He doesn’t have an apprentice, last I knew. Do you see any humans there, Chelm? If he has a lens, it would be a human.”


  “No,” said Chelm almost immediately. “No humans. A pure war force.”


  “Then Lord Hunt is unsupported,” said Sasha thoughtfully. “Unless one of their other mages… no, that is unlikely.”


  “If we sped our march, we could reach them tonight,” Hector said. “An ambush gone wrong is… an opportunity.”


  “Yes… Chelm, do they have scouts out? Tracking us? Or are they relying on Lord Hunt?”


  “There are no scouts,” Chelm said disapprovingly. “Unless they are lurking, but I… I would want to test it, Sasha, but I believe that I would notice signs of lurking. There are signs, but I know them, and hiding them from my perception… would be difficult, at the very best, and I suspect it cannot be done.”


  “We will experiment at some later date. Still, it seems unlikely they would dispatch a grandmaster to spy on us.”


  “They would not,” said Chelm. “Lurking is less effective than you might think. Lurking lags you behind events – you are slowed. The world zips past you. Not a good way to cover a lot of territory, or to spy on moving opponents.”


  “The Grandmaster is correct,” said Milos. “Entirely.”


  “I dislike being the butt of a joke, from Venrir or anyone,” Chelm said. “Is it possible to, perhaps, play some trick on them?”


  “Maybe,” said Sasha thoughtfully. “Suppose, when we stopped for lunch, we seemed to make camp, perhaps to give Charos a rest. That would be… believable, and I could easily present that illusion to Lord Hunt. But I would not be able to mask us from him at the same time.”


  “Would you need to? If Lord Hunt is focused on the illusion?”


  “I… maybe not,” admitted Sasha. “If you were a little more advanced in your training, it wouldn’t be an issue.”


  Probably most apprentice mages wouldn’t understand that remark, but Chelm was all too familiar with lenses. “As a mage, it is part of my duties to act as a lens,” Chelm said. He didn’t want to, for any number of reasons, but that was hardly relevant. He’d have to do it sometime.


  “Ah,” said Sasha. “I suppose you would be familiar with that. But no. You’re not trained for it, and there’s no need to risk such a thing.” The brown minotaur frowned.


  “I wasn’t aware training was required.”


  “Training is required to minimize the addiction,” Sasha said softly. “And it is addictive. Extremely. There are ways to make it less so, that are often effective. Without some more pressing need, I see no need to rush that part of your training.”


  “With all due respect, a force of two-hundred warriors waiting in ambush for us seems like a pressing need, My Lord,” said Milos. “I know you think Venrir is friendly, if not an ally, but that size of force has no need to hide itself.”


  “They have no need to hide themselves from us,” said Hector, finally injecting himself into the conversation. “Therefore, it is reasonable to ask if they might not be hiding from someone else.”


  “Who?” asked Milos.


  “Who attacked us?” said General Morgan, thoughtfully. “An air-mage, and a small force of tempus adepts. And how are they hiding? From an air-mage and casual scouting. Such attacks are not in anyone’s interest. Perhaps they are seeking to ambush these ambushers, should they strike again.”


  “In other words, they are treating us as bait,” said Hector.


  “A possibility, but what would you have them do?” asked Lord Doze.


  “Declare themselves,” said Hector. “Lord Hunt is known to Lord Doze, so I would presume the opposite. And Lord Hunt could clearly contact Sasha at the very least. Or you, I believe, General Morgan.”


  “As I recall, Lord Fog discovered some means of overhearing the far-talking spell,” said General Morgan. “Under these circumstances I can understand why he might choose to avoid it.”


  “Pardon me,” said Chelm, “but this is speculation. There are reasons why a friendly force might conceal itself from us, but that does not mean we can assume they are friendly. Lord Doze, at what distance can you contact Lord Hunt?”


  “Two or three miles. He’s certainly outside of my ability to make myself heard.”


  “But he is within your range to sense,” Chelm said, thinking.


  “Yes.”


  “Then… presumably his range to contact you mentally, rather than the earth-based spell, is similar to yours?”


  “Yes,” said Sasha. “That should be right.”


  “Correct me if I am wrong, but there is no way to overhear mental contact?”


  “Not that I’m aware of,” said Sasha. “But until Lord Fog’s… Lord Teodor’s, I should say, no, he discovered as Lord Fog, so… hmm. I’m not sure sure how to refer to him as the discoverer that the far-talking magics are insecure.”


  “Precedent suggests Lord Teodor,” Chelm said with a grin. “Regardless, at two miles we should know if Lord Hunt’s force is friendly – or not.”


  “I can ask, yes,” said Sasha.


  “No,” said Chelm. “If his force is friendly, he will contact us.”


  “Yes!” said Hector. “Although that still brings us closer to his force than I like.”


  “I doubt his force is unfriendly,” said General Morgan.


  “We cannot assume that where the safety of Lord Doze and Mage Chelm are concerned,” said Milos. “And I consider a force that large laying in wait is by definition unfriendly.”


  “We will adopt Chelm’s plan,” said Lord Doze. “And if they do not respond as we would expect a friendly force to respond, we will consider them hostile and skirt them.”


  “But you cannot mask us from both mentally and physically,” started Milos, but Lord Doze interrupted him.


  “Under that circumstance, I will use Chelm as a lens,” said Lord Doze. “I would like to avoid that. It is too early in his training, but… if we must, then we must.” He paused. “Chelm, can you find us a good, defensible campsite within two miles of the Venrir force? We’ll make for that.”


  Chelm considered his perception. “Yes. A hill, with a creek nearby. High ground and water, although not together. Will that matter?”


  “No,” said Lord Doze. “We’re not actually camping there, it will simply be our point of divergence.”


  “Our what?” asked General Morgan.


  “The point at which I substitute an illusion of us camped and sleeping while we continue on, masked.”


  “Let it be so, then,” said Hector.


  

  They were nearly at the campsite when Lord Doze smiled. “A pleasure, Lord Hunt. Although…”


  Even as Chelm instinctively turned his attention to the Venrir force, and watched Lord Hunt speaking with the air, he was shocked to hear Lord Hunt’s voice, odd and distorted, strangely shrill. We invite you to join us. We have a comfortable camp set up, not too far from you.


  “Is that so? You will be in that little depression a mile or so to the west, yes?” Sasha was speaking normally, Chelm thought in confusion, so how was he hearing Lord Hunt so strangely?


  Yes, an excellent guess. I didn’t realize you knew this terrain so well. It makes for a fine campsite.


  “I’d have thought it a little cramped, sharing it with, oh, two hundreds and, ah, fifteen others, but…”


  That’s… You knew we were here. Lord Hunt looked surprised, and the two other bulls with him reacted with surprise as well, Chelm noted.


  “Yes, and I even admit that my guards were a little concerned that you hadn’t contacted us. It lacked the neighborly concern we would have expected from our friends in Venrir.”


  We were thinking that if you were attacked again, we could surprise these brigands. And we thought that if you were unaware of us, that would help keep them unaware of us as well. I assure you, if anything had happened, we would have come to your assistance.


  “That was the most likely explanation, but they couldn’t assume…”


  I suppose not. I must congratulate your scouts. Perhaps the redoubtable Grandmaster Chelm or Grandmaster Hector? And… how did you think to avoid us. I don’t see how you could, coming this close to us.


  “Oh, I had something in mind, but you needn’t worry about it.”


  I am suitably impressed. Chelm watched the blue Venrir mage turn to the two bulls with him. Bit by bit, the Blue’s voice was sounding more and more like a minotaur’s, and less and less like some distorted mockery. “Lord Doze knew we were here, down to the last bull. They must have scouted us in tempus.” Lord Hunt’s voice was getting less and less peculiar, Chelm noticed. His perception must be adapting.


  “I’m gratified,” Sasha said, oblivious to the side comment, even as one of the bulls – General Brokk, Chelm guessed, as he was golden, shook his head in rejection of the idea. That probably meant the other pristine was General Liulfr.


  Lord Hunt resumed addressing Lord Doze, “I would like to know what gave us away.”


  “Ah, but that would spoil the trick, don’t you think?” said Sasha lightly. “We should be there in…” and Sasha looked at Chelm.


  “Fifteen minutes or so,” said Chelm, trying to follow the conversation here and in Venrir camp.


  “Fifteen minutes, I estimate. Does that sound right to you?”


  Lord Hunt looked confused and even a little angry, but he allowed none of that to color his voice. “Yes. We’ll see you then. We’ll have a meal ready, of course.”


  “That would be most welcome, Lord Hunt, and I thank you for your generosity on my behalf and that of my bulls.”


  “Certainly,” said Lord Hunt smoothly, and then he turned to the golden minotaur Chelm assumed was General Brokk. “That could have gone better.”


  “I don’t see how they could have found us,” the golden minotaur protested. “Could it have been a guess?”


  “No,” said Lord Hunt, and Chelm pulled his attention back to Lord Doze.


  “I beg your forgiveness, Lord Doze,” Chelm said. “I was… I was hearing the conversation on both sides. It was… extremely strange, and not a little confusing.”


  “You can hear, as well?” asked Lord Doze with a smile. “How marvelous!”


  “It’s confusing,” said Chelm. “It seems like… the more used to this I become, the more I perceive, and the more unused to it I become.”


  “That is often how such things work,” said the brown mage slowly. “My own belief is that the magic works, and we adapt to its nature. So as you become more and more used to this, your skill and perception will improve.” Sasha looked thoughtful. “What are they doing now?”


  “Arguing. General Brokk is Or? Do I recall correctly?” asked Chelm.


  “Yes,” said Hector. “Liulfr is pristine, Lord Hunt – Dagr – is blue.”


  “General Brokk believes we snuck in a scout on them in tempus, probably myself or Hector. General Liulfr is adamant that we would have been detected. Lord Hunt is simply listening. I do hope… ah, they’re already set up for our arrival,” Chelm said with a smile.


  “Can you tell what they’ll be serving? It might…”


  “I can’t see inside their tents,” said Chelm. “But they’re roasting swine, there are clay-covered fish, greens, I think, and panbread. Soup, all cooking outside.”


  “What does it smell like?” asked Sasha.


  “It smells…” Chelm paused, trying to sort out the competing sensations. “Burned. Like fire. Very strange. It doesn’t smell right.”


  “I think it will adjust,” murmured Sasha. “Do you smell everything, or just what you pay attention to?”


  “Mostly… what I pay attention to,” Chelm said. “Do you know something about this?”


  “No, but I do know how minds work,” the brown mage said. “So I can make some predictions about how yours will handle this. You will adjust; it will become normal for you. The strangeness is a matter of calibration, understanding what you sense.”


  “I hope so,” Chelm said. “It’s exceedingly strange.”


  “Are you hearing all of the conversations?”


  “Yes… no,” corrected Chelm. “I am, but… I only… oh, this is…” Chelm put a hand to his head. “This is… I wish you hadn’t asked that. I can hear what I pay attention to, otherwise, I’m just… aware of it, not hearing it, really. Sounds, not words, unless I pay attention. Lord Doze, Sasha, it’s… a little overwhelming.”


  “Focus on here,” Sasha said. “Focus on my voice. Can you hear me?”


  “Perfectly.”


  “Good. I want your attention on me,” Sasha said. “Can you do that?”


  “I think so,” Chelm said.


  “Good. Stay focused on me.”


  “I…” and Chelm paused. “Are you doing something? Magically?”


  “A little,” said Sasha. “Not much. It should help.”


  “I… it has. Is. Helping. To be… less…”


  “Focus on me,” Sasha said. “That will keep your mind on what it can cope with, and as you become used to your new powers, that will expand, when it’s ready to expand. Just keep focus on the here and the now.”


  “Yes,” said Chelm gratefully. “I will.”


  * * *


  They were treated graciously by the Venrir army, Chelm had to admit. They’d brought large tents – pavilions, really – and erected them for the small Lycaili force. There were even small portable baths, a luxury that General Morgan and Milos were pleased to dismiss their warriors to, even as they – Milos, Hector, Chelm and Lord Doze stayed to carry out the formalities of greeting.


  “I will see to your wounded once we are done, of course,” Lord Hunt said. “Be welcome. We are preparing a small meal, and hope you will join us.”


  “Charos will benefit from your attention, and I thank you, on behalf of myself and my Master.”


  “You are welcome,” said Lord Hunt. “May I congratulate you, Mage Chelm?”


  Chelm didn’t miss the small moment of surprise that flashed over the two Venrir generals, and gently slowed himself back down to normal time. Perhaps they would catch the ripple of disruption, and perhaps they wouldn’t, but his movement, a short bow to Lord Hunt, would disguise it regardless. “I am not sure for what, Lord Hunt.”


  “On your new potential,” said the blue.


  “Well, that is no merit of mine,” Chelm said, “but I thank you nonetheless.”


  “You are modest,” Lord Hunt said. “Learned, a grandmaster, warlord, a mage, and a favored son of Lycaili? I cannot imagine that your opportunities and success will be less than your, ah, merit, promises.”


  “I doubt Lord Teodor will show me any special preference – indeed, he will undertake to avoid even the appearance,” Chelm said, “and that is the only special favor I would entreat from him.”


  “I do not doubt it,” said Lord Hunt. “The rest of us, however, will entreat him on our behalf.”


  Lord Doze spoke. “I am afraid I do not understand you.”


  “Let us speak plainly, then,” said General Brokk. “We found it… amazing that Teodor’s son Dacien is also a mage. That you, too, are a mage, is beyond coincidence.”


  “Must we discuss this now?” asked Lord Doze.


  “Yes,” said General Brokk. “We must. Understand that our Master has dispatched us to fetch your wayward pilgrims, and deliver a rebuke to those who took them. I have no doubt that Lord Teodor is organizing such an expedition himself, and waits on your intelligence to do so.”


  “I would expect he is, but would it make sense to join these expeditions?” asked Lord Doze.


  “It would,” said Lord Hunt, “but I would hate to lose the trail. It may already be too late.”


  “Yes,” said Lord Doze, thinking.


  Looking like he was thinking, Chelm corrected himself. Sasha was good at being underestimated; he did it deliberately. Even his father, Teodor, wasn’t deliberately deceptive, but Sasha… Chelm would have to think about Sasha.


  “I can offer what we know,” Lord Doze said, “little as it is.”


  “We already have your report to Lord Teodor,” Lord Hunt said. “Is there anything… more? That might help us?”


  “We tracked the ninja back to a border, anchored to a dolmen about two miles from the House of the Lost,” said Lord Doze. “The Brothers know where it is. It would not open; I imagine it was sealed on the far side.”


  “I can open it,” said Lord Hunt. “Unless there is a mage actively holding it closed. What did the Brothers say about it?”


  “They knew of it, but did not know it was a border. They thought it an abandoned dolmen.”


  “They know better now, I suppose.”


  “Yes. Brother Magician sealed it on their side, I might add.”


  “I’d assumed as much,” said Lord Hunt, “good to be certain. Do they have a mage who can unseal it?”


  “I wish I knew.”


  “Let me rephrase that,” Lord Hunt said. “Can Dacien unseal it?”


  “I…” and Sasha paused again. “I think he has the potential to do so, but I do not know if he has the skill or techniques he would need to do so. I don’t think he could recognize a border, although he might notice the seal.”


  “Interesting,” said Lord Hunt. “What can Dacien do?”


  “Little,” said Sasha. “He has an unusual affinity for spells; he can sense them and use them, but he has no intuition for what they do. He reports they are simply patterns to him.”


  “What about his native magic?”


  “It was… subtly restrained,” admitted Lord Doze. “Subtly. He can overcome the disinclination to use his magic. But… his magic is not particularly useful.”


  “I’ve gathered that,” said Lord Hunt. “From any number of inconclusive exchanges with Lord Teodor. But what is it?”


  “If Lord Teodor hasn’t told you…”


  “I will not risk my guard or the bulls of Venrir without information. Tell me, Sasha, what I need to know.”


  The brown minotaur sighed. “If our Patriarch wanted you to know, then he would have told you. And yet, I cannot dispute your reasoning – if your hunt is to succeed, then you should know these things. And I very much hope for your success. May we have privacy, just…” and Sasha paused, “the six of us? Brokk, Luilfr, yourself, myself, and Chelm?”


  “An interesting selection, and done.”


  “I assume you would tell them, and I am certain you will tell your Master, but I beg you that this information go no further. It places Dacien in grave danger, if indeed it has not already.”


  “That sounds worrisome. Is his power uncontrolled, then?” asked Lord Hunt.


  “Not as such, but Dacien’s affinity is for magic,” said the brown minotaur. “He senses spells. Can undo them, strengthen them, perhaps twist them – but he has no sense of what he is doing beyond the sense of magic.”


  “That is unexpected,” Lord Hunt said. “I have never heard of such a thing.”


  “Nor we,” said Sasha. “But in the circumstance, Lord Cresphontes felt it beyond urgent that Dacien understand the danger of magery, and so… this journey. If that news got out, he thought the journey would become that much more dangerous, would make him more of a target – and I fear that may be what happened.”


  “I had heard nothing of that,” said Lord Hunt. “If that helps.”


  “I wish I could say it did, but… ah. A warning. Dacien’s magic is not dangerous as such, but it poses some dangers. He cannot be used as a lens; our first experiments in that direction were nearly disastrous.”


  “What? That’s… how is that possible?”


  Sasha shrugged. “I do not know. I had meant to probe the matter on our return, but… well. Teodor tried some initial lensing experiments. It left Teodor with burnout, and Dacien with exit shock. I think…” and then he stopped. “That is speculation.”


  “Speculate,” said Lord Hunt. “I am fascinated.”


  “I speculate that Dacien is somehow aware of his own functioning as a lens, and that awareness leads to the interaction. It’s merely a guess. As I’d said, I’d wanted to probe it more carefully.”


  “Well, I won’t use him as lens, then, not that I’d intended to do so. Anything else?” Lord Hunt looked at Sasha closely. “There is something, I sense.”


  “Yes. Extend your privacy to us alone.”


  Chelm watched the two talk for a short minute, and when the heavy blur around them lifted, Lord Hunt looked grim. “We will leave immediately. General Liulfr, we leave for the House of the Lost as soon as possible. Strike camp. We must make the best possible speed.”


  “Yes, Lord Hunt. We can be underway in three hours.”


  “So long?”


  “Lord Hunt, we were prepared for an extended stay here, and we just prepared a welcoming banquet. It means all of the kitchen is spread out and requires cleaning.”


  “Leave anything that is not essential and would cost us time.”


  “As you command,” and General Luilfr turned and left.


  “General Brokk. Establish a security screen for our march.”


  “Yes, Lord Hunt. Is there more?”


  “If there is, I will contact you.”


  “As you command, Lord Hunt,” and Brokk left as well.


  “I had hoped to talk to you about Lord Teodor,” Lord Hunt said to Lord Doze. “My Master and I are alarmed at some of his actions. You know, I trust, that he has made a limited repudiation of the Truces of Xarbydis?”


  “I did not know that,” said Lord Doze. “Limited, how?”


  “He says that since these so-called Scyllans are not signatory, and have violated the Truces, he is readying defenses against them, and he as he cannot assume these so-called Scyllans will respect the Truces, he cannot in good conscience limit his defenses to those permitted by the Truces.”


  “I assure you, I am amazed, and do not understand it,” Lord Doze said.


  “Neither do I. Neither does my Master. I have it on good authority that most of the other clans do not understand the meaning of this position, either. When you reach him, Sasha, I beg you to make clear to him the absolute importance of clarifying his stance. He alarms us, Sasha.” The blue minotaur took a deep breath. “Make him understand that he must not do that if he do not seek to precipitate conflict.”


  “I will relay your position with all the vigor my own conviction can provide,” said Lord Doze. “I understand your meaning. I understand the importance of your words. I will convey both.”


  “I wish I could say I was relieved at your words. I do not think you can overemphasize just how alarming Lord Teodor has become, with his arrest of Xavien and…”


  “What?” said Lord Doze, shocked. “He arrested Lord Green?”


  “Yes. Did you not know?”


  “No, our dispatches said nothing… General Morgan, did you know of this?”


  “I did, Lord Doze. Lord Teodor informed me that I was not to mention it. He felt it would affect your judgment.”


  “It most…” and Lord Doze fell silent. “Xavien arrested, the Truces repudiated… do you have any other amazements to report?”


  “His offer of amnesty to any defecting Scyllans?” asked Lord Hunt. “Although I think I see the logic behind that.”


  “His offer…” breathed Lord Doze. “I am amazed. I am… Lord Hunt, I beg you, how much further must we go into Venrir before I can expect Lord Chimes to reach me?”


  “Perhaps a day’s travel. You think he’s trying to reach you?”


  “I am sure of it,” said Lord Doze. “I beg you again, Lord Hunt, to see quickly to Charos’s injuries. I must reach Lord Teodor quickly; I must understand these things.”


  “You do not, then?”


  “I do not understand them,” Lord Doze said quietly. “I confess, Lord Hunt, that your news fills me with amazement and terror.”
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  Assessment


  Somebody – probably at Teodor’s direction – had redecorated the Residence in the monochromatic dull shade of gray commonly referred to as dead fog, if not where Teodor’s ears might pick up the term. As Te himself described it as dishwater, Sasha doubted if Teodor would mind. He probably wouldn’t. Here and there Sasha noticed items he remembered from Mistingrise, or House Gray, and Gray Hôte, and realized that the new Patriarch had probably ordered all of the existing furnishings into storage, against the damage his mage-signature would inflict, and then brought in already-ruined items. Sasha appreciated Teodor’s thoughtfulness, but … how healthy could it be for Teodor to live in this endless haze? At Mistingrise, at least, Teodor had the gardens. Plants, Sasha decided. He hadn’t seen any, and he knew Te was fond of them. He’d have a word with the house staff, and have plants rotated in and out of a conservatory to keep some color in Te’s life. And, everybody else who worked and lived and visited the Patriarch’s Residence.


  But that would be for later, after he’d finished the report. Te already knew most of it; he’d reported to Ruus nearly a day ago. This was almost a formality. Almost, but not quite. There was … something about hearing the report in person, having the other there to talk to, to ask questions, to get as full an understanding as possible of the events.


  Events.


  Disaster.


  He could feel Teodor’s concentration on his words, on his description of the ambush, heartbreak at the loss of Dacien, Bryant, and Kant. Dismay, when Sasha described the repeated warnings he’d received in Venrir. Dismay … and, buried deep underneath, fear. Dismay, Sasha understood. Fear?


  Why fear? What did Teodor know that … Sasha didn’t?


  Not even the Patriarch of Lycaili should know more than Polychrome; and Sasha was Polychrome. All reports, all the facts, all the guesses filtered up to Sasha, Lord Daze, Lycaili’s Polychrome, and he in turn reported to Lycaili’s Patriarch. Admittedly, he’d been out of Lycaili for a time, and he needed to collect reports, but still …


  Something was wrong, above and beyond what he, Sasha Lord Doze, already knew. And that thought itself was enough to frighten him.


  Finally, the last of the words, the last of the events, the last of the report was done, and there was just one more thing. Sasha had been preparing himself all along, but the words still burned as spoke. “Master, I have failed you.” Sasha took another breath. “May I finish in private?” It surprised him to realize that Teodor hadn’t been surprised. Could he have known?


  “Yes, that would be best, I think,” Teodor said, and Sasha felt the magic twist around them. Convenient, if unheard of, that a Patriarch would work his own privacy spell. “It is done. Before …” and then Teodor paused. “No. I beg your forgiveness for the interruption. Continue.”


  “Lord Teodor, I think you must know I head Polychrome; I am Polychrome. Lord Cresphontes recruited me himself, a month after I was confirmed.”


  “So long,” said Teodor, and then, “I had never guessed. I do not hold what happened in Ouroubouros against you, any more. I have accepted it that the deed was needful.”


  “It was, Master. And now I can tell you why.”


  “I …” said Teodor, and then the gray minotaur sighed. “Does it matter, after all this time? Should I know? Will it come up to bite us?”


  “No,” said Sasha. “It is settled.”


  “Then it is settled,” Teodor said. “Continue, My Lord Sasha.”


  “I did not anticipate the ambush, nor the assassination attempt,” Sasha said. “The only excuse for what we – what I – do as Polychrome is to keep Lycaili safe, Master. I have failed, and the consequences …” Sasha shook his head. “They are beyond disastrous.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “They are.”


  “The only grace is that I placed a few protections in Dacien’s psyche. But … if they made a difference, I would have expected some news by now. So … I …”


  “You are without hope,” Teodor said.


  “Yes,” admitted Sasha.


  “Well,” said Teodor, and then, “Well. You are right, in that this disaster was yours to avoid, but I do not know that it could have avoided. Cresphontes thought that sending Chelm and Dacien as soon as possible to Xarbydis before rumours could spread of their powers would forestall …” and the minotaur stopped. “This, all of this, I suppose, but … not.”


  “I advised him,” Sasha said. “I agreed with him.”


  “He might have done better to bring the matter to the Generals, or the Mages, and let there be more discussion,” Teodor said. “I’ve found that no matter how well I think I’ve thought something through, somebody has a thought I didn’t.”


  “Master, you should know – perhaps you do – that most of those discussions were staged. Cresphontes never opened the floor to debate unless he already controlled the discussion.”


  “I suspected he often controlled the debate …” Teodor said quietly. “But always?”


  “Always,” Sasha said firmly. “He did not care for surprises, as you yourself know. Although he felt that surprises were a fine thing for others.”


  “Yes, that … sounds right,” Teodor said. “Well. I am not Cresphontes, and I do want open debate.”


  “Excuse me,” Sasha said. “Master, you misunderstand. Cresphontes knew what all the opinions were before he brought a matter up for discussion. He did listen, he just … did it beforehand.”


  “How … time-consuming,” Teodor said after a long pause.


  “It was.”


  “Did Cresphontes … ask you to …”


  “Invade minds?”


  “Yes,” said Teodor.


  “Sometimes. Sometimes I did it on my own initiative, judging that it needed to be done.”


  Teodor nodded. “I have turned events over in my mind. Over, and over, and over. I made a list of all the persons who knew of Dacien’s power, and then another list of all those who might have known of his power. I hope that one of them was merely indiscreet.”


  “You hope that?” Sasha couldn’t keep the incredulity out of his voice.


  “Better to be betrayed unknowingly,” said Teodor. “The thought that one of these bulls … betrayed Cresphontes and yourself to those so-called Scyllans fills me with revulsion, Sasha. I look at them, and I wonder. I have a task for you, My Lord.”


  “I exist to serve,” Sasha said.


  “Cleanse my mind of this doubt. Investigate, Polychrome, and let me be certain that those bulls who swore their fealty are worthy of their oaths.”


  “Yes, Lord Teodor.”


  “The matter of your failure,” Teodor said.


  “Yes?”


  “It was defeat. Any bull may be defeated. I charge you, Sasha, to discover how it happened. And to that matter, I … have another list.”


  “Another …”


  “Would you believe that Lord Green had a brilliant idea?”


  “My Lord, that sounds like a trick question,” Sasha said, and was rewarded with a brief laugh.


  “Lord Green commanded that every minotaur who passed through our gates must write out a page of biography, detailing their name, clan, lineage, recent travels, and purpose in Lycaili. Without exception.”


  “Is that what … yes, we did that at the border,” Sasha said. “That was Xavien’s idea?”


  “His plan was to hand all those papers over to me.”


  “To …” Sasha was quiet for a moment. “Your power to extract intent from writing,” the brown minotaur said. “Brilliant … yes, that was flash of brilliance. Although … hard on you, I think.”


  Teodor shrugged. “I am still learning to prioritize my many duties, Sasha, and it is a struggle – but learning about our enemies – that, Sasha, is worth a great deal of my time. Although … I do wish it required less of it,” he admitted.


  “A sheet takes me anywhere from a minute to five minutes to read. And although my time is at a premium, I have found a few bulls who were markedly dishonest in their application. I concentrated on those from certain time periods, right before and after the assassination, the next two days, and then the period – three days – after your own report reached us, judging that agents might come or go with reports. I have not finished even all of those, but I do have twenty-three dubious biographies. I’ve made notes as to what I gathered,” Teodor said.


  “My Lord Doze.” Teodor’s sentence wasn’t a question, wasn’t a statement; it was a confirmation.


  And there was only one possible answer Sasha could give. “Master.”


  “Find these so-called Scyllans, Sasha. Find out why they assassinated Cresphontes, why Chelm was nearly killed, and why they stole Dacien. Find them. Find Dacien, whatever has been done to him, and … whatever he’s become.”


  “Master, I will.” Sasha wasn’t sure how he’d do that, but … he would. He would.


  “I believe you,” Teodor said. “You mentioned something … some kind of protection, something in the mind? Tell me about that.”


  “I …” said Sasha, suddenly taken aback. “I thought you knew.”


  Teodor shook his head, no.


  “I … at Cresphontes’ command, I placed triggers into the mind of all our seniors, all the other mages who are not mentalists. If any kind of … meddling, interference, disruption, touched them, the bull would seek out me, or Lord Winter, or yourself, and keep seeking us out until the trigger was reset,” Sasha explained. “I thought you knew …”


  Teodor had a somewhat faraway look. “Cresphontes … might have hinted at that,” he said finally. “No, it wasn’t something I was conciously aware of. But I don’t see how that would help Dacien if somebody attempted mindtwisting.”


  “If he were a prisoner, it wouldn’t,” Sasha said. “But compulsions are … heavy things. They act in … predictable ways. I buried something in his mind that would wash them away. It won’t prevent the kind of mindrape that, forgive me for mentioning it, Dapple suffered. And something that … extreme might even cut away the protection itself. But … it was deep, and under the right circumstances, it would wash out any compulsions, and bring with it some memories I implanted – a spell of sleep, and a spell of dissolution.”


  “Dissolution?” asked Teodor.


  “This,” said Sasha, placing the pattern in the front of Teodor’s mind. He felt the mage look at it, analyze it, and saw the look of horror on Teodor’s face. “I felt he needed … a choice of weapons. But the spell of sleep may well be enough; he may not need to kill. And he does not know he has these spells available … the memories would only trigger in a dire situation.”


  “Like the one he’s presumably in now,” Teodor said.


  “Yes,” said Sasha. “But … Master, I do not want to give you hope. If it were to happen, it ought to have happened quickly. I fear it was either destroyed, found, or Dacien was defeated, even so. I do not offer hope, Teodor.”


  “And you think I should abandon hope, then?”


  “I …” Sasha looked down, at the gray rug on the floor. “I would not presume to tell Teodor, or Lord Fog, or the Master of Lycaili what do. For myself, though, I … I do not expect to recover Dacien alive. I beg your forgiveness if that causes pain.”


  Teodor was silent for a long, long time, and Sasha simply waited. “I cannot fault you for speaking your mind,” he said, his voice rusty. “It … I thank you for speaking honestly, however unprepared I am to hear it. As for my forgiveness – you have it. I will not pretend hearing you say that … did not hurt.” Teodor smiled weakly. “Between air mages, I doubt I could pretend.”


  “I could help …”


  “No,” said Teodor. “It is not I who need that sort of assistance. Which … brings me to another point.”


  “My Lord?”


  “Xavien.”


  “What …”


  “Have you been … influencing him? Keeping him stable?”


  “Yes,” said Sasha. “At Lord Cresphontes command. The extension spell has worn off, and he’s aging again.”


  “But you didn’t tell him?”


  “No,” said Sasha. “Again, at Lord Cresphontes insistance.”


  “Ah,” said Teodor.


  “My Lord?”


  “You know he was Regent.”


  “Yes,” said Sasha.


  “And there was nobody to keep him stable. And he was unaware he was … having issues?”


  Sasha froze. “Oh, no. I didn’t even think about that …”


  “Regent is no less stressful than Patriarch,” Teodor said. “And maybe more so.”


  “What happened?”


  “He fell apart,” Teodor said. “He was taking euphorics – overdosing on them, actually. What do you expect? Why do you think I had to arrest him? I had to do something to take the stress off while he recovered. Fortunately Ruus and Zachiah took the brunt of it, and I think between the three of us, we’ve … managed to confuse the matter to the point where it won’t show up in petty gossip.”


  “Unlikely,” said Sasha. “But I’ll see what I can do to suppress the story.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “Suppress that story. Suppress it hard. I want everyone to know it’s suppressed.”


  “What?”


  “It’s true, but it’s not … all the truth. And however embarassing it may be for Lycaili to have an overwhelmed Regent – it’s far preferable to the remainder of the story. I hardly need tell you this goes no further. You may discuss this with me, and only me. You may discuss it with the next Patriarch, if he brings it up, but otherwise not.”


  “I understand.”


  “Xavien forged a mage-blade,” Teodor said softly. “And that is how he defeated the ninja attacking Cresphontes. They were … crippled by their training, unable to adjust to a blade that sheared through theirs, even though they had a significant speed advantage. Think about that.”


  “I … I will. I see. And that’s why you …”


  “Xavien confessed to me, so I arrested him,” Teodor said. “It also gave me a chance to wash the drugs out of him, stabilize him, and figure out that someone – probably you – had been working on him.”


  “Cresphontes ordered me not to say anything,” said Sasha.


  “In retrospect, a poor decision,” said Teodor. “I understand it. I might have made it myself. But it remains the wrong decision. I don’t know what records or logs you keep as Polychrome, but I’ve added a paragraph or two to the Patriarch’s logs. Make certain that Polychrome never repeats the error.”


  “My Lord, I will.”


  “You may also expect Lord Green to discuss it with you. He had no way of knowing he was not up to the burden he shouldered,” Teodor said. “He is … aggrieved.”


  “No,” Sasha said faintly. “I expect he will be angry.”


  “I think he’s past that,” Teodor said. “But I do expect you and him to settle this matter. Xavien must be kept stable if he’s to continue as a mage. I cannot have an unstable mage. And I need you to do that; it’s at the limit of my competence and, frankly, I do not have time for all the things that only I can do as it is.”


  “I understand,” Sasha said. “I will … apologize, and find some way to restore his trust.”


  “I am not authorizing any unusual means of doing so,” Teodor said.


  “I would never … My Lord! How can you think such a thing?” Sasha protested.


  Teodor looked at him, and shook his head. “I do not know you, Sasha, the way I thought I did. There is more, much more, to you than you ever permitted me to see. I have an absolute faith in your loyalty – but I no longer feel that I know you well enough to be less explicit in stating my expectations. And, I have discovered, that sometimes a command from the Patriarch is treated as if it supercedes other limitations. Sometimes, I admit, those restrictions must be set aside – I set them aside in your hunt for these Scyllans – but sometimes they are set aside without the Patriarch’s intending them to be so.” Teodor grimaced. “You would not believe some of the things in the journals …”


  “I’ve never read them.”


  “They are a litany of warnings, errors, and failures,” Teodor said. “Very depressing. But … instructive. And here and there there are some unusual triumphs, as well.”


  “Useful, then,” suggested Sasha.


  “I have found it so,” said Teodor blandly. “Was there anything else that needed discussion in private?”


  “No, unless you wanted to know about Chelm.”


  Teodor looked at Sasha. “Sasha, of course I want to know about Chelm. There is something more than has been reported?”


  “I took the liberty of creating much the same safeguard in Chelm as I did Dacien. Although without the spells; his mind did not accept them. His skill as a mentalist will be secondary to his other talents.”


  “Noted.”


  “Did you …” Sasha paused.


  “Yes?”


  “Decide whom to apprentice him to?”


  Teodor raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that best left to the council?”


  “Ah … I suppose. I just wondered if you had a … preference.”


  “I prefer he go where he will be best serve Lycaili,” said Teodor. “I do have some thoughts, but I would like to hear what my mages think.” Teodor gave a quick smile. “They might have better thoughts, and I’d like to hear them before … they are, ah, exposed, to my views.”


  “Yes,” said Sasha. “Very well. And the meeting will be …”


  “When Lord Chimes schedules it, in consultation with Secretary Zachiah,” said Teodor. “No doubt it will appear on my list of daily appearances soon enough.” Teodor leaned forward. “I cannot imagine how Cresphontes found the time to see not merely to his responsibilities, but the responsibilities of all those who served him as well. I do not intend to continue that kind of leadership. I can’t possibly manage it; it is beyond my capabilities.”


  “I see,” said Sasha.


  “That goes for yourself, as well. I expect you to see to those things that are your responsibility without my prompting, to inform me of what I need to know, and to come to when I should be involved.”


  The brown minotaur nodded. “I understand. Then, Lord Teodor, my first task is to see to the reports that have gathered in my absence.”


  The Patriarch nodded. “I will let Zachiah know your requests for my time carry an unspoken urgent priority unless you tell him otherwise. Is he a member of Polychrome?”


  “I …”


  “Forgive me,” said Teodor. “I don’t need to know that. It was only that, if he is not, then perhaps he might be useful to you.”


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  “Perhaps,” stressed Teodor. “It is only a thought, for you to act on, or not, as you see best.”


  “I will give it consideration, My Lord,” Sasha said, considering. On the whole, he wasn’t sure just what the point of adding Zachiah to his network would be, but Te clearly thought there was one. Sasha decided to think more about that. Somehow … this wasn’t what he’d expected when he’d heard that Teodor had succeeded Chresphontes.


  “That’s exactly what I wanted,” said Teodor. “Now, was there anything else?”


  “No, My Lord.”


  “Then I am bringing down our privacy … now,” and Sasha felt the magic collapse. “Thank you, My Lord Doze. I believe that settles the immediate matter?”


  “It does, My Lord.”


  “Thank you, Lord Doze.”


  Sasha had heard that dismissal a thousand times from Cresphontes. Somehow, it seemed strange coming from Teodor.


  

  Teodor had changed, was Sasha’s first thought after the interview, as he slipped into a servant’s corridor off the main hall. From what Te had said – and hadn’t said – he could expect Xavien would be waiting for him, and the logical place for that would be at the entrance to the main hall. Sasha wanted to put that off for a time.


  For a long time, Sasha added mentally. It hadn’t been a good idea to keep the treatment secret from the patient, but Cresphontes was insistant, saying that he couldn’t risk Xavien resigning before they had some replacement. Xavien wasn’t merely their best healer, but he handled nearly all the extension spells and stabilization spells for their humans in addition to … well, in addition to a thousand other things. Cresphontes had intended to ease Xavien down, ask him to concentrate on the various magics that only Lord Green could manage. He had started, but …


  The prospect of Xavien’s being Regent had never occurred to him, and probably it hadn’t to Cresphontes, either. But … but, but, but, but, but. What could he say to Xavien?


  And how had Xavien gotten into the pantry? And why?


  Well, the why was obvious …


  “Lord Green,” Sasha said cautiously.


  “I’d like to speak with you, but, ah, not … here. I have a rather nice set of rooms a flight or two away – if you have time for me.”


  “I … know,” said Sasha. “I have several errands that are long overdue. Are you engaged for dinner? Although …” he paused. “I beg your forgiveness. I can hardly invite myself to dinner.”


  “I think you just did,” Xavien said. “But I am engaged, as it happens. Mage Chelm is dining with me, and I’ve asked Lord Teodor as well.”


  “I see,” said Sasha. “Perhaps later, then? In the evening?”


  “I retire early, on Lord Teodor’s professional advice. But perhaps you could join me for breakfast tomorrow, a bell after dawn?”


  Hideously early, thought Sasha. “I’m afraid I will be up very late tonight. Lunch? Around noon? I would be delighted to host that.”


  Sasha could feel Xavien thinking, without trying. He disciplined himself against dipping into Xavient’s thoughts, and simply waited. “I think that will do, if you are hosting in your rooms here.”


  “Ah … no, I had my house in mind.”


  “Then I regret I cannot. I can set one of the private rooms here for us, for lunch.”


  “That will do,” said Sasha.


  “Until tomorrow, then,” said Xavien, and the black minotaur turned, and left.


  * * *


  “Soon,” said the Great Lord, and although he might have been talking to anyone, there was only one other in the room. Although, Zebra thought, the Great Lord might be talking to himself. In any case, it didn’t require a response, and this Great Lord didn’t seem to like idle conversation any more than his first Master did. “Ah, there he is now.” Xavien walked over to the door and paused, almost a formality, waiting for a gentle rapping to announce his visitor. The ebon minotaur swung the door open, and there, standing between two of Xavien’s personal guard, was … Zebra couldn’t help the way his heart started beating. Master. His first Master. Very quietly, only to himself, Zebra couldn’t help but think, Chelm.


  “Lord Xavien,” Chelm said, standing at the door of the Regent’s Suite. “I got your invitation, although I do not understand it. Nevertheless, how may I serve you?”


  The ebon studied the roan minotaur for a moment. “It is actually the other way round, Mage Chelm.”


  “I … Have I been assigned to you, then, Lord Xavien?”


  “No,” said Xavien. “No determination has been made. Probably none will be made until Ianthos – Lord Winter – gets back from wherever he is on his grand tour. I may say privately that I would welcome you as an apprentice, but … I do not think I will have that privilige.”


  “Lord?”


  The ebon shook his head. “I wanted to speak to you about something else. Please, won’t you come in?”


  “Thank you, Lord Xavien,” Chelm said, and entered the room, stopping abruptly as he saw Zebra. “Lord …” he said, and then, “Lord Xavien. How do you come to have possession of that human?”


  “Temporary possession,” Lord Xavien said. “He presented a rather interesting challenge, and Lord Teodor, who is caring for him, thought I would be diverted by it.” A minotaur smile came and went across his face. “As I understand it, this is technically your brother’s slave, I believe.”


  “Yes, Lord Xavien. I left him there …” Chelm paused, and then started again. “I thought he would be best cared for by Da … by Mage Dacien and Lord Fog.”


  “Indeed,” said Xavien. “Well, to make a long story short, Lord Teodor asked me to solve the riddle of Zebra’s blood disorder.”


  “And did you, Lord Xavien?” The roan couldn’t keep his eyes off Zebra. “He seems healthy. May I hope that …”


  “I did,” said Lord Xavien. “This human had a idiosyncratic allergic reaction to the Ungoliant Black ink.”


  That, finally, restored Chelm’s attention to the ebon minotaur. “The tattoos …”


  “Yes. But only the original, metal-based inks – the true Ungoliant Black. There were a number of other formulations – yours, I presume?”


  “Yes,” said Chelm.


  “Your various formulae are quite safe, including the one you settled on to finish him with,” Xavien said.


  “What … can the toxic ink be removed?”


  “I have taken the liberty of doing so,” said Xavien, and there was a sudden intake of breath from both Chelm and Zebra. “And replaced the toxic formulations with yours. I also exchanged the experimental versions for your final one, as well.”


  “I … I thank you, Lord Xavien. That is … that is above and beyond any expectation I could ever have held,” Chelm said. “I … Lord Xavien, I cannot thank you enough for this.”


  “Since he is not yours, but Dacien’s, no thanks are needed,” Lord Xavien said. “Although, I fear, your father wishes you to hold him until your brother’s return. If you don’t object, of course.”


  “Of course,” said Chelm. He looked over to Zebra again, who was staring at his Master.


  Who had come back for him.


  “I doubt my father has bothered to keep him in shape,” said Chelm, in a tone that fooled nobody in the room.


  “He’s had any number of responsibilities fall on him lately,” Xavien agreed. “But Lord Teodor’s Master of Slave, Warrior Benelaus Ouroubouros, has had Zebra as his charge for some time. He may be less out of practice than you fear.”


  “Good,” said Chelm briskly. “Very good. Zebra.”


  “Master?”


  “If …” and Chelm, remembering himself, said, “Lord Xavien is quite done with us?”


  “Quite done, for now.”


  “Then, Zebra, I think you should come with me. We will see how much of your skills you have lost.”


  “Yes, Sir!” said Zebra, shyly.


  * * *


  The council of Mages met as soon as Ianthos returned, summoned from Ancalagon once Sasha himself had returned. Sasha felt the lack of Dacien keenly in the way Teodor’s gaze kept drifting over to the now-empty seat at his side. It should have been removed, but … Teodor wasn’t willing to let go just yet, and there was nobody to talk him down.


  Or rather, Lord Teodor Lycaili wasn’t of a mind to listen. Sasha knew he’d tried, Xavien had tried, and even Osaze had dropped a word, and Teodor simply said he wasn’t ready to give up, not just yet.


  From the looks that Ianthos was giving the Patriarch, and his glances at Dacien’s chair, Sasha rather thought the violet would try, too, and Sasha wondered if he should warn him off.


  “Thank you for coming,” Teodor said. “There are a number of questions I have for this Council. Mage Chelm needs a master, and I would like your thoughts on that.”


  Sasha listened to the discussion, occasionally tossing in a comment, but the consensus was that Chelm should have an earth-affined master, which meant Xavien, Ianthos, Metrios, or possibly Trand. Except that nobody should have to work magic with Metrios, Xavien wasn’t considered a good fit – although nobody would say that pairing the ultraconservative Xavien with the ultraconservative Chelm was simply a bad idea – and Ianthos was already working with Tarsis. Trand’s name hardly came up at all until Teodor said, “What do you think of pairing Tarsis with another? He’s learned a great deal from Ianthos. I know it’s not traditional, but I had the pleasure of working with different masters, and I felt I learned a great deal.”


  Teodor gave a soft, secret smile, and turned to Xavien. “My Lord Green? What do you think?”


  “About what, My Lord?”


  “About switching Masters.”


  “In general? I have no idea. To let Tarsis work someone else? It depends on who he’d be studying under.”


  “And under whom should he study?”


  “Why,” said Xavien, his eyes narrowing, “I would defer to Ianthos on that.”


  “Yes,” murmured Teodor, sounding almost disappointed. “Ianthos?”


  “I … My Lord, I’m not opposed, but … I would like more time to think about this.”


  “Ah,” said Teodor, sitting back in his chair. “Let us revisit the question in our next session. For now, though, Chelm needs a master, and I have not heard anything like a consensus.”


  “He needs to be with Lord Winter,” Xavien finally said. “Tarsis should go to Metrios or myself. Only Lord Winter matches his affinities.”


  “Mage Tarsis – do you have a preference?”


  “My Lord? I … I hadn’t thought about it.”


  “I see,” said Teodor. “Lord Run, do you feel up to keeping an eye on Tarsis for the next week?”


  “I … yes, certainly, Lord Teodor.”


  “Then, Lord Run, I would like you to do so. Lord Winter, you will take on Chelm as apprentice. I should like all of you – including you, Mage Tarsis – to consider who would be the best master for Tarsis.” Teodor’s glance swept across the room. “I agree that only Lord Winter is prepared to deal with Chelm, and Chelm needs instruction, immediately. I would like nothing more than to attend the confirmations of both Tarsis and Chelm as full Lords at the earliest opportunity.”


  “Of course, Lord Teodor,” Trand said.


  “Lord Doze, I should like to see you sometime tonight; please talk to Zachiah.” Teodor rose. “No, My Lords, I am not dismissing the council; I leave it in Lord Chimes’ capable hands. I simply have somewhere else I must be. Forgive me; I did not allot enough time to this. Perhaps in my absence you can come to some better understanding of the matters before us.”


  “Of course, Lord Teodor,” said Lord Chimes.


  “Please give some thought to … Xavien’s brainstorm. It may be … we will have to share the details with the other clans – something I am loath to do – or retrench, and abandon them. I will look forward to your recommendations.”


  “As you wish, Lord Teodor. But shouldn’t the Generals be debating the question as well?”


  “Some of them, yes,” said Teodor. “I beg your forgiveness. I know Zachiah is waiting for me outside now …” and the Patriarch stood up to leave.


  “Yes, Lord Teodor.”


  

  “My Lord?” asked General Zachiah, a few moments after Teodor left the mage’s council. “What’s wrong?”


  “Anything that isn’t what I say, apparently,” said Teodor. “I never had any troubles disagreeing with Cresphontes. I made sure he had my opinions and thoughts, although – of course – I deferred to his decision. I am seriously considering removing from his position every officer and functionary who is too fearful of my displeasure to disagree with me!”


  “That would be most of your government, My Lord. It’s a bad idea.”


  “Thank you!” said Teodor, with a huff. “Yes, I know it’s a bad idea – that’s why I find the temptation so insidious.”


  “My Lord, it’s … simply considered bad manners to disagree with you.”


  “Bad …” for a moment Teodor was speechless. “Never. I am a single, solitary, far-too-busy bull. I cannot do the thinking for every bull in Lycaili.”


  “You don’t, My Lord.”


  “It only feels that way, you mean?”


  “It will take them time, My Lord. And … I hesitate to broach the subject yet again, My Lord, but I feel I must.”


  “Dacien. Are you about to suggest that my refusal to give him a pyre is affecting this?”


  “Yes,” Zachiah said simply.


  “That my instransigence on this is … my intransigence in general.”


  “Lord Fog had a reputation for … a certain obstinacy.”


  “Well, I can’t ask for clearer speaking than that, Zachiah,” Teodor said. “And I know I have nothing to go on save Ruus’s percipient foreknowing, and that was long ago … but I do have it. I cannot believe that the best outcome was for Dacien to come to me, and then … be lost.”


  “Most think that the foreknowing was shorter term than that. And our having him, even for so short a time, has been a great good.”


  “I … suppose it could have been,” said Teodor. “But … there was so much promise, of so much more … no, Zachiah, I just … cannot accept that interpretation.”


  “Because it doesn’t make sense, or because you, Lord Teodor, will not accept it?”


  “A week ago I would have said it doesn’t make sense,” Teodor said quietly. “Now? I don’t know, Zachiah. It is a terrible thing to doubt oneself on such a point. And the thought that I have lost him … hurts. He should have had so much more time … he had such promise.”


  “I know, My Lord. I did not meet him, but … he impressed everyone he did meet. Even Xavien, although the admission has to be dragged from him. He must have been remarkable.”


  “Yes,” sighed Teodor.


  “Perhaps, My Lord, it is that you spent so much energy defending that potential, that it is hard to surrender it now?”


  “Oh, yes,” said Teodor. “Without a doubt. And yet … best possible outcome, Zachiah. Can it be this heartrending pain is the best possible outcome for Lycaili? For me? For Dacien?”


  The ebon’s eyes dropped to the ground. “My Lord, it seems to me that is the outcome. I am no prescient mage to shuffle through potential futures, and pick one that pleases me from the ones that do not.”


  Teodor nodded. “Thank you, Zachiah. Your words … well, they do not comfort me but I did not ask you for comfort, and I do not want comfort. I want the truth, and well, if that will bring me pain – I want that pain. Better, always better, to see the world-that-is.”


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  “Schedule a pyre for Mage Dacien, Warlord Bryant, and Warrior Kant a year and day from their abduction, in the unlikely event we can recover any bodies.”


  “Yes, My Lord.” There was a pause, and then General Zachiah added, “My Lord, that is a brilliant and wise solution.”


  “It is bitter ashes and dust,” said Teodor. “And so, to what assembly am I now late?”
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  Conclusion (part one)


  

  Socks shuddered in the late afternoon sunlight as he watched Master Dellios drag Straw, Wheat, and Bale back into the stable, limp and barely moving. Even now, even after what they’d done, Master Dellios laid them out on the loose hay so carefully … How could they? Why? Escape! How could they have … have … why? Why? Master Dellios was … wonderful. He treated them – all of them, Socks included, so well … Why would they behave so … so … shamefully? Master Dellios fed them, healed them, trained them, taught them, loved them … even let them touch one another. Sleep together, at night, every night, and to be repaid by … deserting their Master. They hadn’t said a word about it to him, but then, he supposed they wouldn’t. Socks had made his loyalty clear, and … maybe they hadn’t trusted him. He wished they had; he would have told Master, and perhaps Master wouldn’t have been so angry at them.


  Except …


  Other than waving his hand through the ever-present motes of hay caught in the sunbeams, Master Dellios wasn’t angry. Oh, he looked angry, but Socks had spent the last two months working under Master Dellios, trying to teach these three how to behave properly. By this time, Socks could tell exactly how Master Dellios was feeling – and right now, under the veneer of angry, Master Dellios seemed … pleased. Socks didn’t understand that at all. The training had been difficult, and Master Dellios was often angry about the feral’s lack of progress and ongoing, subtle defiance. They’d be so much better off if they stopped wasting their energy fighting and just accepted their position – a very favored position, at that. They were being trained as exotic – feral – bodyservants. They would attend their Master at almost every moment – just like Socks was attending Dellios, now.


  Socks couldn’t imagine anything better than this. He got to sleep in Master Dellios’ bed every night. He got to wash Master Dellios. Serve him food, take food from his hand, and Dellios would fuck him … not every night, but every few days. Socks had never been happier. Although … the ongoing struggle of the three ferals depressed him. It was so pointless, so counterproductive, so … baffling. All they had to do was accept Master as Master. Accept that Master was stronger, faster, smarter, better. Accept that, and accept that Master deserved their devotion and service. And Master would shower them with the same acceptance and duties and joys as Socks got. He’d finally realized why Master Dellios was treating him exactly the way he treated the other three – so they would understand that this wasn’t punishment, wasn’t harshness, wasn’t anything but training, but the concern, superior understanding, and outright love of a minotaur for his humans. They would be so happy if they just … let themselves be so, Socks thought. But they wouldn’t. Maybe they couldn’t.


  Socks hoped not. Nobody deserved that.


  But still, he’d expected Master Dellios to be angry. Upset at this continued defiance. Perhaps furious enough to abandon them – Socks hoped not, but … he wasn’t sure if even Master Dellios would want to bother with them anymore. Master Dellios might be the most patient and caring master Socks could imagine – he was, really – but even Master Dellios must have a limit, somewhere. Socks could only hope they hadn’t reached it. But … was that what this was? Finally reaching the point where Master Dellios would simply tell them that training them wasn’t worth the effort? Surely at this point nobody could fault Master for giving up on them. Nobody. Not even Socks, really … although …


  Socks hated to think that Master Dellios could just fail like that. He knew Master Dellios couldn’t be perfect, would never expect that, but still … he felt just a little apprehensive. Master Dellios should be able to make everything … right.


  Socks could feel tears trembling behind his eyes.


  The smooth rumble of Dellios’ voice broke him out of his thoughts. The minotaur had laid the would-be escapees down on the half-benches Socks had brought in earlier – when Master Dellios had come in to discover the three ferals had vanished early last night. “Socks. Tie down Straw. I don’t think he’ll fight you.” Socks heard the careful warning, to both him and Straw, in those words, and Socks breathed a sigh of relief. It faded as he watched Dellios strap Wheat and Bale down, and Socks fumbled with the leather restraints on Straw. At least the feral wasn’t trying to stop him; that would have made a difficult task impossible. Bale was resisting, but that hardly mattered to Dellios. Wheat either saw the futility of resisting when Dellios turned to him, or didn’t have any bravado left.


  Socks stood behind Straw’s half-bench, after he finished securing the other man’s wrists behind him. The half-bench had one half raised, so it was almost like a sideless chair with a high padded back and long padded seat. Dellios had used it in other configurations, a full-bench for simple seating, full-upright as a whipping post, but this … Socks hadn’t seen this setup before, and he glanced over at Dellios as he finished up shackling Bale to figure out how to restrain Straw. Arms behind the high back, shackled to a steel restraining tie. Legs back, shackled apart to the two lower half-bench supports. It might look a little unsteady, but underneath the firm leather padding, the benches were weighted steel, and wouldn’t tip easily.


  Awake, the three men said nothing. It wasn’t as if there was much to say, Socks thought. They knew how deep an offense they’d offered Dellios in their escape attempt – Socks had explained it to them, that Master would take it as insult, and even though Socks didn’t think they understood why it was a serious insult, they knew Master would see it that way.


  Dellios stood when he’d finished restraining Wheat, and took a moment to run a hand over Wheat’s hair, down to his neck. It was meant to be reassuring, Socks thought, although why Master Dellios would want to be reassuring was beyond Socks. Wheat’s flinch at even that touch seemed to disappoint Dellios, who withdrew his hand.


  All three of them, Socks thought, looked shaken. Upset. Dispirited. Here and there, he could see bruises starting to form – and Socks knew, now, that Master Dellios would have inflicted exactly the damage he’d intended, no more, no less. But …


  “There will be no punishment for this,” Master Dellios said, quietly. “If there is a failure here, it is mine. Set your fear of that aside.” The pale green minotaur drew a knife, and began cutting away Wheat’s tunic, but carefully, pulling the sharp blade away from the skin as the fabric parted neatly, and he pulled Wheat’s tunic out, and then did the same to his trousers, leaving the man naked on the bench.


  “There will be consequences, however.” Dellios said, after a pause. “I had thought – hoped – you three could support one another through your transitions. I had thought – hoped – that you would work together to understand your new roles and find contentment together. I had thought – hoped – that leaving the three of you together would be a kindness in this new land.


  “It is now clear that this is not so. I do not blame you; it is my fault you had insufficient structure to support your training. I am the one – the only one – who is at fault, and I must beg your forgiveness for it. I picked you for your determination and strength – you’ve shown me that, and it is that very strength, that very determination, that tells me you can be among the finest slaves I’ve ever trained. For my part, I assure you that you will have all the structure you require to succeed.


  “And you will, once you put this folly behind you. I will teach you to embrace your lives here. You will learn,” Dellios said, caressing Wheat’s face gently. The man turned his face away from the gesture, and the minotaur gave a small sigh of regret.


  “Sometimes even minotaurs need to learn the hard way,” Dellios said softly. “I have done so. I had hoped I could spare you that, but … I see now that it is the very strength that I admired in you – in all of you – that makes the lessons so hard.”


  The green minotaur walked almost slowly over to the wide worktable at the side of the stables, picked up an odd-shaped leather wrap – no, not a wrap, Socks realized; it was a sort of holder for the knife, that wrapped around it and snapped shut, leaving only an inch or so of the handle sticking out of the deep brown-red leather.


  He reached over to a large leather valise, and Socks belatedly recognized it as one that had been in Dellios’ work closet, far in the back, on the floor, as if it were something he did not use often. Or, Socks thought uneasily, something he did not care to remember that he had.


  But all that came out of it – for now, at least – was something like a steel pan, and a couple of steel bowls. And then a steel scoop, and a sealed glass jar two-thirds full of white powder. Dellios carefully undid the leather straps holding the lid in place, and twisted it open. A scoop of powder went into the steel tray, another into the bowl.


  At first Socks thought Dellios had poured water into the bowl and pan, but a few moment later, as the harsh smell of raw spirits joined the stable-scents of old leather mixed with wood and drying hay, he knew it wasn’t.


  Another leather wrap, larger than the one holding the knife, came from the bag, and Dellios opened it cautiously, glancing back at the three restrained men, and at Socks – and there was just the barest hint of a smile as his gaze moved to Socks. Even that restrained, almost invisible sign of approval was enough to quiet Sock’s growing fears. Clearly, Master Dellios had planned for this; maybe … maybe it wasn’t as awful as Socks had thought. Maybe he should just trust Master Dellios.


  Of course he could trust Master Dellios, and Socks looked back at the pale green minotaur – respectfully, of course.


  Dellios had turned back to the table, to the smaller, delicate tools … Socks couldn’t quite see them. Minotaur tools were steel, of course, but these glinted bright silver as he selected several of them, and carefully dropped them into the pan. A larger, odder tool, of that same silvery steel, made a small splash as it joined them. From another packet, Dellios pulled small steel rings – no, not quite rings, they had a gap – and those, too, went into the pan. A moment’s search and three small, delicate pliers joined them. Several thick, short, curved pieces of steel also plunked into the pan with a surprising lack of splash.


  From his pocket, Dellios produced yet another leather pouch, and pulled out – something small, that glittered gold and not steel-silver. Something on it caught the stray sunlight for a moment and flashed with a deep green fire before it, too, went into the pan – adding it carefully, very carefully, not the way he’d added the previous things.


  Unsurprisingly – to Socks, at least – it was Bale who broke the silence, or tried to. He said something, or at least he started to say something, and then Dellios was no longer at the worktable, moving with inhuman speed. Instead, he was standing over Bale, finishing securing a gag around Bale’s head. For good measure, he then strapped the gag itself to the half-bench, securing Bale’s head firmly against the leather. “I have been too tolerant and permissive of your bad habits; you three deserve better of me, and you shall have it.”


  Dellios turned a bland expression on Straw, and then Wheat, before continuing. “Are my words clear enough for you?”


  Straw nodded, followed a moment later by Wheat.


  “I am pleased to be understood,” Dellios said. “Continue to please me.” He walked back to the workbench, looked over what he’d done. A brief frown, and then he reached down underneath the table, and pulled out a large irregular piece of leather, and set it carefully over the table, draping it several inches over the edge.


  “Socks, come here.”


  Socks hurried over to the workbench, and Dellios effortlessly picked him up, and sat him on the table, facing the three other men. He tried not to look nervous …


  “This is not punishment, Socks, but a reward.” Dellios said as he lifted Sock’s tunic off him, over his head. At least, Socks thought, he’s not cutting it off me. “Hold still.” The minotaur pulled a cloth from under the table, dipped it into the bowl, wiped down Sock’s upper chest. The fumes made Sock’s eyes water, alcohol and some pungent sharp lemony scent. It dried quickly and cold, as Dellios pulled a smaller bottle out, and poured a few reddish drops onto a small leather scrap. The green minotaur picked up the leather, and smeared the stuff over his left nipple – and it was clear Dellios was not getting any of the stuff on himself.


  “It will … feel cold, and then a little strange, and then numb,” Dellios commented. “Tell me when the strangeness goes away.”


  “Yes, Master,” said Socks, looking down at himself, and then glancing at the pan with all the hardware soaking in whatever Dellios had dosed the raw spirits with. Among all the various steel bits and pieces – and Socks could see now what had looked like short steel rods were really curved steel plates with holes in them – was a curved gold length tipped with two green stones, no more than an inch long. But if Master wanted to tell him what it was, Master would tell him.


  And then he felt … a sort of sharp buzzing on the nipple, where Dellios had put the stuff … “It … uh …” Socks searched for the right word. “It sort of … tingles. It’s …”


  “It’s a strange sensation, yes,” agreed Dellios, absently, as he fished the pliers out of the solution and set them down on the leather to Sock’s side, and then a short, thin steel rod, like a thin knitting needle, followed by the short gold curved. “It will go away, and the area will be numb for a few hours. Close to numb. Numb enough.”


  That didn’t … “Master? I don’t understand.”


  “Oh,” said Dellios, still laying things out, and unscrewing one of the glittering emerald knobs from the short gold curve. “Ah … it’s a little complicated, but I suppose I could say that your sense of touch is really a shorthand for many different sensations. Touch. Pressure. Heat. Pain. Cold. What I applied shuts off your sense of touch, but not … pressure. You’ll still feel pressure. I doubt that makes much sense, though.”


  “Not really, Master,” Socks admitted.


  “Not surprising,” said Dellios, laying out a few of the odd tools. “Let me demonstrate, then. I’d like you to look up at the ceiling. You’ll feel something – a little pressure, nothing else. It will be odd. Continue looking up until I tell you to stop.”


  Having clear instructions – even if they didn’t seem to make sense – still made Socks feel that much better, and he could feel himself relax as he looked upwards. There was the strangest feeling on his nipple, a push that happened almost at the same time as soft pop and then … the feeling just got … wierder. Like his nipple was being … expanded? Pushed from the inside? He almost looked down, but Master had said to keep looking up, so he did.


  “Very well done, Socks,” Dellios’ voice said, and the minotaur’s huge body occluded the ceiling as Dellios bent down to give him a kiss. “I am so pleased with you …”


  “Thank you, Master,” Socks said, although …


  “You may look down now.”


  Socks did. He took a deep breath of surprise … the curved gold bar was now through his nipple – that was what he felt. The two emerald end-pieces fell just beyond the pale brown of his nipple, on the softer tan of his chest. There was a drop of blood welling out of the … cut? No, hole, the hole, and Dellios dabbed another cloth into the bowl, and wiped him clean.


  “That is …” and the pale green minotaur stopped. “That is so lovely on you, Socks.” The minotaur gave Socks another quick kiss. “Gorgeous. Just like you.” He leaned in, whispering “I knew I could depend on you to go first,” so quietly that Socks knew the words were meant for him alone.


  His master … had depended on him? Socks was stunned, as Dellios lifted him down from the table. “Now, it will hurt in a few hours when that wears off … or it would, but I have other plans.” Dellios turned to the three other men. All three of them looked back at him, but Straw and Wheat didn’t say anything, and Bale, of course, couldn’t. The green minotaur nodded to himself, walked over to the three benches, and proceeded to gag Straw, and then Wheat exactly as he had Bale.


  “There,” said Dellios, and he turned to look at the door. “I was expecting … some assistants. I expected they’d be here some time ago. I don’t understand why they are … delayed.” The minotaur frowned. “This is unexpected.” He put the pliers he’d used on Sock’s piercing back into the pan, and shook his head. “Socks, stay here. If there’s a problem, call me or fetch one of the field overseers.”


  Socks nodded, “Yes, Master.”


  “I should be back … shortly,” said Dellios, who walked over to the door, and stepped out.


  

  Time seemed to pass very slowly in the stables, as slowly as the bars of light on the floor. It wasn’t cold, but by the time Dellios returned with three more short-horned minotaurs – two of a soft butter-yellow, and one a softly tinted pastel blue – he was relieved. The newcomers wore similar tunics, trousers, and robes of dark green – guild green – marking them as members of Iudas’ guild, although Socks wasn’t quite sure what that was.


  Dellios walked directly over to Socks, and put a hand on the human. “This is Socks, and he’s mine. These are Bale, Wheat and Straw,” he said, gesturing to each of the three men in turn. “Nickolai, you’ll work with Bale. Addrissant, Wheat.”


  “Then I suppose I have that one,” the last minotaur – one of the butter-yellow ones – said, looking at Straw.


  “That was the general idea, yes. It’s a shame you missed Sock’s piercing.”


  “Aren’t you doing the others, too?”


  “Yes, but they’re not getting that kind of decoration,” Dellios said. “A nipple is fairly easy to pierce, and …” he stopped. “Well. It’s hardly uncommon. I’m sure you’ll have other opportunities to see that.”


  “We’ve seen it. I’m more interested in …”


  “Yes,” Dellios cut him off. “Are all of you prepped for the ritual? I’m expecting each one of you to perform it.”


  “Yes,” sighed the blue one – Nickolai, who’d gotten Bale. Socks almost felt sorry for him. “We’re all ready.”


  “Good. Then let’s get started,” Dellios said, walking over to Bale. “Socks, bring me a clean rag, and the bowl. The rest of you, stay back a little; you’ll still be able to see.”


  “You’re doing mine first?” Nickolai sounded surprised. “Should I prep the circle?”


  “No,” said Dellios. “It would probably get smudged. You’ll need to have him in the center first, and then you can do the setup.”


  “But …” Nickolai looked thoughtful for a moment. “I’d like to heal him as soon as you’re done.”


  “Then you have incentive to get the circle done right and quickly,” Dellios said.


  “But … I mean, couldn’t we … doesn’t Iudas have a workroom?”


  “Yes,” Dellios said. “But I’m not going to let you use it. In the field, if you have to set this up, you’ll have to get the circle right yourself.” He paused. “Besides which, once I’m done here, I’m taking Socks to the workroom, so … it will be in use.”


  “You’re not going to …” started the other yellow minotaur.


  “No,” said Dellios. “I might, but that would be absurd when Mathom is a second-grade magician. He will supervise your work.”


  “But you were supposed to …” Nickolai, the soft blue minotaur, said.


  “I have told you what I expect,” Dellios said with a hint of irritation. “Setting the circles will be good practice for both of you, and Mathom will do his circle first to demonstrate, and that will be good practice for him, just as monitoring your efforts will be good practice for him. And for you. I am barely a first-grade magician, and if we didn’t have Mathom here, we would be using the workroom.”


  “Thank you,” said Mathom. “Is that why you accepted me?”


  “I accepted you for many reasons,” Dellios said. “That qualification is at once directly applicable, and like any qualification, demonstrates an ability to gain mastery. But mostly, I accepted you based on your application statement. I looked to your qualifications – and this goes for all three of you – to better understand your statement.


  “First lesson. Nickolai. What is the most important thing in this room?” asked Dellios.


  “Uh … I don’t understand, Senior.”


  “Clearly,” said Dellios, looking at the three, and focusing on the gold. “Addrissant?”


  “Wheat, Senior.”


  “Correct,” Dellios said approvingly. “Mathom?”


  “Straw, Senior.”


  “Correct. Nickolai?”


  “Bale,” Nickolai said ruefully. “Senior.”


  Dellios nodded. “Keep your attention where it belongs. So … can anyone tell me the next step? Nickolai?”


  “We should – I need to check Bale, and understand his health,” the blue minotaur sighed. “Convince myself he’s physically able to tolerate –”


  “No,” interrupted Dellios, and his pale green hand drifted up to tap his cheek thoughtfully. “Suppose I were to tell you that one of these humans has a flaw, that could kill him if he isn’t cared for correctly. Perhaps I have deliberately misled you. Perhaps I have missed something. Any of those things might be true.”


  “But …” said Mathom, “if that’s the case then …”


  “Then you are being tested. Severely. So, you must ask yourself – am I prepared to lose one of my humans to prevent an incompetent, irresponsible Master of Slave from losing hundreds?”


  The three minotaurs gave Dellios a startled glance, and then looked back at the three ferals.”


  “I … yes,” said Nickolai, swallowing. “You are that severe.”


  “And do you fault me for that?”


  “I …” Nickolai went quiet. “Senior,” he said finally, “I do not know.”


  “Consider this. If you do not fault me at least once, I will consider you to have failed.”


  “Senior?” said Mathom. “Do you mean that you expect us to disagree with you? Do you have something in mind?”


  Dellios smiled. “Perhaps. In any case, introduce yourself to these ferals … I will start. Straw. Bale. Wheat. It is clear that you each need more attention than I can give you alone, so I am turning over your daily routines to them. You will obey them, better than you have obeyed me.” The green minotaur’s muzzle smoothed to an almost grim non-expression. “Do not mistake that last comment as either request or instruction.”


  Socks felt a chill go down his spine. He wasn’t sure what Master Dellios meant by that, but if it wasn’t a request, and it wasn’t an instruction … it could only be a warning. He could only feel relieved it wasn’t addressed to him … shouldn’t he feel sorry for his fellow slaves? He should, he really should … and maybe he did. He hoped. Except …


  “I shall return in an hour or so. Examine your human, and have him prepared when I return.”


  “Yes, Senior,” the three said in a slightly offset chorus.


  “Socks,” said Dellios more quietly. “Come with me.” Dellios led Socks out of the barn, and past the fields of knee-high barley back into the house – not through the back, this time, but through a door leading into the study.


  Two rooms away from the dining room … Socks had thought he was over the incident, but he found himself a little nervous as he walked in, and even more nervous when he realized Iudas was there, laying out little squares of heavy paper across the huge desk.


  “Dellios,” said Iudas almost absently, hardly looking away from the desk. “How did …” and then the grass-green minotaur turned to look at him, and then to inspect Socks. “I see. Never mind. Your students?”


  “Settled.”


  Iudas nodded. “Should I have Evert assign slaves to their rooms, or will that be part of the training?”


  Dellios shook his head. “Yes. No.”


  “Very well.” Iudus looked across the many notes on his desk, and then up to Dellios. “You know someone’s lying.”


  “I don’t know that,” said Dellios. “At one point I thought I knew that, but I no longer think I did. I simply believed it.”


  “Much as I love him, my brother did not have instincts for business,” sighed Iudas. “He would never have arranged the sale himself.”


  “Every broker we know – that we can find – has claimed to be uninvolved.”


  “Therefore, someone is lying,” said Iudas.


  “I had a thought,” said Dellios, “when I invited Mathom to come for training.”


  “You did?”


  “I did.”


  “And this thought is relevant?”


  “I think it was.”


  “Well, perhaps it was,” Iudas said, nodding. “You’ll understand I withhold any opinion until you share it.”


  Dellios snorted. “Is that a manifestation of your business instincts?”


  “It may be. Come, Coz, tell me.”


  “Well … you know that there are a number of bulls interested in the care of humans.”


  “Yes. Such as yourself, for example.”


  “Such as myself, yes. And most of the training is … unexceptional. It consists of learning the apothecaries relevant to humans, mastering some basic rituals, understanding human anatomy, a great many different disciplines feed into being an effective Master of Slave.”


  “Yes …” said Iudas, more carefully.


  “And then there are some, call them secrets, call them advanced techniques, call them what you wish, but they are not so easily shared nor demonstrated. Not that a Master of Slave need know all of them, or even any of them.”


  “I know. And you feel obligated to pass them on … even though you disapprove of them,” Iudas said. “Which baffles me, Coz.”


  “Yes. I warned them they’d regret it, but if they really wanted to learn, I would show them.”


  “I am following you, Coz, but I am not following you.”


  Dellios snorted again, and Socks tried not to let his puzzlement show. “I am working up to it.”


  “And I am listening.”


  “I approached the ten best, informed them I would train three, and invited them to write a letter explaining why they were suited for learning this, and why they wanted to learn it.”


  “Yes, and from those you picked three.”


  “That was my thought.”


  Iudas paused. “And this is … relevant?”


  “I approached the ten best,” repeated Dellios.


  “I heard …” said Iudas and then stopped. “But that would be …”


  Dellios shrugged. “Perhaps Xerxes was likewise approached. It was a … difficult time for him.”


  “For all of us,” murmured Iudas. “That could be … consistent … with what we know. But … does it help us find him?”


  Dellios sighed. “I don’t know. Probably not. But …”


  “It’s a new thought,” said Iudas. “Worth considering.” His gaze shifted to Socks, and Socks felt himself grow a little warm as he realized Iudas was staring at the gold-and-emerald ornament in his nipple. “So this is the fellow you’ve taken for yourself, then. And … decorated, too, very pretty. I think I like it, Coz. But why not a matched set?”


  “One seemed enough. Why?”


  “No reason,” said Iudas. “The asymmetry is … somewhat charming, really. Striking, cert … Dellios! he’s bleeding,” Iudas said in a shocked tone.


  “Piercings take a significant time to heal on their own. I had planned …”


  “To use my workroom?”


  “At some convenient point, yes.”


  Iudas nodded. “Fine. Go ahead.” Iudas gestured toward the display shelf, oddly crowded with heavy carved crystal objects – Socks had time to pick a swan and a curled-up cat out of the menagerie before the shelf swung aside, revealing a wide set of stairs going down. “It’s set up for me, though.”


  “Do you want me to set it back?”


  “No!” said Iudas, frowning. “Absolutely not.”


  Socks wondered about that as he dutifully followed Dellios down the winding stairs, into an unusual chamber.


  Very unusual, as he looked around the circular chamber. This was unlike any other room he’d ever seen. To begin with, the floor was sloped, down, towards the center; not steeply, but noticeably, although there was a four-foot or so flat rim around it. Thin black lines marked out a compass rose onto the flat creamy white stone, and almost immediately inside the slope were a second set of marks, this time in blue. At first, Socks thought it was a compass rose, too – but the marks didn’t align exactly; only at the largest four that marked North, South, East and West. And then Socks noticed a third set of inlay, far less regular – thin purple marks beside the black ones, regular, but there were only a few of them. The largest black marks – and interior blue marks, as well – also had … things sitting on the floor. A chalice at the north and south; a sword sitting in the west, and a brazier in the east. “Stay where you are,” murmured Dellios. He walked around the circle, moving the objects back onto the shelves that lined the room, and then he set up a brazier at north and south, lighting a floral incense in it, taking exceptional care to align the braziers with the marks.


  From the shelves, he took stones, and set them down carefully, too; five stones, at precise marks, but the spacing seemed irregular to Socks. “There. That will do. Socks, I need you at the center of the circle.”


  “Yes, Master,” said Socks, a little nervously. “Will … will this hurt?”


  “Hurt … no,” said Dellios, frowning slightly. “You’ve … ah. No. This won’t hurt. This is a minor ritual to heal the piercing,” he said. “That’s all. It will take about a half-hour. All you have to do is simply sit in the center of the circle. It would heal completely on its own, but that could take as long as month. You might start to regain feeling … what I used on you wears off in an hour or two, but if I can get this done, it should prevent any hurt at all.” A faint minotaur frown ghosted across his muzzle. “And there’s one more thing I need … I’ll be back in a moment.”


  “Yes, Master,” said Socks with a sigh.


  Dellios came quickly back down the stairs, holding a vase of orange-red marsh lilies and a small potted fern. He put the fern at the east, and then turned to the shelf, and took down a plain wooden box. He took off the lid, and removed a heavy book. “Never hurts to check …” he said, paging carefully through the book. “Here.” Dellios studied the page for a moment.


  “Master?”


  “Yes, Socks?”


  “Master, what are you doing? Could I help?”


  “Thank you for asking, Socks,” Dellios said. “But … hmmm. I can’t think of any reason a human couldn’t do this, but … this is ritual magic, and everything has to be perfect. Usually the magician – that’s me – sets up everything himself simply to be certain that everything’s right. It is painfully easy to get something wrong. Even the way those stones are facing matters.” Dellios glanced around the circle. “Ah. The timing of the ritual is important, too. Not only the right actions, but taken at the right time, and minotaur have an advantage at that.”


  

  As it turned out, it didn’t hurt, unless boredom counted as hurt. Dellios walked around the circle with a long wooden stick in one hand, and a sword in the other, sometimes raising them, sometimes lowering them, and sometimes pointing them directly at Socks. It did feel … odd, one or two times, but when Dellios had completed the tenth walk around the circle, and put the stick and sword back on the shelves, Socks discovered – the wound had closed, and the skin had regrown. Other than that, the only other thing of interest was the fern, which had slowly unrolled a new frond as Dellios patiently made his way around and around the circle.


  Socks noticed Dellios giving it a puzzled glance as they went back upstairs. Iudas had left the study; and they made their way back to the stables. Wheat and Straw were still – no, Socks realized, they’d been let out and then returned to their restraints. Mathom and Addrissant were holding Bale down while Nickolai was inspecting him.


  “Ah. Nickolai. What … ah. Yes. Of course, I understand,” said Dellios, taking in the scene quickly. “Pity you’re not quite done …”


  “I am done now, Senior,” Nickolai said. “I cast no aspersions, but this feral is … particularly poorly behaved.”


  “I wish I could say that surprised me,” Dellios said regretfully. “I did not expect him to put up such a fuss about an inspection, however. He went through the first one …”


  “He volunteered that one should be sufficient, although … it was put more crudely, Senior,” Nickolai said.


  Dellios simply sighed. “Addrissant, what did you find?”


  Socks listened quietly as the minotaurs reported their findings. Dellios listened patiently to the recital, nodding occasionally. The only time he looked surprised was when Addrissant reported that Wheat had an irregular heart. When they were finished, Dellios went over to Wheat, and placed his head – no, ear, very cautiously along the human’s chest, so as not to gore him with a horn. He listened for a moment. “What am I listening for?”


  “A secondary echo. Very faint, but distinct, Senior.”


  Dellios gave a short, careful nod, listening carefully, and then said, “I do hear it. Addrissant, you’ll need to take him to Maze to see Lord Tarragon. Well done. I did not notice this.”


  “It is … very minor, Senior,” the cream-colored minotaur said respectfully.


  “In your judgment, we may proceed, then?”


  “Yes, Senior,” Addrissant said.


  “Thank you,” Dellios murmured absently, walking back over to the workbench. He picked up the bowl and pan. “Socks, bring me one of the washing-cloths. Two. Bring two,” he called back over his shoulder as he walked towards the bench with Bale.


  Socks prudently grabbed four. He wasn’t sure what Master Dellios wanted them for, and … he could always put the unused ones back. By the time he’d reached the bench where the still-struggling feral human was chained, Socks had caught up with him. Dellios straddled the bench, setting the bowl and pan down on the soft brown leather. Socks silently handed the cloth to the pale green minotaur, and he dipped it into the bowl.


  Socks had thought that Master Dellios was going to pierce Bale’s nipples, but that’s not where he put the cloth. Master Dellios was scrubbing Bale’s cock, and … and … Socks realized that Bale had been shaved; all the thick golden hair that had wreathed his cock and his sack – gone. The skin was smooth, almost shiny. Socks felt his stomach cramp with … not fear, precisely, but some kind of sympathetic dread as Dellios carefully cleaned that thin, delicate skin and Bale’s inner thighs. Bale was making some kind of sound, perhaps trying to talk through the gag, but only a few quiet sounds made it out. He was tense, though, twitching against the restraints as if they might, against all expectation, release him.


  And as if that would do him any good, Socks thought to himself. Master Dellios had already decided what was going to happen. It would happen, nothing could change that, not now. Maybe Bale would learn to behave … Socks sighed, but silently, and only to himself. He simply had to trust Master Dellios would make things right. And if things could be right for Bale and the other ferals, then Master Dellios would make them so, Socks knew. Master Dellios would make things right. Master Dellios would make things right.


  Socks wanted to believe that so much.


  The other minotaurs were watching closely, but when Master Dellios had done nothing more exciting than use the washcloth, Socks had let his attention drift a little. He almost missed it – might have missed the entire thing, if Master Dellios hadn’t said, “Glue.”


  Moving with that same unbelievable speed that minotaurs had, Master Dellios pulled several of the curved steel bands out of the pan, and fit them together around Bale’s sack. Mathom offered a small bottle with a dropper, and Dellios used a single drop of – glue, Socks guessed – to fasten together a small steel ring around the base of Bale’s sack. Another curved piece slipped between the two heavy stones to separate them, and another two drops of glue to fasten that to the base ring. At least the metal was curved, Socks thought. Sharp edges … that wasn’t somewhere he would want sharp edges.


  No.


  But Master Dellios wasn’t done. Somehow there was one of those needles in his hand – a rather larger one than he’d used on Socks. Socks somehow knew what Master Dellios was about to do even if he didn’t want to believe it, and the placement of the needle surprised him. Master Dellios pulled back the skin around tip of Bale’s cock, and –


  – jabbed –


  – the needle through the underside and up, in one quick stroke, with a sort of popping sound that made Socks cringe. With sure skill, he pulled another half-circle length of steel and threaded it through the passage he’d just created. Bale had jerked back, but the restraints kept him from moving more than a fraction of an inch, and Dellios’ grip on his cock hadn’t so much as wavered. Another half-circle of steel that had tiny … pins? … that … ah, that went into tiny matching holes on the ring Dellios had inserted. Two more tiny drops of glue, and there was a perfect circle of steel through the head of Bale’s cock.


  Dellios used the second rag to wipe up the surprisingly small amount of blood, and Socks relaxed, thinking it was over.


  But now Dellios brought out those strange curved plates. Another moment, a few more drops of glue, and Bale’s cock was now caught in a steel tube that was fastened to the ring through the head, and the ring around his balls. A very small tube. It wouldn’t be large enough when Bale got hard to hold – no, Bale simply wouldn’t be able to get hard, beyond what that tiny tube allowed. Almost nothing at all. Socks tried not to cringe as Master Dellios applied a pale gray ointment to the wound.


  “That all seems straightforward,” Nickolai said thoughtfully. “Other than the actual piercing. It seemed painful.”


  “It is,” Dellios said. “But not overly so. It will be painful and sensitive until it has healed. Two to three weeks, without intervention, but … there is no point in waiting.”


  “Quite right, Senior,” said Mathom. “We should do the other two, and then move right to the healing. Senior, given that Wheat has that unexpected heart condition, would it be a reasonable for Addrissant to use the workroom? There’s a sort of … temporary fix, for cardiac problems. It’s general, and only lasts a month or so, but I thought …”


  “I didn’t know there was such a thing,” Addrissant admitted. “How complex is the ritual?”


  Mathom nodded. “It’s … I beg your forgiveness, Addrissant, but … it would be challenging even for me. I would not care to try it outside of a formal circle; certainly not in the circles we’ll be making here.”


  “There is nothing to forgive; that is simply the truth,” Addrissant said. “Would you trust me with Straw?”


  “If you would trust me with Wheat, and, of course, if Dellios approves the change.”


  “I … don’t approve, but I agree it’s the best option. Had I realized this would be needed, I would have given Wheat to you, Mathom.”


  The gold minotaur shrugged. “It may have worked out best this way, Senior. I am not sure I would have heard and recognized what Addrissant did.”


  Dellios nodded. “That … yes. When put that way, I think things have worked out for the best.” He picked up the bowl, and moved over to Wheat. “We’ll do Wheat next, and then …” he paused. “Socks, could you get me two more clean …” and stopped as Socks silently handed over the additional washing-cloths. “Very good, Socks. Clean up Bale’s bench, and throw the used ones into the laundry.”


  “Yes, Master Dellios.” Socks was never so glad to get an order as he was to get that one. He was deliberately a little slow, so when that terrible pop came again, muted by the twenty feet or so from where Wheat was being … locked up, he barely heard it.


  It didn’t help, though, not for Wheat, and not for Straw, afterward, either.


  22


  Conclusion (part two)


  

  Dellios let out a small huff of irritation as he strode back through the gardens from the south wing. Bale, the most fractious of his three ferals, was proving to be just as difficult and incorrigible as Dellios had expected. At the two day point, when Dellios had been hoping to hear from Addrissant about Wheat, Nicolai had instead summoned him after Bale had attacked him. The human’s bad behavior didn’t surprise him – although it clearly came as an unpleasant shock to Nickolai – but that didn’t make it any easier to deal with him. He’d warned Nickolai that Bale was as close to untameable as any human could be – truly feral in every sense.


  The blue clearly hadn’t believed him. Perhaps Nickolai had judged Bale by the standards of the humans he’d seen – but those were carefully bred, taught, tended, nurtured. Civilized lands would never give rise to a Bale, no indeed … that would be part of his value to whoever bought him. Dellios reminded himself that, if he hadn’t chosen them, all three of them would have ended up chained to oars on a galley. For a moment he wished he’d left Bale to exactly that fate, and then regretted it. It wasn’t Bale’s fault he was feral any more than … than …


  Than the clear fact that the topiaries around his suite’s back entrance needed trimming, again, was the fault of the topiaries. He let out another minor huff, but it wasn’t as if he could fault the gardeners. They’d just trimmed them a couple of days ago. And if the topiaries were looking a little fuzzy, then at least the beds of jasmine were blooming nicely. He paused for a moment to inhale the sharp floral scent, enjoying the crisp sensation.


  And his rooms were … perfect, he thought, looking forward to relaxing with Socks. There was a fortunate coincidence. He wasn’t sure he’d have ever noticed the human if it hadn’t been for that bisque incident, and Socks was so … perfect. Too perfect, his conscience reminded him, but that raised yet another complication. He simply refused to give such a treasure to any bull who couldn’t appreciate him. Socks deserved the best owner Dellios could find for him – one who would understand just how perfect he truly was.


  But that meant he truly had to search for such a paragon. If he didn’t, it was merely an excuse to hold on to Socks himself, and Dellios couldn’t deceive himself so. That he was even thinking about such things meant he gone past the point of objectivity; that his judgment was – had to be – suspect when it came to Socks. And if he couldn’t think clearly about Socks, what did that say about the other one-hundred and sixty-three humans on the estate? Or the three minotaurs he was supposed to be training?


  He would find a new master for Sock, Dellios told himself. And until he did that, he would simply have to find the objectivity he needed to deal properly with his charges. He could do this. He would do this.


  “… could you tell him, then?” Addrissant’s voice drifted out from the open casement windows across the evening air.


  “Yes, Master,” Socks said. Dellios let himself enjoy the sound of the human’s voice. Confident, sure of himself, and devoted. Perfect.


  Too perfect, his conscience reminded him. Socks was not for him. He took a deep breath, and called, “You may tell me yourself, Addrissant.”


  “Senior!”


  Walking into his rooms, made neat and ready for him by Socks, was a pleasure. The woodwork in the room glistened with a fresh coat of polish – he hadn’t realized it had needed it, but then, he’d been so distracted over the last few weeks. Socks looked up at him, and then sank down to his knees, waiting.


  So achingly perfect. What Dellios wanted – especially after dealing with Bale – was to send Addrissant out and show Socks just how much he was appreciated. He wasn’t wearing anything beyond his loincloth, of course, but … he was a bit dirty from the work he’d done.


  Dellios decided on a bath. He’d have Socks stand in the tub, and pour hot water over him. Just thinking about the streams of water running down the beautiful face, down his chest, his legs … and then he would soap him up. Inch by inch, and then he could rinse Socks off … pitcher after pitcher of warm water running down him, rinsing off the soap …


  And then he could take Socks to bed and make him all dirty again. Dellios suppressed the grin that thought brought him, and focused his attention on Addrissant. “Yes?”


  “Wheat has said he will surrender to me, Senior.”


  Dellios nodded. “Good. Any problems?”


  “No,” said Addrissant. “Well. He whined for a bit, and tried to make excuses. Tried to get out of it, first by asking me, and then trying to figure out how to get it off, but it looks like that glue cold-welded them. I’m kind of curious – are they stuck in those things forever, or is there a way out?”


  “A blacksmith can take them off,” said Dellios. “Or if you hit them hard enough with a hammer, it will break the weld. Probably. Although the piercing could hurt.”


  “I think I’d take him into a blacksmith,” agreed Addrissant. “Well, he had a pretty rough night, last night.”


  “They all did,” said Dellios. “I thought the aftereffects of the healing would help them sleep. Not enough, though.”


  “And the morning was … he was begging me to let him out.”


  Dellios nodded. “He slept next to you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then he’d be pretty desperate after that.”


  “He was,” Addrissant said. “If he hadn’t been so …” the minotaur shrugged. “I thought it would be cute, but I just felt sorry for him.”


  Dellios nodded again. “I know. You can’t let it show, though.”


  Addrissant grimaced. “You warned us.”


  “But?”


  “I … might have said something.”


  Dellios nodded. He’d thought Addrissant would, which is why he’d given him Wheat. At worst, that might cost Wheat another day or so. That kind of encouragement to Straw or Bale might have cost a week. “And it made things worse,” he said.


  “It did. I was expecting them to act like normal humans. But, they’re …”


  “Ferals,” said Dellios, with a sigh.


  “Ferals,” said Addrissant. “I love them, but … they do make it difficult, don’t they?”


  “Yes,” agreed Dellios. “Perhaps that is part of their charm.”


  “I’m not feeling charmed at the moment, but … perhaps that will pass?” asked Addrissant hopefully.


  “Perhaps,” said Dellios, meaning, no.


  “But he is ready,” Addrissant said, and then qualified it. “I think. Everything you said …”


  “I hear uncertainty.”


  “Yes,” said Addrissant. “Because … because I ignored your directions. I didn’t know – I don’t know if that interfered. But I did not prompt him, Senior.”


  “It … what did you say to him?”


  Addrissant looked embarrassed. “That this was a learning experience, and that once he’d learned, there would be no need for it.”


  Dellios turned those words over in his mind. “Did you say it, or did you say the steel, specifically?”


  “I … it, Senior. Does it matter?”


  “Yes,” said Dellios. “Of course. You meant the learning experience, and he would have heard, the steel.”


  “I see that,” said Addrissant. “I beg your forgiveness.”


  “It is not mine you need, but … you can hardly beg your own charge for forgiveness.”


  Addrissant nodded. “Senior … what must I do?”


  Dellios sighed. “You know. You simply want another answer.”


  “It feels … wrong.”


  “What is your first responsibility here?”


  “Wheat,” said Addrissant without hesitation.


  Good, thought Dellios. “And what is best for him?”


  “It would give him false comfort. It would … yes. I see, Senior. This is … harder than I thought it would be.”


  “Yes,” said Dellios. “I tried to warn you. And it will get worse, Addrissant.”


  “I …”


  “It would be devastating for Wheat if you abandoned him, Addrissant, if he is where you say he is,” Dellios interrupted. “Crushing. The point is to bring him to that vulnerability. And yet, if you are going to turn away – I beg you to do it now. He has put himself – we have encouraged and guided him to put himself in your hands. I have to know that you will – that you can – see this through to the end.


  “Think about this,” Dellios said. “For at least five minutes. This will get harder. Much, much harder. And remember that, throughout this, Wheat’s will be the most important need.” Dellios stopped, before he said anything more damning. But Addrissant needed to realize there was a risk for him here, if not exactly how serious that consequence would be. Dellios would not permit Addrissant’s weakness to threaten Wheat.


  Dellios wondered if Addrissant – or any of them – had bothered to run their certification contracts past a justiciar. None of them, he recalled, had justiciary training. But even a justiciar might not catch the subtle wording in the paragraphs that allowed Dellios to act in their legal behalf if, in his opinion, it was needed for the good of his charges. Or realize exactly what use the Slaver’s Guild intended to put that wording to, if it was needed. Dellios hoped it wasn’t, but … hope was not a plan. He considered. No. Addrissant hadn’t outright failed, not yet, and he certainly hadn’t fallen. The possibility was there but … he would simply have to keep a close watch on Addrissant. No different than the close watch he needed to keep on Mathom and Nicolai, really.


  He glanced at Socks, sitting on a cushion, back straight, weight resting on his heels, head up … so perfect. And yet, Wheat needed him now. Although … Socks had been worried about the three. That reflected well on Socks, but … how worried was he? Dellios couldn’t really tell.


  “Socks, stand,” Dellios said, and took a step over to him as Socks obediently got up and moved into a rest position. So perfect. He ran a hand down Sock’s side, checking him quickly for any injuries, and he was pleased to see none. Some tension, there, above and beyond the day’s activities. “Would you like to see Wheat?”


  “Yes, please, Master!” Dellios heard the concern in his voice. If he brought Socks, what would the human see? Ideally, Wheat would be ready, and Dellios could work with him – that wouldn’t be an issue. If Wheat wasn’t ready – likewise not an issue. But if Addrissant couldn’t cope … he didn’t want that to happen in front of humans. Let him see, Dellios decided. He’d only worry otherwise. Let him see that Wheat was safe and well-taken care of, and perhaps that assurance would carry over to Bale and Straw. He didn’t want Socks around either of them at the moment.


  “You will remain quiet,” Dellios said. “Unless I – and only I – explicitly order speech.”


  Socks nodded, silently, Dellios noted, not merely accepting the order but showing how he would comply. So perfect. When they got back tonight, he would most definitely have to suitably reward the human. Dellios mentally added a drop of perfume – something spicy, carnation, he thought – to the bath. Yes. “Very good,” he said to Socks.


  “Addrissant? Your thoughts?”


  “I … will see Wheat through this, Senior,” the other minotaur replied calmly.


  “Good. Socks …” Dellios remembered the night was a little cool, and amended his thought. “Put on a tunic and trousers, and come with us.”


  * * *


  Socks followed the two minotaurs with … he wasn’t concerned for himself. He was concerned for Wheat; he wasn’t bad – for a feral – and if it hadn’t been for Bale and Straw (who were, Socks thought sadly, bad even for ferals) he thought Wheat would have taken to his new life without the pain he’d been in earlier. Without the steel tube over him. Without whatever they were going to do to him now.


  The barn was mostly as it had been two days ago, although there was only a single restraint bench there now. A bed – no, just the feather mattress, made up and laid on the floor next to a box. A smaller, human-sized sleeping pad with Wheat, wearing a leather half-hood connected to a thick collar. It covered his eyes and the back of his head, leaving only his nose and mouth uncovered. A chain trailed from the collar to a post nearby, and leather mittens kept Wheat’s hands immobilized.


  Even though Wheat couldn’t see, he could evidently hear, because his head jerked towards them as they entered. “Mas … Master?” he said in an almost desperate tone.


  “I am here,” Addrissant said, and walked over to Wheat’s thin sleeping pad, and bent down – not to pick him up, as Socks had first thought, but to remove the chain from his collar.


  “Please, Master,” Wheat said, shaking. His body was coated in a sheen of sweat, his short golden hair damp and flat against his head. “Please take it off.” His voice trembled. “I can’t … please, Master! I’ll be good, I swear it!” He held up his mittened hands in supplication. “I’ve learned, really, please …”


  “Wheat, the steel will stay on until your next master removes it.” Addrissant said, sounding as if he were repeating himself. “I can help you, but it’s not coming off. You said you wanted help.”


  “Yes, Master …” Wheat said uncertainly.


  “I can help you bear it – if you let me. But I cannot help you unless you let me help you.”


  Dellios nodded approvingly.


  “But … you said …”


  Addrissant sighed. “No, Wheat, that’s all I said. All I’ve ever said is that I can help you – once you let me. The steel will stay on until your next master removes it.”


  “But … aren’t you my next Master?” Wheat said.


  Addrissant started at that, and then looked over at Dellios, thinking about something. “Senior, if I translate what I said from Greek …”


  “It’s ambiguous,” agreed Dellios and then lifted his hand. Socks had no trouble decoding the gesture as continue.


  “I beg your forgiveness,” said Addrissant almost instantly, and Dellios stiffened with surprise. Pleased surprise, Socks noted. “I did not consider that you might not understand the clear meaning of my words.”


  “You’re … apologizing … to me?”


  “Yes,” said Addrissant. “It is my responsibility as your Master to ensure you have the right understanding and directions. I failed to consider that my perfectly clear Greek might not be perfectly clear to someone still learning the language. I will be more careful in the future. To be clear – once you are trained, you will be sold to your next Master, and the removal – or retention – of the steel will be his choice.”


  “He … might … keep … this thing … on me?” Wheat choked out.


  “Yes,” said Addrissant without any hint of apology. “If he thinks it best for you. You might think of how best to demonstrate that you no longer require its discipline.”


  “But …”


  “If you require help,” said Addrissant, “then it is right and proper you ask for it. And it is right and proper you receive it.” The minotaur’s tone softened somewhat. “Had you been raised in civilized lands, you would know this. But since you were not … it is hard, I imagine, to understand.”


  Wheat groaned from the mat. “So … it’s hopeless.”


  Dellios looked concerned, but said nothing.


  “If you require help,” Addrissant repeated, “then it is right and proper you ask for it.”


  Wheat looked taken aback, and then licked his lips. Looked at Dellios for a moment, who returned only a blank stare, and then looked back to Addrissant. “Help me?”


  “You had only to ask,” said Addrissant, picking Wheat up, and embracing him. “Little human. I am glad you’ve asked … finally.” The minotaur sat down on the bed, and then put Wheat on his lap. “I want your attention …” and then he looked up at Dellios, and then, oddly, to Socks.


  “I’ll bring him back in ten minutes or so,” said Dellios. “You can let me know if you need more time.”


  Addrissant nodded, and then turned his attention back to Wheat, talking to him softly – so softly that Socks couldn’t hear him. Dellios nodded, grabbed something from the table, and gestured to Socks. Obediently, Socks followed him out the door. Instead of taking him far, though, Dellios just wandered out into the cool fields surrounding the old stable. What Dellios had taken turned out to be an old worn wool blanket, undyed and badly worn, but still servicable.


  Dellios laid it out on the damp ground, and then lay down. “Join me,” he said – almost a request; the words lacked the absolute expectation of obedience that they usually had, although Socks didn’t think it was any less of a command. More of an invitation, maybe, one that Master Dellios simply couldn’t imagine Socks ignoring.


  Not that Socks could have done so; no sooner had his Master spoken that Socks was laying down next to him, and a powerful green arm had pulled his body next to Dellios’. “Sometimes,” said Dellios softly, “I just like to stare up and watch the auroras.”


  Socks looked up at the sky, and stared at the shimmering curtains of pale green and violet lights against the deep black of the sky. “They’re very pretty, Master.”


  Dellios simply nodded.


  “What … what are they?”


  Dellios gave a little shrug. “Interactions between high-energy particles and the magnetohyperaboloid,” he said, sounding as if he were quoting. “But … nobody knows what that means, really. I just think they’re beautiful to watch. Relaxing. Calming. Just a gorgeous display, night after night after night …” the minotaur trailed off. “We used to watch them together, Iudas, Xerxes, and me, when we were young. Xerxes would get a basket from the kitchen, and we’d go out and talk and just watch the auroras. I haven’t done this for a long time … not since …” and Dellios broke off.


  “Master?”


  “Not since Uncle Rhys died,” Dellios said. “That was …” he paused. “A disaster. My father had died long ago, and … all our money was with Uncle Rhys. Who …” he paused. “Who had a clever scheme, according to Iudas, but it unraveled with his death, and left the three of us … impecunious. Without money,” Dellios added. “No, that’s not quite right. It left me without money; it left Iudas and Xerxes with a great deal of debt. It hardly mattered to me; I was already a guildmember on the verge of mastery; I invited Iudas and Xerxes to live with me.” Dellios sighed.


  “If only they had.”


  “They didn’t, then?” Socks said, rather daringly.


  “No,” Dellios said. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this …” and then he stopped. “It’s because of the auroras, that we used to watch.” Dellios sighed. “It’s brought it all back.”


  “I’m sorry, Master,” Socks said. “It sounds like it hurts. They’re so … amazing,” he said, gesturing up at the sky. “It’s a shame they bring up that pain.”


  “It’s not their fault. Xerxes … he was the elder.”


  “The missing one,” Socks asked, more as clarification than question.


  Dellios frowned. “You heard us talking about him, that’s right. We don’t know …” he stopped. “We’ve been searching for him.”


  “I didn’t realize a minotaur could go missing,” Socks said, trying to lighten the mood.


  Dellios just let the quiet of the evening fold around them, under the sheets of liquid light in the sky, and he just cuddled Socks closer to him.


  Socks wasn’t sure how long it had been when Dellios spoke again; a minute, five minutes, ten, and when he did, his voice was quiet. “He sold himself to cover the debts.”


  It took Socks a moment to understand, but then he did. “He … I didn’t know that … that could happen. So that’s why you don’t know where he is …”


  “That’s right,” said Dellios. “Xerxes disappeared, and the monies arrived a few hours later. It took Iudas several hours to figure out … what had happened. He didn’t say goodbye, he didn’t say … anything at all. He just went out one afternoon, and vanished. He did leave a note, it just said I have redeemed our debts with my person. It turned up a couple of days later, when Iudas was going through his papers, trying to figure out – where he went.”


  “But there wasn’t anything?”


  “No. Just … debts. Notices of debts. Demands for payment. Uncle Rhys left Xerxes …” Dellios was silent for a moment. “I’m sure Uncle had a plan, but he never shared it with his sons. It took Iudas nearly a year to unwind everything, even after the payments had been made.” Dellios was quiet, but it was a what to say next quiet, and Socks waited for him. “Xerxes didn’t have the instinct for commerce that Rhys had, and … Iudas is, frankly, far superior to even Rhys. If Iudas had been older than Xerxes … or if Xerxes had just asked him, or me, for that matter. But … Xerxes couldn’t, or didn’t. So he … somehow … sold himself. It didn’t return our lost fortunes, but it provided me with a generous sufficiency, and it pulled Iudas out of debt.”


  “Is that how he got to be the Guildmaster?” Socks asked.


  Dellios smiled, and kissed Socks again. “He’s a guildmaster, not the Guildmaster. And … yes. He told me the only way we’d ever get Xerxes back was if we were rich, and if I’d just lend him all my money – he’d get us started.”


  “So you’re rich?”


  “I suppose. The last time I asked Iudas, I had something like eight million suns. Xerxes has about half that.”


  How … “Master? Maybe I misunderstood? I thought you meant Xerxes sold himself as a slave …”


  “Yes,” said Dellios broodingly.


  “Then how can he have … uh, four million suns? And … how much is a million?”


  “Iudas wouldn’t touch Xerxes’ money. He put it all into a trust for Xerxes. Iudas … doesn’t have any money at all. Everything is either mine, or Xerxes’, formally speaking.” Dellios paused. “A million … well, can you imagine a hundred?”


  “Of course,” Socks said.


  “That’s where we’ll start, then. Consider ten hundreds, if you can.”


  Socks tried for a moment, and then nodded. “A million is an awful lot.”


  “It is,” said Dellios. “But ten hundreds are a thousand, and much less than a million.”


  “A thousand is an awful lot, then,” said Socks.


  “A thousand strikes me as quite a lot, yes. But a million is thousand thousands,” said Dellios.


  Socks … couldn’t quite make that work in his head. “That’s … that’s a million? A thousand thousands?”


  “Yes.”


  “And you have that many suns?”


  “In some sort of virtual way, I suppose,” Dellios said. “Iudas gives me a piece of paper every year that says I do, he explains carefully how it’s all invested, I listen carefully, and understand some of it, nod, and sign a paper authorizing Iudas to continue for the next year, and giving him my proxy for my part of the trust.” The minotaur shifted slightly on the blanket.


  “I guess … I didn’t know a minotaur could be sold, like a human. Or that a minotaur was worth so much.”


  “What a minotaur – or human – may sell for may not be what he is worth,” said Dellios with a yawn. “Sometimes, more often than we ought, we sell humans for mere coin. Ourselves? That is a … different transaction.” He inclined his head toward Socks, as far as his horns would permit him. “I’m not sure …” and then he paused, stopped. “No. Forgive me, Socks. This – none of this – is your burden. I do not mean to lay it on you.”


  “No, Sir,” Socks said, searching for something that might make his Master feel better anyway. “Sometimes it’s good to remember that … that our Masters have problems, too.”


  “Enough of them,” agreed Dellios. “Although, Socks, you know that you are to bring your problems to me. Yes?”


  “Of course, Master,” Socks said.


  Dellios had the air of one waiting, rather expectantly, and Socks wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say, so the human just lay there, next to his Master.


  “Then nothing troubles you,” Dellios said after a long, long wait. “You are serene, calm, and all is well.”


  “Uh …” said Socks. “I …” he searched his conscience for something – anything – to confess to his Master, but nothing really came to mind. “I’m, I’m very well, Master.”


  “What I did to the three ferals does not disturb you, then?”


  Oh. “I … guess it did. Does. Master.”


  “Then …” said Master Dellios, patiently.


  “I …” and Socks swallowed. “I know you did it for them, Master, even if I don’t understand. It seems … awful, but …” Socks stopped, started again. “I trust you, Master. I’m sorry if I seemed like I didn’t.”


  The last thing Socks had expected was another kiss from his Master, but that’s what he got. “I am … very pleased by your trust, Socks. But you are still upset.”


  “Yes, Master,” whispered Socks. “I’m sorry, Master.”


  “You have nothing to be sorry for,” Dellios said firmly. “Nothing. But … I can see something has troubled you ever since that afternoon. Tell me, Socks.”


  “It’s …” Socks was quiet for a moment, and Dellios simply waited for the him. “It’s those tubes, Master. The thought … the thought of not being able to touch yourself, losing … I’m sorry, Master. It’s just … I can’t …”


  “It disturbs you,” said Dellios.


  “Yes, Master. I’m …” and then Socks stopped, realizing that his Master didn’t want to hear how sorry he was. “I don’t know why.”


  Dellios nodded. “It is a severe loss of control. A very serious thing.”


  “I know you did it to help them,” Socks offered, tentatively.


  “I did it it to give them something to concentrate on other that their captivity,” Dellios said calmly. “Something to allow them to test their discipline to the breaking point. And, I did to give them something they could offer their next Master. It’s … a very meaningful gift, or so it will be taken.”


  “A … gift?” Socks asked incredulously.


  “A gift of trust,” said Dellios. “A gift of self. Believe me, their new masters will appreciate it very much.”


  Socks thought about that for a moment. “So it’s really … a …” he couldn’t find the right word. “A mark of favor?” he hazarded.


  “Hardly,” Dellios said. “No, at the moment, it’s simply discipline. I intend for it to become a means for them to express their complete obedience and submission to their master, but it is not yet that. A mark of favor –” and Dellios reached over to brush the gold ornament in Sock’s nipple “– is not utilitarian. It is the decoration of something already beautiful; a tangible sign of an invisible virtue.”


  “I …” and Socks paused. “I think I understand, Master.” But Socks was going to have to think more about it.


  * * *


  When they returned, Wheat was quietly suckling on Addrissant, as the gold minotaur murmured something to him as he caressed the man. Dellios simply nodded to Addrissant, who gave him a brief smile in return.


  “That was better than I’d expected,” Dellios said with some satisfaction as he led Socks back to his room. “I had hoped that Wheat would be … more reachable, away from Straw and Bale. But I was prepared for disappointment. Perhaps Straw, too, will benefit from Bale’s, ah, absence.” His shoulders twitched in what Socks knew was a silent laugh. “And perhaps it will rain raspberry tarts.”


  “That would be sticky,” said Socks.


  “Yes …” said Dellios.


  The rest of the evening passed quickly; Master Dellios insisted on giving him a bath – not that Socks objected. Standing in the tub while Master Dellios carefully soaped him and then rinsed him off with hot scented water … made him want the minotaur every bit as much as – he hoped – Master Dellios wanted him.


  Dellios used a huge, minotaur-sized towel to dry him in front of the fireplace, instead of the smaller towel Socks would have used on his own. It seemed excessive, but … Socks could hardly complain as Dellios wrapped the gigantic towel around him. It was … nice.


  More than nice. It was fantastic; what little water was left on him vanished into the vast expanse of a towel meant for a pelted creature almost two feet taller than he was, leaving only the faintest feeling of dampness and the warm smell of fire and … and … something floral, spicy, and very pleasant.


  The barely-wet towel disappeared back into the bathing-chamber to dry, and Master Dellios came back out with an expression Socks had seen before.


  Desire. Lust. For … him. For Socks.


  It made him feel … it made him feel … Socks couldn’t find words for it, but it was the best feeling ever, to have Master Dellios pick him up, lay him down on the crisp linen beddressing, and kiss him … all over. Starting at his feet, the lips tickling their way up his legs, stopping, ever so teasingly, until where he had been stiff and ready he was achingly hard and longing, and then Dellios – no longer Master Dellios, although Socks knew he was still Master – just Dellios for these moments of intimacy – moved up his torso.


  Kissing his belly.


  Licking at the firm transition leading up to his chest.


  Nibbling with his lips at the tiny brown stubs of his nipples; Socks could feel the difference between the pierced nipple and the other, and that just made it – more.


  A soft, intense kiss at the v of his neck.


  Dellios’ huge, broad tongue, swiping across his chin, across his lips. Not demanding entry, not pressing at him – simply expecting that Socks would open his mouth, not in surrender, but in joyous welcome of his Master.


  Socks opened his mouth in joyous welcome. The huge tongue entered, and all Socks could do was moan at the heat of the body over him – not directly on him; that would be crushing, but just … on him; letting Socks feel the soft fragrant pine that enfolded him.


  Socks couldn’t help but pull his legs apart. He couldn’t speak, not in the middle of a kiss like this, and he couldn’t even imagine trying to free himself long enough to speak, but … there were ways and ways and ways to say please.


  A finger, generously oiled, instantly reassured him he was understood. It felt so good, warm, hot, as his own shaft was caught between his belly and Dellios’, and another finger dripped warm oil over his cleft. Joined the first one inside him.


  Moved. Socks’ groan was caught inside Dellios’ mouth, and turned into the minotaur’s, as a third finger moved inside him.


  Socks almost howled when Dellios pulled them out, but Socks knew what had to …


  … yes …


  … come next. And it did; Dellios slid into him as if Socks were made for him. Dellios was thick, and Socks could feel himself opening more and more for his Master, his body eager to embrace his Master, to show how welcome he was. And Dellios was welcome, more than welcome; Socks wanted his Master inside him – and even so, he could only be grateful that Dellios paused, stopped.


  Let Socks adjust to him. To the size. To the heat. To the feeling of being stretched. Pinioned. Owned.


  Mastered.


  And Socks was willing, ready, wanting that. Badly. He was ready, so ready, when Master Dellios started moving, slowly, so slowly …


  Socks threw himself up onto Dellios. Please. Please, please, please …


  Socks needn’t have worried. Dellios knew what Socks wanted, and he moved faster, thrusting into Socks, forcing him into the soft mattress until Socks was surrounded, covered, all-but-engulfed by the feather-stuffing below him and the minotaur above as the feelings of delight in him boiled over, filled him.


  It couldn’t get better. Nothing could be better than this, open and willing and taken and fucked not by just any minotaur but by Dellios, the most beautiful and wonderful minotaur Socks had ever seen or known or wanted, knowing that he could never have such a thing, but now he did. It couldn’t get better.


  Until it did. Socks’ scream of release was caught in Dellios’ muzzle, as the minotaur came inside him in a throbbing stream of pulses, and Socks’ own release exploded between them. All Socks could do was breathe – deep gulping gasps of air as Dellios watched him with a smile, and stopped him when Socks started to move.


  “No,” said Dellios.


  “But you’re all …”


  “Yes,” said Dellios, smearing the white fluid across his pelt, and then licking it off his fingers. “But I do not wish to let you go,” and the minotaur turned, on his side, effortlessly lifting Socks with him, and cuddling the human up against him. “We will bathe again in the morning, Socks. For now … sleep.”


  Socks curled up against Dellios.


  * * *


  Two days later, Dellios showed Socks into Addrissant’s suite, in another wing of the house. Wheat was kneeling at Addrissant’s side, looking, Socks noted, much less frantic, even though that length of steel was still there, still confining him.


  Socks forced himself to look away from it, up at the feral.


  “Socks,” Dellios said calmly, “I want to you to teach Wheat … the details. How to clean a room. To make a bed-chamber ready for its occupant. How to serve food. How to behave. Wheat has said he is eager to learn these things …” his gaze drifted over to the feral inquiringly.


  Wheat, Socks was pleased to note, looked up at Addrissant and got his Master’s approval before responding, and even then, all he said was a very quiet, “Yes, Sir.”


  Dellios nodded approvingly. “Addrissant will be watching him for the time being.” The green minotaur glanced around the room. “Carry on.”


  “Yes, Master,” Socks said as Dellios went out – to go help Nickolai, Socks knew, but then, he’d been absolutely forbidden to discuss Nickolai, Mathom, Bale, or Straw with Wheat.


  Addrissant looked over, and with a certain amount of staged deliberation, picked up a book from the table, walked over to a chair, sat down, and began reading. “Carry on,” he said, even his tone echoing Dellios’.


  “Right …” said Socks, looking over at Wheat, and then at the room. “I … let’s start at the bed.” Socks smiled. “It’s always nice to have a freshly made bed.”


  * * *


  Socks made himself watch quietly as Wheat served Addrissant breakfast. The tray held a waffled griddle-cake with cheese and onions on a blue-rimmed emerald porcelain plate, tea in the same blue-rimmed emerald patterned cup, a matching porcelain compotier holding peach conserves, orange juice in a sparkling crystal glass, and a rose bud in a tiny silver vase barely large enough to hold the stem that just hinted at the crimson within. Socks knew this was the last time that would happen, although Wheat didn’t. It was just another day, and another set of lessons to the feral – ex-feral, Socks thought. Mostly ex-feral. He’d learned a lot from Socks in the past two weeks, and apparently his new owner was willing to finish polishing his manners. Or something. Privately, Addrissant had been looking distressed, but never where Wheat could see it.


  Socks thought Wheat knew at least that much; the two of them spent so much time together that Wheat had to know something was bothering Addrissant. Although … Socks hadn’t seen any sign that he did. Still. Maybe. It was another thing Master Dellios had forbidden him to discuss, what might happen to Wheat in the future. Master Dellios had even given him specific words to say. I am forbidden to discuss that. You must ask your Master.


  He’d said it over and over again the first few days, until Wheat finally believed him – or at least, stopped asking him about Straw and Bale. But Wheat had never asked about what would happen, never asked a single question about anything farther in the future than something Socks had mentioned they would do.


  Wheat had done everything himself, with Socks merely watching. It wasn’t hard, it wasn’t even difficult, but … it was a certain measure of how far Wheat had come since they’d started working together that he knew what belonged on the tray, how to present it gracefully to his Master, and even to kneel by the side of the bed to wait for his Master to finish.


  Socks carefully didn’t sigh. He liked Wheat, and he’d miss him, but Master Dellios’ commands gave him no leeway. He wouldn’t even be able to say goodbye. He simply had to stand and watch as Addrissant finished his breakfast, as Wheat helped dress his Master and go out into the House. Down the hall, down another corridor, and into the game room, where Dellios and Iudas were waiting for them, so Iudas could present Wheat to his next master. Socks listened as the footsteps vanished; Wheat’s were inaudible against the thick carpet that muffled even Addrissant’s steps. When he was certain they were gone, then, and only then, did Sock permit himself to whisper “Goodbye, Wheat,” before he started to straighten up the bed-chamber.


  He had nearly finished when Addrissant stumbled back into the room, followed a moment later by Dellios. The gold minotaur made his way over to the cabinet farthest from the fireplace, and pulled out a decanter of something pungent with anise and cardamom that the minotaur referred to as fortified brandy. He poured it into the one of the larger glasses – meant for less potent beverages – and gulped it down, ignoring Socks and even Dellios. Addrissant refilled the glass, and then – almost in a daze – managed to seat himself in the chair facing the windows, where he usually sat.


  Socks had moved the breakfast-tray there, and Addrissant stared at it for a moment, before picking up the rose, now opened and showing crimson-ridged petals of pink that faded to a soft white at the flower’s center. The gold minotaur set the rose back down into the vase, and then set his glass next to it.


  Dellios gestured at Socks, who had paused folding the bed-dressings when the minotaur returned, and motioned with his hand, down.


  Socks sank to his knees and waited.


  Addrissant noticed none of this, but put his head in his hands, and a moment later Socks realized he was shaking.


  Not shaking.


  Crying.


  Soundlessly, at least at first, and then Socks became aware of a low, plaintive sound coming from Addrissant. Uncertain, he glanced at Dellios, who simply stood, waiting for … Socks didn’t know what, but he certainly knew waiting when he saw it. It wasn’t directed at him, which left … Addrissant. Dellios was waiting for Addrissant.


  The gold minotaur’s voice, when he spoke, was broken. “This is what you meant.”


  “Yes,” said Dellios.


  “Why …” and then Addrissant shook his head, and continued in that awful, broken voice. “We wouldn’t have believed you.”


  “No,” said Dellios, in a tone that somehow had understanding, but was bereft of sympathy or compassion.


  “How … how many times have you …”


  “Five,” said Dellios, still in that odd, dispassionate tone. “It gets worse, each time.”


  Addrissant lifted his head, and stared at Dellios. “Worse?”


  Dellios took a breath, and this time, just a hint of pain slipped through. “So I have thought.”


  “It is …” the gold minotaur’s voice trailed off. “I don’t think I can imagine worse. This is …” he stopped. “What have I done? Why … why? Pride? Vanity?”


  “Ignorance,” said Dellios. “Inexperience.”


  “But you knew.”


  “Yes,” said Dellios, and the emotion was gone again, even if Socks hadn’t just imagined it. “And I know more.”


  “What more?”


  “What you did was correct,” Dellios said.


  “No!” the rejection was immediate. “I cannot believe that! That was …” Addrissant paused, searching for the right word, until he spat out, “betrayal,” as if it were the bitterest curse he knew.


  “It was not,” said Dellios. “It merely felt that way.”


  “It was …”


  “Think,” ordered Dellios. “Think it through. You knew. He knew. There was no betrayal.”


  “There was!” insisted Addrissant, and then, more quietly, “I did …” and then he buried his face in his hands. “Except … you are right, too. There wasn’t. But there was.” Addrissant made a half-choked sobbing whimper. “How … five times? How can you do that?”


  “Because I can,” said Dellios, and then, more gently, “but that doesn’t mean you can, Addrissant. If you cannot – if you cannot even once bear it …” Dellios paused. “I can help you bear it – if you let me.”


  That sounded oddly familiar to Socks.


  Addrissant sat up almost instantly, turning to face the green minotaur. “What …”


  Dellios faced Addrissant calmly. “I do not presume to judge what you can or cannot bear,” he said. “There is a reason I am senior in the guild, Addrissant. It is no failure to fall. It has happened to good bulls before, and will happen to good bulls in the future. Part of my responsibility to you is to catch you.” Dellios held out his hand. “I can help you bear it – if you let me.”


  Oh. That’s where Socks had heard it.


  Addrissant just stared at Dellios for a long, long time. “I can’t believe I’m tempted. I suppose – could you? Really?”


  “Yes,” said Dellios. “I can.”


  “I … don’t see how.”


  “You must trust me.”


  Addrissant let out a groan. “I am so … but …” he slumped over again. “This is agony. If I say no, am I just refusing to open my eyes?”


  “How am I to know if you do not?” said Dellios. “Can you come to terms with abandoning Wheat?”


  “Clever,” said Addrissant.


  “It is meant to be helpful.”


  “And I suppose it is,” sighed Addrissant. “It does not feel bearable, but … my opinion may well change tomorrow.”


  “Very well,” said Dellios. “My offer remains open.”


  Addrissant flinched. “I thank you for your grandfatherly kindness.”


  “Yes,” said Dellios, and then, “You are welcome.”
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  Conclusion (part three)


  

  Straw hadn’t said much, the last few days they’d been working together, but at least they could talk. Unlike Addrissant, Mathom was willing to let the two of them alone once Straw had, as Mathom put it, settled down. But Sock’s experiences with Wheat had prepared him for just how much he’d have to teach Straw: everything.


  At least … he knew, this time, to explain that although linen could go out in the sun, the silks absolutely could not. Socks shuddered over that memory and the recollection of Addrissant’s expression when he’d discovered that the back of his blue dressing gown had both faded and yellowed, so that while the front was still the same light sky blue with soaring cranes, the back looked like a pond choked with green water and drowned birds.


  After a moment of dismay, though, Addrissant – thankfully – had just laughed it off.


  Even so, Socks had no intention of repeating that mistake. There would undoubtedly be plenty of new mistakes to make while he was showing Straw all the things a personal slave needed to know.


  Still, Socks couldn’t help but wonder, and finally, he asked. “What’s it … like, wearing that tube?”


  “Awful,” said Straw, reaching down to touch it. “It’s awful. But … Mathom was right when he said it would help me accept him. Accept that I’m a slave, now, and get on with my life.”


  “Still? Even after …”


  “It was worse, right after Mathom put it on me,” Straw admitted. “The first week was … I don’t know how I did it. It’s … not as bad now. It’s still awful, but …” he paused. “Mathom … helps. When I ask him. Sometimes … even when I don’t.”


  “When Mathom helps, is it so bad?”


  Straw looked down at the metal tube trapping his maleness. “Yes. No. I don’t know. No, I guess. Mathom is … but …” Straw looked up. “I hate it. I hope my next Master will take it off.”


  Socks just nodded, and kept his thoughts to himself.


  * * *


  It was three weeks later when Nickolai closed the door into Dellios’ study carefully, and his glance lingered on Socks for a moment. Dellios had been working on something – a report, Socks thought, on Addrissant and Mathom – but the green minotaur set the paper aside to give the blue his full attention.


  “More defiance?”


  “Yes, Senior,” said Nickolai. “I am … beginning to give some serious thought to the view that some humans are simply beyond civilizing.”


  “That is not an acceptable position for a guild member,” Dellios observed.


  “And did I say I espoused it?” asked Nickolai. “Surely I can voice a thought without being thought heretical.”


  Dellios dipped his pen in the small dish of water to clean it, and returned it to the glass pen-holder. “Surely you can. What has happened now? More violence?”


  “No,” said Nickolai. “Well, not as such. Thankfully. He seems to have learned that it is pointless to offer me violence, and I have not seen fit to return any of his privileges. He sees no other humans, no other minotaur. Merely me. For six weeks, I have tended him, and for the last two, in silence.”


  “Harsh.”


  Nickolai nodded. “I must admit his defiance is … rather charming, in a way. It speaks to his strength and resolve, especially given his condition, chaste and inflamed as he his.”


  “Violence is a common outlet for sexual frustration,” Dellios said.


  “I know, and I expected it. But … he, too, has gone silent. As of yesterday, the threats and insults ceased. He has found a new defiance, and one that worries me. I left him in full restraints, Senior, with a footman watching him from the observation post.”


  “You think he may do himself harm?”


  “I … he now refuses food and water.”


  “Water? How long has he gone without water?” asked Dellios instantly.


  “Nearly ten hours.”


  “Ferals,” sighed Dellios. “Force-feeding him does not seem like a way forward.”


  “That was my thought, Senior.”


  “Does he understand what lack of water will do, or how soon?”


  Nickolai shifted his head. “I had assumed so. It seems reasonable. But I do not know for sure, Senior.”


  “I suspect he may not realize the full complications,” Dellios said. “But it is pointless to tell him now; it would only make him more stubborn.”


  “Senior,” Nickolai burst out, “he has been with me, and only me, for six weeks. How has he not succumbed to me?”


  Dellios frowned and his eyes flickered over to Socks, before returning to the blue minotaur. “What makes you think he hasn’t?”


  Nickolai paused. “He doesn’t act …”


  “He is, as you point out, a most frustratingly obstinate feral.”


  “True,” said Nickolai. “But you think he’s affected?”


  Dellios paused, thinking. “Unless you wish to posit he is immune, he must be.”


  “Then why …” Nickolai stopped to think. “There should be some way to test that.”


  “If he suffers withdrawal syndrome,” started Dellios.


  “We cannot trust other humans near him. Nor do I trust that he will not harm himself,” Nickolai said, and then added, “and if he is? What then?”


  “Indeed,” said Dellios. “What then? More importantly, what now. Immediately, we need make certain he does not suffer dehydration complications.”


  “Of course. Forced feeding?”


  “What do you think?”


  “I am extremely reluctant to do that,” Nickolai said. “It would be the wrong course of action …” and he paused. “In fact, everything we’ve done has been wrong, hasn’t it?”


  Dellios looked up, affronted.


  “Senior, with all due respect, you cannot argue that anything we’ve done has been effective or useful for Bale.” Nickolai’s expression changed slightly. “We had the best intentions, and proceeded with our best understanding … but that does not change the results. True?”


  “True,” said Dellios.


  “Then we should change our approach.”


  “Again, true, but trivially so. Unless you propose a new approach.”


  “So far we have set Bale against us,” Nickolai said. “I propose to set Bale against Bale.”


  “That was the intent of the chastity tube,” Dellios pointed out.


  “Yes,” agreed Nickolai, “but it failed.”


  “It worked for Straw and Wheat!”


  “It did,” Nickolai acknowledged. “But it did not work for Bale.”


  “It … did not,” admitted Dellios. “You think he …”


  “Reframed it,” Nickolai said. “In his mind, it was us, not himself. He’s quite ingenious, in a primitive way.”


  “Influence goes both ways,” said Dellios.


  “I know,” said Nickolai. “That’s what keeps us – me – from giving up on him, true?”


  “I don’t know,” said Dellios. “Is your objectivity so impaired?”


  “It was a joke,” said Nickolai.


  “And it was moderately humorous,” said Dellios. “But the subject is serious, and if there is truth to that statement?”


  “Some,” admitted Nickolai, sounding unconcerned.


  “How much?”


  “It is not a matter for concern.”


  “Of course it is a matter for concern,” said Dellios.


  “Senior, if I may speak freely …”


  “Speak.”


  “I think you are projecting.”


  “Do you.” Dellios’ voice was more than a little chilly.


  “Senior … with all respect, I do.”


  Dellios looked at Nickolai for a long, long moment. “I understand why you might think that. You are mistaken, Junior. My greatest concern after the ferals is you. The hardest thing any guildmember learns is objectivity. It is a constant struggle, but without it, we cannot do our duty. And we cannot help but be influenced by our charges. They are, after all, our care. Thus, it is not perfect objectivity that we strive for – that’s impossible – but to know when our objectivity is compromised, and seek guidance when that happens. It has happened to me. It happened to Addrissant. It happened to Mathom. It will happen to you. The lesson here is not to avoid it, or learn to avoid it, because that lesson is beyond anyone.


  “The lesson is to recognize it when it happens, to tell when one’s judgment is impaired, so that one can seek guidance.”


  “My judgment is not impaired.”


  “So you say,” said Dellios, and then, before Nickolai could speak, continued. “Perhaps it is true. But if it be true, then it is only true in that your judgment is not impaired yet.”


  “Senior, I am …”


  “Unique, among every minotaur who has ever breathed?” asked Dellios. “I suppose that’s possible. But is it not more likely that you are deceived?”


  “I am not deceived!”


  “You are,” said Dellios flatly. “You cannot deny it is more likely that you are deceived than it is that you are unique, and right there, that suggests you are not hearing what I am saying. You are defending yourself against an accusation I did not make. You are not thinking clearly.”


  “I …”


  “Stop,” said Dellios. “Stop. Look around. Recognize that you have dug yourself a mighty hole, and stop digging.”


  “I … I think it is you who are mistaken, Senior.”


  “I accept the possibility that it is so,” said Dellios. “A sign of an open, functioning mind. I invite you to present your evidence that contradicts my views.”


  Nickolai took a breath, and then let it out. “Perhaps … Guild-Senior, I would like some time to consider the things you have had the duty to tell me. But I am concerned that Bale will come to harm.”


  Dellios nodded. “That would be a good place to start, how your concern for Bale’s welfare is coloring your opinions. Have no fear of – or for – Bale. I will induce him to drink.”


  “You …”


  Dellios tilted his head. “I have said it. Do you doubt me?”


  “I … see no … forgive me, Guild-Senior. It is not you I distrust, but Bale. So I doubt.”


  “Doubt is healthful, and I encourage you to entertain it on all matters,” Dellios said. “As to Bale, you have not lost my confidence, Nickolai, I think you are up to this task and will complete it. But you must grapple with this problem of objectivity first, before you take that task up again. Accordingly, until I am satisfied, I will take responsibility for our last and most ferocious feral. You are not to see him, talk to him, communicate with him, or even be near him, until you have my explicit permission.”


  “But – yes, Guild-Senior,” Nickolai said.


  “Tomorrow, at this time, we will talk again, and I promise you my full attention and regard.”


  “Yes, Guild-Senior.”


  “You are presently hosting Bale in your suite, are you not?”


  “Yes, Guild-Senior.”


  “Well, do not return to it. Take, ah, Addrissant’s suite; that is, the suite that was his. Do not leave it until your return to my study, tomorrow,” Dellios said.


  “Should I draw the curtains, Guild-Senior?” asked Nickolai with a certain studied innocence.


  “I see no reason for you to do so; I do not propose to let Bale out into the gardens,” Dellios said thoughtfully. “If it become necessary, however, I will have you advised. Is there any other impertinence you wish to offer me under the guise of a request of clarification?”


  “No, Guild-Senior.”


  “Thank you, Nickolai. You are dismissed, and may leave.” Dellios watched Nickolai turn and walk out of the study.


  “That went better than expected,” Dellios said, quietly. “Socks, shall we go visit Bale?”


  “I … Master?”


  “You haven’t seen him for a while.”


  “No, Master,” and that perfectly fine with Socks. Of the three ferals, Bale had been the most violent, and although Dellios had never permitted Bale to hurt him, Dellios had stopped him several times. Socks might feel a little sorry for him, but … he didn’t feel any overwhelming need for a visit.


  “Shall we go see him?”


  Socks looked up at Dellios. “If it please you, Master.”


  “You have no desire to see him?”


  Socks shook his head no, before remembering himself. “No, Master.”


  “I do have to look in on him, Socks, and I would like you to come,” Dellios said. “In fact, I think it would be helpful.”


  From Nickolai’s description, it didn’t sound the man had improved in the slightest and Socks didn’t see how he could help, but … “If you say so, Master.”


  “I do.”


  * * *


  Socks hadn’t been in Nickolai’s suite before, but it wasn’t much different from Addrissant’s, or Mathom’s, or even Dellios’, although Dellios’ was both larger, and closer to the center of the house. Four rooms, including a bathing-chamber, a sitting-room and small study that opened directly onto the garden, and a bed-chamber, furnished in rich, dusty plum colors and pale honey, nearly white, wooden furniture. Socks noticed with a grimace that the rooms were a little musty; Nickolai must not have trusted others around Bale, and Bale clearly wasn’t doing any cleaning.


  Other than a slight flare of his nostrils, though, Dellios didn’t seem to notice, walking over to where Bale was restrained in the sitting-room, and, almost idly, checking the bonds and Bale. A red-and-blue pitcher had been overturned on a low table next to Bale, and held a pool of water which was dripping into a wet area on the carpet.


  “Socks,” Dellios said carefully, “clean that up. And … see what would make these rooms more pleasant.”


  “Yes, Master,” said Socks, who hurried to get the water up before it stained the table or damaged the carpet. Or at least, stained or damaged it more. While he did that, Socks was making a mental list of what else he could do. Opening the windows would be a good start, he decided, as he mopped up the standing water and sponged what he could from the carpet. And it would help the carpet dry …


  “And replace the pitcher of water,” Dellios said, “although, perhaps, not quite as full. With, I think, a towel underneath it.”


  “Yes, Master, certainly … I’ll be back in a moment with some clean towels and fresh linens,” Socks said, as a way of obliquely letting his Master know that the suites had no fresh dressings and that he’d have to fetch them.


  “Good. Fetch the papers from my desk, as well – the ones with the white-and-blue ribbons,” Dellios said.


  “Yes, Master. I was going to open the windows … before I went …”


  “I’ll do that,” said Dellios, much to Sock’s surprise. “Go.”


  “Yes, Master,” said Socks.


  

  By the time Socks had gotten back, Dellios was just finishing locking the heavy chain around Bale’s collar back on the post. “Put them on the side-table, Socks,” Dellios said. While Socks busied himself putting the rooms back to order. Socks couldn’t but help glance, from time to time, at Bale, and the pitcher of water next to him. Bale hadn’t touched it.


  And Master Dellios hadn’t said a word about it, either, simply picking up a new set of papers once he’d finished reading the ones he had.


  Eventually, of course, Socks had done everything he could, short of heavy cleaning – although he thought the suite could use it. But he couldn’t haul the carpet and upholstery outside to beat them, or mop the sitting-room floor, or … he thought about it, and simply went back over, and kneeled down at Dellios’ side.


  The emerald minotaur looked up at that, and then around the room. “Much nicer, Socks.” Dellios then turned to look at Bale, and then down at the untouched water pitcher, and returned to his reading, although the minotaur ran one hand through Sock’s hair in a casual manner, until, after some few minutes, Socks finally felt himself relax.


  It was only then Dellios spoke, looking up from the papers. “Do you want to die?”


  Socks started to turn to stare at his Master, but held his place.


  Bale said nothing.


  “Because, in the long run, I can’t stop you, if that’s truly your will,” the minotaur continued. “And what you’re doing now – dehydrating yourself – will be fatal in another day or so, although it will take you another three or four days to die.”


  There was no reaction from Bale, and, a minute later, Dellios switched to Latin, and repeated what he’d said.


  Bale looked at the minotaur distrustfully. “I’m supposed to believe you?” he answered, also in Latin.


  Dellios gave a snort. “I would hope so. Have I ever said anything untrue to you? Tried to deceive you? All I want – wanted – was to help you adjust to life here.” Dellios lifted a hand to forestall Bale’s reply. “Perhaps I did that poorly.”


  That got an answering snort from Bale.


  “But usually, our methods work. Wheat and Straw are in the hands of their new owners, and …” Dellios paused for a moment. “They are happy. Two out of three … I would really have liked to help all three of you.”


  “You just want to trade and sell us,” Bale said, his voice hoarse.


  Dellios looked over at the pitcher of water, and Bale followed his gaze – and then looked away, flushing with embarrassment.


  “I am going to take Socks outside for … a minute. Or two. We will be back briefly,” said Dellios, rising. “Socks, come.”


  Socks didn’t see the point, but he followed anyway. As soon as Dellios was outside, he closed the door, waited for a moment. “Socks, if I’m right, you’ll need to refill the water pitcher when we go back in. Unobtrusively. I’ll pretend not to notice, and Bale will pretend not to notice. I think.”


  “Yes, Master.” Socks wanted to ask, what if the pitcher still has water, but he knew the answer – there would be no need to refill it. Which was true, but … it wasn’t the answer he wanted. Not, of course, that Socks had any right to expect that answer.


  But when they’d gotten back into the room, Master Dellios had been right; the pitcher was empty.


  “I don’t want to kill you,” Dellios said, continuing to speak Latin, as he seated himself and Socks quietly walked around behind Bale to refill the pitcher with water. “But I won’t let you suffer a long and painful death as your body fails, either. Since … I don’t want to kill you, and I don’t think you want to die, what should I do?”


  Bale just glared at Dellios, who waited.


  And waited.


  And waited.


  Until Bale finally asked, “What do you mean?”


  “If you are going to live – which I want, and you want – what should I do? Humans in our lands are slaves; there are no free humans. Even if I wanted to, there is no way I could return you to human lands – all of those borders are guarded, and you would never be permitted to pass.” Dellios paused. “With most humans – most, not all – it is enough to show them that they can be happy in this new life, and let them find their own way.


  “But you have not found your way,” Dellios sighed. “Nickolai has failed you.”


  A mutinous look passed over Bale’s face. “What?”


  “Nickolai has failed you,” Dellios repeated. “It was his task to aid you … and I find you here, not on a path to adjustment and contentment, but to death. That … perhaps I was wrong to entrust you to him.”


  “Where is he?” asked Bale, after a moment.


  Dellios tilted his head. “Does it matter?”


  Bale stared at Dellios for a moment, and then whispered, “Yes.”


  “He failed you,” Dellios repeated. “Let us not discuss him. Instead …”


  “I want to see him,” Bale said, his voice overriding Dellios’, and Socks braced himself for criticism that never came. Instead, Dellios sat back in his chair. “I can arrange that. How will that help you?”


  Bale looked away. “It will.”


  “Nickolai came to me, upset and frantic, that you were refusing food and water. That he let matters between you become so bad …” Dellios paused, taking a deep breath.


  Bale interrupted again. “It was my fault. What… what will happen to him?”


  “Now that he’s failed his first human trainee?” Dellios shook his head. “That would be for the Seniors of our Guild to determine.”


  “He didn’t fail!” Bale said. “He …” the human broke off after a moment.


  Dellios let the silence stretch out, until Bale was moved to break it. “Please, I would like to see him.”


  “Bale,” said Dellios, “I would like to help you. But you must let me. Trust me.”


  “I … Nickolai said that to me.”


  “Yes,” Dellios said. “And he meant it, just as I mean it. If Nickolai were here, and made that offer – what would you say?”


  Bale was quiet, very quiet, for a long time, and Socks wondered if he’d respond. “I … don’t know.”


  “Sometimes, Bale, it’s possible to fight so hard, and so long, that one forgets how to do anything else. One forgets that there is anything else.”


  Bale didn’t say anything.


  “Would you give me twenty-four hours? Simply obey me, for one day? And when that day is up, you could go back to your … obstreperous self, if you so wanted.”


  After a short period of time, Bale just shook his head, no.


  “I see,” sighed Dellios. “What about Nickolai? Because … if you can say yes just to that, for him, I will bring him here and give him that twenty-four hours, to see if he can redeem his failures.”


  “You … you could?” Bale looked at Dellios distrustfully. “But would you?”


  Dellios nodded quietly. “I would. I will. May – may I do that?”


  Whatever Bale said was so quiet that Socks couldn’t make it out, and apparently, even Dellios had trouble.


  “I could not hear that clearly.”


  “Yes!” said Bale, turning his head away. “I would say yes.”


  A moment later, Bale’s head was in Dellios’ hand, and the minotaur was kneeling before Bale, looking up at him. “That was very hard for you. I am … I knew, within minutes of meeting you, that your strength and determination were exceptional, and your potential tremendous. Thank you for that.”


  Bale said nothing, except, “Him. Not you.”


  Dellios stood, and nodded. “Yes. Nickolai, not me.”


  The minotaur turned, and gestured for Socks to come with him.


  “That doesn’t make you mad?” Bale said, sounding surprised.


  “Make me …” Dellios said, facing the door. “Bale, you have every right to see me as an enemy – but I am not your enemy.” The minotaur turned to face Bale. “I give you my word, that Wheat and Straw are well. That Wheat is happy. That Straw is … content, and will be happy. And that I want your happiness, too. Maybe I have made too many missteps with you for you to let me help you.


  “And if so, then I am glad you will let Nickolai help you. It doesn’t matter …” and Dellios paused, sighed. “No. That’s not true; I will not soil myself with such a deception. I am not so selfless as that. It does matter to me. But I do not want either you or Nickolai to suffer for my errors.”


  “One day,” said Bale, with a strange intensity that Socks could not read. “Just one day.”


  “Just one day,” acknowledged Dellios, leaving the room.


  

  Dellios said nothing on the way back to his study, where he put down his papers. He started to leave, and then changed his mind, going back to his desk, and pulling out a decanter. He poured himself a drink, and then stared at Socks for a moment. He pulled out a second, smaller, carved stone cup, and poured some into that, as well. “I don’t know if you’ll have a taste for this, Socks. Perhaps you’ll like it; it’s a centennial brandy.”


  Socks tasted it carefully – he’d had the stronger brandies before, and the only thing he had tasted was the overwhelming burn of the spirits. This wasn’t that different; the tang was mellower, but he still simply shook his head, and returned the cup.


  “No? Don’t fret over it, Socks,” Dellios said with a smile, and downed the remainder himself. “I … am just … elated.” He smiled again. “Shall we go tell Nickolai the news, or let him stew?”


  Socks blinked. “Master?” he asked.


  “I’m jesting,” said Dellios. “Of course we let him stew. Both of them …” he paused, sighed. “Run back to Bale, Socks, and make sure he’s loose enough in those restraints. Get him more water. Some bread, nothing fancy if he’s been fasting, maybe some melon. Tell him Nickolai has been delayed. Don’t spend long with him, no longer than you must to deliver refreshment and message. If he has questions, apologize that you don’t know the answer. Can you do that?”


  “Of course, Master!”


  “Hold,” said Dellios. “Ah. Since you’ll need to stop by the kitchen anyway, have Cook make up a plate for an afternoon snack, and bring that back with you, would you? Fruit and pastry, whatever Cook has. Something nice. A pot of tea would not be amiss.” He looked out at the garden. “Another hour or three should indeed have a salutary effect all round.”


  “Yes, Master,” said Socks, and he went off on his errand.


  

  When he got back, Dellios hadn’t moved from his chair, but his glass was empty. He carried a large silver tray with a plate of tiny sandwiches, a covered dessert tray, and a small vase with a rosebud. Socks put the tray down beside Dellios, and at a gesture, knelt onto the small cushion beside Dellios and settled down to wait when he heard Dellios take a bite from one of the little sandwiches, and Socks smiled to himself at Dellios’ murmur of pleasure.


  He couldn’t help but look up when Dellios’ hand tapped the other half of the sandwich – a rather substantial bite. Socks opened his mouth, only to find his mouth full of mustardy egg-salad between two thinly sliced pieces of onion-rosemary bread that had been drizzled with olive oil. Delicious. He swallowed. More or less just in time for another half-sandwich, the same thin-cut bread, but the filling was a mild fish paste layered on basil leaves. Dellios gave Socks a long sip of fragrant tea from his cup, before leisurely choosing another sandwich. This one was a deep rich brown, rye-barley bread with … what? Socks found himself almost eager to find out, and he wasn’t disappointed. It held a rich crumbly herb-cheese paste, a combination of flavors that melted into the rich underlying warm rye. More hot tea followed that.


  The rest of the afternoon vanished between sandwiches that Dellios shared with Socks, and the pot of tea. There were even a few creamy sweetmeats – a sweet shell of white chocolate filled with an intense, sweet interior – a luscious apricot cream, a deep blackberry cream, and a light green jelly that Socks wasn’t quite sure of – although he was only too happy to lick the goo off Dellios’ fingers, and giggled when Dellios used rose petals to wipe small streaks of the chocolate off his face.


  Socks was completely surprised when Dellios rose – motioning Socks to stay – and vanished into the bathing-chamber only to return a minute or two later with a couple of hot towels. Socks was surprised again when, instead of giving him one of the towels, the minotaur carefully cleaned Socks off himself.


  Now, thought Socks. Before … “Master?”


  “Mmm?” said Dellios absently.


  “Master … you said once … that I would … that you would not be my … that you were going to give me to another. That I would have another Master.” That hadn’t come out like he’d intended it.


  “That is so,” said Dellios gravely. “Tempting as it is to retain you,” he added, with a smile.


  “It’s just that … well, I … I have to … to …” Socks felt words deserting him, but Master Dellios, for whatever reason, simply waited for him. “I have to serve … him. Like I serve you. Isn’t … isn’t that right?”


  The green minotaur nodded. “Yes … given that he will not be me. But he will, I assure you, treasure you at least as much as I do.” Dellios tapped a hand against the side-table. “More, I think.”


  “Then … then … if … Master, I want to serve him; make him … as happy as you are.”


  “You will,” Dellios said. “Do not worry about that.”


  “I’m not worried …” said Socks. “I … I … want to … if … it’s not wrong … offer …” Socks stuttered to a halt again, and wished he hadn’t started. But he had, so … he had to finish. And he … he did want to make his Master proud. Master Dellios and … and … whoever Master Dellios gave him too.


  Dellios waited, patiently.


  “You said that … the … the chastity tube could … would be … a … could be a gift. Master,” said Socks, who was starting to shake with his own forwardness. “I …” He hoped Master would say something, understand what he meant, let him stop talking. Please.


  But all Dellios said was, “Go on,” very softly.


  “I want to offer you and … and my next Master, that,” Socks said, swallowing. “Please. If … if I may.”


  “You are offering to wear a chastity tube, and so give all control of your pleasure to your Master?” asked Dellios.


  Socks nodded.


  “I am … surprised,” Dellios said, after a moment. “I am …” he paused again. “I am surprised,” he said again. “Socks, you have explained partly why, but … would you explain a little more for me, please?”


  Socks stiffened, and looked up at Dellios with something like fear. Never, never, never had a minotaur ever said please to him. “Did I do something … wrong? Master?”


  “No!” said Dellios emphatically. “Not at all! I … Socks, you do not have to explain further, if you do not wish. I … ask. I ask, because you are offering me a gift. I cannot … if I command, then it is no longer a gift, and I will not demean your offer so.”


  “Oh,” said Socks. “I’ve … I’ve thought about it, Master, and … and, I’m … it’s something that … I … want to show I trust you, Master. And … I want to … I will, Master, trust whoever you give me to. Because …” he stopped. “I … I thought you’d like it. Master.”


  “Like it!” said Dellios, kneeling down to look at the human. “Socks … I am overwhelmed with your offer; it is more than I ever would expect. You have offered me something precious and wonderful and … as I said, it is something I never, never would have asked for or expected. I will accept it, and, I assure you, treat it – and you – as the treasure you are.” The minotaur smiled. “Perhaps …” and then he stopped. “Socks … you understand what you are surrendering to me? You understand that I, and only I, will decide when and how you find release?”


  Socks took a deep breath, and nodded. “Yes, Master. I … want to offer you that.”


  A moment later, Socks found himself locked in Dellios’ arms. “I accept, Socks,” and the minotaur kissed him; Dellios’ tongue licking across the smaller human’s lips like a promise, and then slipping in. The minotaur’s hand grasped his trousers, and pulled them down firmly. “Mine,” Dellios whispered, stroking him. “This is mine, now, Socks.”


  Socks had thought it would be difficult. He’d been dreading this moment, even as he’d been thinking about it. He’d been so scared … he’d been so worried … and … it had turned out to be so easy. All the concern, all the fear, all the worry, all the tension … just faded away. Master had him, now. Master Dellios would take care of him. He knew it as a truth, so deeply that … he was where his Master wanted him. If his Master chose to touch him – as Dellios was – then that was his Master’s privilege. All Socks had to do was let him.


  And … his Master’s touch felt so good. Wonderful. It wasn’t confined to his shaft; Dellios’ strong, gentle touch stroked his groin, his legs, up to his back, across his ass. Socks just sighed, and melted into Dellios’ embrace. “What a lovely man you are, Socks …” Dellios said. “Have I mentioned I think you’re perfect?”


  Perfect? Master Dellios thought he, Socks, was perfect? The hand around his shaft tightened, and Socks felt himself harden. It felt so good … and then Dellios’ hand tightened further. “Not yet,” he whispered. “Not now, Socks.”


  Socks had expected to feel disappointment; Dellios’ hand felt so good; he wanted … he wanted to feel the euphoria that always swept him when he came, but … all he felt was anticipation. He’d come when Dellios was ready to let him and …


  Socks just took a deep breath, and nodded. “Yes, Master. But …”


  “Yes?”


  “Are … are you going to … to pierce me, there? I’m …”


  “Perhaps,” said Dellios. “But not now.”


  And now, when he thought about it, even that didn’t upset Socks. It was his Master’s decision, his Master’s choice, and … whatever his Master wanted was right. It might change, but for now, Socks couldn’t be happier.


  * * *


  The rooms that had been Addrissant’s, like most of the suites in the house, opened onto the elaborate gardens. When Addrissant had been working with Wheat, and when Socks had been there, the curtains were never closed, and the windows were usually open to the patio and the flowering hedges outside. But Wheat was gone, and Addrissant had returned to Labyrinth nearly two weeks ago. The rooms had been cleaned, thoroughly, and then closed – dustcloths placed over the furniture, the windows securely fastened, the curtains drawn, even the rugs on the colorfully tiled floor rolled up and tied after they’d been cleaned.


  It didn’t look to Socks like anyone was there when Dellios opened the door and entered; it was quiet, still, and dark. Socks looked around for any sign of Nickolai, but …


  “Nickolai?” asked Dellios.


  “Senior?” came a reply from the far side of the bed. “I don’t think I’m due in your study for quite some time.”


  “No,” said Dellios, and pointed to what Socks knew was an armchair. Socks pulled the dustcloth off, and the green minotaur settled himself down into the chair – and then, rather to Socks’ surprise – pulled the smaller human onto his lap. “Is there some reason you’re in here, in the dark?”


  “These are the rooms you asked me to stay in, are they not?”


  “I was rather asking why you have denied yourself the room’s amenities – windows, chairs, apparently even the bed.”


  “I didn’t need them, or want them. It seemed like a waste of your slaves’ time to close the room up again.”


  “Sitting alone in the gloom … is what you wanted?”


  “No,” Nickolai said. “What I want is Bale.”


  “Ah.”


  “Desperately, Senior.”


  “I thought that might be the case,” admitted Dellios.


  “I didn’t think so. But I was, as you pointed out, deceived. I have been considering just how … deceived I have been, and, Senior, I’m afraid the answer is quite a bit.”


  “And this astonishes you?”


  “It does,” Nickolai said.


  “Even though you were told it would happen, the effects explained to you at length, and even the consequences defined?”


  “Yes, Senior. I remain … astonished, as you would have it. And embarrassed. And while I am thinking it about it, I beg your forgiveness for my petulance earlier, and for my continued petulant failure to apologize for it when you so rightly pointed it out to me. I am truly ashamed to have acted so, and … I still do not understand why I did.”


  “I will admit I was a little taken aback by it,” Dellios admitted. “But learning how to deal with one’s emotions when one is so strongly bound is part of the lesson, here. I forgive you.”


  “Thank you, Senior. Now … I have to forgive myself.”


  “Ah,” said Dellios.


  “I have failed myself, you, and Bale. And, Senior, that I have failed Bale is – crushing.”


  “The first time you sparred with your first armsmaster, how long did it take him to knock the sword from your grasp?”


  “I trained with a maul, Senior, but … a few seconds.”


  “And did you then feel you’d failed yourself, your instructor, and the maul?”


  “No, but … I do not see it as comparable.”


  “Oh? You imagine, then, that you need no experience nor practice to perfect your skills at handling humans?”


  Nickolai was silent for a long, long time, until Dellios said, “Nickolai, what are you thinking?”


  “I am thinking that you are right, and trying to believe it as well. It does not feel right to me.”


  “But it is right?”


  “I … I think so,” Nickolai admitted.


  “Do you imagine that I remained perfectly objective when training my first human?”


  “I did think that,” Nickolai said. “You are fearsomely competent, Senior.”


  “Thank you, I think,” Dellios said, sounding amused. “To continue in this metaphor, do you imagine that, had you – somehow – smashed the maul from your armsmaster’s grip, you would have learned something?”


  “That is … a very interesting thought,” Nickolai said. “No. I would have learned nothing. You’re saying, then, that what I perceive as failure is simply a lesson.”


  “Yes,” Dellios said.


  “You are right, however I feel about it.”


  “Yes,” agreed Dellios. “But you don’t … feel that way.”


  “No, Senior, I don’t, but …” a soft sigh came from behind the bed. “This is a difficult lesson, isn’t it.”


  “Very,” agreed Dellios, softly stroking Socks’ hair. “I don’t know if this helps, but … you’re taking it well.”


  “It may, someday. I assume you’re taking Bale back, then?”


  “No,” said Dellios.


  Suddenly, Nickolai was standing upright behind the bed. “What … you cannot … to whom will you give him? You haven’t … given up on him? Have you? Senior?”


  “I have not given up on him – or you. I am not dissatisfied with your progress, Nickolai. I told you Bale would be incredibly difficult, and you have done – all things considered – extremely well.”


  “He’s chosen to die rather than submit to me,” Nickolai said bitterly. “By what stretch of the imagination is that extremely well?”


  “Sometimes choices aren’t what we think they are,” Dellios said. “I talked with him, and … discussed that choice. He’s agreed to submit to you for one day. Just one day, no more.”


  Nickolai’s face twisted into a confused expression. “Just like that?”


  “If you’re affected by him, Nickolai, then he’s affected by you,” Dellios explained. “He misses you.”


  “That seems … unlikely,” said Nickolai. “No, in fact, it seems impossible. Are you certain.”


  Dellios nodded. “I do have a few advantages in this, Nickolai. He was … very much feeling your absence. You haven’t left him alone for … a long time.”


  “No,” said Nickolai.


  “Well, he hadn’t had the chance to miss you. You’d both reached a point where all there was between you was the struggle.”


  The blue minotaur nodded. “Yes.”


  “He didn’t know how to stop.”


  “But didn’t he struggle against you when you showed up?”


  “I’m sure he would have, if I’d given him the opportunity,” Dellios said. “I did not. As I said, I do have some advantages, and one of them is knowing how he’d probably react. I hinted that you had failed him – and that thought, that you’d failed, upset him.”


  Nickolai nodded. “But how did you get him to submit, even for just a day?”


  “Ah,” said Dellios. “I gave him to understand that you had failed, and would return to the guild as a failure.”


  “But he wouldn’t know what that meant!”


  “No, but then, he didn’t really need to, did he? It was enough that he was responsible for your failure. And then I gave him – obliquely – the chance to redeem your failure. To submit for a day, not to me, but to you.”


  “That’s … good and wise of you, Guild-Senior,” Nickolai said, bowing his head. “I am instructed.”


  “You are,” said Dellios. “Do you know what to do?”


  “Yes, Guild-Senior. I assume that Bale is physically secure?”


  “He is drinking again. I have not offered him food; he will be hungry when you reach him. But he has water.”


  “How … secure is he?”


  “Given the problems we’ve had, he’s restrained. He cannot hurt himself or the slave who is watching him.”


  Nickolai nodded choppily. “Then … I have one day.”


  “What will you do?”


  “I …” Nickolai paused. “I want to go see him now. But I should make plans, shouldn’t I? Start at dawn.”


  Dellios nodded. “You may observe him before that, if you feel you must, but do not show yourself.”


  “Yes, Guild-Senior. Would you care to offer any advice?”


  Dellios thought about it for a moment. “Show him he has nothing to fear.”


  Nickolai nodded. “Thank you, Guild-Senior.”


  * * *


  That night, Master Dellios pulled Socks into bed with him. “I told you not to touch yourself … how did you do?”


  Socks swallowed. “I tried not to, Master, but … I did. Just as I was, was, … relieving myself. It was an accident, I didn’t mean to …”


  “Good enough for now,” Dellios reassured him, and gave him a quick, chaste kiss.


  Which quickly turned into something more as Dellios lifted Socks up against him. Despite – or maybe because of – his caution, he was hard, very hard, as his Master took him.


  It always felt good, being taken that way – pressed, held against Master Dellios, feeling the heat of his body soaking into Socks’ smaller frame, but this time … holding his hands away, not touching himself as he ached for release and the need just built and built even after Master Dellios tensed with his own climax –


  Straw had been right. It was awful.


  But it was wonderful. Long after Master Dellios’ breathing had slowed to sleep, Socks was still feeling … what? Pleasure? Need? The warmth of his Master, the scent of sex and pine and that odd but wonderful musk that was minotaur … had him in almost a daze. He needed …


  Socks pulled his hand up sharply. Master had not given him permission for that. He wanted it – oh, he wanted it – but Master Dellios had said no. He breathed that word to himself. No. Took a deep breath. No.


  That no was so hard … he was so hard … Socks twisted a bit, in Dellios’ grip. Tried to ignore it. Tried to think about something else … but he couldn’t, not so close to Master Dellios, not when his lungs were filled with Master’s scent, his skin tingling from the soft tickle of the fine pelt, his ears ringing with the soft breathing of his Master …


  Socks turned over, his hardness pressed tight between himself and the bed. He pulled his hands up again, and gritted his teeth. The wonderful was receding, faster and faster, just leaving the awful behind.


  Socks turned over again, trying to find some position that was … more comfortable. Except … there wasn’t really; he wasn’t in discomfort because of his position. He was in discomfort because … Socks groaned, very, very quietly. If his Master were awake he might say something, but his Master was asleep … and that suggested that, if he …


  No, no, no. Socks had offered his chastity to Master Dellios. He shivered, and forced himself to lie still. This was … during the day, he had his duties. But now, at night, he was tired, he wanted to sleep, but … he couldn’t. He just couldn’t.


  Socks tried, anyway. Eventually, he managed to. The next morning, he thought perhaps he could divert himself by listening to what Nickolai said about Bale – but the expected visit never came.


  He got some relief – if he could call it that – when, late the next day, Master Dellios put a leather restraint on him. It wasn’t the unyielding metal tubes, but a leather one, instead, and it buckled into place around his waist and legs – it wasn’t locked, Socks could have taken it off, and even put it back on if he’d wanted to, but … it was a restraint. Socks wasn’t sure if he was happy or not at that; so far, he’d managed to obey Master Dellios.


  Hard as that was.


  The leather thing did make it easier. Relieving himself was a little tricky, but … not too tricky. And before bed, Master Dellios took it off, made sure Socks was clean and that it wasn’t chafing him and that he was fine – before putting it back on, and taking him – not quite as roughly as last night, but it left Socks with no doubts about whom he belonged to.


  The leather tube wasn’t as harsh as metal might have been, but it wasn’t stretchy either, and Socks could feel it clamping down on his length while Master Dellios took him – and for quite some time afterwards, as well. But … it did seem easier to get to sleep that night.


  * * *


  Nickolai came in to visit Dellios late the next day, but Socks didn’t have the opportunity to listen to them. They were both looking pleased, however, so Socks hoped that maybe Bale had been reasonable. Probably not, Socks thought, but maybe!


  * * *


  He held out for nearly five days, but when Dellios cuddled him close on the fifth night, he whispered, “Master?”


  “Mmm?”


  “You … you said you’d help. If … if I was finding this …” Socks took a deep breath. “And … Master, I’m … please, Master. Help me?”


  Dellios let out a deep, deep breath. “I’ve been waiting for you to ask, Socks,” he said softly. “You’ve been so good … I’ve been watching, you know.”


  He had? “I … tried, but …” Socks wished he could crawl into the feather mattress. “It’s really been … difficult, Master.”


  Dellios slipped the restraint off him, and gently stroked the human’s length. “You’ve done so well,” he said. “I knew you were strong, but I never expected you to make five days … and to ask so properly, after that long … I’m so pleased with you, Socks, I can’t tell you …”


  Socks almost instantly hardened fully as the leather tube came off – finally. It felt so good after so long, and he gasped with pleasure. He was dripping almost immediately, and Dellios’ hand spread the warm slickness across him as the minotaur pulled Socks up and onto his lap. It was so easy to curl into the minotaur’s warm body, to feel the massive strength that held him so safely, and relax – or try to relax; the tension he’d been under was sending shivers of sensation across him that made him …


  He jerked as Dellios’ hand left him, the absence of sensation almost a physical shock, and he made a sound – he wasn’t certain if it was a whine, or a groan or what it was, but Dellios just chuckled. “Oh, you’ve earned your reward, Socks, don’t fret … just let me take care of you.”


  Just let me take care of you.


  Somehow, just hearing that made Socks relax into Dellios’ arms. Yes, Master. Socks wasn’t even certain if he’d managed to say that out loud. The touch of Dellios’ hands on this body, combined with his own denial and Master Dellios’ knowledge of how to touch him drove him wild. Each time Socks started get close; Dellios would … not stop, precisely, but move to another part of his body until he wasn’t even certain how Dellios was touching him. Was that his tongue? Was …


  It was; Socks screamed out in pleasure as Dellios’ tongue wrapped itself around Sock’s length and he came in an explosion of stars that burned in his head and then everything went away for a moment … not long, but just a moment. He was aware, somehow, in the back of his mind, that Master Dellios was washing him, and drying him, and even putting some kind of lotion on him before putting the restraint back on and pulling Socks back into his embrace.


  * * *


  Sock’s life settled – not quite into a routine, but nearly. Master Dellios himself kept to a fairly straightforward routine of oversight, examination, counseling the overseers, even twice dealing with a slave himself (although naturally Master Dellios sent Socks back to his suite before doing that). Every other day, Master Dellios met Master Iudas for lunch. Every third day, they had a formal dinner – sometimes just Master Dellios and Master Iudas, and sometimes they invited others – Nickolai was always there when there were other guests, but otherwise, the cousins dined alone.


  Socks ate on the floor, next to Master Dellios. He’d thought that Master Iudas might say something about not tripping, or warning one of the footmen to be extra careful with the soup – but he didn’t. The minotaur’s conversation was confined to the handling of the estate. New additions to the wine cellar. A more aggressive gardening schedule for the unexpectedly thriving flowerbeds around the house itself. Various deals that Iudas was involved with, or consulting on, and the occasional unusual event, such as an emissary from the Nippon Clans who’d stirred up gossip in Labyrinth when he docked, and departed – without, apparently, bothering to see Patriarch Axel or bothering to tell anyone where he was going, although Master Iudas seemed to consider that the interesting part was that anyone was surprised at the Emissary’s reticence.


  * * *


  It happened right after lunch. Socks was right there when it did. Master Dellios and Master Iudas had eaten lunch together the day before and Dellios was out in the field looking over some barracks when an overseer – Master Nils – came running up to him. “Del! We have …” He looked around. “We have a … situation. I’ve … moved it to the threshing barn. But I need you – and maybe the Guildmaster, too.” He considered for a moment. “Not maybe. Iudas needs to be there, too.” He looked concerned. “Unless he’s not here today?”


  “He is,” said Dellios, “but … I generally manage the estate. Why would you need Iudas?”


  “Sir – I think, Sir – Del –” and the brown minotaur’s voice dropped to a quiet whisper that even Socks, who was standing right behind Master Dellios, could barely hear him. “Del, twelve minotaurs came to me, and asked for sanctuary.”


  “What!” said Dellios. “That’s … you took them to the threshing barn? All of them?”


  “I did.”


  “Did you answer them?”


  “I gave them mine, Dellios,” Nils said, still in that quiet, quiet voice. “I know I don’t speak for you or Iudas, but any bull may …”


  “No, that is right,” Dellios said, interrupting. “I … well. Fetch Iudas. Interrupt him, even if he’s in the middle of a ritual.” The green minotaur paused. “And … hmmm. This is …”


  “Del, I was thinking that tonight we might have an outdoor dinner for everyone on the estate. On the back lawn. It’s been a few months, and the weather is looking nice again.”


  “Yes,” said Dellios. “An excellent idea. You’ll need to move quickly to set it up, though. Do that after you fetch Iudas. They’re alone in the barn? Did anyone else see them?”


  “I … don’t believe so. They waited until I was alone to approach me.”


  “That will make everything easier,” Dellios said. “Assuming … no, go tell Iudas. Although I seem to think there’s more?”


  “There … Del, you need to see for yourself. I didn’t ask any questions – I didn’t want any answers,” Nils said. “Not until I’d brought this to you and Iudas.”


  “Thank you,” said Dellios. “If for some reason we decline their request, I will make sure you are there first.”


  “Thank you,” said Nils gravely. “Although I doubt if … well. I will organize the dinner. Perhaps we’ll roast a lamb?”


  “Yes. Make it something big.” As Nils hurried off, Dellios turned to Socks. “You heard that, I suppose.”


  “Was … was I not supposed to, Master?”


  “It … it’s fine, Socks. It’s just that … this is not something to be discussed until I tell you.”


  Socks nodded. “I understand, Master.”


  Dellios nodded, and they set off towards the threshing barn silently. Somehow, Iudas had gotten there first, and was at the side door to the barn, waiting. “I thought we’d go in together, Coz.” His eye focused on Socks. “There is … should Socks be here?”


  “Yes. Don’t you think so?”


  Iudas shook his head. “I can’t tell. Either way. But … you can?”


  “I …” and Dellios paused. “I … no. That’s odd; I had the distinct feeling he should come when Nils was talking to us … Iudas, I … I don’t feel anything.”


  Iudas looked around suddenly. “No,” he said. “You’re … you’re right. Nothing. How …” He paused and took a deep breath. “No wonder I’ve been feeling so peaceful.”


  “It’s … rather eerie,” Dellios said. “Shall we get this over with, then?”


  Iudas nodded, and opened the door.


  The threshing barn wasn’t much of a building; it was simply four walls, a high ceiling, and the various doors leading in.


  Inside were more minotaur; a deep blue one, a perfect white one, and a number of white-and black minotaur. And one more; rising from the bale of hay he’d been sitting on, was a bright crimson red minotaur, with dazzling white marks along his arms.


  “You are the Lord of this House?”


  “We – my cousin and I, Dellios and Iudas, we are,” Iudas said.


  “Then I beg you for sanctuary,” the red-and-white minotaur said.


  “Who – who are you,” asked Dellios. “And … from what do you seek shelter?”


  “That is … difficult,” the red-and-white minotaur. “I think I am Dacien, of Clan Lycaili, but … I’m no longer sure. And I am running from Scylla, and their mindbender.”
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  Confusion


  

  In the northwestern upper quadrant of Ungoliant Maze, the small black minotaur Riomedes Lycaili paused for just a moment in his work of unloading a large cart. The twelfth box, labeled as triple-cream Addrissati cheese, had a few other markings on the label and box, grease-pencil markings from storage, shipping, and the long journey from Lycaili to Ungoliant. Most of those markings were meaningless.


  Some of them weren’t, even if Riomedes couldn’t tell them apart. He didn’t have to; a spell laid deep in his mind by Sasha Lord Doze Lycaili took care of recognizing the signs and markings and Riomedes simply knew this box contained something … special. Cheese for his shop, of course, which carried fine Lycaili and Venrir cheeses that were otherwise scarce in Ungoliant, but there was more to this box, on this day, in this cart, even if Riomedes couldn’t consciously distinguish the subtleties that marked this box as special. And therefore secret. He gave no further hint that this box was unlike the previous eleven, or the next eighteen; they were various boxes of cheese, liqueurs, dried fruit, and even some exotic – at least exotic in Ungoliant – spices. He kept an eye on box twelve, though, and when his two humans came out to help him move the now-offloaded boxes into the back of his shop, he was careful to be certain that he opened that one.


  He opened it carefully, and began taking out the Addrisatti, large round disks of cheese thickly coated in a pale orange wax, stamped with the Addrissatti crest and bearing the cheese-maker’s familiar signature: Voltho. And after a few minutes of unloading the cheeses, Riomedes knew that there was a letter hidden in the box itself, concerning a mission … somewhere …


  This cheese.


  Riomedes pulled it out, and then told his slaves to go put the new dried apricots, cherries, and pears out front. A moment later, he had pried a board apart, and found the letter – a meaningless concoction of Greek, Latin, and other characters, without spaces, scrawled almost illegibly. He stared at it.


  Sasha’s spell extracted the meaning a moment later.


  


  We seek three Lycaili: Bryant (blue), Dacien (roan marque blanc), and Kant (white). The amulet within is attuned to all three of them; its range is perhaps seven-eighths of a mile, more or less, depending. Dacien’s recovery preferred, but he cannot be left in non-Lycaili hands. Monitor Ungoliant Maze for them. This assignment critical and all-costs success.


  


  If he were to wear an enchanted amulet … that upped the risk of his being uncovered as a Lycaili agent. As an official Lycaili agent; Rio knew that he was already under a certain amount of suspicion simply because he was Lycaili.


  But he would take that risk. That’s what critical and all-costs success meant. This was more important than his assignment here; more important than his role as an informant. Which … he hoped it wouldn’t be. For all that he was looked down here as Lycaili and low-blooded, he liked Ungoliant, and he enjoyed running his shop. Lord Doze had assisted him, at first, in making contacts among the smallholders and freeshops of Lycaili – most of them held by lowbloods – and now he had a huge network of contacts to import all sorts of rare and unique foods. Lycaili lowland and highland cheeses. Voltho didn’t sell his cheese to just anyone, and he only marked the best of it as Adrasatti. Maybe there were five hundreds of wheels a year, at most, and Rio had nearly a tenth of them.


  Venrir lavender honey, sage honey, mint honey … nobody else in Ungoliant sold that. Ouroubouros seaplum preserves. Who else had it? Nobody. His little shop had a steady stream of stewards and even humans, coming in with lists and requests from everywhere and while Riomedes filled their orders, they talked.


  Gossiped.


  About how the great lords and houses and guildmasters were doing, what they were doing, the petty rivalries and alliances, the relative success of who could afford his expensive luxuries, and who put off purchases, even who was current on his charges, and who was a little late – or a lot late – and all of these things, to a talented observer like Riomedes Lycaili, told him a great deal about Ungoliant – and every now and then, he would compose a letter with his observations, and his conclusions, and his notes in the strange code that Sasha had put into his mind, and send it off.


  But this …


  Riomedes put the amulet on, and over the next week, made a point of walking through the city. There was nothing odd about that; many bulls jogged or ran for exercise, and they were always taking new paths through the twisted streets – that was the point, after all, to familiarize themselves with the intricacies of the maze. Odd, perhaps, for a Lycaili to go to the pain of learning the Ungoliant Maze, but he did live here, after all, and it’s not as if the layout were a closely guarded secret. Well, much of a secret. More a convenience to defenders, in case of an attack.


  Although no clan had attacked another’s maze since … well, since the Truces, really. That didn’t happen anymore. Instead, they traded. Sold things to one another. Sent ambassadors. Established Guilds. Argued over ‘bandits’ and small raids and little things and somehow kept the little things little.


  Oh, and spied on each other, like Riomedes was spying on Ungoliant now. Although Rio’s task was really simply to keep a close eye on Ungoliant events – Rio didn’t do anything but gather information that was readily available. Listening, more than spying. Watching what happened in public. Mostly. Rio had – at Lord Doze’s command – done one or two things that arguably went beyond that, into the actual realm of unearthing secret information, but that wasn’t really his job, and certainly not his focus. All Rio needed to do was listen, Sasha had told him, and his customers and acquaintances and Guild connections would bring him all the information he would need.


  Plus, Sasha had added, perhaps one or two little errands on the side.


  Twice, only twice, had Sasha actually ordered such things. And here was the third …


  * * *


  Even so, it shocked Riomedes when the amulet led him to a minotaur who could only be Kant a mere four days later.


  * * *


  Xavien? Are you awake? Xe?


  Xavien let out a sigh as Ruus’ voice woke him, and he pulled the sleeping form of Dog a little closer to him. Without waking, the human curved himself in to better fit his Master, and Xavien stroked his head gently.


  “I am awake,” Xavien said, biting back the rest of the sentence.


  Oh, excellent. I know it’s late in Maze.


  “Yes,” agreed the ebon minotaur. “What may I do for you at this late or early hour?”


  Something’s come up.


  “Presumably so, yes,” agreed Xavien.


  I can’t decide whether I should wake Te or not.


  Xavien took a breath, and then let all the comments he could have made go unspoken, instead sitting up, and pulling the still-sleeping Dog up into his lap. The human made happy sleepy sounds as Xavien waited, patiently stroking the human’s back.


  “Ruus?” he finally said.


  What do you think?


  “About what?”


  Waking Teodor, of course. It’s … I just don’t know.


  “Ruus … what has happened?” Xavien tried, as hard as he could, to keep any bite of reproach from his words and make the question a simple request for information instead of the furious accusation that boiled through him.


  Don’t you … no, you wouldn’t ask if you didn’t. I beg your forgiveness.


  “I am sure I will have completely forgiven you by the time you finish telling me what has happened,” Xavien prompted.


  Ah … I’m not sure I should tell you before I tell Teodor.


  “Ruus, it is the middle of the night, and I would like to go back to sleep.”


  I thought you were up?


  “No,” Xavien said. “I was not.”


  Oh. I beg your forgiveness, Xavien. I didn’t want to disturb you. I thought you would be up.


  “I am up now,” Xavien said, “so why don’t you tell me what has you … flustered?”


  A human brigade has crossed Mog Ford.


  Xavien groaned. “Again?”


  With a parley flag. They have no bows, nor mage-weapons, just swords and spears, no more than four tens of them.


  “Isn’t this properly General …” Xavien paused to think who was currently stationed at Mog Ford. “Randolph’s responsibility?”


  General Randolph is in Maze. His second is at Mog Ford.


  “His …” Xavien’s memory came up blank. “Who is that?”


  Warlord Teovance.


  “Then isn’t it Teovance’s decision?”


  Teovance called me to inform me.


  “Teovance,” said Xavien thoughtfully. “Well. He is Te’s cousin. What did you tell him?”


  Tell … I haven’t told him anything.


  “Then I suspect he’s already decided what to do, and is carrying out his decision now,” Xavien said. “Rendering this conversation moot. How long ago was this?”


  About an hour?


  “Then I suggest you recontact Teovance, and ask him if he requires the Patriarch’s guidance. If he does, wake Teodor. If he doesn’t, let the poor bull sleep, and make sure that Zachiah is briefed to let Te know what’s happened in the morning,” Xavien said.


  Eyes blinked open sleepily as Dog looked up at his Master, and then Dog stiffened in Xavien’s grasp. “Hush,” soothed Xavien. “Go back to sleep.”


  Sleep? I think I should check in on Teo, Ruus said in a puzzled voice. The situation might change.


  “Not you Ruus, I was talking to Dog,” Xavien said, again biting back a sharper response.


  What if Teo decides to open a parley? What if Te decides to open one?


  “Then our Master has decided the proper course of action,” Xavien said. “Patriarch Teodor has every right to make such a decision. I suspect, however, that he will consult us – myself, his senior generals, and even you before he makes a decision.”


  You cannot support such a thing!


  “I do not and will not,” said Xavien. “You know that.”


  Then how can you support this?


  “I just said I did not and would not support such a decision. But if our Master decides otherwise, then it is my duty – and yours – to carry out his policy. Even and especially if it differs from ours. He is the Patriarch. You were the one wildly in favor of his elevation.” Xavien gritted his teeth as the last sentence slipped out before he could stop it.


  That was before he lost his transformed human. I am rethinking my position.


  “That is your privilege,” Xavien said. “If you find you cannot in conscience support Lord Teodor, then you may offer your resignation as Speaker. Until then, it is your duty to support his policy to the best of your ability. And if you object to his decisions, then it is your duty to ensure he knows.


  I would have expected you to be more understanding. You were hardly his advocate during the confirmation.


  “I recommended we not confirm him,” said Xavien, “even if I did not use my Council vote against him. And he has been as radical – and perhaps more – than I feared. And yet, despite my fears, there have been no disasters. Some inconveniences, some rough spots, some … difficult moments, I admit, but we seem to be surviving. It was … difficult adjusting to Cresphontes, after Tarsus, too.”


  Not like this.


  “No, not like this,” said Xavien. “Cresphontes was not Tarsus, and Teodor is neither of them. Teodor is harder-working than either of them were, and … more trusting, I think. Less controlling. It is interesting to watch the adjustments.”


  Interesting?


  “Ruus, if this conversation is meant to undermine Lord Teodor …”


  Of course not!


  “I am pleased to hear it,” Xavien said dryly. “And yet … it could be taken that way, very easily. I trust you will be … more cautious in your choice of … phrasing? Going forward? I would not want any of the juniors misinterpreting you.”


  No, this is just between us, you and I. I thought, perhaps, we could discuss our objections beforehand. That is all.


  “Perhaps in the morning,” said Xavien.


  Very well.


  Xavien stroked Dog until the human finally relaxed back into sleep, and then the ebon minotaur laid himself carefully down, so as not to disturb him again. Sleep did not come easily, though, as he replayed the conversation with Lord Chimes.


  * * *


  Nor did Xavien Lord Green Lycaili rush through his breakfast the next morning, instead taking a more leisurely repast as his increasingly restive new apprentice chafed under the delay – silently. Apparently his four months with Ianthos had taught Chelm some patience. Xavien buttered a second roll, applied a generous dollop of pear conserve – a gift from Chelm’s grandfather when Chelm arrived – and silently noted that Chelm would need a great deal more instruction in that quality. Not that Xavien felt he was the best choice to instruct anyone in patience, but … still. The roan had a great deal of promise as a healing mage and Xavien hoped to pass on as much of his own experience as he could.


  * * *


  Teodor sighed as he led his friend into his study, and took a seat by the fireplace. “Sasha. We are in private, as you asked.” He motioned for Sasha to take another chair, and the smaller minotaur did so.


  “My Lord,” the brown minotaur said. “I was delayed in Venrir.”


  “I know,” Teodor said, reaching for a decanter and pouring himself a small glass of silvery liqueur. “Dagr told me.” He held the crystal bottle out to Sasha in a silent offer, but the brown declined with a soft shake of his head.


  “Did he?” Sasha asked. “He might have mentioned it …”


  “It was after you left,” Teodor said, taking a sip. “You didn’t say why you left … just that you would be back in a week or two.” He took a breath. “Two months, though seems like a long time.”


  “We found …” Sasha started, and then tried again. “My Lord, we found … what remains of Kant.”


  “What remains …” echoed Teodor and the gray minotaur didn’t so much relax as collapse into his chair. “It is a given, I think, that I will not like this. Simply tell me.”


  Sasha nodded. “Kant is gone, My Lord. His mind was wiped completely, and a … fabrication emplaced. He believes himself to be Treyvard, sold into Ungoliant. I traced the sale back through Leviathan to a dealer in Mosura, but … the trail ended there.” Sasha paused. “My Lord, we can free him, but …”


  “But?”


  “He is … has been, adjusted, My Lord,” Sasha said slowly. “And he is … happy, in his current life. To free him would disrupt the healing his psyche has had. I was … I did not know if I should do it. It could – no, it will hurt him, very much, to discover all that he is has been fabricated. And … I thought perhaps that watching him might lead us back to our foes. That they might … check up on him.”


  “I doubt it,” said Teodor after a pause. “The Mosuran – he’d been adjusted too, hadn’t he?”


  “Yes,” said Sasha.


  “No. The trail ends there. They had no use for him and so discarded him.”


  “Maybe,” said Sasha, “but …”


  “And in any case,” Teodor continued, “I will not set out our wounded as bait.”


  Sasha flinched at the phrasing. “No, My Lord. Of course not.”


  “We owe Kant, we owe his family, and I have faith in your skills to ease him through the transition back to freedom. Fetch him back from Ungoliant.”


  “My Lord …”


  “Yes?”


  “I do not think that is a good idea. Kant’s family … will not understand.”


  “Then I will explain it to them.”


  “They …” Sasha paused, and Teodor could feel his thinking how to phrase it. “They did not approve of Kant’s career.”


  Teodor took a deep breath. “I understand you are trying to tell me something, but I do not understand what you are trying to tell me. I do not know Kant’s family, and I have no idea why they would disapprove of a warrior, especially one who achieved a position in your Guard.”


  “They did not think warrior was a suitable endeavor for their family. Kant should have stayed at home, on the family’s acreage, and taken up tillage,” Sasha said. “My Lord, several of the white, black, and even brown in my Guard are in similar positions with their families. I am not saying that we are Ungoliant, but some of that attitude … persists. Kant … reached too high, and his failure – his inevitable failure – simply provides his family proof of his hubris. His family … will not understand.”


  “That … no, I did not realize that. He was estranged, then?”


  “He was.”


  “Over his own success?” asked Teodor, unhappily.


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  “I am no judge of such things. Was Kant less a warrior?”


  “His tempus potential was limited, but Milos found nothing lacking in his effort or his mastery of that potential. And his skills at arms also pleased Milos. But he would never have defeated an ebon in our various Guards.”


  “Because they are larger and faster, and had training as good.”


  “Or better, My Lord.”


  “Osaze has no whites in my Guard. Nor blacks. Nor browns. Ebon, pristine, blue … not even a roan, now that I think of it, and I have nearly a hundred now, given all the tasks I have for them …” Teodor nodded. “Did you bring this to Cresphonte’s attention?”


  “Yes, My Lord, I did.”


  “And … what did he do?”


  “He considered it, My Lord.”


  “Did he,” said Teodor.


  “Was that a rhetorical question, My Lord?”


  Teodor tilted his head. “It was, but … do you know the answer, My Lord Doze?”


  “I do, My Lord.”


  “Then answer it.”


  “I believe he did not,” Sasha said.


  “You believe you brought this problem to his attention, and he did not consider it a problem, nor did he make any attempt to solve it?”


  Sasha nodded. “Some combination of all of those, My Lord. I could not not tell you which.”


  “And is that why you have been reticent to bring it to me?”


  “Partly, My Lord. Also, I was waiting for the right moment.”


  “I see,” said Teodor. “And compounding our dilemma with Kant is the right moment?”


  “It … I do not know, My Lord, if it be the right moment, but our path leads firmly to that issue. And if I was wrong to put this discussion off earlier, would I not be even more wrong to continue to hold it abey?”


  Teodor nodded. “That is … exceedingly true. Are there any other long-standing problems to which I am oblivious, Sasha?”


  “No, My Lord. Although … the problem is pernicious, and you may not understand the fullness of it.”


  “Explain the fullness of it.”


  “My Lord, we, and by we, I mean all of those Lycaili who are smallblooded, as the phrase goes politely, or lowblooded, as the phrase is in practice – we who are white, black, or brown – are not held to the same standards as the highbloods. Thus, although I am technically a warrior, I know I fell short of the expectations. I was told that I would be passed, but that I was not prepared for warlord training.”


  “And … was this so? Or were you just told that?”


  “I was … it was so, Master. I could wish otherwise, but … it was so.”


  “Sasha, I love you dearly, but … why would you compromise your honor so?” The Patriarch paused. “Or … no, I beg your forgiveness. I do not understand this, and I do not wish to impugn your honor, however my words may sound. I do not understand what would drive – no, cause, I beg your forgiveness while I grope for the right words, what might cause you to accept an accolade that you know you do not deserve? What would … why would your instructors bestow it? Your fellow-students not object?”


  “It is … complicated, Master. My personal honor, the honor of the college, the honor of the instructors who … failed to instruct. That there was … an expectation that it would be so; that I would never be the equal – that I could not be the equal, of a highblood. That the honor was that I had done the best I might, even if that best were not good enough, and that effort deserved recognition. My own youth. Shame, in part, that I could not pass that bar, and a desire that it … be over. That I could return to my own life, and not have the failing held against me.”


  “And … you told Cresphontes this?”


  “He did not ask, Master.”


  “I …” and Teodor stopped. “And all whites, all browns, all blacks – all, all are treated so?”


  “Perhaps one in ten truly deserves the accolade, according to Milos – who does. Kant did, My Lord.”


  Teodor was quiet for a long, long minute, and when he spoke, it was slow. “I am amazed, and do not know what to do, Sasha.”


  “Nor I, Master,” Sasha said. “I beg your forgiveness for … for hesitating to place this before you.”


  “Well, at the very least, I will give it my very real consideration,” Teodor said. “As to my forgiveness … I would have to think very hard over the situations to determine whether I have anything to forgive – but should I think of something, I promise you, I will forgive it in the next thought.”


  “Thank you, Master,” Sasha said.


  “Which brings us back to Kant. I will not leave him in slavery, Sasha. He is Lycaili. Bring him back.”


  “But …”


  “We will find – or create – a situation for him, Sasha. He is owed.”


  “I agree,” said Sasha, “and it will be so.”


  “His family is owed, too.”


  “But …”


  “No,” said Teodor. “We either treat Kant as an warrior, or we do not. And a fallen warrior’s family is entitled. Owed.”


  “They will not appreciate it.”


  “In this case, Sasha, it is not for them.”


  “I … I don’t see.”


  “What, you think they will reject the offer of the Patriarch’s Recommendation? When I deliver it in my own person?”


  “Why would … My Lord, it is my place to offer a Recommendation, not …”


  “You will be off in Ungoliant, retrieving Kant. And since you will be unavailable …”


  “I see,” said Sasha. “But …”


  “Because they will hold you in the same lack of esteem, having first employed Kant, and, I beg your forgiveness, for having the temerity to be brown.”


  “I am brown,” said Sasha. “Truth needs no forgiveness.”


  “That you are seen as lesser, even after your service and sacrifices, just because you are brown? That is something that … well. It must be given thought, Sasha, it will not do. It is not in the tradition of Lycail.”


  Sasha shook his head. “Not so, Master. Lycail would not have agreed with that.”


  “He would not, I agree,” said Teodor. “And so? Must our founder have been, in every respect, and every thought, perfect? He showed us a new way, Sasha, of looking at ourselves. Perhaps he would have disagreed. Perhaps he would have looked at you, and me, and simply said, yes, I should have thought of that. Or perhaps he would say, I knew my followers were not ready for that yet, but I trusted that some successor would. Or perhaps he might have simply said no, they cannot be worthy. I don’t know. I hope he would not have said such a thing … Lycail was a great bull, Sasha, but not perfect, any more than I am perfect, or Cresphontes was perfect, or any of us are perfect. If we do not step beyond Lycail’s steps we cannot truly be said to follow in his path.”


  “Master … I trust you will not say that to just anyone,” said Sasha. “It would be …”


  “To imagine that Lycail was perfect is to diminish his greatness,” said Teodor calmly. “I will not do that.”


  “I … yes, Master,” Sasha said. “And yet, I would beg you to be circumspect in that compliment.”


  Teodor chuckled. “I will, Sasha. I understand that. I will consult with Xavien.”


  “Xavien …” Sasha shook his head again. “Master, it is he …”


  “It is he who would object the strongest? Yes. And he will be honest with me, blunt and uncaring of my opinion,” Teodor said. “Unlike my other lords … Sasha, I am concerned about Lord Chimes.”


  “Lord …”


  “He grows circumspect.”


  “Master?”


  “I do not think I trust him now,” Teodor said, as if coming to a decision.


  “Is there a task for me there?”


  “I …” and Teodor paused. “Investigate. I authorize nothing beyond propriety. It may be … you will find cause for me to set that aside, but at the moment I have nothing beyond … a feeling. Is my will clear?”


  “It is clear, Master. Investigate, and if I find reason to doubt him, bring that reason to you.” Sasha paused. “Still …”


  “I should much rather prefer you found him trustworthy, Sasha,” Teodor said.


  “Of course, Master. Is … is there some specific incident that … I should start with?”


  “Yes. Four days ago. When I summoned you. From Venrir.” Teodor paused. “Which is a single day’s travel, I note.”


  “My Lord …”


  “Presumably you were not in Venrir?”


  “No, Master, I was not.”


  “I don’t need to know where my Polychrome is?”


  “Sometimes … no,” Sasha said. “But in this case … Ungoliant. Investigating the report of an agent.”


  “Ah. Kant.”


  “Yes, Master. I hadn’t planned to go further than Venrir, but I was fortunate enough to be there when the report came in, so I went. I judged it worthy of my time.”


  “Yes, very much so,” Teodor said. “Something else happened while you were out of contact.”


  “Something that made you doubt Ruus?”


  “Yes, but that is incidental,” Teodor said dismissively. “Lord Chimes’ actions are a side-matter.”


  “Then …”


  “As close as I can gather, three months ago, a human named Caracalla died.”


  The brown minotaur nodded. “Caracalla, you say?”


  “Yes. Does this mean anything to you?”


  “Nothing at all, Master, unless this Caracalla was Emperor Caracalla of the Senate Empire.”


  Teodor smiled. “I thought you’d know.”


  “I take it something happened on his death?”


  “Indeed. Apparently his nephew, Hierocles, became Emperor, and there was some turnover in the Senate itself.”


  “Turnover?”


  “Hierocles condemned about two-thirds of the sitting Senators for corruption, and now commands a majority. And he has decided he wishes to open a relationship with the minotaur barbarians of the East.”


  Sasha blinked. “And what barbarians would those be, Master?”


  “Us.”


  Sasha snorted, and a moment later, Teodor joined him in a brief laugh. “Us. Of …” and then he paused. “He sent an ambassador?”


  “He sent an ambassadorial party.”


  “How did General Randolph react?”


  “By getting on a horse, and leaving for Mog Ford,” Teodor said. “He was here, conferring with me. General Randolph wants to fortify Mog Ford. Teovance was there.”


  “Your cousin.”


  “My cousin.”


  “What … what did your cousin do?”


  “Mainly attempt to understand this Emperor’s intentions. The lines of authority in this so-called ambassadorial party are confused, with no less than three Senators and an Imperial Emissary. The Senators speak for the Senate, the Emissary for the Emperor, but it’s not clear who commands what. Teovance has made it clear that we will not permit armed forces on our side of the Ford, but that a small party of humans may discuss negotiating with him. Presently they are wanting to send a delegation of sixty to negotiate.”


  “That seems high.”


  “Yes,” agreed Teodor. “But apparently importance is signaled by the number of attendents, and so the Imperial Emissary must have more than each of the Senators, who can survive with no less than four each.”


  “That does not make sixty.”


  “No,” said Teodor. “They wish to bring some persons who will actually do work, as well.”


  “Will we meet with these humans?”


  “The Council of Mages and the Generals are discussing that now. I have formally delivered the information to them, and requested their advice.”


  “Master, I cannot think you have not already decided.”


  Teodor shook his head. “Meet with … who? Say hello? No, we will not open general talks with these Imperials, not until we’ve confirmed their tale, and not until we have a clear idea of what they hope to get from us. At any time, all their Empire has needed to do is stay out of our lands.”


  “My Lord, forgive me, but I know you.” Sasha smiled. “You knew what you would do almost instantly, didn’t you?”


  “I cannot deny it,” the gray minotaur said. “After some suitable time for deliberation, I intend to give them a copy of the Truces, and explain that until their Empire and Senate pledge to obey them, we have nothing to discuss. Further, should they wish to discuss something, they shall send a single plenipotentiary, and not this confusion of officials who all claim to speak for someone else.”


  “That seems … reasonable. Why the debate?”


  “Perhaps someone will have a better idea, Sasha,” said Teodor wearily. “Supposedly, my Lords and Generals are supposed to advise me. I find it boggling to think that I, and I alone, always have the best, the wisest, the right course of action.”


  “But …”


  “If I come out and say what I think first, all I ever hear is recapitulations. Minor variants. Adjustments,” said Teodor. “No. What I want is … other ideas.”


  “That is not what Chresphontes wanted,” said Sasha, after a moment.


  “No. And I think Tarsus was the same way, and Riacles before him … possibly all the way back to Lycail.”


  “Ah, My Lord, I see your error.”


  “My … you do? What?”


  “You are expecting your clan to embrace change, My Lord.”


  Teodor let out a loud puff of air. “No, Sasha, not really. But I will drag them forward kicking and screaming if I must. So. How long will it take you to set up … agents? Is that the right term? Among the humans?”


  Sasha shook his shoulders in a shrug. “My Lord, I have no idea. I have never been on the far side of Mog Ford. I have almost no information on the Senate Empire. It’s never been a concern.”


  “Very well,” said Teodor. “Report when you know more.”


  “How shall I …”


  “I will send Ianthos to Ungoliant to retrieve Kant,” Teodor said. “Perhaps with a missive for their Patriarch as well. Set what you can for Ruus in motion, but … I need to know more about the humans; I feel like we are operating blind. I do not know how you usually set up agents, but … you know I have the Commander-of-Thousands from their army, yes? He should have a great many structural details of this Senate Empire. Make use of him.”


  “The human you’ve been dosing with lantail to keep him from adjusting to us.”


  “Yes.”


  “I have heard rumors that he is uncooperative.”


  Teodor shook his head. “He is. You may use your magic on him freely as long as he is unaware of what you’re doing, and he takes no harm.”


  Sasha bowed. “I understand, Master. Is there more, or may I have leave to carry out your will?”


  “I have nothing more. Perhaps you do, though?”


  “Nothing … urgent. I can write a report. You are still viewed with concern outside Lycaili.”


  Teodor nodded. “But that is improving?”


  “Somewhat. It’s still not good,” Sasha said. “But your decision to offer Dacien a pyre … went some way towards improving matters. And your unilateral rejection of magic in war, although … nobody’s quite sure what that means, given your rather, ah, nuanced statement on the Truces.”


  “It means what it means,” said Teodor. “It sounds like the worst of the damage is … past.”


  “Yes.”


  “Then I think there’s no need for haste in further action. Let us see how things go. The … Ianthos’ trip to Ungoliant will stir that pot, and I have no idea how.”


  Sasha paused, trying to think what might happen, but … “I don’t know, either. I assume you … you’re going to do this formally, rather than just make an offer?”


  “Formally, yes. These so-called Scyllans are honorless scum, Sasha. Requesting Kant’s return formally will keep attention on their atrocities.”


  “I … Yes, Master.”
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  interlude V


  

  Phrixus looked around the minotaur’s pavilion, and tried not to grimace. Because he was a seasoned diplomat in addition to being Hierocles’ brother-in-law, Phrixus was easily successful. He still wasn’t sure if now-Emperor Hierocles had chosen him for the family connection (although Phrixus would have been much happier if he hadn’t been so closely connected to the throne) or his previous experience as a legator, judicar, or even Senate herald. Both, possibly. He’d never been impressed with Hierocles, and certainly never expected the teenager’s scrawny ass to pass gas on the Imperial Throne.


  But Hierocles had done a surprisingly good job once he got there. The boy – young man – had immediately sent Thusian Legionnaires to arrest the most obviously corrupt Senators. Then, in a stroke of what Phrixus could only consider pure genius, had imprisoned them on the island of Calaisia – what had previously been old Emperor Caracalla’s private and elaborate resort. There, he hosted the senators in very much the style they were accustomed to, and Phrixus wondered how long it would be until they realized that they were actually prisoners. They might know; they might not; in either case, Hierocles – the Emperor, Phrixus corrected himself mentally – had the Senate firmly under control at this point. Certainly, nobody could argue with how he was treating the suspended Senators.


  Exactly why Hierocles had thought it was so important to deal with the minotaur barbarians, Phrixus had no idea, but a delegation had left for the Tassian River and the lands beyond almost immediately. Perhaps it was to get rid of some of the more difficult but not as corrupt Senators.


  For whatever reason, the minotaurs had responded. They had sent a thick packet of letters directly to the Emperor, and Phrixus was one of eight advisers who’d been permitted to see them. They consisted of a blunt declaration of ownership of the Tassian River border and the lands beyond (which, although rude, was hardly surprising – the minotaurs had held that territory fanatically and Caracalla’s losing nearly thirty thousand troops in his failed invasion attempt hadn’t helped his hold on the throne at all); an invitation for a single plenipotentiary ambassador (empowered to negotiate directly for the Emperor himself), and, alarmingly, a complicated treaty about permissible warfare which the minotaur warlord – Teodor Lycaili – demanded they sign, banning magic, magecraft, and any sort of warfare beyond strength and skill-at-arms.


  Ridiculous.


  There had almost been a fight in the Emperor’s study over that, until Clotho observed that the treaty appeared to be pre-existing treaty among the various barbarian tribes, and that this Teodor wasn’t ordering them to sign it so much as inviting them to join a coalition.


  Still ridiculous, of course, but far less insulting.


  Phrixus wished he could have convinced Hierocles to send Clotho with him, but the Emperor was short on trusted advisers. Instead, the original delegation (a bunch of idiots, really) were given other duties, and Emperor Hierocles had sent him instead, with his very own detachment of Thusian Legionnaires. Supposedly they were there to express the Emperor’s trust and concern for him, but … Commander-of-Thousands Maxentius clearly considered himself – and not Phrixus – the head of the delegation. That might simply be that Maxentius considered himself in charge of the delegation, but … the Commander-of-Thousands was also a close adviser to Emperor Heirocles. Indeed, there were rumors about the closeness of the two men, but Phrixus didn’t know, and didn’t want to know if the relationship was … more than simply one of adviser. The point was that the Emperor wanted the raiding stopped, and the barbarians had – surprising the entire Court – consented to talk.


  The Emperor had considered that worth pursuing, whatever ludicrous demands and odd customs might be involved. And the minotaurs had odd customs, indeed. Lord Chimes, apparently the master of protocol, had suggested that – for unspecified “mechanical reasons” – the Imperial Delegation wear a particularly bland shade of gray, and even included a silk fabric swatch of the right color.


  Bland, ugly, depressing, and stultifying were among the nicer things that Phrixus could say about the gray. After a great deal of argument, the Emperor himself had decreed that the military would retain their usual colors, but the Ambassador and his party would wear … the deadly gray, as Phrixus had taken to calling it mentally.


  At least the pavilion and the various tents the barbarians had erected were … nice, Phrixus had to admit, although they weren’t gray. Privately, he had to admit they were every bit as nice as the Empire might provide, and … perhaps nicer, given that the Empire would have simply pitched the tents over grass. The barbarians had a nicely finished planked floor inside the main tent, and even the other, smaller tents (or at least the ones he’d seen). They’d set up something suspiciously like a semi-permanent military encampment on the far side of the Tassian River – what the minotaur referred to as Mog Ford.


  But they didn’t seem to have a huge force there; fifty minotaur who were soldiers, and perhaps five times that number of human slaves to tend the encampment (and, according to Commander-of-Thousands Maxenentius, were not any kind of soldier). Phrixus and his delegation had arrived a week ago, and apparently the barbarian’s main camp – Maze – was some three days distant. The warlord’s delegation arrived tonight, but General Randolph – the minotaur warlord of the camp – had arranged a small welcoming feast. He’d invited the senior members of Phrixus’ delegation – no more than ten Imperials, with one honor guard each – to the event in the main pavilion. He’d wanted to do it, he said, before the delegations met formally.


  General Randolph had seemed remarkably uncomfortable with the suggestion, to the extent that Phrixus thought he could read minotaur body language, but … he’d made it regardless. Puzzling.


  There were … a lot of minotaur. Apparently Warlord Teodor had come himself, and brought a small army with him. Phrixus and Maxentius had met a number of the soldiers stationed at Mog Ford (as the minotaur called it), and there were a lot of new ones, huge black and white monsters with a sprinkling of other colors – some softer yellows varying from a light ivory to an intense sun-gold. Many – mostly the new ones – were wearing clothes that … looked they’d been dyed, or overdyed, with that deadly gray. It made the clothing look … sickly, Phrixus thought with a frown. But at least the instruction, suggestion, invitation, or whatever it had been to wear that color hadn’t been some weird barbarian joke.


  “Your glass is … nearly empty,” a deep voice observed, and Phrixus turned to see a minotaur – small, compared to the huge black and white ones standing guard around the interior of the pavilion. Huge, compared to him. This one wore clothing entirely deadly gray, and … apparently, had dyed his pelt that color as well. A human slave, garbed in a much simpler tunic and trousers of the same bland color followed him, and … Phrixus stared at him for a moment. He was older than most of the human slaves Phrixus had seen – apparently the barbarians liked young humans – and his hair had gone – gray to almost the same deadly gray as his garments. “May I offer you another?”


  What the minotaur handed him was huge stemmed glass with the strong minotaur wine he’d been avoiding for the evening. He’d watered his original portion down to half-strength, and then quarter-strength, as he realized the potency of the stuff, and quietly suggested that Maxentius see the other humans did, as well. He glanced at the deep purple wine with dismay, and then at the human, who seemed to be watching him … strangely, not with the downcast eyes or half-avoidance he’d seen from other humans. Why did this one look so familiar …


  Still, the last thing he wanted to do was to turn down a friendly offer from one of the minotaur, especially one who must have come in with the warlord’s group. “Thank you,” Phrixus said, accepting the glass, and took a sip. It tasted – fresh, and bright, and complex, and …


  “This is no stronger than the watered wine you were drinking earlier,” the minotaur said. “It is no part of my hope to make you drunken.”


  “Thank you … Sir …”


  “My friends call me Te, and …” he cocked his head thoughtfully. “I would invite you call me so. In the hope that, perhaps, we can manage some kind of amiable relationship – perhaps even friendship, if that is not too bold a thing a to say.”


  “I would be honored, Te,” Phrixus said. “And, in that same bold hope, my friends call me Phix, and I would be doubly honored if you would address me so.” Honor, his painfully short briefing had said, was an important word to minotaurs.


  “I trust the honor will be mine,” Te murmured quietly. “Although I fear many of those here would be … disturbed to hear me say so.”


  “Might I inquire as to why?”


  “I … I might not be the best person to inquire on that particular point,” the minotaur said thoughtfully. “I favor of discussing things, but … that is a new thing for us, to talk with humans, and there is a great deal of skepticism that anything valuable could result. There’s a great deal of animosity, I fear, over the mage-weapons.”


  “Mage-weapons?” asked Phrixus, as if he didn’t know about the things.


  “Yes,” said Te. “Surely a discussion for tomorrow, or perhaps someone else in your delegation?”


  “No doubt someone has the details,” Phrixus said. “Still, tomorrow should be soon enough for such discussions?”


  “It should, it should, my dear Phix, you are entirely right.” The minotaur gave a half-bow. “Perhaps we could find some other topic. I’m afraid this business has been much on my mind lately.”


  “Well, we could discuss this lovely wine,” Phrixus said.


  “I don’t drink that much wine,” the minotaur apologized. “I’d hardly know what to say. We could discuss tea.”


  “Tea?”


  “Various dried herbs seeped in hot water,” the minotaur said. “Although that is something like explaining wine as aged grape juice.”


  Phrixus chuckled, genuinely amused, and – without seeming to – peered closer at the human standing very quietly – almost defiantly – at the minotaur’s side. There was something familiar about him; he wished he could make out the man’s face better …


  “I must admit that when we got, ah, Lord Chimes’, I think, note about wearing this … gray, I though he was jesting.”


  “Oh, did he take that seriously …” and the minotaur fell silent. “I suppose he did … it’s not meant to be mysterious,” the minotaur said. “Although no doubt it seemed so?”


  “It did. Does the color have some special significance?”


  “Washwater gray? No,” the minotaur said briskly. “None at all. It’s different matter, one entirely practical. Have you worked with mages?”


  “Some,” said Phrixus. “Very little.” Especially since the last three Imperial mages vanished in Caracalla’s stupid invasion.


  “One of the mages in our delegation has a, ah, we call it a signature, that bleaches everything around him to this unpleasant gray drab. A leakage of magic, like a constant, ongoing spell that the mage has little control over. And so, if one brings one’s … colorful clothing to a conference … one may well leave with much less colorful clothing. Nothing more than that.”


  “Oh,” said Phrixus. “That … that makes a great deal of sense. You work closely enough with him, I suppose, that … you get bleached as well?”


  “Ah …” said the minotaur, as if caught in a momentary misstep. “I do hope you won’t take this wrongly, but … that mage would be me.”


  Phrixus’ long experience kept him from stiffening. “Oh?”


  “I am not here to work magic, although I may if it seems … useful,” the minotaur said quickly. “We do not magic others without their consent. Although …”


  “Although?”


  “I do not wish to offend …” the minotaur ventured hesitantly.


  “Not at all, Te. We’re here to talk, after all. I will not take offense.”


  “I accept you at your word. Your delegation does not seem to be in what we would consider good health,” the minotaur admitted. “I’m afraid there was considerable discussion of that, and … we were not certain if bringing the matter up, or even offering to assist you, would be considered … rude or intrusive. We do not wish to be rude or intrusive, but at the same time, I admit it distresses me to stand here and be aware of … correctable issues. You yourself are, unless I am very wrong, in some small distress from your left leg.” The minotaur gestured.


  “I …” This minotaur could read him that well? Phrixus smiled as he processed the realization.


  “Again, I do not wish to offend …”


  “No,” said Phrixus, swallowing. “It’s an old wound, it bothers me when I stand too long.”


  “Exactly,” the minotaur. “And …” he looked around. “So many others have … similar, obvious pains. And who is to say what deeper problems might lurk unseen, needing so little effort to correct?”


  “And you could correct such a thing?”


  “I?” and Te sounded a little surprised. “Well, I could help, but … no, my gifts are only partially suited to such things, you would need someone like Lord Run or Lord Xevian as well, although Xe could do it on his own.”


  Minotaur mages work together, Phrixus realized. That … that is not good.


  “Te, that’s a … kind and generous offer, if I understand you correctly, but I suspect if we let mages work on us, there would be some doubt at Court as to whether we truly represented the Emperor.”


  “In other words, that we might influence or bend your minds,” the gray minotaur said, somewhat regretfully. “I suppose. We, too, have a deep horror of such things, deserved or not. Then it is simply a reason for us to work to build a respect for the integrity of one another, yes?”


  Phrixus nodded, and took another sip of the wine. “Yes, Te, that’s certainly true. I do appreciate you giving me a sense of what kind of discussions we will have tomorrow.” He pondered for a moment, and decided to go with his instincts. “I want them to go well.”


  “As do I,” the gray minotaur said with a smile. “If you feel you cannot give me a … similar sense of what might be … difficult … in our initial conversations, I quite understand.”


  “The raiding and the return of any survivors,” Phrixus said. “Those are the Emperor’s concerns.”


  “We will have to explore those topics tomorrow, yes,” Te said. “I will … air those questions with some others, before our formal introductions and statements.” He took a deep breath. “I foresee a great many words in our futures.”


  Phrixus nodded. “Better words than swords.”


  “I think so,” said Te, somehow giving the impression the feeling might not be widely shared. Which was … also an interesting thought. “Still, you have given me … a great deal to consider. And … I must admit I did not approach you entirely because I had a second glass of wine and you appeared to need another glass.”


  “No?”


  “No,” said Te. “You were pointed out to me as being a senior member of the delegation.”


  “By?”


  “A slave who recently entered my household,” Te said, absently. “Typically we encourage slaves who have a … prior life to set it behind them, but for whatever reason, he does not seem to have done that.”


  Phrixus had been staring at the slave standing behind Teodor after the second word. He should recognize this man, Phrixus thought.


  “In any case, it is late, and I have had a long day,” Te continued. “And I’m sure you have, as well… I understand some of the other tents have been opened and set aside for your delegation’s use?”


  “Yes, General Randolph and Warlord Teovance have been extremely welcoming.” If you didn’t take note of the restrictions on movement, or the minotaur warriors who discretely trailed all the humans, Phrixus didn’t add.


  “Good, good,” said Te. “I invite you to use those spaces – I assure you, they are well-guarded and you need have no fear for your safety in them.”


  Or privacy, but all Phrixus said was as sincere a “Thank you.” as he could manage, and added “I have no such fear, whatsoever.”


  “You,” Te said, turning to the slave behind him. “Show Phix here to one of the private tents, would you? And bring yourself back when you’re done.”


  “Yes, Master,” the slave said.


  He knew that voice. Nestor! Again, though, Phrixus didn’t twitch at the realization. Nestor looked … different. Better, if he could ignore the gray hair – no, the magically bleached hair, he realized.


  “This way, Sir,” Nestor said.


  “Pardon me,” Te said politely to Phrixus. “I’m afraid the slave is still … learning,” and he turned to Nestor. Still in that polite, almost disinterested voice, he said “All of the Emperor’s delegation are great lords. Address them so.”


  “I beg your forgiveness, Master, and crave correction after I have seen to the comfort and direction of the Great Lord.”


  “I will assume you are … corrected, and will remain so, and so, of course, you are forgiven,” although Te’s voice had an odd hint of warning to it.


  “Great Lord, I beg your forgiveness, and if it pleases you, I can show you to a private tent,” Nestor said, although Phrixus could hear the anger in Nestor’s voice.


  “Yes, ah, I forgive you, of course, and that would be … very good. Lead on.”


  “Yes, Great Lord.”


  

  Most of the tension in Nestor’s stride had vanished by the time they got to the smaller pavilion. Nestor held the curtain open for Phrixus to enter.


  “Won’t you come in?” Phrixus said.


  “I beg your forgiveness, Great Lord, but was that a command?”


  “Uh … yes.”


  Nestor walked inside, and seemed to relax even further.


  “Nestor, are you all right …”


  “How should I address you, Great Lord?”


  “Phix, of course,” Phrixus said. “Nestor?”


  Nestor tapped his ears.


  “We’re being observed?”


  “By order of the Patriarch, Phix, every human is watched every minute you’re on this side of Mog Ford. He’s not taking any chances on your safety.” Nestor looked around, and collapsed – much less slave-like, Phrixus noticed – onto one of the large cushioned chairs.


  “Are we in danger?”


  “Fuck if I know,” Nestor said. “I’m not sure he does. But he really wants these talks to work …”


  “Can you come back with me?”


  “Back … you mean over the river. Escape.”


  “Yes, of course. Disappear. You can’t like …”


  “I could,” Nestor said. “But it would ruin the talks.”


  Phrixus blinked. “What?”


  “Imagine, for a moment, that every word out of your mouth was a sworn, absolute oath. That’s about how serious they take everything. Te” – and Nestor visibly swallowed the next few words – “Te has extended a certain amount of trust, but … if I don’t do what he trusts me to do, I show that I, and all of us humans, are untrustworthy. And that would be unfortunate.”


  “Some humans are untrustworthy,” Phix pointed out. “Many.”


  “It’s really important that you not be one of them,” Nestor said seriously. “I can’t emphasize that enough. In your talks, if you lie to them, they’ll just walk out. They won’t insist you speak, but what you say has to be true. Oh, you can slant it however you like, they expect that, especially in a … diplomatic situation. But a lie?” Nestor shook his head. “Not something they forgive. Te didn’t tell you a lot of things, back there – important things – and no, I can’t tell you either, he forbade it – but everything he told you was absolutely true.”


  “That’s …” Phrixus sat back. Obviously he’d need to talk to a couple of his advisers. “That’s good information.”


  Nestor smiled tightly. “Te wants you to know.”


  “But he doesn’t want us to know who he is, yet.”


  “No.” Nestor thought for a moment. “I think he’d call it one of his little jokes,” Nestor said. “He has a… peculiar sense of humor. It’s better to just indulge him on it.”


  “Does he know who I am?”


  Nestor shrugged. “I’m never sure what he knows and doesn’t know. Did Hierocles make you the ambassador?”


  Phrixus nodded.


  “Good choice. I’d hoped, when I saw you … good. I won’t tell Te, by the way,” and then Nestor grimaced. “Unless he asks. But I don’t think he will … he’s not treating me quite like a real slave. They … do something to humans.”


  “What?”


  “I …” and Nestor paused. “He went over what I could and couldn’t tell you pretty carefully, but he didn’t mention that either way.”


  “So you can tell me?” Prixus said.


  “I think I better err on the side of caution,” Nestor said. “There was an … earlier negotiation, a parley, between my army and … Te’s clan. A soldier fired at him – I mean,” and Nestor let out a sigh. “Oh, fuck. He fired at Te. Broke the parley.” Nestor looked unhappy. “Pretty fucking embarrassing, and they didn’t offer to parley again. They didn’t have to. They crushed us, Phix. There is no number of Legionnaires that can stand up to them. Not even with the firingsteel. Their magic is better than ours. Their soldiers are better than ours. We can’t defeat them.”


  “I can see why you would say that,” Phrixus said.


  Nestor grimaced again. “I was there, Phix. Really. The only reason they haven’t taken us over is that they don’t want to. Yes, I know, I thought the firingsteel would even the odds … but in practice, it didn’t. And the proof is, here I am, a slave.”


  “What about the others.”


  Nestor shook his head. “Can’t discuss that. I … promised I wouldn’t.” Nestor tapped his ears again.


  “Right,” Phrixus nodded unwillingly. “I’ll make your status part of the negotiations.”


  Nestor shook his head. “I thought you’d say that, but … don’t. This is too fucking important to mess up. You see, there are tens, maybe hundreds of minotaur clans, and as far as I can tell, we’ve only ever encountered three. Lycaili owns this territory, and they haven’t let any other clans through to attack us.”


  “So Lycaili has been raiding us?”


  Nestor shook his head again. “Te says not. Te says Lycaili’s official policy is that our lands are off-limits.”


  “But …”


  “I know,” said Nestor. “But Te says whoever’s raided us wasn’t Clan Lycaili.”


  “He’d almost have to say that,” Phrixus said thoughtfully.


  “Ah, no. Remember what I said about truth? Accusing them of lying is … well, I haven’t found anything more offensive to them than that. You can say you can’t believe them, that what they say doesn’t accord with your understanding – you can say lots of things, but don’t suggest they are lying.” Nestor took a breath. “I made that mistake. I think … Te is using me, obviously, to tell you things he wants you to know, and he planned that, but he nearly didn’t, after that. It’s … almost like they’re not very flexible about certain things.” Nestor paused. “Anything. They like formal. And polite. Be very formal with them, and very polite.”


  “That sounds … bad.”


  “I … I don’t have long. I don’t know,” Nestor said, “so I have to tell you the most important thing. You have to know what they’re afraid of – what they will do nearly anything, I think to prevent.”


  “Yes?”


  “Magical warfare, Phix. They’re fucking terrified of war-magic – and I think they’re right. Thousands of years ago, a couple of clans – Xarbydis and Scylla – wiped each out. Xarbydis drowned all the Scyllan lands, and the Scyllans. And Scylla magically poisoned Xarbydis’ lands. And … they’re still poisoned. Te arranged for me to see it,” Nestor’s voice dropped lower. “Hundreds of miles of poisoned land, with a spell that spreads poison into everything that walks there, next to a now-poisoned sea where Scylla was.” Nestor’s voice took on an added urgency. “Phix, I saw the wastelands. I saw the dead ocean. They said it was poison, they said it was still poison, they had to use magic to protect us even for the few hours we were there – and they used magic afterward, to cleanse us of any poison we’d picked up. Their magic is incredible – Te offered to heal you? Well, he – and Great Lord Green healed me.” Nestor sat back. “I feel … twenty years younger. Fantastic. But they said even their magic can’t undo the magic poison of Scylla.”


  “And you believe them?” Phrixus said cautiously. Certainly, he knew Nestor, but …


  “I do,” Nestor said. “And I hope you believe me.”


  “I … I’m sure you’re not trying to deceive me,” Phrixus said. “But it sounds …”


  “There’s more,” Nestor said. “They sent a treaty, about not using magic in warfare, right?”


  “Yes …”


  “They are terrified of what happened to Scylla and Xarbydis”, Nestor said intensely. “Terrified. We used magic in warfare. And right now, most of the minotaur clans want to invade and crush the Empire to make sure we never, never, never, use magic that way again.”


  Nestor’s voice rose with his conviction. “That’s what’s at stake, Phix. As far as I can tell, it’s just Te and a few others who want to talk, and give us a chance to be civilized. The rest see us humans as … as … sheep, pretty much. And they see the Empire as hundreds of thousands of sheep. Up to this point, they just didn’t care about us, Phix. Now, they’re looking at us, and thinking, stampede.


  “That’s what’s at stake here, Phix. The entire fucking Empire.”
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  Complacency


  

  Dacien groaned as he woke up. The mattress – if one could call it that – was barely a pad, a folded blanket on top of rough planking, and he hurt all over, like … like … he couldn’t quite remember. There had been a … a … fight? Had he been in fight? Only he didn’t remember a fight, he didn’t … remember.


  He really, really hurt. He hurt in places he didn’t know he had. His horns hurt, and men didn’t have …


  Dacien stopped as his hand touched horns. His horns. And what was with the … room? Cell? Prison? Why was he in prison? What … he jumped, or tried to jump, when he saw the minotaur on the other side, sitting cross-legged on the other cot, his left hoof chained to the wall, but the chain on his own hoof stopped him. Hoof?


  “Dacien?” the minotaur asked. “Are you awake?”


  “How do you know my name? Where am I? What … what’s happened to me?”


  “I … I know your name because you told me,” the minotaur said. “My name is Dusan, and if you can still appreciate the humor in this, I know that only because you told me. I don’t know where we are, and a mage has been removing our memories.”


  “Yes, but why am I … like this?” Dacien looked down at himself. In the sourceless blue glow, he could see himself, a roan and white minotaur. And that should upset him more, he thought, and it didn’t.


  “Like … what?” asked Dusan, after a moment.


  “A minotaur,” said Dacien. “Why am I a minotaur?”


  Dusan’s head shifted, and then he looked back and forth over at Dacien’s side of the cell.


  “What … I … I’m sorry,” Dusan said. “I don’t understand the question. The mage has removed a lot of my … my … of …” and he stopped. “I don’t understand. Is this a philosophical point? What else would you be?”


  “Ah…” said Dacien. Human, of course, came to mind, but … something stopped him from saying it. “I’m sorry,” Dacien forced himself to say. “I’m just … confused.”


  “Oh, yes,” Dusan said. “Believe me, that, I understand.” The pristine gave a short laugh, and went on to describe how to reach the bucket, the waterskin, and the bread.


  “Are you blind?” seemed like an obvious question, but Dacien went ahead and asked it anyway.


  “No,” said Dusan, sounding puzzled. “At least, the last time it was light I could see just fine. In here, who can tell?”


  Dacien puzzled over that answer for a moment, and waved his hand, quietly, in front of Dusan, looking for any movement, but Dusan’s eyes didn’t move. So, where was that odd bluish light coming from? It wasn’t coming from the walls, or the floor, or the ceiling, or really …


  Magic, he remembered. I can see in the dark. A few other memories trickled back with it; a smaller laughing brown minotaur, a human crouched at the feet of a fearsome ebon minotaur, stars dancing outside a window, but they didn’t make sense. Magic? He was a mage? He was, he knew, but … he also knew he couldn’t touch his magic. It was locked, and another memory surfaced: mage-locked. A flash of that Ebon minotaur again, talking passionately to a group of others. Was that what happened?


  Some time later, Dacien and Dusan went out for a run, commanded by another Ebon minotaur. More magic, Dacien thought, as he found himself obeying. More minotaurs, Pristine-Ebon hybrids, joined them, and there was something significant about that, but Dacien couldn’t quite remember what it was. The course was a long, long stone spiral, up and down, without even windows to add interest, and they ran up and down it several times before the Ebon was satisfied.


  A flogging followed the run, an Ebon minotaur used an oddly familiar metal cane to strike him, drawing blood. It had happened before, but the pain seemed remote. Even the pungent ointment that was smeared on him and Dusan liberally didn’t do much to him, although he had the strangest feeling that it should; that there was something important about it.


  It certainly affected Dusan, who tossed and turned and groaned, but it didn’t trouble Dacien at all. Sleep came easily.


  * * *


  Dacien woke to the scent of canvas, trampled grass, and the rich warm pine-resin smell of minotaur, and it was that last, more than anything else, that told him he was dreaming. That was a human perception, the human interpretation of minotaur musk, and he hadn’t smelled it … since he had changed. Unsure of what he’d see, Dacien kept his eyes closed and just let the other sensations of the dream seep in – the warmth of the summer night, the faint buzz of insects, the murmur of deep minotaur voices.


  He remembered this night – or maybe he just thought he remembered this night. There was something … something … something he had to remember, if he could just remember what it was …


  “Hello, Dacien,” Sasha’s voice said. “Do you know where we are?”


  With that, Dacien did open his eyes; took in the tent where he and the brown minotaur mage had spent their second – definitely their second night – looked down at the bedroll which lacked the stain it would have a few days later, after Sasha spilled a mug of tea onto it.


  “I will? I should have been more careful …” Sasha’s voice said wistfully. It came from behind him, but Dacien wasn’t ready to turn around, not just yet, although he couldn’t say why not. “I am sorry, Dacien.”


  “It wasn’t your fault, you were showing me …”


  “Not for that,” the voice said. “I have not kept you safe. I gave you protections that night, as many and as deep as I could, and … they’ve failed. All of them. This is the last one … the desperate things that I give you because, I don’t have anything more. I beg your forgiveness, apprentice, colleague, friend … I hope, friend.”


  “What do …” and then Dacien was silent as the memories surfaced. Terrible memories, of Timas slicing through his mind, cutting away his past, carving him down, turning his own experiences into solid chains and welding them shut around him. But he knew, at least, what had been taken now. Teodor – his strange mentor, and then father. His self-appointed brother, Chelm … his own friends. Even the cold distrust of Xavien. Cresphontes’ careful regard and hopes. His own memories, used and twisted and warped to cage him.


  “But no more,” Sasha’s voice said. “Be free, Dacien, of these compulsions. Do whatever you must to keep them from returning. Anything. Be free, Dacien. And …”


  He might not know how he knew, but he knew. Dacien turned around to face the mage, sitting almost forlornly on his own bedroll, naked, and the wall of the tent was sagging down as the supports slowly came apart. “Two gifts,” the mage said, reaching down to the bedroll for a knife sitting by him. Sasha plunged the blade into his stomach, and drew a long horizontal cut right above his waist, and then another vertical line, up to his sternum. “I apologize for the mess,” the brown minotaur said as his guts spilled out onto the flattened grass in the tent, and Sasha reached out to paint a short curve on Dacien’s forehead. “The very last of my protection, Dacien.” The mage rooted through the intestines as if he was oblivious to their nature, and then with a grunt, pulled a blobby thing dripping blood and fluid out of the mess. “Here,” he said, handing it to Dacien. “You’ll need this; it is endless sleep. And …” He reached into the gaping hole of his abdomen, and felt around for a moment, searching, until the arm paused in its twitching hunt.


  “Sleeping death,” Sasha said, and then looked at the tentflap, now hanging precariously from the tilted roof. “It will shut down the mind of anyone you give it to.” The minotaur wrenched his hand, ripping something out of himself, then pressed his beating heart into Dacien’s other hand. “Remember. Endless sleep,” he said, closing Dacien’s hand over the first organ.


  “Sleeping death,” the minotaur repeated, closing Dacien’s hand over the beating heart that was struggling to get out of his hands. “Be free, Dacien,” he said as the tent poles came apart and the canvas drifted down with an impossible tempus-like slowness amid the burst chains and broken bars. “Wake and be free.”


  Dacien – and he remembered who he was, now, mostly. No, not remembered, he didn’t remember, remembering was a different thing, a set of experiences and memories that had been stolen from him. He’d gotten some of those memories back – but they weren’t memories any longer; they were cold, lifeless facts. He had been Commander-of-Ten in the Empire. Captured. He’d loved Teodor, even though – and perhaps because – the roan had transformed him into Teodor’s own son. Dacien knew, in a cold factual way, that he’d returned Teodor’s affection, but the memories of the affection, just like the affection itself, were gone. “I loved him,” Dacien said to himself. It was a joke that perhaps only Teodor himself might appreciate, that the very first time Dacien would admit that he loved the domineering roan was now, when that love was as vanished as the recollections of Teodor himself. He might not love anymore.


  But he had.


  And he knew who had taken it away.


  Sasha had given him … there. Yes. Three spells, wound and intricate and complex. One of them was already in place, so that must be the protection Sasha had promised. But the other two … they gleamed and twisted in his mind. Different, they were obviously different, one from the other, but which was Sasha’s spell of sleep, and which was the spell of death?


  And here he was … more not-memories sifted back, a sort of cold knowledge, mere information, like dry facts recited by a tutor, lodged in his memory like some memorized list of Emperors dead and gone. Dacien took a deep breath, and looked around the room. Sasha had promised the restrictions had been lifted, and there was only one way to find out if the restrictions were truly gone. And if they were … if they were … ”Dusan?”


  “Eh?”


  “I am Dacien,” Dacien said softly. “I am to be obeyed.”


  It wasn’t Dacien’s magic, but something on Dusan reacted; the bluish light rippled, and Dacien wondered if he were seeing by magic alone before he wrenched his attention back to his cellmate. Yes. The magic was there, wound around and around Dusan’s mind, like some pernicious vine of glimmering blue-white. He started to remove it, and then paused. No. Not yet. “Defend me.” His attention returned to the door.


  Without the mage’s – Timas’ – restrictions, he could sense the magic on the door. See it, holding the door shut, rock mated to rock. He reached out, touched the magic. Twisted it. Pulled. Tested it. Could it be so simple? Yes. Yes it could.


  The door swung open, letting in a dim, sad light that instantly overpowered the clearer vision he’d had, seeing by magic alone. Dusan looked up, with a look of dread, but of course nobody stepped through. Dacien got up, paused as he felt the chain on his leg. The same twist opened it, too, and Dacien popped Dusan’s chain open with equal ease. Foolish, some part of him thought, although how likely was it that they would knowingly imprison a mage?


  The two hybrid guards outside looked startled, and they lacked the spell wound about them that had allowed Dacien to bind Dusan. They hesitated, lacking orders that covered this situation, but Dacien did not. He used one of the remaining spells; pouring his magic into the first one, and extending the spell to the guard, and the hybrid simply collapsed, a marionette with cut strings. And then it was Dacien’s turn to hesitate, to see what that spell would do. If it was, as he hoped, the spell of deathless sleep.


  Not the spell of sleeping death.


  The other guard blurred into invisibility, and Dacien had just enough time to understand his mistake; he should have enspelled both of them, but by the time he’d realized that, the fight between Dusan and the guard was finished, and Dusan was standing over the battered form of the second guard. Dacien tested the first one, and … the magic appeared stable. Then the first spell was probably the sleep spell, which made sense. Sasha, or the dream of Sasha, or whatever it was had left them in his mind in the order he’d mentioned them. He readied the spell again, and … paused. He could wait. He would not leave this warrior awake, but he could wait a few more minutes. They were victims, no less than he, and he would touch them as lightly as he could.


  He could give them five minutes, to be certain that he had correctly identified the spell of sleep.


  In the meantime, he glanced around the room, aware now as he hadn’t been before. The floor was the same worn stone of his cell – perhaps more so. More doors, like his, fifteen, spaced around the room and there, the way out, no longer guarded.


  “Dacien,” Dusan said, looking down uneasily at the two guards, one sleeping, and one battered unconscious, “I don’t know what’s happened, but we … we should leave. Immediately.”


  “I agree, but how do we leave? Do you know how to get out of here, for whatever here and out means?”


  “I think I…” and the pristine minotaur paused. “I don’t. I think I did, but … I don’t.”


  Dacien nodded. “Yes …” He paused, looking around the room again, and took a step over to the door next to the cell that had been theirs. A twist, and it opened, revealing two Pristine marque noir, or two Ebon marque blanc. Dacien wasn’t sure which was truly accurate, but either description was better than his captors’ dismissive pejorative of hybrid. They just looked at him. “I am Dacien. I am to be obeyed.”


  Dacien quashed a sensation of guilt for using this domination magic. “What are your names?”


  “I am designated Three,” the first one said, at the same time the second responded “I am designated Four.”


  “I am changing those designations,” Dacien said crisply. “You, Three, are now … Red. Four, you are now Orange. You will respond only to those designations.”


  “Yes, Master,” they chorused.


  “We will be doing a new exercise. You must learn to obey only the orders you are given. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “If I order something, it is an order for you. If any other Master wishes to order you, he will use your designation. If a Master other than myself gives an order, but does not use your designation, the order is not meant for you. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Master,” they said.


  “That’s clever,” said Dusan.


  “It is if it works,” Dacien said. “And … Dusan. Until I say otherwise, no person other than myself is speaking to you. You will ignore anything anyone else says. They are not talking to you. They are not ordering you. Anything they say can be forgotten, because however important it is, it is not important for you. Until I say otherwise, only what I say is intended for you. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Master,” Dusan said, and then shook his head. “That’s … that’s weird.”


  “Sorry,” said Dacien. “But if we’re to have any chance of getting out, then … I needed to do that.” He turned to the two. “Red, defend me. Orange, defend this minotaur. His name is Dusan.”


  “Yes, Master,” they said, and moved to flank them.


  “How’s that?”


  “Ingenious,” Dusan said. “And a little scary.”


  Dacien shook his head. “These assholes have had it their way for too long,” he said. “I had lots of time to think about how to get around their control, if I had a chance.”


  “What gave you the chance, Master?”


  Dacien stopped. “Did you just call me Master?”


  “Yes, Master,” Dusan said. “Why?”


  Dacien shook his head in irritation. “Side-effect, I suppose. If – when – we get out of this, I know a good mind-mage who will be able to remove it.” And fix me. I hope.


  “You do? How?”


  “I …” and Dacien stopped. “Not important. Let’s get the rest of these doors open, and see how many more of these we can get. Let me see …


  Two more doors revealed another four ninjas-in-training who joined as Dacien redesignated them Yellow, Green, Blue, and Violet. The third door revealed … Bryant. The blue’s eyes flickered to Dacien in surprised recognition – but the bull himself didn’t move. Not-memories flooded back into Dacien’s head. Bryant. Hector. A hot pool at the spa; the night at the symphony … all devoid of any real meaning, just … facts. He’d enjoyed them. How much? Dacien couldn’t know, not from the scant, bare bits in his mind.


  The bull was struggling to move, and Dacien could see the blue-white magic that held him, coiled around his mind. A touch was all he needed to disperse it. “Dacien!” the blue blurted. “Are you all right? How did you escape?”


  “Not really,” Dacien said. “And I escaped because Sasha is very, very smart. Do you remember Sasha?”


  “Yes …” Bryant said carefully. “But I know I don’t remember the time I’ve been here. I don’t think Timas did anything beyond a … a … sort of amnesia. I’ve been here … weeks, I think, at least, but I just remember arriving a day ago …” and Bryant paused. “Oh. Oh …”


  “What?”


  “What happened to Timas? He’s an air-mage.” Bryant said. “He did – something – and I couldn’t move when the door was open. You removed that?”


  “Yes,” Dacien said. “Timas told me – obliquely – how to control the others. I think he did it on purpose.”


  “He told you?”


  “He … hinted at it. I think he’s every bit as mindbent as … as I was.”


  “They’re depending on a mindbent mage to do their mindbending?” Bryant asked, sounding astounded.


  “It seems to have worked for them so far.”


  “Then … maybe … maybe that makes sense. Timas said something, and I thought he was just gloating, but … maybe not.”


  Gloating? That didn’t sound right … “Bryant, do you remember exactly what Timas said?”


  The blue minotaur looked surprised. “Of course I do. I’d asked about you and Kant. He said, ‘The roan hybrid is imprisoned. Your companion Kant was taken via Fell Ridge, through the Xarbydis Garden, from there to the Hall of the Sun, and then outside. There’s an archway – a manufactured border. He was led out, and sold after I stripped his mind. As for you and your hybrid, you will escape only over my dead body. But since you cannot leave this cell, that is no help to you at all.”


  Dacien thought about that. “That is, he told you how to get out.”


  Bryant nodded. “He must have thought you’d escape.”


  A smile twisted across Dacien’s muzzle. “Clever,” he said. You will escape only over my dead body. “Maybe we can rescue him, too.”


  Bryant’s face dropped. “Dacien, he … he’s telling you to kill him.”


  Dacien nodded. “I know. But I can strip the controls out of his mind.”


  Bryant shook his head. “I don’t think so. It doesn’t work like that. All you can do is strip an active effect out of his mind; you can’t remove anything that’s already set.”


  Dacien blinked. “How do you know that?”


  Byrant looked surprised for a moment, and then just nodded. “Because I was educated thoroughly on magic. Because as a guard, I need to know. When an air-mage checks someone for controls, they have to go deep enough to be certain there aren’t any controls. Testing someone in that way is right on the verge of mindbending itself – it’s a deep invasion of someone’s mind. It’s not enough to look for an active spell, although most such controls use active spells. But if Timas is mindbent – it’s probably set so that it’s not active. When … when we have a moment, I think I’d like to talk to you privately.”


  “Believe it or not, this is private,” Dacien said with a smile. “The others are under specific orders to ignore anything anyone else says.”


  “So they can’t be ordered,” said Bryant. “Smart. Are you sure it will work?”


  “No…” said Dacien. “I hope it will,” and he went on to explain what he’d done.


  “Right. Can we test it? How did you bring them under your control? Time is an issue, but … we need to know. If they can be used against us, we’ll have to leave them here.”


  Dacien nodded. “I hadn’t … yes. It’s a specific phrase. I am Bryant. I am to be obeyed. Try that on one of them – that one,” and he pointed to the one he’d designated Green.


  “I am Bryant. I am to be obeyed,” Bryant announced. Nothing.


  “Try addressing him first as Green,” Dacien said. The blue minotaur nodded, and tried again. “Green, I am Bryant. I am to be obeyed.”


  “Yes, Master,” the minotaur said almost instantly.


  “Well, it looks that was exactly right,” Bryant said. “Green. Defend me. From this point forward, if anyone other than Dacien or myself gives you an order, that person will use your designation. Otherwise, they are not addressing you. Direct orders from Dacien and myself will be obeyed. Is that understood?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  Bryant looked at Dacien. “Tell me you find that creepy.”


  Dacien nodded. “Yes. I’m hoping Sasha … can do something.”


  “I don’t know,” Bryant said. “This is something I’d toss to Lord Fog, though, not Lord Doze.”


  “We can ask their opinion after we escape,” Dacien said. “Maybe we can avoid running into Timas.”


  “Maybe,” said Bryant, in a tone that clearly said he found that unlikely. ”I’m not sure that would be the best outcome, though.”


  “What?”


  “Later,” said Bryant. “Mage Dacien – we have to get out of here. I … we have to. We won’t have another opportunity.”


  “I want to check the remaining cells here,” Dacien said. “Having ninja with us will be worth the delay, yes?”


  “Yes,” Bryant agreed after a moment.


  While Bryant opened the remaining doors, and used Dacien’s trick with the three trainees he found there, naming then Pear, Apple, and Kiwi, Dacien changed his orders to Dusan to let him pay attention to – and potentially act on – anything Bryant said. Dacien also checked the fallen guards. The enspelled guard slept on. Another brief moment of consultation and orders, and Dusan took the lead, as if escorting Dacien and Bryant surrounded by a ninja guard. It turned out that outside the cells, the corridors were labeled. All they had to do was follow the signs for Fell Ridge. They passed one or two minotaur, but they asked no questions, simply hurrying along on their own errands. The halls started to show signs of abandonment: dust, and they passed through several doors whose rusted hinges and dry, crumbling wood suggested they hadn’t been opened in years.


  Fell Ridge was just a tower, although it offered the first windows they’d seen other than skylights. It might have been an abandoned watchtower, looking out over a wave-swept body of water; it looked like an ocean, but the air didn’t smell of salt – just of damp. In some eerie way, it smelled … it smelled like the ocean that had devoured Scylla had smelled. Dead, although Dacien could pick up no hint or trace of magic. Although … someone had said the Xarbydis poison was undetectable itself. Could this be another shore of that ocean? There was some debris – branches, leaves, but no seaweed. The rocky shore showed nothing, but a few hardy clumps of grass clung to the rock walls. Dacien couldn’t see any other buildings, and certainly nothing moved, either on the shore, and the sky was barren of everything but clouds.


  “Eerie,” said Bryant, staring out at it. “I wonder …”


  “What?” asked Dacien.


  “If this view is why they abandoned this section,” Bryant said, thoughtfully.


  “Just living in those corridors?” asked Dacien. “Wouldn’t that be … eerie? Never to see the outside?”


  “There are a lot of questions I’d like the answer to, but …” Bryant paused. “My responsibility is to keep you safe, Mage Dacien. I was given that task by my Master, Lord Cresphontes.”


  Dacien nodded. “I remember something like that.”


  “You do?”


  “Sort of …” said Dacien. “I remember … knowing you. Knowing who you are. Knowing things about you. But … I don’t have memories of you. Just … the knowing. Nothing else. How I felt about it, for example. How I felt about you. I remember how I felt – but I don’t remember feeling it.”


  “That’s …”


  “Even stranger from the inside,” said Dacien. “Even Teodor turning me into – turning me, I mean – I know it happened, but I don’t … remember it. At one point I woke up in the cell and I … I thought I was human. I didn’t remember changing – but I wasn’t.”


  “And I said this was eerie,” Bryant said somberly. “I beg your forgiveness, Dacien.”


  “This is eerie,” Dacien said, gesturing out. “Nothing to forgive.”


  “No … for failing to keep you safe.”


  Dacien just shook his head. “You did what you could. So did I. So did Sasha. Maybe it will be enough.” He flashed the minotaur a smile. “It might.”


  “I’m not used to failing,” Bryant said. “I am not well-practiced at it.”


  Dacien shook his head. “If you’re not failing, you’re not trying hard enough.”


  “What?”


  “If you’re not failing, you’re not trying hard enough,” Dacien said. “Your goals are too easy. You don’t learn from success.”


  Bryant was silent for a moment. “Hector has said … Hector has said the same things, only … less bluntly, Mage Dacien.”


  “If I have offended you, I beg your forgiveness.”


  “No,” said Bryant. “I must thank you for putting things clearly enough for me to understand, Mage Dacien. I am instructed, and … I must think about this. I have never thought of my bloodline as a disadvantage, before.”


  “Disadvantage?”


  “I am blue,” Bryant replied. “I am Bryant Erdős Lycaili, and I am used to succeeding – effortlessly, Mage Dacien, at everything to which I turn my hand. An Ebon or Pristine expects to succeed at warfare, management, leadership – a Blue expects to succeed at everything. Anything.”


  “And have you?”


  “Up until I fell victim to Timas’ sleep … I have, Mage Dacien. Even what I had thought was a demotion – being reassigned from Lord Cresphontes’ personal guard to yours – turned out to be a … serious responsibility. A much increased responsibility, really.”


  “Oh?”


  “And at the moment, my responsibility is absolute,” Bryant said. “Given that I am the most senior of your Guard present. I feel up to the task, but I could easily wish for different circumstances, Mage Dacien.”


  “Oh yes,” Dacien said feelingly.


  “But … Mage Dacien, do you have a plan for dealing with Timas – the mage – should we encounter him?” Bryant asked.


  “No,” admitted Dacien. “I think I can stop his magic, though.”


  “You are very certain, certain, moderately certain …” prompted Bryant. “He is a full mage – we must assume he is equal in skill to Lord Fog or Lord Doze. Imagine yourself against one of them. Remember that he has been in your mind, and knows what you can do. Perhaps he’s even planted something in your mind. Now, Mage Dacien, how confident are you that you can defend us completely from his magic.”


  “When you put it like that,” admitted Dacien, “less than certain. I’m relatively confident that there’s nothing … planted in my mind, as you put it, but … if he knows everything I can do, then … I don’t know. Probably …”


  “Mage Dacien, you lack the training and experience of Lords Fog and Doze,” Bryant said seriously. “I know your power is unique, and that is the only reason I asked. If you were as talented as Lord Green or Lord Winter, but only with your current experience, this Timas would overmatch you, simply because of his greater skill.”


  Dacien nodded. “I still want to try, though. He deserves a chance; if we can restrain him, I have a spell of endless sleep I can lay on him.”


  Bryant seemed to think about that carefully before he replied, “He does deserve a chance, Mage Dacien. I cannot disagree. And the ninja he has with him? Do they deserve a chance?”


  “I think they do. And you?”


  “Again, I cannot disagree,” Bryant said. “But please, Mage Dacien, do not engage Timas in a contest of magery. He will be ready for that, and the others with him will be protected – count on it.


  * * *


  Timas waited patiently outside the door to General Januisz’s suite; the General had a weapons-session with a senior Keeper and had once, in a jesting tone, ordered that he not be disturbed for anything short of the end of the world. Timas had made sure to remind the General’s commandos of that order, and likewise made certain the General’s order should be passed on to all who warded the General’s practices. At this point, the only person who could trace that command back to Timas was … Timas himself, and that wasn’t an accident. Similarly, in the case of an issue arising with the commandos-in-training, Timas was commanded to report to the nearest General – and that, likewise, was not an accident, having resulted from a clarifying question Timas had asked nearly two years ago.


  There were several loopholes in the bindings that made his life miserable, and Timas had labored long and hard for every single one. He’d never used most of them, but he’d grasped at each one, levering it into just a little more leeway, in the remote hope that someday, he could bring enough of them together to consist of well-considered defiance.


  Today. Whether or not his defiance would be effective, he didn’t know – but he’d spent days considering how best to use the Lycaili mage and warlord who’d fallen into his Masters’ unkind keeping. They’d almost discovered that Dacien was a mage several times, for Timas had to answer his Masters truthfully and immediately, and that gave him very little time to think of some clever phrasing or means to evade the question without appearing to evade it. Fortunately, he knew what they were likely to ask, how they would phrase it, and he’d worked out one-hundred and thirty-six different evasions and truthful-but-unrevealing replies to the stock questions and formal requests. Dacien was restrained, after all, and had no way or choice to free himself.


  The brilliant anticompulsion that the Lycaili mage Sasha had buried in his mind would do that, but it wasn’t Dacien’s doing, nor the doing of any bull in the retreat. And, since it was there, Timas couldn’t prevent it. He could have removed it, of course, but … none of his orders required him to do such a thing. He was simply grateful he’d found it – it had been hidden expertly. If Timas hadn’t been so determined to find something, someway, anything … he would have missed it. He’d almost missed it anyway, given the cunning way Sasha had concealed it.


  And that would have been a shame. It would have triggered, releasing Dacien, and the mage would have been freed – but to what use? So far in the depths of the Retreat, Timas doubted that the mind-damaged Roan would have been able to escape. Certainly not by himself. Not if he didn’t know the command triggers that Timas had arranged Wolachya to give him. Timas’ face didn’t move as he waited, but he was smiling. Not if he didn’t know the way out – which Timas had carefully told the Blue, routing him through the old poisoned levels. Nobody went there anymore, of course.


  That was a risk. He’d considered all the orders he had, but had no cause to mention the poison. Fortunately, they were far enough from Xarbydis that it would take sustained exposure, two or three days, before they risked a lethal dose Xarbydis poisoning. They wouldn’t stay or rest in the Retreat, not when they knew there was a border to pass, a border that would undoubtedly be reinforced as soon as they were missed. An acceptable risk, and hardly the only one he was taking. That was the problem; add enough acceptable risks together, and eventually … they added up to unwarranted risk, and Timas feared he was horribly close to that. Still, Bryant was mostly undamaged, and might well guess the danger.


  Timas had been so careful when he told Bryant what to do – what he would need to do. Timas might not have dared if Bryant weren’t blue; might have tried something else … but … it could work. And if it didn’t … well, he’d certainly never get another opportunity, not when his Masters knew how he’d defied them. He’d never have another chance; their orders would be brutally clear, they would quiz him on his understanding of them; seal any caveats he might have. Timas remained motionless, subservient, obediently waiting on General Januisz’s convenience, but inside he shuddered in horror at the thought.


  What did they matter, his small defiances and tiny rebellions, if he never used them at all? How would that be different from continuing as he was now, if he never tried for himself? To reclaim his own tiny shred of honor from the monsters he served? Timas honestly could not imagine a better, more likely, scenario than the one that was laid out for him. Perhaps he’d burn his fingers reaching for this prize – but Timas was willing to burn a great deal more than that. If Bryant had understood him, he would be free.


  Free. The word was as bitter as it was inviting in his mind. But Timas had known for a long, long time that there was only one way such as he could ever be free. Soon. He was almost looking forward to it. Free …


  The door opened, and Januisz, dressed in now-wet practice gear, looked at him with a faintly disapproving stare. “What?”


  “General Januisz, I regret to inform you that several trainees have somehow escaped …”


  * * *


  Bryant paused to consider Timas’ words once again, looking for anything that might suggest … some other course of action, and for the first time in his life, he actually wished, for just a moment, he had been Roan instead of Blue. Maybe Teodor or Dacien or even Chelm would have seen a better solution.


  And maybe there simply wasn’t another solution. He knew what Timas wanted. He weighed it again; a final time, and came to the same conclusion he’d reached every other time. If only Dacien had been older … but no. His responsibility was to protect the young bull. He’d failed, at the House of the Lost, and he wouldn’t fail again. Dacien would forgive him – eventually. Perhaps the roan would even understand, at some point, why Bryant had chosen as he had. He hoped so. Dacien was …


  Young, Bryant reminded himself. Not even fifty. Too young. But so amazing … or he had been. It was almost painful watching what had been done to him. Maybe Sasha – Lord Doze – could do something about it, but … well, it was a possibility, until Lord Doze said otherwise. Maybe Timas had simply suppressed things, instead of erasing them? It would have depended on the wording, Bryant supposed, the wording and how much leeway Timas thought he had.


  He should be grateful for what Timas had done, not worrying that the mage hadn’t done enough, Bryant reminded himself. He had to assume that Timas had done everything he could, right up to the very limits of the strictures that bound him. So foolish, to bind an air-mage. Or any mage.


  Foolish to bind any bull that way, really. Arrogant seemed a poor word to describe these Scyllans. Beyond arrogance.


  Because it wasn’t arrogance; Bryant realized, or not just arrogance. Both Ebon and Pristine suffered from arrogance, but … this was more than just that. It was blindness. Beyond Dacien and himself – had there been any bulls who weren’t Ebon, or Pristine, or both? It might be that the ninja training was just restricted to those two lineages, and that’s why he hadn’t seen any others, but … at the same time, this seemed like exactly what war-lineages would come up. Not a society, a military force, run by officers, and … perfectly obedient, well-trained warriors. Soldiers, although the ninja were hardly his idea of ideal soldiers. They might be the ideal of a particularly monomaniacal Ebon, though. Xavien would clearly be comfortable with that level of control, although even he’d never brutalize his charges this way. For a moment, Bryant wished he’d asked Hector to include Teovance in the Council Guard, but at the best, it would mean Teovance would be standing where he was, and … despite his concerns, Bryant wouldn’t wish that on any bull whatsoever. And … even for Mage Dacien’s sake, the only better bull that Dacien could have from his Guard might be Hector himself.


  Contrafactuals were the proper province of Roan, not Blue. He, Bryant, was here – not Hector, and certainly not Teovance.


  * * *


  The steel-bound steel double doors leading to the Hall of the Sun dominated the corridor; three stories high, it loomed over the empty galleries and balconies that framed the passage. Bryant led his three ninja up to it, and tested it cautiously. The large door was sealed – Bryant quietly called back that he could see lead between the doors. Fortunately, there was a smaller door in the left side of the portal, sized for a single bull. Bryant tested it, and – with a little effort – forced it open.


  “I suspect this means we’re moving back into occupied areas,” Bryant said, nodding at the seal.


  Dacien nodded. The group had traveled a long distance, in what Dacien knew somehow was a circuitous path, but they had seen nothing but abandonment. Dusty passages, hinges that had rusted completely away. More ominously, there was a lack of … anything living. There were no spiderwebs, and only once had they seen even the shriveled, desiccated remains of what had been a rat. The bones were untouched, completely undisturbed by other scavengers, and both Dacien and Bryant had exchanged a worried glance, but … really, it didn’t matter. Either they were going to succumb to whatever danger had led to the abandonment or not. Whether or not that danger was Xarbydis poisoning was irrelevant.


  “Can you sense anything beyond, Mage Dacien?”


  Dacien paused. “I …” and then he shook his head. “No,” he said briefly. “Nothing.”


  * * *


  The ambush they walked into an hour later was a tactical surprise. Bryant had expected no less; everything he had learned from Scylla’s earlier commando raid on House Green and the ambush at the Xarbydis Door suggested that they would have no warning. One moment, they were walking – carefully – through what appeared to be empty gardens, and the next, twelve ninja – or commandos, as the Scyllans referred to them – were attacking. There was no warning, and the ninja were deep in tempus before anybull could react.


  Strategically Bryant had been expecting exactly this scenario, and the only thing that surprised him was how far they’d progressed before encountering it. And given the absolute and near-perfect obedience to orders Scylla installed in their victims, the ninja they’d stolen reacted instantly and immediately to the threat, exactly as Bryant had specified.


  Four of them instantly went to protect Dacien and Dusan, and the rest charged their attackers. Dacien would be preventing Timas from working magic, which left Bryant free to find the real threats, Timas and … the ebon minotaur next to him, who was shouting to everyone to stay still. Bryant wondered if the ebon was surprised in any sense when nobody did; Bryant wasn’t.


  Apparently the ebon was, since it took him a moment longer than Bryant expected. Or maybe he was just naturally slower than Bryant. It didn’t matter to Bryant, and he moved forward even as the ebon did. They had the same short blades – and Bryant gave that advantage to the ebon, since Bryant preferred a hammer himself – but this ebon would first have to be as good in tempus as Bryant to even hope to challenge him. Hector had added Bryant to the Council Guard at the Patriarch’s request because, although Bryant had yet to master any of a Grandmaster’s tricks, Bryant was as deep a tempus master as anyone in Lycaili. He slipped into time like an eel moving into water; the faint, faint ripple of disturbed time vanishing against the greater disturbance of the ninjas forcing their way to accelerated time.


  Bryant had no need to force time. No blue did; it parted for him quietly like liquid silk. Lesser bulls – and even ebon and pristine were lesser in this respect – could learn this kind of skill, could achieve this level of perfect mastery, but it took years of practice, concentration, and learning. For Bryant, it simply was. In a way, he was almost ashamed of that. Milos’ mastery had been awarded to him for nothing less than achieving what he, Bryant, could do, and it had taken Milos nearly a century to come to that skill. Kanail had required almost thirty years. Even the redoubtable Chelm had taken that long.


  Bryant would never accept the title of Mastery for what was as easy as him as breathing. Perhaps, someday, when he’d mastered the techniques and tools of Mastery and Grandmastery – perhaps, but Bryant knew that he would master them with ease, and it still seemed like a cheat to him. That was why he labored so long to master the arms and weapons and fighting techniques – those could challenge him. Those, he could point to, and claim as an achievement; a truer form of mastery than mere possession of the perfect tempus control bestowed on every blue minotaur.


  And the ebon facing him entered time with exactly the same skill, far more gracefully than the ninja puppets around him. There was no give on the ebon’s face, nothing but the stare of a focused warrior, and both of them raced into the streams of time, looking for a faster moment, a quicker passage, a deeper rush into the infinite depths. The ebon’s training and skill brought him to Bryant’s level of competence.


  Almost. Almost.


  Bryant had perhaps a single heartbeat advantage, and the ebon’s skill with the shortblade was making a fight that should last a thousandth part of a heartbeat last … five thousandths until Bryant twisted past the ebon’s defense and put the blade through his neck.


  The snap of the ebon’s return to normal time sent a minor shock through time; but the deeper one has reached, the more profound the shock, and all the ninja – those opposing Bryant’s group, and the ones they’d stolen – were apparently trained to go as deep as they could, and they each had a subjective moment of disorientation. It didn’t benefit anyone, really, except for Bryant.


  He seized the moment of confusion to slip past the ninja guarding Timas, and, in much the same way as he had with the ebon, he punched his blade up under the mage’s ribs and pulled it out to face the two ninja defenders – Byrant had hoped that they’d be confused and disoriented by the mage’s death, but either they didn’t realize that Timas was dead, or it didn’t matter to them.


  And a moment later Bryant understood just why everyone had been so afraid of them. The two were easily faster than he was, and worse – they fought together; something Bryant had thought impossible. But it was possible, and it was like fighting a faster, more skilled opponent with four arms – there was no way he could defend himself and they disarmed him almost effortlessly.


  Only to face the other ninja. The ninja Dacien had stolen weren’t as good, but they were nearly as fast, and there were more of them as Bryant watched the events play out helplessly.


  Eight hybrids were dead, either laying on the floor or in the process of falling – and they were all moving so quickly that even Bryant couldn’t differentiate them. But four of the remaining were fighting to protect Dacien and Dusan, and another two engaged the ninja that had disarmed him. Bryant started moving to retrieve his sword, but … one, and then another of the opposing ninja took deathblows, and what had been a fragile balance tilted decisively in the escapees’ favor. Less than a thousandth heartbeat later, the remaining opposing hybrids were likewise dead, and Dacien was just starting to run over to Timas.


  And Dacien slipped, just a little into time, maybe as deep as three heartbeats to two, catching the hybrid mage before he could fall, with the other slain ninja, to the ground. Bryant moved closer, wary – just because Timas had taken a deathblow did not mean he was dead. That was inevitable, but Timas was still looking out of his own eyes as Dacien caught him. Timas twitched, and a thin trickle of blood ran out of his mouth. There was a breath – nothing recognizable as words – and then what had been Timas was just another dead blanc marque noir.


  Dacien let the body down to the ground gently, and turned to Bryant. “I was countering his magic.”


  Bryant nodded. “I know.”


  “We could have …” and then Dacien stopped. He looked down at the body. “We couldn’t have, could we?”


  “I thought it was too risky,” Bryant admitted. “He planned this, Dacien. He made our escape possible – somehow – and I can’t imagine what he endured to do it, or what he risked. But part of his plan was …” Bryant forced himself to continue. “… his own death. I don’t know why he planned it that way, but I decided I would trust him.”


  Dacien nodded. “Do … do we leave him here? Shouldn’t there be a pyre?”


  Bryant shook his head. “He deserves that, yes, but … we cannot waste the opportunity he’s created for us. Presumably they know we’re loose, and we can expect more …” He looked at their own surviving ninja. “We can’t give, ah, Orange, Yellow, or Apple the pyres they deserve either.”


  Dacien spun around, and a terrible expression crossed his face as he realized that three of their own were dead in the battle. “We …” and then he shook his head. “You’re right,” Dacien said tightly. “We have no time to waste. You’re right. We have to get out of here …” and then he pointed. “That way.”


  Dacien’s sense of magic led them to the exit: another artificial border, a wide stone arch of roughly mortared blocks in a huge garden filled with beds of blooming jasmine, sage, and rosemary. If the herbs had been lavender, it would have matched the portal to Xarbydis at the House of the Lost; as it was, it was still disturbingly similar. The two ninja guards standing at the portal, though, suggested that the portal led somewhere more useful; to the best of Bryant’s knowledge, there were no remaining portals or direct borders connected to Xarbydis. Mages had closed them, to stop the constant leak of poison. The only remaining border was that last portal at the House, and even that … only opened for a few moments at a time.


  This one just looked like that portal, or so Bryant told himself.


  Taking the portal was … easier and harder than Byrant expected. Easier, in that his simple plan to walk up to it and the two guards worked perfectly. There was really no way he thought he could sneak up to them; so he’d decided to just … walk up to them. That was easy, and Dacien seemed more than relieved at not having to enspell them.


  And then he, Apple, and Green jumped them.


  They reacted faster than he’d dreamed possible – fast enough that Bryant had to launch himself backwards to avoid being cut. Apple and Green, though, reacted with the same supernal speed, and the time they’d used to go after him cost them the encounter – and their lives. The blue glanced behind him, looking at Dacien, but saying nothing. The ninja were too dangerous. From this point on, Bryant decided, he’d have Dacien put them to sleep. From the set expression on Dacien’s face, he doubted the mage would continue to resist.


  Bryant took a moment to compose himself, so he could ask without the desperation he felt making its way into his voice. “Can you open the portal, Mage Dacien?”


  “I …” and the roan mage was quiet for a moment.


  * * *


  “Can you open the portal, Mage Dacien?” Bryant asked, sounding oddly calm.


  Dacien dragged his attention away from the spreading red stain on the two ninja laid out messily on the herb bed, and tried to put them out of mind. “I will find out,” he said, examining the gate. “How do these usually open?”


  “It varies,” Bryant said. “A key. A touch on the stone. A short ritual. Some open and close at given times.”


  Dacien stared at the stone arch; he could tell there was magic, could see the potential buried in the stone, but … he didn’t see how to bring it to life. Memories surfaced, and he tried feeding magic into the potential, but … nothing happened.


  After a few minutes, Dusan spoke up hesitantly. “I think …”


  “Yes?” asked Bryant.


  “The keystone, and the foundation stones. From left to right. Although …” and the pristine minotaur was silent. “I don’t know if that memory applies to this.”


  “It’s worth trying,” Bryant said, and he tapped the stones lightly in that order.


  Potential flared to active in Dacien’s senses … “It’s open,” he said, although it didn’t look changed.


  “Follow me through … Red, Pear, Kiwi come with me. Give me a few seconds to make sure it’s secure.” Bryant stepped up to the portal, and stepped through. He faded as he passed through it, like a shadow dispersed by the sun, and the three ninja stepped through after him.


  Passing through it was … different than the Xarbydis portal had been. As one stepped through that portal, the rocks and sterile crusted earth of the wasteland became visible – almost a warning, if one had chosen to back away.


  This one revealed nothing, and passing through it was a shock – although Dacien couldn’t define what the shock was. Certainly, he didn’t expect to stumble out into a carefully manicured garden, between a pair of stone fountains in the shape of minotaur holding huge fish that spurted water high into the air, where it fell, several feet away, into huge stone catchbasins supported by carved turtles. He lurched out of the way, just as their last three ninja followed him.


  “This … is not safety,” Bryant said tensely. “This is a formal garden, and I would have to suspect that whoever lives here knows about this gateway.”


  Dacien looked at the fountains. All the small gates he’d ever seen had … ”The arch of the water frames the portal,” he said, understanding.


  “Yes,” Bryant said. “That keeps from looking like a portal, doesn’t it?”


  “It does,” agreed Dacien. “I’m not an expert on these things, but … doesn’t the portal have to be framed?”


  “Yes,” said Bryant. “Or so I believe.”


  “So if something unfortunate were to happen to the fountains…”


  “Do you know,” said Bryant thoughtfully. “I had not considered vandalism. But … it would delay pursuit, if something happened to it. It would require repair, by an earth mage, or …” he paused. “It could be rebuilt, I understand. That would be a ritual requiring several months of preparation, done here and on the other side.”


  Dacien slammed his sword into the fountain, shattering the water spout, and after a couple of blows, the water was trickling down the fountain, and pooling at the base. “That should do it,” said Dacien. “But where are we?”


  “I have no idea,” Bryant answered, looking around. “I don’t even know what time it is. This is a garden, obviously, so some kind of country house, somewhere – like Mistingrise. I doubt we’re in Lycaili, but … well. We could be anywhere, but … I’m guessing we’re within two to three borders from the House of the Lost. It could be much further. At least we can be pretty sure we’re in minotaur lands,” he said, gesturing to the statue.” The blue minotaur gazed up at the sky for a moment. “I’m thinking, morning. It’s cool, sun isn’t quite overhead yet, still a little dampness … what do you think?”


  Dusan shook his head. “I don’t trust my thoughts. It sounds right, though.”


  “We’ll know in an hour or two,” Dacien said. “I think you’re right, though. It does sort of feel like morning. I’m not sure I see the importance, though.”


  “Nothing critical, just … most houses are designed so that breakfast looks over the front of the estate, and dinner in the back, so if it’s morning – which I think it is, then the house is probably to our east. Now, this house is probably …” Bryant paused for a moment, thinking. “This portal is most likely pre-Scylla. So … then, it would have been secret and isolated, but on … a country property of some kind. Still … I don’t know. I could make a case for either truly isolated, or a few miles out of a city.”


  “Why?”


  “Mage Dacien, we can either attack and then escape, or simply attempt to escape, leaving an unknown danger behind us,” Bryant said. “If we can find assistance, I’d rather we attempt escape. Every moment of lead time increases the chance we can get out.”


  “Then we’ll do that,” said Dacien. “If we go around the house, though, won’t we find the way to the road?”


  “Yes,” said Bryant. “Yes we would …” he thought for a moment. “We will do that,” he decided. “We’ll go around the house, if we can.”


  * * *


  Lycaili Hall in the Patriarch’s Residence was huge, but the senior minotaurs of Clan Lycaili nearly filled it to welcome the Imperial Emissary with appropriate ceremony. Fifty-three warriors of the Imperial Household – twenty-five ebon and twenty-five pristine accompanied by two blue Imperial Housemasters led by the violet General Yasutoshi of the Imperial Household – accompanied the indigo Imperial Herald Kedira, and the as-yet unidentified Imperial Emissary, who wore an extremely traditional crimson silk yaju shroud, embroidered with an elaborate pattern of black-and-silver imperial dragons and gold crysanthemums. Even his horns were obscured with several long trailing veils of the same heavily embroidered silk.


  The Housemasters wore formal silk garments, as well; not the shrouding yaju, but a looser and far less concealing undershirt, shirt, overshirt, undercoat, coat, and overcoat in different shades of blue; the undershirt a pastel sky-blue, darkening to the midnight blue overcoat embroidered with a single gold Imperial Dragon surrounded by odd flying animals that Teodor didn’t recognize. Fortunately, as a mage, Teodor had … advantages.


  As Imperial Herald Kedira spoke on, reciting the lineage and glorious achievements of Wataru Nobunaga Gozreh, Teodor finally decided to ask. Sasha? What are those things on the housemasters around the dragon? On the overcoat?


  A long moment later, General Zachiah says they’re foo lions.


  Ask a silly question … Teodor said back.


  Just for completeness, the layer under the foo lions lacks the Imperial Dragon, and is embroidered with foo dogs, and Sasha sent an image to Teodor. Or so Zachiah remembers them. Under the foo dogs are nightingales. Under the nightingales are nine-tailed foxes, and under the foxes are fantastically colored carp, which represent the wearer’s sexual exploits.


  What?


  The size – from tip to tail – represents the, ah, length of the partner’s member; the coloration of the carp is supposedly precise enough to identify the bull represented. The position of the carp represents the nature of the physical relationship – and it’s surprisingly detailed. Zachiah doesn’t know what all the positions are, but there are apparently well over a hundred of them. Fortunately these garments are only worn formally.


  Good, said Teodor, rather bemusedly. Are the other creatures representative of similar things?


  Yes. Achievements, awards, Imperial Notice – that sort of thing. One is entitled to a foo dog each time the Emperor presents his compliments.


  At least they’re only worn formally.


  Yes, but … there are no informal occasions where the Emperor meets with anyone other than his immediate family and slaves. Being stripped of one’s robes at court is one of the more obscure rebukes the Emperor can deliver. Or the Emperor can bestow new robes. That can even be part of the rebuke. It’s all … very traditional, and very formal.


  Tedious. Endlessly tedious. I don’t recall Cresphontes having to stand through one of these events. How are we doing? What does General Un think of our presentation?


  Nearly the entire Lycaili’s Patriarch’s Guard was present, of course, bolstered by the warriors in the various mage’s guards, the senior members of the Lycaili City Guard, and all of the Generals presently in the Lycaili Maze, and General Un, as the hastily appointed Master of Protocol, had been responsible for the Lycaili reception of the Imperial Delegation.


  He’s dissatisfied, but then, this delegation descended almost unannounced. Given that we had only a week of warning, he feels we’re acceptable, but no more.


  It is not a failing I will task him for, Teodor replied. It is sufficient. Although I trust I cherish the veneer of civilization that formality bids us to, everything can be taken to extremes. And this is … extreme.


  You think so, Sasha replied with amusement. You’re good at picking up emotion, if not thought. Look around you.


  I prefer to keep my shielding up. It would be exceptionally embarrassing if it were more than I could take.


  I will personally guarantee that doesn’t happen, Sasha said.


  Teodor didn’t send words, just a quizzical sense of astonished curiosity, and then he cautiously thinned the barriers he habitually wore.


  Thinned them some more.


  Thinned them to the point where they might as well not exist; and reached …


  Calm.


  The only thing he sensed was a calm, peaceful serenity. Even General Un – whom Teodor had expected to be frantic over the unfolding event felt nothing more than a gentle wariness.


  What in Creation is that? Teodor shot to Sasha. Is this something you’re doing?


  No, Sasha said. Not my doing. Even my signature isn’t touching them.


  Whose doing? Is this some kind of … no, that doesn’t make sense. But if it’s not an attack, what is it?


  You haven’t noticed?


  Noticed what?


  You’re not affected.


  No, and the word was heavy with irony.


  Nor your cousins. Nor Milos. Nor Aikros. Nor myself.


  I am … I am not good enough to sense the who or what, Sasha, and certainly not when they’re in the back of the hall, with all of those – entranced? would you say – bulls between them and me. Your mind-magic is far superior to mine.


  I do beg your forgiveness, Sasha sent apologetically. You’ll have to take my word for it – they’re quite as bored as we are. But all of the highblood, excepting your roan cousins, are in … I don’t know what to call it other than that pleasant wellness one feels after particularly excellent sex. I think it’s exactly the same thing, actually.


  But … how …


  I didn’t notice it until the first hour, although I presume it was there. And it’s just gotten stronger since.


  But what is it?


  I think it’s a reaction to the presentation rituals, Sasha sent with an overlay of uncertainty-doubt.


  Could it be ritual magic of some kind?


  Perhaps … Sasha said cautiously. I do not know. I’m not a magician, and I forgot most of what I learned in college. But this doesn’t seem like anything I learned there.


  No … thought Teodor. Nothing about it seems familiar to me, either, although I hardly claim to have even as much training as you did. But if this be ritual magic, then it’s an entirely different sort than anything we practice. And why would it only affect the highbloods? And why not roan? Roan is highblood … or so we say. You say it took an hour for you to notice this?


  Yes.


  We – Lycaili, I mean – don’t have a lot of long rituals. I wonder … Sasha, when you go to the symphony, does the music produce a similar effect?


  Not that … well, I wouldn’t notice, would I, in my shielded box.


  Perhaps not, Teodor said. But …


  But?


  But now I have something to keep my interest, Teodor said. I wonder just how deep this – this – state can go.


  We’re only on the twenty-seventh – Sasha paused as Wataru bowed to Teodor, Teodor returned the bow, and the Imperial Herald summoned Shansa Oda Oodaku forward for his introduction – pardon me, the twenty-eighth – warrior. I say it gets deeper.


  I … well, I’m not betting against you. I have to admit, I’m rather … enjoying it myself.


  You? came the amazed thought. You’re not affected.


  No, but I can enjoy the … serenity, call it, of those around me. It’s very soothing. And it’s not as if I can go anywhere until this is over. It will be over when they introduce the Imperial Emissary?


  Possibly … that’s probably when the Emissary will present you with a scroll bearing the Emperor’s message. You’ll have a few days to read it, and respond – with another scroll, which will be presented in another long formal event where you thank the Emissary and his guard for conveying the Emperor’s words, and returning your own response – which you will deprecate as too hastily penned.


  Joy unbounded, Teodor said.


  Oh, there’s a reason for that. If your reply is hasty, it cannot be criticized, Sasha said promptly. All shortcomings of phrasing and appearance may be assumed to be to simply your desire to respond promptly to the Emperor.


  Useful fiction, an Emperor.


  It’s kept the Nippon clans peaceful.


  Useful fiction, an Emperor, Teodor repeated. Perhaps we should appoint one. The negotiations around it would keep everyone buzzing and busy for decades.


  Sasha smothered a laugh, and then became serious again. There’s one more thing.


  Yes?


  Past Emperors have skinned bulls, and sent their …


  That’s revolting!


  Well, yes. I’ve never heard of Emperor Dyson doing that, but then … we don’t have a lot of agents in the Nippon clans. There’s hardly any point. But I did want to warn you.


  I would have preferred an earlier warning, Sasha.


  General Zachiah suggested this was a detail that could properly wait for the last minute, Sasha said. Was he wrong?


  Probably … not, admitted Teodor. There’s no expectation that I have to –


  – no, Sasha responded quickly. Paper will do.


  Not the finest paper possible, watermarked with our clan sigils, the edges gilded, with crushed jewels for ink?


  I don’t suppose it would hurt, said Sasha, but … no.


  We ought, I suppose, have special flax fields watered with the blood of – no, no, the seed of virgins, from which to make the paper, Teodor continued.


  Virgins? We have virgins?


  Pish, sent Teodor. Inked with a solid gold pen. Sealed with a cord woven from …


  I can scarcely imagine, Sasha said. Seriously, though.


  You still have no idea what this note is about?


  No. I have listened to them most carefully, and all I know is that the Emperor personally charged each and every guard with the Emissary’s safety. But none of them seem to know who the Emissary is.


  How strange. Not even the officers or heralds?


  They have quiet minds, Sasha replied. I would need to go beyond the usual strictures. This time, the thought added the sense of Sashas’ strong concurrence with those limitations. It might be that they know, but they don’t discuss it, or even guess where our servants – and my agents came as an underlying thought – can hear. Their discipline is …


  What one would expect from a guard hand-picked from the best of the best of all the Nippon clans, Teodor said.


  Yes. And so nicely color-coordinated.


  A rebuke to us, you think?


  I … and Sasha fell silent, thinking. His response wasn’t in words, but a more complex thought of his own experiences with the more caste-conscious clans, and that the Emperor’s delegations were usually this carefully chosen; the Emperor would have known that it might seem a comment on the West’s freer traditions, but that not doing so would also seem like a comment, and that to do anything else would have been read as a sterner commentary.


  Teodor digested the facts, arguments, and conclusions in a moment, and sent back a simple agreement.


  Another guard marched up for presentation. Merely twenty-one more to go, Sasha’s sigh came to him.


  It could be worse; we could be fighting them, Teodor pointed out.


  * * *


  Sneaking around the house turned out to be easier than Bryant had expected; the gardens were deserted, and avoiding the three human gardeners took almost no effort at all; of all the bulls, only Dacien couldn’t use tempus to pass them. But they were focused on their work, and even if Dacien couldn’t blur his outline or move with impossible tempus speed from concealment to concealment – Dacien hadn’t needed to. He might have been able to stroll past in full armor, for all the attention the gardeners spared from their plantings.


  But their task was watering, weeding, pruning … not to keep a watch on the hedges and decorative plantings that screened the house from the wood, and certainly not to keep an eye on the wide drive that to the house from the road.


  Or, from the hedges to the road.


  The road to the house had been paved with rough, interlocking stones, but the driveway did have a plaque at the gate, announcing this to be the Thousand Iris Place; but that gave Bryant no clues about where they were, and there was no helpful signpost to point a way to a city. Just the road, the drive to Thousand Iris Place, and across the road a low wall leading into a field planted with tall … rye, Bryant thought. That argued, again, for the western lands, but rye was hardly a unique crop.


  The hard cement blocks of the road showed a little wear – not much, and certainly not in a preferential direction, providing not even a hint to the perplexing conundrum before him. Bryant stifled a laugh. Seventy-odd years of training, schooling, and what was the first question to truly challenge him?


  Left, or right?


  The road itself gave no clue; the gate offered no help, and the rye grass swaying in the fields was unhelpful. Maybe Dacien … no, Dacien and Dusan would know no more than he did. Those poor mindfucked ninja couldn’t know … “East,” Bryant said confidently, as if that were somehow a better word than right. The sun was high enough to be out of their eyes until it passed behind them after noon, and that was as good a guess as left. The road had to go somewhere, after all.


  The rye gave way to an apple orchard heavy with small, green, unripe apples, which was followed by nut trees – walnuts, Bryant thought, which was followed by trees Dacien recognized as apricots, and then to a field of low, leafy plants with huge dark almost-black leaves ridged with red. Bryant had no idea what they were, but – finally, finally! – there were workers in the field – six humans, and a brown overseer.


  Bryant stopped the group at the edge of the apricots, and then Bryant hesitated for just a moment too long.


  “I think … Bryant, can you fetch that bull over here?” Dacien asked.


  The mage might have phrased it as a question, but it was clearly an order. Still …


  “Is that wise?”


  “I … I didn’t see any bulls other than pristine or ebon, back there. Not a one,” Dacien said. “I think it was too secret, even if they had any. So …”


  Bryant nodded, following the reasoning. “Yes, Mage Dacien. I … I’ll ask him to come over here.”


  Dacien nodded.


  Bryant took a breath, and eased himself into time – or out of time, as some would have it. To Bryant, it was a meaningless question; all that mattered was that he was no longer moving along at the pace of everything else, but … different. Different. The world slowed, the colors shifted darker, and everything sped up around him as he slowed himself to the first stable point … where he could no longer be seen; half-there, half-not, and he set off across the field. It felt like a minute, but Bryant knew it was more like ten or fifteen by the time he reached the smaller brown.


  He eased himself back into the normal flows of time, behind the bull, who was – interestingly – working pretty much exactly the way the humans were, scattered across the field, and crouched down by the plants. The humans were unlikely to notice him …


  “Pardon me,” he said, and the brown spun around to face him – spade in hand, Bryant noticed approvingly.


  “Who …”


  “My master requests a moment of your time,” Bryant said politely, and added the honorific, “sir.”


  The brown paused. “I am Nils Leviathan, in the service of Guildmaster Iudas.”


  Leviathan meant something to Bryant; the clan lay beyond Ungoliant, and Leviathan Maze was a major seaport to the east. Guildmaster Iudas, on the other hand, meant nothing. And of course Nils’ introduction of himself was a polite way of asking the same, in return.


  But …


  “My Master will make the introductions he thinks best,” Bryant said, a half-apology, but Dacien seemed to have something in mind. “I beg your forgiveness, but … the matter requires some discretion. Nothing dishonorable.”


  “I wouldn’t … of course not,” Nils replied, sounding a little surprised. “And … yes, of course. I would be honored to meet your Master … is he at the house?”


  “He is waiting at the edge of the orchard,” and Bryant nodded towards the apricot trees.


  * * *


  The introduction of the final warlord complete, the Herald motioned for the Emissary to come forward and Teodor suppressed a sigh of relief. It wouldn’t do, after all, for the Patriarch of Lycaili to sigh or murmur or do anything, really, that would compromise the grand majesty of the Imperial Delegation.


  Teodor could even agree with that in theory. In practice, it wasn’t physically demanding – a mage might have to stand for hours, working complex magic, and since Teodor wasn’t working magic, he was free to use that same magic to keep himself comfortable as he stood motionless. But it was hard to see the point in spending hours welcoming someone who was, when all was said and done, simply a postal courier.


  Still, the peculiar relaxation that had come over the other high-bloods was worth experiencing. Teodor felt … more himself, in that peace, than he had since he’d had to leave Mistingrise. If it wasn’t just something the Imperials had done, somehow, perhaps he could incorporate it into his own court. Somehow. It would make life … easier, if he didn’t have to shield himself so thoroughly, all the time. Perhaps the Herald would be willing to discuss it.


  The Emissary came forward and Teodor waited, expecting a scroll or a box or …


  He hadn’t expected the Emissary to simply raise his arms, as if … Sasha? What is this? Teodor asked as General Yasutoshi and Herald Kadira turned to the Emissary, bowed, and began –


  It looked for all the world as if they were unwrapping him, unwinding the gold-embroidered red silk from his horns, which were polished and wound round with a fine gold chain.


  I don’t know, Sasha replied. General Un doesn’t know. Well, he doesn’t know exactly. But this is the point where they give you the Emperor’s message – so presumably, the Emissary himself is the message. Or part of it.


  Do any of the Generals know? Is there any precedent for this?


  Sasha’s reply was uncertain. Do you want me to …


  I want to you to ask, of course. That’s all.


  It will take …


  Yes, yes.


  As the yaju slipped off the Emissary, it revealed the dark, midnight-purple pelt of an indigo bull, who wore nothing under the yaju. The herald motioned, and the senior pristine warlord – Ulo Belesarius Gozreh, according to the long introduction – stepped forward, bearing a fundoshi. The herald folded it quickly and efficiently around the Emissary’s waist, even as the senior ebon warlord – Hajima Patton Baragon – stepped forward with carp-embroidered in dark black against an undershirt of pale lavender, and then Ulo was back with a lavender shirt with silver foxes.


  Even as the Herald slipped that in place, Hajima presented him – as Teodor was expecting – a darker shirt with yellow birds against a distinctly purple overshirt, and Ulo returned with the first undercoat – a darker purple garment with creamy wide-mouthed dogs –


  Foo dogs? asked Teodor.


  Yes. None of the Generals are sure what this variant means, but it reminds General Rierdes of a betrothal ceremony.


  Teodor sent an alarmed response back to Sasha. You don’t think …


  Rierdes doesn’t think so, just … that’s what this reminds him of.


  The Foo Lions (in pale blue against a dark indigo) looked more like what Teodor thought a lion should look like, but when the Herald unrolled the overcoat, it was midnight-black, and embroidered with … eleven golden Imperial Dragons, interspersed with yellow-and-silver crysanthemum blossoms.


  Sasha, what do the multiple dragons mean?


  The Imperial Emissary took one step forward and turned ever so slightly to the Herald, who bowed deeply to him, and then repeated the bow to Teodor.


  Sasha?


  “Patriarch Teodor Caravaggio Lycaili, I have the honor to present to you His Imperial Highness, Lord of the Sea, Crown Prince of Nippon, Noroma Newton Oto!” the Herald announced. “He speaks with the voice of his father, His Imperial Majesty Emperor Hideyushi Newton Oto.”


  Sasha!


  * * *


  The brown minotaur looked slightly startled at Dacien’s appearance, but he seemed to take it in stride as he stepped into the cool shade of the trees. He glanced at the group, and then paused. “Forgive me,” he said, “but a warlord said … you wanted to talk with me?”


  “Yes,” said Dacien. “If you please.”


  “If I please,” the brown said. “I am here. What … what do you want with me?”


  “I beg your … indulgence, for a moment,” Dacien said quietly. “I – all of us – are lost. We do not know where we are, what clan – or clans – claim these lands.”


  “That is … well. I would love to know the story behind that, but please know you are in the northern reaches of Leviathan; Leviathan Labyrinth lies some twenty miles south and west of us,” the brown minotaur said. “I am Nils Leviathan, and … I welcome you to the lands of my employer, Guildmaster Iudas.”


  Dacien nodded. “I am Dacien Lycaili, and … I … I beg your forgiveness, but that means nothing to me. Bryant, the warlord who asked you to come here, will probably know, but I am – I think I am – Dacien Lycaili, and I have escaped … well, I am not entirely sure what I have escaped, but I am afraid it follows me.”


  Nils looked almost involuntarily down the road.


  “My … my mentor once told me, that if I were ever to find myself in … well, difficulty, I suppose, I could ask practically any minotaur for assistance, for help, for sanctuary – that is was simply the obligation of the strong to care for those weaker than themselves.”


  Nils nodded.


  “Nils Leviathan,” Dacien said, “I was kidnapped by … well, I’m not entirely sure, but they were no friends to Lycaili, or to me. I am lost – I have no monies, I have no food, I have no knowledge of how to return to Lycaili from here – I can only ask you for your assistance, your help, and sanctuary from those who took me. If …”


  “You are asking me? For …” and Nils paused. “I … I fear my protection is a small thing, but for what it is worth, you have it. But … the protection of my employer, the Guildmaster, is no small thing, Dacien, and … I will ask him for you, on your behalf, and mine as well.” Nils considered for a moment. “There’s a threshing barn across the fields – that way,” he gestured with his hand. “I don’t think you can miss it, and it’s empty – mostly empty. There’s some hay stored there. But … you can shelter there while I go find …” he paused. “Not the Guildmaster, but … his cousin. Dellios. He really runs the estate. And we’ll talk to the Guildmaster.” Nils paused. “You really …”


  “I really … what?”


  “You really asked me,” Nils said.


  “Yes,” Dacien said.


  The brown minotaur studied Dacien for a moment, turned to look at Bryant, who had cleched his muzzle shut while Dacien was talking. Looked back at Dacien. “You asked … me. Why?”


  “Because … you were watching your humans,” Dacien said. “It … reminded me, of what my – mentor said. Because … because I need help. If … you can supply it.”


  Nils tilted his head back, and then made a short bow. “If I can, I will. Go through the fields to the barn, and … I’ll bring Dellios and the Guildmaster. I can promise nothing more than that but …” the brown stopped talking suddenly, and then resumed. “But that, that I can deliver.”


  “Thank you,” said Dacien. “It’s … not sufficient, but … thank you.”


  Nils started to say something, and then shook his head. “We can talk later, Dacien Lycaili. Go to the barn.”


  “We will,” Bryant said. “And, Nils Leviathan, I thank you, too.”


  Nils gave a short laugh. “You are welcome, Dacien and …” he looked at Bryant. “And yourself, warlord.”


  * * *


  “Lord Teodor,” said the Crown Prince. “I greet you in the name of my father, and convey our condolences, first, on the loss of your son Dacien, and the loss of your predecessor, Lord Cresphontes. Although I did not know him personally, Lord Cresphontes was considered a wise and capable leader by all who spoke of him at the Imperial Palace.”


  “Thank you, Your Highness,” Teodor said, after a quick mental consultation with Sasha and General Un on the proper modes of address. “The losses, one after the other, were … grievous.”


  “I also carry his congratulations on your ascension,” the indigo bull said. “And my own. You are the first of your family to hold such a lordship.”


  “That …” Teodor stopped himself, conjured the formal phrases. “I am, Your Highness. I thank you, and I thank His Majesty for his notice and his compliments. To send you this distance, accompanied by –” and Teodor took a slight pleasure in repeating back the names and titles of the fifty-odd accompanying bulls – “is truly an an unexpected honor for our small Clan. We have never previously had the pleasure of hosting any Imperial representative.”


  “We serve,” the Prince murmured. “Both of us; we serve. I have some private words for you from His Majesty. If we could have privacy for a few …”


  “Privacy, of course …” Teodor could have – and probably should have – asked Lord Chimes to supply the spell, but … he conjured an opaque bubble of fog that would swallow sound. “And so we are private, Your Highness.”


  The indigo bull nodded. “Thank you, Lord Teodor. I am used to … a less formal conversation, in private. Although I always wonder if the mage can listen in.”


  “The mage can; whether he does or not is … a question. But in this case, I have provided the shell of privacy. No one but you and I will ever be sure of our words together, Your Highness.”


  “Please, call me Noro.”


  Teodor nodded. “For this conversation, certainly, if you will call me Te.”


  “Te? So short?”


  Teodor let a faint smile – the very first expression he’d permitted himself – to cross his muzzle. “I have an older cousin Teovance, who is Teo.”


  “Te, my Father sent me because our Clans appealed to him. Emperor Irikai, Oto the fourteenth, signed the Xarbydis treaties on behalf of the Clans, and … your declaration alarms them.” The indigo bull sighed. “It alarmed the Emperor. He journeyed to Xarbydis, in his youth. I’ve been there myself. And even I … am alarmed. Why would you declare your intent to ignore them?”


  “Because I do not want Lycaili to be the next Xarbydis,” Teodor said. “The assassins who struck down Cresphontes call themselves Scyllans, Noro.”


  “Nobody would be so crass as to cast doubt on your assertion – but few believe it.”


  “Believe – what? That these foes call themselves Scyllans? That they are Scyllans? That we have been attacked three times now by ninjas?”


  “You must admit it is a fantastic tale,” the prince said quietly.


  “I do not know if they are Scyllans, but I know they call themselves so,” said Teodor. “And I know they have ninja. And I know we have been attacked. It is true that I do not know that all three attacks were from the same agency – but to imagine more than one group attacking us in such a way seems … unlikely.”


  “I would like to see your evidence,” the prince said. “I would like nothing more than to report to my Father that everything you have said is clearly so.”


  “Evidence,” said Teodor. “Well. Some of it is gained … clandestinely, and I would not share those sources. More of it is gained by mages. Yet more of it is confidential. What do you expect?”


  “I … I did not expect differently, but I had hoped you’d have something,” the prince admitted. “But most perplexing of all is your declaration that the Truces will not hold you back in your own defense! Why? What possible good can the war spells do you in defense?”


  “None,” said Teodor. “Nor do I intend to use them.”


  “Then why?”


  Teodor looked at the prince for a moment. “I will tell you something, in confidence, that you may relay to your Imperial Master, and to an Imperial Crown Prince, and no others, if that limitation is acceptable to you.”


  “It is not,” the prince said instantly.


  “As you wish.”


  “You do not understand. I … cannot commit my father to such a pledge. But I will accept it for myself – and I will hold it from my father, if he will not accept it. But I cannot pledge the Emperor’s acquiescence to anything for which I do not have his permission. I am not my father’s plenipotentiary.”


  “I understand – and that will suffice for me.” Teodor said. “The Truces do not ban only war-spells, they also ban magic in combat. Mage-worked weapons.”


  “Yes,” the prince said cautiously.


  “Mage-worked steel weapons are effective against ninja,” Teodor said. “They are trained and conditioned harshly – so harshly, that they have lost the ability to adapt, or it has been removed from them, I don’t know precisely. That’s how Lord Xavien defeated the ninja who attacked Cresphontes – he enhanced his sword to slice through theirs. He could not defeat their speed – they were faster than he was – and he’s as fast as any tempus master might hope to be – but they could not break themselves out of the conditioned responses to swordwork – and so they fell, when the blocks and parries they had learned ceased to work.


  “But, Noro, that advantage – the only one we possess over these ninja strikes – would be gone if it were public. And so …”


  “We thought as much,” the prince said. “Oh, we didn’t guess what you were doing, but … we – my father and I – thought there was some compromise like that going on.” The dark purple-blue bull shook his head. “Why didn’t you just lie?”


  Teodor blinked. “What?”


  “Why didn’t you just lie?”


  “I …” Teodor narrowed his eyes. “I cannot believe the Imperial Crown Prince is asking me why I didn’t perjure myself and my clan.”


  “Believe it,” the prince said.


  “Fine. Because I thought the secret would get out eventually, and I didn’t wish to be known as a liar,” said Teodor. “It’s not something I thought would improve Lycaili’s reputation. But … I am ashamed to say I did consider it.”


  “And if you’d been convinced you could keep it secret?” asked the prince. “Would you have kept it a lie?”


  “I decline to answer that question, Prince Noroma.”


  “That’s answer enough,” the prince said.


  “Is it,” Teodor said.


  “Yes,” the Prince said. “Te, you should have lied.”


  Teodor’s brow creased. “I …”


  “None of the other Patriarchs would have exposed you. All of them have just as much incentive to keep this as quiet as you do. It could have been – should have been – handled very, very quietly and secretly by your Lord Winter – Ianthos. I’m surprised he didn’t advise you to do that.”


  “He wasn’t here,” said Teodor.


  “So your close advisors are all ebon and pristine?”


  “Oz – General Osaze is a close advisor, and I have another. But yes, most of them are ebon and pristine.”


  “Even blue can be…” prince Noroma paused. “It’s understandable. But … sometimes, Lord Teodor Lycaili, you will – as the Patriarch – need to lie. And this is exactly the time and subject where it’s preferable to lie.”


  “May I quote you on that?”


  “No,” said the prince. “You understand why not.”


  “I do,” Teodor said. “But I hardly see what I can do about it now.”


  “Don’t you?”


  “You have a suggestion?”


  “I do. Why do you think I came with such production? And why do you think the Emperor sent, of all his sons, the Crown Prince?”


  Teodor paused for a moment. “This is not as much fun as I always imagined it would be.”


  “What? Being Patriarch? You thought that would be fun?”


  “No. Talking to someone smarter than I am,” said Teodor. “Even if you are trying to be helpful.”


  “Say, rather, more experienced in politics and perception.”


  “That’s exactly the dodge I use when I’m talking to the painfully slow,” Teodor said.


  “Then you’ll just have to get used to it, I suppose.”


  “I suppose,” said Teodor. “Please. Why did the Emperor send the Crown Prince?”


  “Because it gives you cover to change your stance, publicly. To revert to a strict adherence to the Xarbydis Treaties after an appeal from the Emperor.” Prince Noroma smiled. “The other Patriarchs will understand, and will play along. It’s as much about being willing to play together as anything else.”


  Teodor nodded at the sudden epiphany. “Part of their anger has been the fear that I might expose similar machinations,” Teodor said. “Of course … some of the messages almost come out and say that … I feel so blind.”


  “It’s just politics. But then, you didn’t have much exposure to politics, I understand?”


  “Some,” Teodor said. “The Mage’s Circle was not without occasional … liveliness.”


  “Still, you haven’t had experience with generals and guilds and other clans.”


  “Some,” repeated Teodor. “Although I do not think of myself as a politician.” He smiled briefly. “I do appreciate your coming all the way out to … educate me, and provide a convenient reason for me to, ah, adjust my positions.”


  “Several clans petitioned the Emperor to involve himself,” the Prince said. “He did notice that Lycaili has never had an abundance of indigo bloodlines. And it’s down to just one, now, I believe. Guildmaster Cedric Feynman Lycaili?”


  “I … believe you’re correct, although I would not swear to the bloodline. And … while we’re on the topic, why do you refer to me as Caravaggio rather than Tzara?


  “That’s what was in my briefing, that you were Teodor Caravaggio. Do you prefer Teodor Tzara?”


  “I have never stated a preference, or indeed, that I acknowledged either one,” Teodor said.


  “Then … I don’t know where that particular bit of lineage came from. But you could claim Caravaggio?”


  “Yes,” admitted Teodor. “I could. If I cared to. But bloodline has fallen out of favor in Lycaili.”


  “Then I’m … oh. Your son Chelm claims that bloodline,” the prince said. “I suppose the protocol master assumed that you would be Caravaggio, as you’re the only acknowledged sire. Even if you haven’t formally claimed it.”


  “I see,” said Teodor.


  “And so there is one other little matter … a matter of the Emperor’s favor and desire for better relations here in the west. I should like to make a short, public announcement to that effect, if you don’t mind.”


  “Although I am delighted to have the Emperor’s approbation, and would welcome better relations with the Nippon Clans, I don’t need either one, and the Nippon Clans are really too far away for us to be anything but benign strangers.”


  “Still,” said the Prince. “As a token of our regard?”


  The Patriarch of Lycaili permitted himself a slight, very slight, smile. “I thought you regarded me as a political novice in need of instruction? That may well be the case,” Teodor admitted, “but … it’s not something I think I need announced.”


  Prince Noroma laughed. “I hardly think it will be taken that way. If you’re ready to drop your spell of privacy?”


  “Yes …” said Teodor cautiously, and the gray bubble melted away, revealing the Court.


  Te?


  Everything’s fine, Sasha. Although … we’ll need to chat later.


  Good, came the relieved reply.


  His Imperial Highness, Crown Prince Noroma, bowed low to Teodor, and then bowed again. “Your Excellence. My father, the Emperor of Nippon, has sent me as his Emissary to offer to you his son – my brother – His Imperial Highness, Prince Lyo Kelvin Oto, as your consort.”


  Sasha, Teodor sent over the surprised murmur of the court, What I said earlier? About everything being fine?


  Yes?


  I may have been mistaken.


  After a moment, Sasha replied, I think that may be right.


  * * *


  The threshing barn was just four walls painted a soft pastel green, with huge central doors on all four walls, and smaller, bull-sized doors at the corners. Bryant scouted the building quickly; the floor was empty save for some baled hay that had yet to be moved up to the loft – or perhaps it had been brought down from the nearly-full hayloft. The light covering of dust from the hay showed no disturbance when Bryant glanced over it, and the hayloft proved to contain nothing but stacks of baled hay. It seemed safe enough.


  Seemed.


  He led Dacien and the others in, and they got comfortable on the hay and the afternoon light filtering into the barn from the undercut windows meant to allow air and light – but not rain. Odd, really, how much more comfortable it was sitting back on firmly pressed straw than the cell back at Scylla had been.


  In any case, they hadn’t been there long before one of the small doors opened, and two copper minotaur walked in, followed by a human. One was a deep grass green, and the other a paler shade. Before Bryant could do anything, however, Dacien stood up and bowed respectfully. “You are the Lord of this House?”


  “We – my cousin and I, Dellios and Iudas, we are,” the deeper green one answered.


  “Then I beg you for sanctuary,” Dacien said.


  “Who – who are you,” asked the paler bull. “And … from what do you seek shelter?”


  “That is … difficult,” Dacien admitted. “I think I am Dacien, of Clan Lycaili, but … I’m no longer sure. And I am running from Scylla, and their mindbender.”


  The cousins exchanged a troubled look.


  “We have …” started the paler bull.


  “Wait, Del,” the darker one interrupted. “First, Dacien Lycaili, I am Iudas Leviathan, and this is my cousin, Dellios Leviathan. I have heard stories about what has happened in Lycaili. And there are events you may be unaware of, as well. But … why do you think you are Dacien? You match the reports I have well enough – and I am guessing this is either Hector or Bryant?”


  “Bryant Lycaili,” Bryant said. “My cousin Hector … he was with us, but I do not know what happened to him in the ambush, or how anyone else fared …”


  “I beg your forgiveness,” Iudas said. “I know only a little; the reports I’ve had were not specific and I had no reason to inquire more deeply. I can tell you that Lord Doze, his Master of Guard, his Master of Time, and Chelm survived. I know there were injuries, but I do not know to whom, nor how serious they were. I know there was a white bull taken with you – Kant, but … I do not see him.”


  Bryant shook his head. “We don’t know what happened to Kant.”


  “How likely is pursuit?” asked Dellios. “Iudas has but a single warrior here, although both of us are warrior-trained.”


  Bryant shook his head. “I don’t know. We damaged a gate nearby when we crossed into Leviathan, but I have no idea how quickly they’ll be able to reopen it.”


  “We must assume they’ll reopen it soon,” said Dellios. “I hate to suggest this, but perhaps we should ask for reinforcements.”


  “Reinforcements?”


  “The grandmaster has a school; he will have well-trained warriors to hold off anyone until the Patriarch can deal with this.”


  “Yes,” said Iudas. “He’s an ass, but Grandmaster Wolachya will …”


  “Who?” said Dacien. “Grandmaster Wolachya? An ebon?


  “Yes. He has a school a mile or so …” and Iudas paused. “Or …”


  “One of the bulls who kidnapped me was General Wolachya Scylla,” said Dacien. “And I think all the Scyllans are tempus masters and grandmasters. And we came out of a concealed passage perhaps five miles from here, near a house …”


  “But …” said Dellios, and then, “that makes far too much sense, if Grandmaster Wolachya is actually General Wolachya Scylla.


  “We can’t go to the Patriarch,” said Iudas quietly.


  “What?”


  “We can’t go to anyone,” Iudas continued. “If Wolachya is a … spy, traitor, whatever, then it stands to reason there are more of them. Our clan is compromised.”


  “The Patriarch isn’t,” said Dellos.


  “I don’t know that,” said Iudas. “Do you?”


  “Wait,” said Bryant. “How could your Patriarch be compromised? Are you …”


  “This touches my honor,” said Iudas. “And the honor of every Leviathan bull. I don’t know who I can trust in Leviathan, if I can’t trust Wolachya – and from what you have said, I cannot trust him. We need to get them out of Leviathan immediately.”


  “How?” grunted Dellios. “Let’s say – for the sake of the thing – that Lord Nahor isn’t compromised, but at least one of his trusted advisers is, to the extent that anything we take to him is exposed.”


  “That … seems like the safest assumption,” said Iudas.


  “So a Scyllan warparty could easily disguise itself as a Leviathan guard troop of some kind.”


  Iudas’ face twisted into an unpleasant scowl. “Again, the conservative assumption.”


  “Which means we cannot distinguish loyal Leviathan guards from Scyllans.”


  “Is it so bad?” asked Bryant.


  “Probably not,” said Dellios.


  “But do you want to take that chance?” asked Iudas. “I …” and the green bull fell silent for a moment. “I admit I kept up with this story, simply because it offended me so deeply. To discover that my clan has been used to advance this vile agenda …” the bull shook his head angrily. “It shames me.”


  “My point,” said Dellios, “is that the borders may be invested by Scyllans or Scyllan agents. And they are well guarded. We might be able to sneak them out the port …”


  “But that’s not useful,” Iudas objected.


  “No,” said Dellios.


  Dacien had been watching them, and the human, and said, “You have an idea, though.”


  “I do,” said Iudas. “I trust you have no objection to parsnips?”


  “The root cellar, sure,” said Dellios, half-agreeing. “But … we can’t keep them there forever.”


  “We’ve agreed we can’t smuggle them out,” Iudas said.


  “Ah,” said Dellios. “But …”


  “Trust me, Coz. I can make it work.”


  “Could you explain it to me?” asked Bryant.


  “Yes,” said Iudas. “Of course.”


  “On our way to the root cellar,” said Dellios. “If you please.”


  26


  Serenity


  

  Every so often, the Imperial Household Guard staged a tourney, and every tourney required a judge. His Serene Highness, Prince Lyo Kelvin Nippon watched the current contest – the final sword competition between the Ebon champion Orona Custer Gozreh, and the Pristine champion, Dai Boudicea Oodaku. Fortunately, the merging of the warriors into a single house guard had made the more problematic issues of clan loyalty fade away; the guards identified not as Gozreh, or Mosura, or Baragon, but … Imperial Household Guard. When his father had first explained this to him, Lyo had wondered why they didn’t just adopt Nippon as their clan name.


  “Because we are not a clan,” the Emperor had said. “And the problem is solved.”


  Lyo had nodded his head and accepted his father’s wisdom, but now … he thought it was more subtle than that. Asking them to change their clan allegiance explicitly would have dissuaded them from joining the Household Guard, however much of an honor it was, and interfere with the slow shift of a bull’s allegiance from his Patriarch and clan to his Emperor and clan. The Imperial family, of course, were every clan – and nobody pointed out that what that really meant was no clan at all. The Emperor’s coveted appointments to the Household Guard was only one of the many, many ways the Newtons kept the peace in the Nippon Clans.


  Still, having gathered the most aggressive bulls into a single place, even all the ritual and formality that surrounded the Imperial House wasn’t enough to provide tranquility, and so the Emperor encouraged subtle and well-channeled competition. Curious, that the competitions between Pristine-on-Pristine and even Ebon-on-Ebon would resolve themselves without an Imperial touch – a Blue or Violet official was usually considered sufficiently impartial – but the matches between an Ebon and a Pristine required Imperial adjudication.


  “Always,” his father had said grimly. “The creators made caste allegiance … very strong. The situation is best avoided.”


  Prince Lyo didn’t have access to the archives that a Newton would – as a Kelvin, he was not in the Imperial succession – but in practice, he wasn’t sure that it was entirely the fault of inbuilt caste allegiance. The warriors in the Household Guard were all tempus masters at the very least – and the contests Prince Lyo judged were always between tempus grandmasters. The contests consisted first of several long, long minutes as they jockeyed for temporal advantage, and then the exchange of blows would be over in less than a thousandth of a heartbeat. Following something like that was difficult enough for the opposing grandmasters, much less the spectators – nearly all of whom were less skilled than the contestants themselves. Lyo thought that the problem wasn’t so much caste allegiance as it was simply trying to follow the bout with tempus. Tempus allowed one to act quickly in the moment – to speed – or retard – the flow of time. Tempus was about action.


  Lyo instead was drifting in perfectus. Every indigo found perfectus, eventually, even if he wasn’t shown, as they practiced tempus. It was so simple. So easy. So … so beyond any of the other castes, apparently. Some rare Blues could, eventually, learn it, if they were coached, although Lyo had never received the Emperor’s permission to teach the art to anyone.


  It wasn’t a question of mastering it. It was simply … there. Instead of seizing time with one’s will, instead of bending it as you chose, you simply … drifted. It was, in so many ways, the perfect opposite of tempus. Either one was in perfectus, or one wasn’t. Simple. Easy. In that calm perfectus state, Lyo watched the bout unfold like a complex origami flower opening, with all the inevitability of knowing what would happen, as it happened, as it had to happen. The two were contesting for time, attempting to pull it faster, slow down the other, planning series of strikes – there were a hundred ways time could flow over this meeting, and Lyo watched with deep calmness as it did.


  In one of those paths, Lyo himself would strike down Dai’s blade before it crushed Orona’s throat, but as the bout progressed from future to now to past that possibility faded. Swing met counter, feint met withdrawal with a meticulous artistry that only Lyo could appreciate – their respective mastery of swordplay was amazing and seen from the state of perfectus in which Lyo drifted, even more beautiful as the possibilities bloomed and faded like a complex dance of steel fireworks.


  Only one of those possibilities could be real, of course, and so it was Orona whose blade forced Dai’s aside for a quick and delicate touch. Lyo dropped the gleaming white scarf in his hand, letting it drift to the floor as he presented the charcoal scarf – embroidered with a single purple foo dog – to the victor, and began the long speech he’d prepared in honor of the victor, all while drifting calmly through the moments.


  The words and gestured poured out of him; not by rote, but still without effort as Lyo allowed himself to move towards the end of the ceremony, let almost-invisible pressures of time guide him, while Lyo himself contemplated … other problems.


  Most immediately, of course, there was the black messenger – Shada – waiting anxiously for him to finish, and although perfectus didn’t reveal the reasons that time might spill down one path in preference to another, it seemed most likely that the ugly disruptions of the ceremony that would follow an interruption (even though that interruption wouldn’t actually happen) meant that Shada, one of his father’s pages, had a summons for him. How urgent that summons was … would be hard to gauge, even for an experienced page like Shada.


  They were often difficult for Prince Lyo to gauge himself.


  But even here perfectus supplied the missing cues. He would meet with his father; all the possibilities ran to tea in the wisteria-covered Moondance Pavilion. And stopped; that was interesting. Peculiar. A singular decision point. The first time he’d seen that happen, he wondered if it meant his death, but he’d survived and learned that it was a decision point; a moment that could change radically. He couldn’t be certain, of course, but it seemed likely that this had to do with the overall … change … he’d been sensing for the past eight days. Something had happened, like a stroke of lightning propagating through time, and he’d been waiting for the ripples of that event to catch up with him ever since.


  Five days.


  Five days was about the time it might take a message to come from his brother’s visit to the far West. Five days from Lycaili to Leviathan Port. The Shimmering Ocean took nearly a fortnight to cross, but there was no border between Leviathan Port and Mosura Port to impede a mage-sent message, so the two thousand or so miles of water meant considerably less than the … Lyo searched back through his geography lessons, and realized he didn’t actually know how many borders separated Lycaili from Leviathan. Didn’t Lycaili claim six or seven realms all by itself, until it reached human-held lands?


  So perhaps twenty or thirty borders, maybe more. And once the message reached Mosura Port, there were another fifteen borders for it to pass until it entered the Imperial Realm. A pity that no mage had every been able to reach beyond one or two borders at the very most. And, of course, any mage strong enough to work past even one border had far better things to be spending his attention on that couriering messages.


  Another three days for the message to run from Mosura Port to the Imperial Palace.


  Today, Lyo realized. Depending on what other messages might come to his Father’s Minister of Relations …


  Today.


  Shada’s message proved to be nothing more – or less – than the simple thought that the Emperor would take tea in Moondance Gazebo, a half-hour before sunset so that the tea would enhance the sunset, and that the presence of Emperor Ota’s youngest son would add further grace to the evening.


  Simple.


  The Moondance Gazebo was in the Imperial Gardens, not the Household gardens, so this was not a simple invitation from his father, but an invitation from the Emperor, and depending on what the Emperor had in mind, it might be an exceedingly formal tea indeed. Lyo turned the paper over. Plain paper with deep black ink, but there was no scribe’s mark. In the Emperor’s own hand, Lyo thought. That answered the question of how formal. Lyo glanced up at the sun, and then at the waiting Shada. He nodded to acknowledge the page.


  “Does His Majesty expect your immediate return?”


  “No, Your Highness,” said the black minotaur.


  “Tell my Master of Protocol that I will be attending the Emperor for a late afternoon tea,” Prince Lyo instructed the page. “Kao may have other errands for you.” A great many other errands, Lyo thought, since he’d have to cancel everything else. An Imperial summons, no matter how gently phrased, had an absolute precedence.


  “Yes, Your Highness!” Shada bowed, and backed away the prescribed ten steps before he turned to the errand.


  It would take Kao a few minutes to be prepared, but … Lyo calmed himself, and tested the perfectus flow again. Ideally, he would precede the Emperor by about a hundred breaths or so into the gazebo … and as he reached for that outcome, other things slipped into place around it. He had a few moments of light conversation with Grandmaster Orona and Grandmaster Dai, complimenting Dai on the rather unusual and surprisingly effective block he’d developed – although Lyo didn’t mention the ripost-feint-strike combination that would have led to the unfortunate throat strike. It didn’t take much to impress on them that he’d had no difficulty following the bout, and they left, backing away with five steps and six steps, respectively, as befit a champion and challenger.


  Prince Lyo followed the gentle suggestion of perfectus back to his suite, arriving – of course – just as his bodyslave had finished drawing his bath. He stood in the knee-high water as Valet poured hot water over him, worked a fragrant nobo lilly soap into his pelt, and rinsed it out again. That took a mere ten minutes. Drying took longer – much longer. Lyo stood patiently while Valet rubbed him down with heavy towels, combed and brushed his pelt as he stood in the sunlight, turning every several minutes so he’d dry evenly as Valet combed and brushed and wiped a pelt conditioner into the almost-dry fur, and then there was nothing to do but stand in the sun while it finished drying.


  Staying in perfectus let the time pass before Lyo could notice; step into the sun, step out out of the sun, and contemplate the upcoming decision point, if anything might be discerned …


  … but not so. Everything depended, then, on decisions in that meeting with his father. And … yes. This was the source of the unease he’d felt and felt even now. Something was about to happen. He couldn’t see what, of course. Perfectus was the art of now, spilling every so softly into the future, and of riding the spill. It was the nature of the thing that it was a passive art, possible only in contemplation. One seized time. One contemplated perfection.


  The Plum Tree Gates led from from the private Oto Gardens into the Imperial Gardens, and were – of course – staffed by three guards at all time. Senior guards, as befit the warders of the private Oto spaces, and Prince Lyo inclined his head at the three Ebons as he walked through the gate. The plum trees that gave the gate its name had finished flowering, and were not yet in fruit, but at least the roses below them were still blooming, and a hint of their scent perfumed the heavy afternoon air.


  The Moondance Pavilion was a simple structure; a few rough granite steps up to a polished slate floor. It had neither railing nor roof other than the carefully trained wisteria. The stairs and the view to the west were kept pruned clear by the gardeners, the long vines of wisteria being trained back and up to form a dense ceiling of leaves and flowers.


  A small brazier sat to one side, filled with rough chunks of charcoal. A silver dipper sat in a slate bucket of water, and a kettle sat next to that. On a small table was a tiny covered dish of pale green twists of tea interspersed with a few dried blossoms. A plain unglazed teapot sat empty next to two small cups, each glazed with a swirl of blue and green, melding into a deep turquoise at the base.


  Two swords lay with the tea things. Black leather-wrapped hilts with pommels tasseled with gold while the deadly steel itself lay concealed in white leather scabbards embroidered with the Imperial Dragon. Swords had no part in any formal tea service that Lyo knew of, but … they could only be here by the Emperor’s personal direction, and so they must play some part in what was to come.


  His father slipped in a scant moment later, as clearly in the heightened state of perfectus as Prince Lyo himself, just a few seconds later, and they moved with the calm deliberation that only two perfectus initiates could, lighting the brazier, pouring the water, taking the simple equipment of tea, and laying them out. The dance was perfectly spontaneous, neither of them knowing what would happen next, and perfectly choreographed in perfectus.


  Inevitably, the Emperor finished his tea first, and set his cup down as Prince Lyo took his last sip, and followed. The wave of time Prince Lyo had been riding didn’t so much collapse as fade away as certainty gave way to not indecision, but decision itself, as his sense of what could happen shrunk, like gliding into a pitch-black tunnel.


  “You will have felt it,” the Emperor said, almost, but not quite, a question. “Entering into darkness.”


  That was accurate, so Lyo nodded. “Yes, Father. What is it?”


  A moment later, the Emperor was standing, holding the two scabbards with their blades. “Initiation,” the Emperor said, and tossed Lyo one of the swords, heavy as the younger bull caught it. “Or death.” Four feet of slightly curved steel whispered out of the scabbard, which fell unheeded to the floor. “Perfectus is the starting point,” the Emperor continued as he assumed a high-guard position. “Do you understand?”


  “Yes,” said Lyo, drawing the sword and taking a mid-guard position, feet apart and centered. He was in perfectus … and cautiously felt his way forward through the possibilities … but every path ended with his father’s delivery of a killing blow. He drew back, choosing a defensive position that at least offered more time. But how was that even possible? How could … every … path lead to …


  And then the paths shifted with a disturbing wrench, realigned themselves, paths of time seemed to loop around and vanish as a new singularity formed – still a killing blow delivered by the Emperor, but the blow was now minutes off … and again, all paths led to that.


  Inexorably. How was that possible? Nothing was so certain! Every action Lyo could take led to his death, even fleeing, all led to the same blade-stroke, not just a death, but the same death – and in that moment, he understood. It wasn’t tempus. It wasn’t perfectus. No doubt it had some fine name but … it was as much an inversion of perfectus as perfectus was the opposite of tempus.


  Lyo wrenched the paths of time – or tried to, feeling them slip from his grasp …


  “This is not tempus,” his father said.


  Obviously not, thought Lyo. In tempus, one manipulated time. Here … perhaps … Lyo focused on his father’s sword, visualized it laying on the floor, next to the teapot cracked from its fall … and moved in some ineffable way, through the paths of time, across them, watched them from a new, different view, saw them shift and re-knit until –


  His father dropped his sword, which fell – drifted, to Lyo’s time-stretched perception – down, falling against the teapot. The fine ceramic cracked – just as he’d visualized – and the sword, deflected by the minor impact, skidded a few inches across the floor.


  Just as he’d visualized a moment before, and just as something crashed into his sense of time, like running full-on into a wall, stunning him, and …


  …


  Lyo shook his head, trying to clear it. Everything seemed … off. Wrong. He was – laying on the floor, his head on his father’s – the Emperor’s – lap? He tensed in preparation to move, but his father’s hand stopped him.


  “Changing time always leaves one tempworn to some extent,” the Emperor’s – his father’s – voice said softly. “The practitioner takes the full brunt of the broken possibilities. One learns to endure it. You did very well.”


  “What … what did I do?”


  “Something,” his father murmured. “Something dangerous. We call it – your brother Noroma and I – mutatis. Temporal change.”


  Your brother and I … “You mean we are the only three with this … mutatis?”


  “That I am certain of, yes,” the Emperor said. “It may be that other indigo lines possess this power, but are as circumspect with it as we are. There is good cause for circumspection, Lyo.”


  “But …”


  “This power is fraught with danger,” the Emperor warned. “You cannot guarantee an outcome against another mutatis adept, nor even against another bull. There is a … less catastrophic way to employ mutatis, and now that you’ve experienced it, I can show you how to minimize the temporal distortion effects. But this is a power very much … to go unused whenever possible. And there is …” the Emperor sighed. “I believe it was dueling mutatis adepts that led to the Xarbydis disaster.”


  “That was magecraft!”


  “Eventually, yes, but … someone had to give the orders,” the Emperor said softly. “Unless you think that mages on both sides simultaneously decided to throw terraforming spells at each other.”


  “Simultaneous? But Scylla went …”


  “No,” the Emperor said. “Scylla’s strong adjustment started within hours of the requanting composition zero-point moment. Both of those spells take days to set up and unleash. Both spells were – had to have been – deliberate decisions taken by Patriarch Jenson and Patriarch Caslon. I think – cannot prove, but believe – they were using mutatis to choose options that would lead to their triumph. At some point, the competing possibilities led them to … destruction.” The Emperor looked at the teapot for a moment. “Even when there isn’t an opposing adept, mutatis can lead to unexpected consequences.”


  Lyo pulled himself up, a surprisingly hard task, and refolded himself into a sitting position across from his father. “Why have you initiated me into this?”


  A tiny, tiny nod acknowledged the question. “I sent your brother to Lycaili, because … I was concerned about … events. I do not like the reports from the West, Lyo. Ninja. Invasions. Assassinations. Clan versus clan. This is what preceded the Scylla-Xarbydis war. And … a roan as a clan Patriarch.”


  “He wasn’t randomly chosen, Father. Surely he must be an unusually capable bull, roan or no, to succeed to the Patriarchy.”


  “True … and yet … Noruma says he’s Tzara.”


  Lyo’s muzzle went a little slack as he called up the various Roan bloodlines. Tzara? “I thought he was Caravaggio?”


  “His son Chelm claims Caravaggio. After talking to him, though, Noruma places him as Tzara.”


  “What … is there some reason they would entrust a Tzara as Patriarch?”


  “No. I don’t think the senior Lycaili realize what they’ve done. I doubt that even Patriarch Teodor understands what Tzara means. The West has lost – or never had – a great deal of lore. Most of it was entrusted to us – the indigo lines – and they’ve faded out in the West. Presumably most of the lore was lost, as well.”


  “Presumably.”


  “Even an Imperial Emissary can scarcely ask a reigning Patriarch how he’s handling his nihilistic impulses,” the Emperor said dryly.


  “That would be a difficult question,” admitted Lyo.


  “A consort could ask such a thing – ask, and even expect an answer.”


  “Does he have a consort?” asked Lyo. “I thought that wasn’t usual, out there.”


  “He does not,” the Emperor clarified.


  “Then –” and Lyo’s thoughts caught up. “You offered me?”


  “Indirectly,” the Emperor said with a small smile. “I made Noroma my plenipoteniary – and he decided to offer you as consort.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I sent him to make peace. To prevent clan conflict. To smooth over these difficulties. He used the lesser form of mutatis I mentioned – I’ll show you how it works. But the most proximate way of doing all those things was to offer you as consort, then, and there. Lycaili has not yet formally agreed, but …” and the Emperor sighed. “We think they will.”


  “We? With whom have you discussed this?”


  “One other,” the Emperor said. “I have an oracle.”


  “An …”


  “An oculus initiate.”


  Lyo nodded. “I have not heard of oculus.”


  “No. Again, like mutatis, it is lore reserved for … those in the Imperial line who have need of the knowledge.”


  “Then you judge I have need for it? Or will have need for it? In Lycaili?”


  “I do not know,” the Emperor said. “But what I do know is that I do not know that you won’t need it, and therefore I must ensure you have what lore you require. It may be – may – be that I will entrust a complete copy of the lore to you, to help you establish – reestablish – indigo influence in the West. But much of the lore is … dangerous in the wrong hands, and the more copies of it there are, the greater chance one of those wrong hands will achieve it.”


  “Like ninja?”


  “Exactly like,” the Emperor agreed. “Unfortunately it seems to be making a comeback in the West. At least one clan – Ouroubourous – is actively attempting to rediscover it.”


  “That’s …”


  “My advisers consider it likely to fail. Apparently Lycaili – or should I say, even Lycaili – opposes such a thing, and they are actively campaigning to add a codicil to the Xarbydis treaties to forbid it.”


  “So this Patriarch Teodor listens to his advisers,” said Lyo. “That seems promising.”


  “The internal politics of Lycaili are murky,” cautioned the Emperor. “Only Mosura has any insight into the West, and I do not think they have any observers directly in Lycaili itself. We do not know where this idea originated.” He sighed, and then added, “Although it seems unlikely that a Tzara would propose such.”


  “Even so, it’s a good sign that he adopted it.”


  “Yes,” said the Emperor. “But a bad sign that when Nomura put forth his image of peace, his best step was to offer you as consort.”


  “I admit I don’t understand why I would be the best choice,” admitted Lyo. “I’m …”


  “I don’t know either,” the Emperor said. “That is not a reflection on you, just my own ignorance. I’ve only had a few hours to consider this, but … I don’t know that any of your brothers would have been less mysterious, either. Although …” he paused, and Lyo let his father think. “I admit I have great confidence that you will use mutatis with the care it requires.”


  “Thank you, Father, I appreciate your confidence. Is there more you can tell me about oculus?”


  The Emperor nodded. “It is an art possible only to those who have some degree of prescience already. Practically, it means copper. I know some mages experience prescience to some degree, but I have never heard of anyone deliberately attempting to initiate one into oculus.”


  “I know some copper have prescience …”


  “All copper are prescient to some degree,” the Emperor said. “They downplay it, of course. And usually that degree is very small, and restricted in some way. Other times, the power can be diffuse to the point where it merely confuses.”


  “All copper?”


  “All.”


  “Then oculus is … what, exactly?”


  “The ability to perceive through time. Visions of the past, the present, and the future. It is not easily controlled, and visions of the future are unreliable,” the Emperor said. “They may be the most likely outcome, or simply an outcome the oracle favors – or disfavors.”


  “One of the coppers at court is an oracle?” Lyo said, thinking. None of the courtiers seemed like a good choice except … “Yazuasha? But …”


  “No,” the Emperor said. “None of the courtiers. About eight decades ago I bought a slave from Leviathan, to see to my private quarters.”


  “Yes …” said Prince Lyo. “I recall that now. But I haven’t …”


  “No,” the Emperor said. “I don’t permit him out of the wing. And he is not to be discussed, not by my servants, not by my guards, and not by you, once you leave here.”


  “He’s copper, then,” said Lyo.


  “Yes.”


  “Your slave is your oracle. Someone only you have access to.”


  “Yes,” the Emperor said.


  Prince Lyo nodded. “I understand. How many oracles do you know of?”


  “One,” the Emperor said. “Again, I do not know what lore other indigo lines may have, or be using. We – the Newtons – have gone to great lengths to keep these things secret. I trust the Kelvins – your line, my son, will be as circumspect.”


  “My line?” said Lyo, looking startled.


  “Of course. What other path could you be meant for, in the West, where there are no indigo lines?”


  Put that way, it did seem … “I hadn’t thought of that yet, I suppose,” he apologized.


  “Why would you,” his father asked. “I’ve just turned your life upside down. Give it some time to settle back down.”


  “Thank you,” Lyo said, secretly relieved.


  “I’ve already given orders to have your things packed, and Yaz is putting together an honor guard. I think it would be best if you didn’t take your household with you – you’ll want to fit into Teodor’s household, and anything he lacks you can acquire. It’s not entirely barbaric there, and if there’s anything you can’t get, you can send for it.”


  “I …”


  “The trip to Lycaili will take almost two weeks with the official delegation, and the honor guard will report to Noroma once you’ve arrived,” the Emperor continued. “I’m not sure what formality is involved in your taking the consort’s role in Lycaili, but you’ll be in Prince Noroma’s household until you join the Patriarch’s.”


  “How soon will we know if he accepts this?” Lyo said while he thought how long do I have before I leave?


  “He will accept it,” the Emperor said. “Noroma has seen it. My oracle sees it. And even if Teodor is hesitant – you will win him over.”


  “I hope … I know nothing of him,” Prince Lyo said. “Tzara, and … intent on stirring up the old wars … that does not sound promising. And … I make no accusation, but … from what I hear, he is an air-mage.”


  “You wonder if perhaps he used coercion to become Patriarch?”


  “Yes,” Lyo said.


  “I don’t know,” the Emperor said bluntly. “Noroma made no mention of that. Only that his offer was guided by mutatis, so … whatever the facts, this remains our best chance of peace. You remain our best chance for peace.”


  “Yes, Father,” said Lyo, somewhat chastened.


  “Good. Now, you will need to know how to go about making the best use of mutatis …”


  * * *


  Patriarch Teodor spent a moment to relax before he stepped into the conference room. All of his senior generals were waiting for him, or at least all of those within a day of Maze. All of them had been briefed six days ago – indeed, most of them had actually been present when His Imperial Highness Prince Noroma had made his unexpected offer. And now, he was going to go into the conference room, and once again try to get some actual consultation from them, as opposed to declaring what he was going to do. It would be nice if his advisers … actually advised him, instead of just repeating back what he’d said with minor variants.


  He toyed again with asking Xavien to take his seat with the seniors, but … Xavien was still too stressed. Sasha was still working with him, to reduce the old bull’s workload to something he could manage without driving himself into another episode. He felt a momentary twinge of guilt at his previous interactions – fights, really – with Lord Green. Xavien had been carrying a load that would, Teodor had to admit, break the ebon bull, and … Teodor, mind-mage that he was, or at least, supposed to be, hadn’t noticed. Hadn’t wanted to notice. He’d failed one of the most loyal, stalwart, determined defenders of Lycaili. Not again. Not until Sasha tells me he’s well.


  At least Sasha and Osaze would speak their mind to him.


  Teodor straightened his mantle, and signaled his guard, Bracchus, an ebon warlord he knew too little about (but then that was true of nearly all of his guard and would probably remain so for several years. He simply had to trust that Oz would do his job properly in selecting his guards) to open the door, and paused as one of the palace messengers came running up to him. It said something that Teodor knew the messengers better than his own guard, if only Teodor knew what that something was.


  “Lord Teodor? Your Excellence?”


  “Yes, Padma?”


  “General Zachiah’s compliments, Master, and he wishes to inform you that Diamont – your cousin, m’lord – has requested five minutes of your time at your first opportunity.”


  Not, Teodor noted, his first convenient opportunity. “Zachiah recommends …”


  “My Lord, Diamont says it is a matter of the gravest urgency.”


  Teodor reached out mentally for the General – he wasn’t that far and … Zachiah? What does Diamont need? Can you handle it?


  He says not, My – Teodor, the bull caught himself. He says this matter must be placed in front of you instantly.


  I can hardly run out on a meeting of the senior council, Teodor shot back. Is a life at stake? A livelihood?


  There was a brief feeling of disconnectedness as General Zachiah’s attention drifted from the connection – Teodor tried to follow it to his cousin, but … he simply didn’t know Diamont well enough to establish a connection unseen. When was the last time he’d even seen Diamont?


  Twenty-three years ago at his father’s annual harvest party. Diamont was his Teomas’ younger brother’s – Diomede’s second son, not a warrior, but … had he even exchanged more than a simple greeting? No.


  No. It took Teodor a moment to realize that was Zachiah, answering his questions. The urgency is not that great, but … almost. He begs your forgiveness, but he says he can only speak of it with you. He adds that he hates to impose on his family ties, but … if that will get him to you sooner, he will do so.


  Does he! Teodor quashed a stir of resentment. I will give award the benefit of the doubt this time. Find, oh, ten minutes for me after the council meeting.


  I trust he is wrong. I’ve heard of nothing so urgent, Mas – Teodor. And Sasha would have warned me if he knew of anything. Are you sure?


  Yes, Teodor decided. He may, after all, be correct. Tell him that he will have my attention after I’m out of this meeting. There’s the smaller conference room across the way; the Trompoil room. Can he wait there?


  Yes. I’ll have a guard show him. Teodor caught something else with the thought.


  And?


  And wait with him, Zachiah said.


  Teodor discarded the thought of arguing. Yes, Diamont was family, and should be trusted to that extent, but it simply wasn’t an argument he could win. Zachiah would accept his command – and then find some way to let Osaze know. Either way, when Teodor arrived to see Diamont, there’d be a guard waiting with him.


  Yes, very well, Teodor said, and severed the connection trying not to feel the clear satisfaction of his secretary.


  “I am late, I do beg your …” and the stopped as the senior generals looked back at him with quietly repressed horror. “… forgiveness,” Teodor finished as he sat down. “As usual, something … had to be dealt with. But, here we are, and we’ve had some time to digest the, ah, remarkable offer of alliance from the Emperor of Nippon. Your thoughts, please.” Teodor looked out over the silent heads of his senior generals, and after a moment.


  “Perhaps you could recap the offer, Master,” one of the pristine generals.


  “I suppose,” Teodor said. “Emperor Hideyoshi Newton offers me his son, Prince Lyo, as consort, a non-political role. Prince Lyo would join my house, as well as pledging his allegiance to Lycaili – the Imperial Emissary was at some pains to explain that the Imperial Family is clanless – it has no clan allegiance whatsover, and that when an Imperial Prince – ah, I misspoke, a Prince of the Imperial Family, an Imperial Prince is in the succession, while Prince Lyo is not and has never been in that succession.


  “Prince Lyo would retain his title of Prince, but no other honors.” Teodor gave a quick and utterly false smile. “Nothing else. However, we can expect some … other benefits. Trade with the Nippon Clans will undoubtedly increase, with benefits for Leviathan, Ancalagon, Ungoliant, and Venrir. Both Leviathan and Ungoliant are already close, in an economic sense, to Mosura, and we can expect tighter relations with both of them as well. To the best of our knowledge, no Emperor has ever offered a consort to any clan on our side of the sea since Scylla and Xarbydis warred.”


  “There is a Scyllan connection?” General Granthos asked.


  “Perhaps,” said Teodor. “Our archives do not reach so far back. We have uncovered suggestions – suggestions only – that Oodaku and Xarbydis had a close relationship, as did Boragon and Scylla.” Teodor paused, wondering how much more he should say, and then plunged in. “Regardless, I asked His Imperial Highness Prince Noroma point blank if there were any Imperial relations with … any groups representing themselves as Scyllan, and His Imperial Highness was good enough to answer me no.”


  “You asked the Imperial Emissary …” General Un couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence, although Teodor couldn’t tell if that was because it was such a breach of diplomatic courtesy, or because the Patriarch had so violated custom.


  “It was unspeakably rude,” Teodor acknowledged. “But it was something I – we – had to know, to understand his offer.” The room did not seem mollified at that. “I will repeat myself exactly once,” Teodor said, his voice hardening. “I had to know. We had to know.” He swept over the room with his eyes. “Does anyone doubt that?”


  Silence.


  “Lord Teodor,” General Un said, respectfully. “I … some of us have been told … that even a mage’s ability to winnow truth from falsehood can be … evaded, in some way.”


  “That is true,” Teodor said, “but not for discussion outside of this room.” Or here, he would have added seeing the surprise in the eyes of some of the bulls, but the words could hardly be unsaid. “But that secret is known only to a single bull.”


  “Lord Teodor,” General Un continued, “with all respect, the Nippon Clans have a lineage stretching all the way back to the Creators. If such a secret was known to the Creators, it is most reasonable to think it may be known by the Imperial family. I beg your forgiveness, Master, but … can we trust even that?”


  Why was it, Teodor wondered, that his supposed advisers seemed to think that offering advice was somehow offensive? “We can,” Teodor answered briskly. “His Imperial Highness was … not evasive in that way. General Un,” Teodor said, “questions such as that are exactly why I come to seek your counsel. Asking them is your duty, and your duties to me need ask no forgiveness. Quite honestly, I hadn’t considered that His Imperial Highness might have been deceptive until you asked – and then, considering the conversation, it is clear that he was not deceptive in that way.”


  “But he may have been deceptive in some other way?”


  “He’s clearly not telling us everything, but I do not believe he is being deceptive,” Teodor said. “He’s an ambassador. He’s here to advance his father’s – the Emperor’s – intentions.”


  “But what are those intentions?” asked General Un.


  “I have some ideas,” Teodor said softly. “I was hoping to hear yours.” He looked out expectantly over the room, and waited. He let a minute pass, and then another, and a third. “I see. General Granthos, General Un – please leave us, you are dismissed.”


  “My Lord, if we’ve offended …” started General Granthos, but Teodor interrupted him.


  “The opposite, I assure you. Nevertheless …” Teodor gestured to the door. “Please be about your duties.”


  Teodor waited for the door to shut behind General Un, and then for another long moment, before he rose from his chair. “My Generals. I am going to say this again. I am not Cresphontes, I will not govern as he did, because, not being him, I can’t. I have lived, I admit, a somewhat cloistered life, both because of the nature of the gifts I have, and the duties I assumed, watching over the boundaries around Mistingrise. I do not have the experiences you do, among the army, among our allies and friends and other clans, and I … I come here, meeting after meeting, hoping to receive the insights that experience has given you.


  “What I have received, this time, is your silence. Every time, what I receive is mostly … your silence.” Teodor looked around. “I do not need that. I have no use for it. It does not help me. I have a thousand things that I must see to, that I must do. I do not have time to sit and hear your silence, hoping to tease out some experience or memory that might shed some insight into the clan’s concerns.


  “So I am going to leave you to your own deliberations for a time. Talk among yourselves. Consider the situation, and at our next meeting – tomorrow – I want advice. Your advice. If you have none to offer, if this council,” Teodor said slowly, “is not a good use of your time – resign. Your place here is not an empty honor, it is not an award. If it is recognition, it is recognition only that your words and thoughts help me steer Lycaili.” Teodor took another deep breath in the quiet.


  “I do not know why the Emperor of the Nippon Clans would offer Lycaili a dynastic connection. I do not know if I should accept it, or reject it. What, if any, hooks are concealed in this offer? There are many advantages – but I find myself distrustful of the gesture when I don’t understand the motives behind it. If anyone in Lycaili can winnow the meaning and reasoning behind this – it is you, collectively.” Teodor was silent for a moment. “And if you cannot, then … well, I don’t know.


  “Although I’m not sure how much longer I can put off answering His Imperial Highness as to whether or not I accept. General Un is doing wonders with protocol, but … eventually, I am going to have to respond, officially.”


  Teodor hadn’t expected a response, and so the question from General Clarence took him by surprise. “My Lord, have any of the other ambassadors advanced … positions?”


  A good question. “No,” said Teodor. “Although Ambassador Corrigan … skated around the issue, yesterday. He wanted to know if I would accept, and … wondered what trade concessions I’d made and to whom.” Teodor paused. “I didn’t understand his questioning, either.”


  “My Lord,” General Clarence said, “you are currently in negotiation with the humans. Perhaps they see a trade relationship developing?”


  “What do they have worth trading?”


  “I don’t know, but they may have something, My Lord. If they did, if … commerce or conquest were to happen beyond Mog Ford, Lycaili could change – would change, My Lord, from backwater to gateway. Ungoliant favors expansion, My Lord, that is no secret.”


  “True,” said Teodor. “Thank you, General, that’s the kind of contribution I … I need. Do you think the Emperor would move so … decisively on such little information? A month ago, when he sent this delegation, he could barely know of the contact, much less that we would entertain their delegation.”


  “It might have been a trigger, My Lord, rather than a critical event. One more thing, in a list of things, that moved him from concerned observer to … participant,” General Deomere suggested.


  “I must disagree, that does not seem at all likely” another voice spoke up.


  Teodor sighed, but he settled back into his chair, and listened – intently – to the ongoing debate.


  * * *


  The Trompoil Room sat up six bulls comfortably, leaving one seat for Teodor, although only one – Diamont – was sitting. The other four stood, comfortably in the case of the three guards, and uncomfortably, in the case of a small black minotaur. Teodor caught the senior guard’s eye, and motioned him back against the walls. Diamont himself rose, and then dropped to one knee. “Lord Teodor,” he said.


  Teodor didn’t let his surprise show, he just replied, “Cousin,” reminding Diamont that he’d asked for this meeting partly on the strength of their familial relationship. “It’s been some time,” Teodor said, as he went to embrace Diamont, and the roan returned the gesture awkwardly at first.


  “Thank you, My Lord,” Diamont said.


  “Teodor, Cousin,” Teodor said. “Or just Te.”


  “I …” and Diamont looked a little grim. “My Lord,” he said, “I beg you to listen to me, and … forgive me. But …”


  Teodor held up a hand. “Let us at least be seated. I do not know this bull,” he said, gesturing at the black.


  “My Lord, it is of a piece, and I beg you listen.”


  “Diamont …” and then Teodor took a breath. Obviously whatever Diamont had to say – wasn’t family business, and Diamont refused to pretend it was, and … thought it important enough to bring it directly to him. “Clearly you have some urgency.”


  “I … there is urgency, My Lord, but not mine,” Diamont said. “I beg an audience – now – for this bull, Lysander Leviathan.”


  “You would use our shared blood to …” said Teodor, surprised. “I’m …”


  “I owe his employer a great deal, My Lord Teodor,” Diamont interrupted. “Guildmaster Iudas Leviathan sent him to me with a message he claimed was of paramount importance and imposed on the many favors he has done me, and the relationship we have, to present you with his messages at the first possible moment. My Lord, the Guildmaster does not use such language lightly, and … I took him at his word, as I often have. My Lord, I have never regretted doing so.”


  “Very well. I will look at your dispatches.”


  The senior guard moved to take them, and Lysander turned them over. “The seal is Guildmaster Iudas’, but the message within is meaningless, Great Lord. It is a complex business deal that would require your council’s approval, and it is a cover for my message, not the message itself. I hold words to you from the Guildmaster, and would speak them.”


  “Do so,” Teodor said.


  Lysander bowed. “First, Great Lord Teodor, do you trust, with your life, honor, and blood, all those who may hear us?”


  “My sworn guard and my own cousin?” Teodor asked, and looked for a moment at Diamont.


  “I could leave …”


  “No, stay. You have staked your own honor on this matter, and you should see how it turns out.”


  Diamont nodded.


  “From my employer, Iudas Leviathan, Master of the Banker’s Guild, to Great Lord Teodor Lycaili,” recited Lysander, “Greetings, Great Lord. Forgive my presumption; I know there are proper channels for these things, but I did not trust them even in my own clan. I have had dealings with Diamont Lycaili, and know him to be trustworthy, and even more happily, expect he can reach you quickly, without, I hope, suspicion.


  “Twelve hours past from when I compose this, a Roan marque blanc who believed himself to be Dacien Lycaili asked me for sanctuary. With him were a Pristine calling himself Dusan, a Blue calling himself Bryant Lycaili, and several Pristine marque noir without names. All show signs of mindbending.”


  Teodor stared at Lysander in shock as the black continued. “I granted them sanctuary, only to learn that at least one of their pursuers, whom they claim to be Scyllan, is almost certainly a grandmaster I know as General Wolachya Leviathan. I do not know how far this corruption has spread in Leviathan. I do not know whom to trust, even among your own court and so I turn to my associate Diamont, to reach you directly, Great Lord Teodor.


  “I have hidden them at my estate. Only a few bulls here know, and we continue as if nothing has happened, using concealment and routine to make all appear normal. It is my hope you will mount a rescue. I have sent along some business transactions with Diamont, and my messenger will have further dispatches in Ancalagon and Ungoliant to keep him out of Leviathan, so as not to alert our foes.


  “Already, I have seen those whom I believe to be searchers – Ebon and Pristine whom I do not recognize, but wear – disgrace and dishonor, rather – our Leviathan livery. But for now, they found nothing, and moved on.


  “I am sorry to send such tidings, and shamed to discover my clan’s apparent complicity. I, Dellios, and Nils will all oppose this wrong to the best of our ability.


  “We await your word and pleasure, Great Lord,” Lysander finished, and looked down at Teodor, who had dropped to his seat. “Should I carry a reply, Great Lord?”


  “Carry a …” and Teodor shook his head. “Daimont, Courier Lysander, it is as wrong to credit the messenger with good news as it is to blame one for ill, and yet …” Teodor gave a short laugh. “Why should there be an artificial restriction on joy? This is … beyond mere good news. A million thanks for speeding it to me is sparse and miserly. Thank you, Lysander, I thank you as Teodor who has now real hope for the life of his son, I thank you as Lord Fog, whose promising apprentice you have returned from oblivion, and I thank you as Patriarch Lycaili, for the news of my lost children. And Diamont, for your role in this – my thanks.”


  “It was little enough. It sounds as if Guildmaster Iudas is a better friend than perhaps I knew,” Diamont said.


  “A better friend? Say, rather, a most honorable bull … no finer compliment than that can I bestow,” said Teodor. “I … but …” and Teodor drew a deep breath. “Let me save my rejoicing for our reunion; there is work to do. A moment, if you would, while I contact some others.” He frowned. “The Guildmaster has gone to some lengths to keep this news concealed, and I will not question his wisdom.” Teodor looked around the room. “You may all consider this a state secret. Courier Lysander, you are not bound to obey me …”


  “Great Lord, I am bound to my Guild and my Clan, and both bind me to equal discretion in this matter.”


  “I had no doubts of you, Courier Lysander, none,” Teodor replied. “Still, my thoughts are so scattered …” he paused. Sasha! SASHA!


  What? came the plaintive reply with an odd quality. Now? I’m … engaged. With Milos.


  Dacien lives, Teodor sent, and then the thoughts and facts and news and persons, all as a collection of knowledge.


  Sasha’s return message was simply an incredulous, vibrant joy as acknowledgment, and then, a more subdued caution as he sent, Te, as welcome as this news is, couldn’t it be in error? Or even – forgive me – a fabrication?


  It could, acknowledged Teodor. But to what end? I intend to respond with force, given how you were ambushed at Xarbydis. This cannot be a Scyllan trick –


  Sasha’s reply wasn’t verbal, just a sense of deep, deep mistrust.


  – most unlikely a Scyllan trick, then. They must know something of mage-capabilities, yes?


  Yes.


  Then if this were their trick, they would have sent the one clinching impossible-to-fake detail: a hair from this alleged Dacien.


  And why wouldn’t Iudas have sent it?


  For the simplest possible reason: he’s not well-educated on mage-capabilities. What would a hair prove to him? Nothing, that’s what. Oh, he might have thought of it, and I wouldn’t dismiss this report even if he had, but … no council of crafty spies would miss such an obvious, simple enhancement.


  I think that’s reaching, Te, Sasha replied. Really. That’s doublethink that makes my head spin. I know you’re good at plucking clues from the thinnest details, but … perhaps it is a hoax and the hoaxers do not have Dacien available.


  Who would bother with such a thing? Teodor asked. What good would it do?


  I cannot imagine an answer, and you cannot imagine an answer, but all that proves is we lack imagination, Sasha said. Really. For that matter, they may have mistaken your response, and expect something entirely different than what you’re thinking of now.


  Teodor considered that for a moment. And if you’re right? This is some elaborate trick? What then should I do? Sasha, what else can I do? I have to respond.


  True, Sasha said, thinking. I am not sure. Regardless I should be on that rescue mission. Perhaps I can make contact with some of our sources, and if Dacien’s been hurt … and then Sasha’s tone turned darker, almost apologetic, as he considered that set of possibilities. We’ve seen what that mindbender can do, Te. It may be … bad.


  It may be. Or not. But whatever it is, I will take it in grateful preference to dead.


  Sasha’s response was simply wordless support, and then, May I tell Milos? He’s … patient, but you did rather interrupt us. And he … feels guilt over Dacien, too.


  Regret, tinged with more guilt, filled Teodor’s response. Only if there is immediate value. Iudas stressed that he did not know how compromised Leviathan was, and … it seems to me that we might be compromised ourselves.


  Unlikely, came the immediate, indignant response. I know who is spying on us … and then, more thoughtfully, still … and finally a repentant you are right, much I would like it to be otherwise. Where are you?


  The Trompoil room.


  I’ll be there in as soon as, ah, I can. Five minutes. Who else?


  Zachiah, Hector, Osaze, and …Teodor paused for a moment. I am wondering if we should let Prince Noroma in on this.


  Wordless bafflement radiated back from Sasha.


  We need some excuse to move a small army into Leviathan. If Prince Noroma were with them …


  Sasha replied with instant negation. We are not using the Imperial Crown Prince as a decoy. And I should note that Milos is rather cross with us.


  You mean, you?


  Us. There’s only one person who could contact me mind-to-mind, my friend. And I admit to some crossness myself.


  On any other day, with any other news, I might be sorry, but … I’m not, in the slightest, Teodor replied. The Trompoil room is a bit small for us. The mage’s council room would be right, and … it’s close to your quarters. I assume you’re –


  – yes –


  Then there, in fifteen minutes. I’ll gather the others. I am sorry about Milos. I will unbend enough to let you tell him to pack.


  That is hardly a concession!


  No, said Teodor with a certain amount of amusement, but it’s what I can give you.


  Sasha walked into the council room less than five minutes later, only to find Ruus, sitting – no, not sitting, slumped – in his usual Speaker’s chair. Ruus shifted his stare from the empty table to Sasha as the brown minotaur paused at the door. “Ruus?”


  “Lord Doze,” the bull returned, almost uncertainly. “Not what I expected … I suppose I should have consulted you earlier. Pride and foolishness on my part, I expect.”


  “I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” Sasha said automatically, although this once, he thought, he truly didn’t. “What is wrong?”


  “Insomnia, headaches, nausea … all without any physical cause,” the pale or minotaur said. “I am here because … I have to be here. Prescience, even if … I don’t know … didn’t know,” the bull corrected himself, “didn’t know why. But it seems clear enough now; I must be here to encounter you.”


  A grimace contorted the mage’s face, and even from where he stood, Sasha could feel the sudden throb of pain. “Right on schedule. The headache is back.”


  But I have not come here to see you, seemed – true and false. “I wish you had come to me,” Sasha said finally, walking over to the bull. “For how long?”


  “Six days. It started the day before Prince Noroma arrived,” Ruus said. “Just a dull ache and I was able to quell it – but it kept returning. Stronger, each time. I nearly passed out near the end of the ceremony, right before His Imperial Highness’ diplomatic sledgehammer.”


  “May I touch your mind?”


  “Yes,” sighed Ruus. “I wouldn’t …” and then he fell silent.


  A touch, and then another touch, and another … the pain was there, but it didn’t seem connected to any particular mental state … “You say you cannot find a physical cause?” Sasha asked.


  “No. I can alleviate it for a few minutes, but … regardless of what I do, it returns.”


  “Alleviate it,” Sasha instructed, and watched as … something happened. He could see the effects of what Ruus had done, but he hadn’t linked himself closely enough to see with Ruus’ own perceptions. The pain was real, but … where was it coming from? “Has Trand or Xavien looked at this?”


  “No, I did not wish to disturb either of them … there,” said Ruus said with a sigh of relief. “Ah. The problem is, it comes back … worse when I do that.”


  That would have been good to know earlier, the brown mage thought, but all Sasha said was, “Thank you, Ruus.”


  “What is it? Can you tell?”


  No. “I’m not sure,” Sasha said after a moment long enough to be polite. “I am sorry, Ruus, but … it’s inobvious. Minds are not like bodies, I’m afraid sometimes I have to go … exploring to understand what’s happening.”


  “I don’t have time for that just now,” Ruus said quickly.


  And you may well have less time than you suspect, but of course Sasha didn’t say that either. “I would need to go in fairly deeply, I think, to make any progress,” Sasha said, trying to sound regretful. “It’s not a casual thing.”


  “I see,” said Ruus, taking a breath. “I suppose that’s a good thing, too. I need to speak with Lord Teodor, and … I have allowed myself to put that off for too long.”


  Yes, thought Sasha. “Is it something I should know about?” the brown said with a smile. “Can I help you?” Please make a full confession. It would be so much easier for … you, really. And me.


  “Eventually,” said Ruus. “I … have acted …” and then he sighed. “I have always tried to act in the best interests of Lycaili, Sasha, but lately … I think I have lost my way. I need to talk to Te – Lord Teodor, first, I think. I’m afraid I would put you in an invidious position if I were to speak with …” Ruus looked around, suddenly confused, “you before him,” he finished. “How peculiar.”


  “What?”


  The other mage shook his head a little, took a sniff, as if he could smell whatever had confused him. “I … whatever is supposed to happen here, whatever I’m here for, hasn’t happened yet,” he said slowly. “So … it’s not my meeting you.” Ruus grimaced as a spike of discomfort went through him, and Sasha, still lightly connected to him, felt it as well. “I am not sorry for that even so. If I was unaware I needed to ask for help – I know now.”


  “What has to happen?” asked Sasha.


  “I have no idea. I’ve been waiting here for almost an hour …” Ruus shook his head again. “Sometimes prescience is like that.” He gave Sasha a half-hearted smile. “Sometimes the prompting is very clear. Sometimes it is … unclear. Sometimes it is a … niggling discomfort that one simply cannot evade or put to rest. This situation seems very much both.”


  Sasha gingerly looped a thread of magic out, and gave a small part of Ruus’ mind a very small twist. “I’ve … distracted you. You won’t feel any discomfort,” Sasha said. “You will have awareness of the pain, but … it won’t hurt.”


  “That sounds …”


  “It will be strange,” Sasha said. “No question! But it’s clearly bothering you, and the mental arts are best practiced as lightly as possible. This is the smallest possible help I can give.”


  “I … yes. Thank you, Sasha.” Ruus looked sad for a moment, and then looked up. “Now that … but Sasha, what are you doing here?”


  “A private meeting,” said Sasha.


  “A private meeting, with …” and then a searing bolt of pain leaped from Ruus to Sasha. The brown gasped for breath as he fell to the ground, suddenly unable to stand. He was only on the ground for a moment before Ruus was by his side, lifting him back up, and into his seat. “Sasha!” Ruus said, alarmed, and then Ruus was helping the brown mage into his seat. “Are you all right?”


  “I … what was that? It felt … it felt like someone stabbed a red-hot poker through my eyes, from the inside,” Sasha said. “Is that what your headaches have been like?”


  “Not quite that bad, but … yes, something like that,” Ruus said, sounding apologetic. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t catch you – I had a premonition, and … just for a moment, I was distracted. I beg your forgiveness.”


  “Yes, yes,” said Sasha. “A premonition? Just now?”


  “Yes, that private meeting – that’s why I’ve been standing here. Only this time, the premonition was clear.” A moment later, Ruus added, “Sasha, that’s the first clear premonition I’ve had since these headaches started.” He paused for a moment. “And the nausea is gone, too.”


  “Then you think this pain is connected to your prescience.”


  “I do now,” Ruus said. “But that’s …” he paused. “I don’t see how.”


  “If something were interfering with your magic?”


  “If … wouldn’t that have to be mental? Your sort of magic?”


  “I,” said Sasha, and then, “Yes, I would think so. But … I sensed nothing before, and nothing even as that pain hit me, and … nothing now.”


  “But someone meddling with my thoughts might not leave an active spell,” said Ruus.


  “Ruus,” said Sasha, “I assure you, if some mage tampered with your mind – touched it any way, I would know. It could not be concealed from me. You are untouched, I assure you.”


  “Could … I beg your forgiveness, Sasha, but … could you have done something to cause this?”


  “No,” said Sasha, “and I am not offended at the question.”


  “Lord Teodor hypothesized that some … mysterious mage might have a method for blocking prescience,” Ruus said. “Quite some time ago.”


  “Lord Teodor hypothesizes many things,” sighed Sasha. “One could spend one’s entire life chasing down the facts to answer his musings. To answer your unspoken question, I don’t know. Are you suggesting he’s experimenting on you, without your consent, in his free time?”


  “He doesn’t have free time,” said Ruus, “and no, I wasn’t. But … I wonder if this is what it would feel like. It seemed like a reach when he first … “


  Ruus fell silent as the door opened, and General Osaze stepped in with a frown. “Lord Chimes?” he asked, which was echoed from the outside in Teodor’s voice. The Patriarch and two other bulls – General Zachiah and General Hector entered as well, and regarded him with surprise.


  “My Lord Chimes …” said Teodor, and his gaze went to Sasha. “Did you invite him?”


  “I invited myself,” the bull said. “I have been waiting for … some time.”


  “I do beg your forgiveness,” said Teodor softly, “but this is a need-to-know business, and … you don’t.”


  “I … do,” said Lord Chimes. “I don’t know why, but I have to be in this meeting. Prescience, Lord Teodor.”


  “I …” and the gray minotaur fell silent for a moment.


  “He’s right,” added Sasha. “He really does. And there’s something odd going on. Something’s interfering with his prescience. For the last six days or so, we think.”


  “I …” and Teodor took a deep breath. “Is this a direct attack of some kind?”


  “Not that I can tell,” said Sasha. “Or at least, it isn’t a direct mental attack.”


  “Or magical,” said Ruus. “I would have sensed that. Whatever is happening might be more of a side effect of …”


  “Of what?” said Teodor.


  “Something else?” asked Ruus after a moment. “I beg your forgiveness. Sasha and I had just worked out what was happening when you entered. We are hardly prepared to report it.”


  “That is alarming. Extremely so.” said Teodor. “Ruus, you and I will have to figure out what’s happening after this meeting.” He turned to Zachiah. “Forgive me, General, but we seem to have found another priority.”


  “You said this was a critical matter, so I told Warlord Hallard to postpone everything – all but your dinner appointment with His Imperial Highness, but we still have a couple of hours until that. Aside from His Imperial Highness, your afternoon is now free,” the General said modestly. “Will that do?”


  “And I thought my council of mages worked magic,” said Teodor. “It will.”


  “You may not be so pleased tomorrow,” warned Zachiah.


  “I am at the point where, if there be a tomorrow, I will be pleased enough,” said Teodor. “If you would sit. I am sorry to rush through the niceties – General Hector, could you please close the door?”


  “Of course, My Lord.”


  “My Lord Chimes, since you are so fortuitously present, may I impose on you to invoke the spells of privacy on the chamber?”


  “I – yes, My Lord,” and then, “it is done, My Lord.”


  Teodor took a deep breath as he sat down. “Thank you, all, for making this last-minute meeting. I have what is … the most amazing news; my son Dacien lives, and is currently in hiding at the estate of Guildmaster Iudas Leviathan. I don’t suppose any of us knows exactly where that is? General Hector?”


  Only Sasha – who already knew – didn’t react. Hector and Zachiah both started to say something, and then stopped, staring at each other. Ruus just nodded, as if he’d expected something so surprising, and it was Osaze who finally spoke. “My Lord? Is this … credible?”


  “Hard to know,” said Teodor after a moment. “It is news I that I have wanted to hear, half-expected to hear, for so long that … I do not know if I am the best judge.” The gray minotaur sighed. “I discussed it briefly with Polychrome,” Teodor said slowly, noting that Osaze didn’t even twitch in Sasha’s direction. “Our conclusion was that … we needed to respond,” and then Teodor corrected himself. “I needed to respond. So yes, it may be some kind of false report or trick, and I wish to react with sufficient speed and force that we catch any ambush off-guard and unprepared for the strength of our response. I regret that I cannot discuss the report further with you, My Lords and Generals.”


  “That is sufficient for us,” sighed Osaze. “If it be true, then it is wonderful news, My Lord, but … it just seems so … unlikely.”


  “Yes, but … doesn’t all of this strike one as unlikely? What outcomes don’t seem so, at this point,” asked Teodor. “So, back to the point of this meeting for which I have disordered my schedule to the breaking point – do we know where this Guildmaster Iudas lives?”


  “No, My Lord,” said Hector, visibly forcing himself to focus. “Although the Guildmaster himself is not unknown to me; he runs his business from Leviathan itself, so his estate must perforce be within fifty miles or so of Leviathan Maze.”


  “You know him?”


  “Of him, My Lord,” Hector clarified. “I have never met him, and have no personal connection. My Lord, is there no detail of this report that you may share?”


  “No,” said Teodor. “There may be danger connected with the passage of that information, and so I do not wish any inquiry into it. The news may be false, but we will proceed as if it is so, every jot and tittle. That is not the only piece of information. The Guildmaster – and yes, this report is from him – believes that Leviathan clan itself is … compromised by Scylla. He even names a single name – Grandmaster Wolachya Leviathan – as a secret Scyllan.”


  “Grandmaster Wolachya! But …” and then Hector was silent. “Him, My Lord, I do know, if only in passing. He is an accomplished tempus master, and weaponsmaster and … My Lord, what certainty do you place on this accusation?”


  “Enough that I intend to demand his arrest and extradition from Patriarch Nahor,” said Teodor. “Zachiah, draw up the documents and I’ll sign them. Accuse him of … ah, complicity in the various attacks within Lycaili, the assassination of Lord Cresphontes, and the abduction of Mage Dacien, and demand his extradition on each and every ground. I will send an Ambassador Plenipotentiary to present the document directly to Lord Nahor and no other, as … the Guildmaster says he does not know how far the corruption goes.”


  “And if Lord Nahor is complicit in this plot?”


  “Then we will be formally at war, instead of this shadow-boxing,” said Teodor. “Or perhaps Nahor will surrender this Wolachya after some mental editing of his own. But if Wolachya comes to us with huge slices taken out of his mind … well, that proves something too.”


  “And if, more likely, he escapes?”


  Teodor shook his head. “I do not care about this Wolachya. I care about Scylla – having their clandestine links in Leviathan exposed will hurt them far more than the capture of a single agent, who probably has destructive mental triggers in case of capture. But all of that must wait on the recovery of Dacien. If we recover Dacien, and fail every other opportunity – it is still a win. I know some of you think I am simply being a doting father – and I suppose I am. But Dacien’s magery is unique, and worth what we risk.”


  “What is so unique …” started Zachiah.


  “That is a need to know question,” answered Teodor. “The answer would place Dacien in yet more danger. Even that Dacien is so valuable is a revelation that endangers him and harms Lycaili.”


  “Yes, My Lord,” said Zachiah. “But, pardon me for asking – someone other than yourself is privy to these secrets?”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “General Hector, I am charging you with putting together a … call it a road patrol, nominally to ensure the safety of a coming Imperial delegation. Your actual task is to position yourself in Leviathan with a force of fifty warlords to retrieve Dacien and return him to Lycaili. You can leave patrols behind you both to secure your line of retreat, and as a reserve.”


  “That will take a lot of your Guard, My Lord … may I activate some Reserve?”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “Take enough warriors to extract Dacien. Please note that the Guildmaster has exposed himself to some danger on Dacien’s behalf, and his position should not be compromised, either. If you feel you need to leave a detachment behind while he forms his own guard, then leave a detachment. Or invite – invite – him to Lycaili. If the report I have is correct, I and Lycaili are greatly in his debt.”


  “Of course, we hope it is correct. But if … it is not correct?” asked Hector.


  “I am placing Sasha in command, for … a number of …”


  “No,” Lord Chimes interrupted suddenly even as Sasha gave a gasp of pain. “You must not do that, My Lord!”


  “I beg …” and Teodor’s eyes narrowed. “Sasha? Are you well?”


  “I am well, My Lord. I … I have … I’m not entirely sure what I’ve been doing to Ruus, Te, but … it seems to prevent the interference with his prescience. Unfortunately there’s some kind of … backlash. It’s exceedingly unpleasant.”


  “I must not send Sasha,” said Teodor.


  “No, My Lord.” Ruus swallowed, and then said, “There is more. You must send Lord Xavien.”


  “Impossible,” Teodor said. “Beyond impossible. I cannot send Xavien, he’s the last bull I could …”


  “It must be he, My Lord,” Ruus said. “It must. I admit I am as … dubious, call it, as yourself, but there is no doubt whatsoever that you must send Lord Xavien.”


  Teodor glanced around the room. “Xavien remains too fragile for such duties. He is still recovering from that disastrous stint as Regent.”


  “Then put General Hector in overall command. Xavien must go,” Ruus said. “Sasha must not.”


  “My Lord,” put in Sasha, “If Ruus says it must be … it must be.”


  Teodor looked around the room. “Everyone in this room is aware of Xavien’s condition. Is there anyone who thinks sending him is a good idea?”


  “Ah, My Lord,” said General Hector. “If Ruus’ percipience says it must be Xavien, then … however bad an idea sending him is – all others are worse.”


  Nods of agreement followed from Sasha and Osaze, and, after a long moment, Zachiah as well. Teodor reached up and rubbed his temple wearily. “Even knowing that,” the Patriarch said, “how can I ask – order, really – Xavien to do something like that? It’s …”


  “It’s percipience,” said Sasha. “It defies reason, Te. Cresphontes felt the same way, if it’s any comfort.”


  “No,” Teodor said. “It is not comfort. Ruus, would you be good enough to ask Lord Xavien to join us? Discretely.”


  “Of course. Xavien?”


  “If it’s not inconvenient, I was hoping you could join me in the council chamber.” Ruus’ eyes flickered over to Teodor. “Discretely.”


  “Ah … I’m afraid even if it is inconvenient, I would ask you to join me.”


  “Sooner than that would be better, Xavien.”


  “Yes, that would be exactly the right response.”


  Not thirty seconds after that, the door opened, and Lord Xavien stared in at the group. “I trust this is soon enough, after all?”


  “It is,” Teodor said. “Please come in and shut the door. Lord Chimes, would you renew the privacy spells?”


  “I will renew them,” said Lord Xavien curtly. “Please you, My Lord Teodor,” and with a gesture, the door shut silently behind him. “What is this? Lord Teodor – why I am summoned like this?”


  “Because I have a credible report of Dacien,” Teodor said. “He’s hiding in Leviathan, and … I’m forming an excursion to go get him.”


  Xavien looked around the council chamber. “Is this report as credible as Teodor says?”


  “Lord Teodor informs us it was a secret report, but that Polychrome finds it so,” Zachiah said.


  Xavien stared at General Zachiah for a long moment. “This is an agent’s report?”


  “No,” said Teodor. “I have, however, shared the specifics with Polychrome.”


  “You will forgive me my skepticism, My Lord,” said Xavien.


  “Forgive? I am relying on it,” Teodor siad. “He’s hiding for a reason. According to this report, Leviathan itself is compromised. He seems to have found a protector in Guildmaster Iudas Leviathan.” Teodor paused as Xavien nodded. “You know him?”


  “I’ve met him once,” Xavien said. “Copper. I don’t think we talked. I formed no opinion of him.” The ebon yawned, and walked over to Lord Run’s chair and sat down. “Then Scylla is hiding inside Leviathan?”


  “I quite honestly have no idea,” Teodor said. “Compromised, but how compromised, I do not know. We have a name, but only one: Wolachya Lev-”


  “Grandmaster Wolachya?!” snapped Xavien. “I know him. Him? He is accused of this … this … perfidy?”


  “Maybe,” said Teodor, emphasizing the word. “The Guildmaster suspects him – well, reports near certainty in the matter, but …”


  “Wolachya is … a vastly respected grandmaster. He provides private tempus instruction in addition to his family interests,” Xavien said. “It seems … unthinkable that such as he would be … could be …” and the ebon bull paused. “But then this entire Scylla situation is unthinkable. Very well. Although … I have – could have had – a personal connection. We corresponded – discussed,” and Xavien fell silent again.


  “Yes?” Teodor prompted.


  “We … considered a bloodline exchange. Didn’t happen, for … it hardly matters why,” the ebon bull said, sounding upset. “But if he’s one of these …” Xavien was silent for a moment. “I don’t know.”


  “Even if he is corrupt, that hardly reflects on you, regardless of your connection or lack. And this brings us to you,” Teodor said.


  “Yes,” nodded Xavien. “Why am I here? I scarcely know him well enough to judge.”


  “Ruus’ percipience informs me that, instead of sending Lord Doze on this expedition, I must send My Lord Xavien. Even though – and I beg your forgiveness, Xavien – I am not convinced you are ready for this again.”


  “Truth needs no forgiveness.” Xavien said regretfully. “I may not like it, but it’s the truth. You cannot put me in charge of this, Teodor.”


  “I am going to put Osaze in charge, and attach you to his mission.”


  “But …”


  “Percipience,” sighed Teodor, gesturing at Ruus, who returned an apologetic smile.


  Xavien fixed a stare on Ruus. “Lord Chimes, is your percipience in the best interest of Lord Teodor’s policies?”


  “I … what?”


  “I believe you heard me, Lord Chimes. Suppose, Lord Chimes, that, hypothetically, you believed Lord Teodor should be replaced. Would, then, your percipience guide events to that outcome?”


  “It … I don’t know, Lord Xavien,” Ruus said, looking the ebon minotaur directly in the eye. “It could, I think. But I do not believe this falls into that category. I would never knowingly commit such treason. But … unknowingly? I don’t know. I have never known what or how my percipience chooses a particular action or event as better; it merely does.”


  “Exactly,” said Xavien. “Can you imagine that it doesn’t use your judgment?”


  “My judgment? How? When sometimes it demands things I … would never agree to without it? It may be,” said Ruus, looking disturbed. “But … my percipience so often knows, or seems to know, better than I do that even my … impaired opinions, if I should have them, might not matter.”


  “A disturbing question, I admit,” asked Teodor. “Lord Chimes, do you currently believe that Lycaili would be better off if I were to step down, and have no part in the choosing of the next Patriarch?”


  “I … I do not think so, My Lord.”


  “Have you ever held that opinion,” asked Teodor.


  “I … I would ask you to withdraw that question, My Lord, and say that, if I ever held that opinion, I do not hold it now.”


  “I ask not to embarrass you, Ruus, but to determine if you’ve taken actions based on percipience while you did hold such a, ah, hypothetical opinion.”


  “I …” and Ruus closed his eyes, and looked down. “I beg your forgiveness, My Lord, but may we continue this discussion in private? I swear to you, Master, this was a discussion I …” Ruus paused. “I was preparing myself to ask for.”


  After a long, long, moment, Teodor nodded. “I will postpone the discussion, and the question of forgiveness. For now, let us return to our first priority – extracting Dacien from Leviathan. These other matters … must wait.”


  “Thank you, My Lord,” said Ruus quietly. “That is very kind.”


  “Don’t thank me yet, My Lord Chimes,” Teodor’s voice held a hint of steel. “I do not know yet if Lycaili can afford kindness.”
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  Emergency


  

  “Do not imagine that you can use this crisis to use your quorum to control Scylla,” General Casimir said angrily as he stormed into the council chamber. “Wolachya is merely stranded in Leviathan; he remains on the council. If I had not received this … this … rude summons, I never would have believed that you – either of …” and Casimir stopped, as he took in the third Pristine bull standing in the council chamber. “What … what is this? What have you done!”


  “This is an emergency session, General Casimir,” said General Andrei. “Sandor and I request that you approve Colonel Bronislaw as the acting replacement on the Council for Ladislaw – who, just as Wolachya, is trapped in Leviathan. And we – and by we, I mean only Sandor and I, since the Colonel is not yet in our ranks – request that you nominate an acting replacement for General Januisz. Following that, we would hope you and that worthy would nominate an acting replacement for General Wolachya, until such time as he and Lad can rejoin us.”


  “We are not attempting to take over,” said Sandor. “We, Lad and I, will accept whoever you nominate to replace Januisz.”


  “Almost anyone,” Andrei broke in. “Do not ask us to approve Lubor.”


  Sandor motioned him quiet, and continued speaking. “We do reserve our veto over your third, but … we hardly think we will need it.”


  “Why?” asked Casimir bluntly. “That is an … a surprising concession.” He paused. “Although, I promise you, I will not nominate Lubor.”


  “This council needs to make decisions,” Sandor said. “Serious ones, and there are no good answers. Lad and I agree that we need a full council; the three of us are simply too few to discuss these things properly. We request that you approve Bronislaw to replace Lad until … until we have reestablished contact.”


  “Bronislaw,” said Casimir after a moment, and he took what had been Januisz’s seat at the council. “Very well. Are you two – pardon me, you three, familiar with Captain Bogdan?”


  “No,” said Andrei. “I … one of the reasons we’re recommending Bronislaw is that he is a master magician. With the loss of Timas … we thought we needed that. And a second magician would be our preference.”


  Casimir frowned, and then sighed. “No, you’re right. I had …” and then he stopped. “And I have behaved rudely. I beg your forgiveness.”


  “Granted,” said Sandor. “Januisz’s death is more than enough to unsettle anyone.”


  “Of course,” said Andrei. “But I think it’s just one more reason we need to fill the empty council seats, even if temporarily. Sandor and I do have some thoughts about whom you might wish to join us, and we will offer them – or refrain. The filling of Ebon seats is Ebon business, and it is rightly yours.”


  “I had not thought of appointing acting Generals,” Casimir admitted. “Nor of the consequences of losing Timas.”


  “You’ve been busy with Januisz’s pyre,” said Sandor. “And the private ceremonies.”


  “That is not an excuse,” said Casimir.


  “No, but it is preoccupation,” Sandor said calmly.


  “I would very much like to hear any recommendations my brothers have,” Casimir said.


  “Thank you,” said Andrei. “As we said, we would like to see a second magician, so … Bron?”


  “I have great respect for both Caslon and Viovald,” Bronislaw said. “Both in terms of their skill, and personally.”


  Casimir shook his head. “Caslon … I wish I could appoint him, but his bloodline is tainted. Viovald is skilled, but has insufficient experience. Georg?”


  “I do not know him well,” Bronislaw said. “With all due respect, General, I can speak only for his magical expertise, but that does not stand out as exceptional.”


  “Please,” said Casimir. “General Bronislaw, for such you are, and …” he paused. “Do you know, Andrei, Sandor, we do not know that Ladislas and Wolachya are lost.”


  “We expect they are well,” said Sandor. “But what of that? They are not here and cannot advise us.”


  “Perhaps if we simply appointed Bron and Caslon as special advisers?”


  Andrei and Sandor looked at each other, and then Bronislaw. “We thought we just appointed Bronislaw as Acting General. To reduce his rank arbitrarily would not …”


  “It is the right thing to do,” Bronislaw interrupted. “There is no practical effect, and if it will allow us to make use of Caslon’s talents, then I am happy to accede.”


  Andrei exhaled, and nodded. “Very well. Bronislaw and Caslon, Special Advisers to the Council, holding the proxy of Ladislas and Wolachya. You and Caslon to agree on Januisz’s successor.”


  “Caslon counting as my choice, then?”


  “No,” said Andrei. “But since we are changing the rules of what we wish to achieve – it seems a good change to me. The point is to have a functional council. Does that proposal sound good to you?”


  “It does,” said Casimir, after a moment. “And … in the remit of fairness, what do you think of Rajmund?”


  “I do not know him,” said Bronislaw.


  “I have worked with him,” Sandor said. “He … would not be my choice, but then, of course, he is not my choice. I cannot object to him, but I think you could do better.”


  “Oh?” asked Casimir. “And better would be …”


  “Feliks, Cyrul, or Kondrat,” said Sandor promptly. “All good colonels, more experienced and, ah, less abrasive.”


  “I’d considered the first two, but Kondrat … Kondrat lacks … something,” Casimir said. “I’m not sure what, but … no. Never Kondrat.”


  “It is hardly our decision,” Andrei said, giving Sandor a glance. “You and Caslon decide on the right bull. You may take – or leave – our thoughts as you choose. And of course you know them better than we. I am not even certain we should be … suggesting anyone. It is not our place.”


  “No,” said Casimir. “It is not. And yet I welcome your thoughts, and will give them consideration. It may be that our council has been too divided, we need closer trust among us. I do not wish to have someone who is not acceptable to you. In fact,” Casimir said after a moment, “I will give the three of you a private veto. If all three of you feel our choice is not a bull with whom you can work closely and comfortably, then I ask you to tell me.”


  “Closely and comfortably,” echoed Andrei. “A high standard. Does Rajmund meet that standard, Sandor?”


  “Barely,” said Sandor. “I do not know that I am comfortable with having that kind of veto.”


  “Not Rajmund, then,” said Casimir.


  “No, not so fast,” said Andrei. “Sandor’s reply was not a ‘no’, but simply his feeling that there are more worthy bulls. But we do not take reports from these bulls, we do not oversee their work, we are not familiar with their great successes or limits. I am comfortable with giving you our thoughts – but I do not think our thoughts are so valuable as yours or Caslon’s in this matter. I thank you for your offer, but for me, Cas, I shall work with whomever you bring to us.”


  Sandor nodded. “I, too.”


  “That seems right to me,” agreed Bronislaw. “Your expertise is far greater than ours, and right course is to defer to that.”


  “Very well,” said Casimir. “I shall send for Caslon, and we will have a full council meeting in … an hour?”


  “Sooner would be better,” Bronislaw said, “if all is as I have been told.”


  “I am sure Andrei and Sandor have briefed you fully,” Casimir said. “And I agree. We must settle our course at the first possible moment. But an hour is what I will need, nonetheless.”


  “Of course,” said Sandor. “And yet, the three of us will await you in the council chamber, and perhaps start discussing among ourselves what we may do. Bronislaw is not yet apprised of some few details or policies that we must disclose.”


  “An hour, then,” said Casimir.


  “An hour,” echoed Andrei and Sandor.


  “But …” said Casimir hesitantly. “Is there any doubt that we must abandon Lockfast?”


  A look passed between Sandor and Andrei as some of the tension in the room vanished. Even Bronislaw looked relieved as he spoke. “No. It only remains to decide how best to leave it. It must be a clean break. I do have a thought, but perhaps it should wait …”


  “No,” said Casimir. “Please.”


  “The seals holding back the bane of Xarbydis,” Bronislaw said quietly. “The work we just finished, renewing them after the violation of the abandoned quarters – it would be a few hours of work, no more, to invert them. To draw the death into these halls, rather than repel it.”


  “But could not that work itself be undone?”


  “It could,” Bron acknowledged. “But that assumes magicians who are willing to expose themselves to the bane, and who understand the ritual work involved in the seals. Everything I have seen in Ungoliant and Venrir suggest that we have much better magics to deal with it than they – their approach was to seal the borders, and they continue to use a simplistic cleansing spell to wash the bane from them. We have several much superior spells. In fact, in a century or so, we might even be able to reclaim Lockfast.”


  “If it’s contaminated …”


  Bronislaw shook his head. “The bane is not centered here; it is carried in by the wind and water from Xarbydis. Renew the seals, and the remaining areas of Lockfast could be cleansed. If we have an earth-mage by that point, it would be simple.”


  “If!” Casimir snorted.


  “We are abandoning Lockfast,” Andrei said. “If we are unable to reclaim it, then we lose nothing more than we have already lost. I agree that having a qualified earth-mage available is unlikely. But, could ritual cleanse it?”


  Bronislaw nodded. “Yes, but do not imagine it would be quick or simple. We would need a full circle of magicians, and it could take several years.”


  “If an earth-mage could cleanse it so quickly, what would prevent an outclan mage from doing exactly that?” Casimir asked.


  “Nothing,” admitted Bronislaw. “Nothing at all. If they knew to do it. But no outclan mage has ever attempted such a thing. And attempting it in Xarbydis itself would be doomed – no mage can overpower Creator magic. And again, what do we risk? We will strip everything that might be used against us regardless of whether we fill this place with bane or no.”


  “True,” said Casimir. “An interesting proposition. I will sound Caslon on it, and … we can discuss it more fully in an hour.”


  “Of course,” Sandor murmured. “We will await you.”
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  Curiousity


  

  His Imperial Highness Prince Noroma Newton Oto, Crown Prince of the Nippon clans, Emissary of His Imperial Majesty Emperor Hideyoshi Newton Oto, Emperor of the Nippon Clans, lay on the floor and did not move. In part, that was caused by his concentration on exactly what had so disordered the lines of causality as to snap them altogether. Another part was shock that this horrible sense of ripped time – however possible he knew it was – had happened. And in part, it was that he wasn’t sure he could move to begin with.


  At least the thick, shaggy carpet had cushioned his fall and even silenced the sound of his impact so that his guards hadn’t come running in. Although … how long had he been laying there? Noroma cautiously tested time – and pulled back, with some ineffable part of himself cut on the shredded possibilities. He hurt. Experimentally, he tried lifting an arm, and the shakes did not surprise him. No. He would not be able to even lift himself to a chair.


  How long would this last? Would he still be able to attend Lord Teodor’s … informal family dinner, the note had called it. It had seemed a good sign, but perhaps he should have had his steward discuss it with General Un, who was serving as a hastily-appointed Master of Protocol. It seemed an odd way of running a court to Noroma, to lack a Master of Protocol, but that was, apparently, the way things worked in the West.


  He was still breathing, of course which in turn suggested that he could call for one of his guards – but he didn’t want to explain what had happened to him. He couldn’t, not without revealing secrets he had no right to reveal. At the same time, they would assume he’d been attacked, and that would send them into a most unproductive set of actions. One hardly needed prophetic powers to realize that.


  Another attempt to move, however, made it clear that the only alternative to lay on the floor was call for help. Eventually a servant would find him … and that decided him. A guard he could swear to silence, but servant gossip about finding an Imperial Prince helpless would be harder to conceal. “Rikuto?” he tried to say, only to have his throat seize up on him on the first syllable as it tried to pronounce the name a thousand different ways in a million dead possibilities. Even call for help might not be an option, he thought with a sort of grim humor.


  But he’d experienced timelash before, in practice sessions with the Emperor, if never this severe. He concentrated on forming the word, one sound at a time, until he could say it all in the same now, and then paused. Calling for help and being unable to explain that his condition was not the result of poisoning or attack or … that would trigger the same disastrous chain of events. He would have to concentrate on speaking. He’d never been so badly timelashed that he couldn’t talk or move – and, Noroma thought, suddenly afraid, so timelashed that he couldn’t think. He had – must have – passed out; he didn’t remember hitting the floor, so … no wonder he hadn’t heard anything. How long had he been unconscious? It wasn’t even a question he could ask his guard without revealing the fundamental failure of his temporal sense. It couldn’t have been too long, though, or someone would have walked in on him already. The lack of his ability to simply reach and enter contemplative time and see which bulls might respond was frustrating – but then, if he could still do that, he would hardly require them.


  Frustrating or not, Prince Noroma still had that disaster to avoid. He had to get speaking again, had to get his voice and words under control … he tried a few simple words, fought to master the oscillating choppiness of his timelashed senses. He couldn’t say how long it took it him – literally couldn’t, without his sense of time, but that would be the very last thing to recover and might take days. It depended on just how far out the possibilities he’d been pulling towards were – and he didn’t know that. He simply had to wait out the disturbances in time, let the flow stabilize, the shattered alternate causalities dissolve back into the timelines.


  Until he’d moved past and through the temporal disturbance he’d created, though, anything he tried would simply amplify and reinforce the disruption. Not good. Not good at all. Unfortunately, there just wasn’t anything he could do about it at the moment.


  He tried a few words, and when they came out acceptably, tried a few other quiet practice phrases, to make sure he could impose his will on the situation. “Tell no one,” he whispered. “Help me to the chair.” “I will improve.” “The danger is past.” “Do not ask.” They sounded acceptable, and he added, “I will explain later.”


  That seemed like enough to start with, and Noroma really thought he’d recover more quickly if he weren’t tangled up where he’d fallen. Experimentally, he tried moving again – but directed motion was still beyond his abilities. No help for it; either he called for a guard or let a servant walk in on him, and the latter was infinitely worse than the former. “Rikuto!” he called out to the ebon warlord currently at his door – whom he thought should be at the door – and then, with a more effort, he put some volume into the cry. “Rikuto! Come!”


  He heard the door in the sitting room open. “Your Highness?” a guard said tentatively. “Rikuto is not on duty …” and then, with more alarm, “Your Highness? Your Highness!”


  “Here,” called Noroma, and a moment later, legs came into his view, and then blurred as Pristine hands were checking his pulse, looking for wounds. “Not … hurt,” he managed to say, and then, “Tell no one. Help me to a chair.” Saying the words was harder than he’d expected. “Explain … later.”


  At least the part about the chair seemed to get through, although even the faint temporal disruption as the warlord’s own personal time impacted on him was painful. “No … no tempus,” he added, trying to keep the pain out of his voice. “Stay … stay in normal time.” Who was this that who had moved him? Large, Pristine … but that described twenty-five of his guard. He knew all of the guard, should be able to recognize each warlord from his voice alone – but his memories seemed as scrambled as his senses. Who was scheduled for duty after Rikuto? And … that meant he’d been passed out for at least an hour, Noroma realized. He’d been timelashed much worse than he’d thought. At least he’d survived … with a cold, gut-churning realization of just how disastrous his death in Lycaili would have been. What had happened?


  Noroma finally got a look at the warrior’s face, and relaxed slightly when he saw it was Bhuto Faramir Oodaku.


  “Your Highness, should I call your …”


  “No,” Noroma said. “Stay.”


  “Your Highness, I cannot leave either the door or your person unguarded … I am calling for more guards, Your Highness.”


  “Around the suite, only. Inside, only you,” Noroma said, the words coming easier now. “Not a threat. Temporal shock.”


  “Should I call for one of the Lycaili healers, Your Highness?”


  “No,” said Noroma. “Would not help.” He relaxed into the chair as Bhuto went back out, and the temporal distortion faded away.


  Bhuto returned, without the shredding feeling of tempus this time. “I have summoned more guards, General Yasutoshi, and your steward, Your Highness.”


  Noroma nodded. “Just … the General, then. And you.”


  “Yes, Your Highness.”


  One more thing. “How long … until dinner?”


  “You want food, Your Highness?”


  “No,” said Noroma. “The dinner with … Lord Teodor. When … when is it?”


  Bhuto looked shocked, and then quickly said, “Four hours, Your Highness. Will you be recovered?”


  “I … I hope … so,” Noroma said. Four hours. That means he’d been unconscious for just under an hour. “Bhuto, I want …”


  “Your Highness!” interrupted General Yasutoshi, who’d entered the suite unnoticed by Noroma, although Bhuto seemed unsurprised. “What … are you … how badly are you … affected? What did this?”


  “Temporal shock,” repeated Noroma. “My fault.”


  “You should not be attempting new grandmaster techniques here, Your Highness,” the General said reprovingly. “Especially ones difficult to master.”


  “Yes,” Noroma said, “I wish knowledge of this suppressed. You know. Bhuto knows. Who else?”


  “Nobody, Your Highness, although Kadira is outside. He knows only that something unexpected has happened.”


  “Tell him and the on-duty guards not to speak of it,” instructed Noroma. “Lycaili must not know.”


  “As you command, but … wouldn’t a healer …”


  “No,” said Noroma. “I will recover well enough. Feeling better already. I’ll attend Lord Teodor’s private dinner tonight. But I may …” he stopped. “Will, I will need help dressing.” Words were coming more easily now. He carefully turned his head to look at the midnight blue bull. “Were you able to find out anything more about this quiet family dinner?”


  “Ah …” said General Yasutoshi, caught a little by surprise by the quick change in topic. “Very little, Your Highness. It will be small, and mostly family – his son Mage Chelm, himself, and perhaps a cousin, Diamant, who arrived today for a consultation with Lord Teodor. He’s a merchant, selling grain and foodstuffs from all over the West – we don’t have any further information on him. Perhaps he’s a close friend, but … I beg your forgiveness, Your Highness, we don’t have the information on Lycaili that you need. There was simply no need to gather it, and so … I feel like we’re operating blind.”


  “There is nothing to forgive,” sighed Noroma. “You’re right. We didn’t need anything beyond the broadest picture out here. Nobody expected that to change, not me, certainly not His Majesty. Simply do the best you can. I shall find out more, I suppose, at the dinner.”


  “Yes, Your Highness. I can confirm that our original information about the relationship between the Patriarch and his Regent was … not wrong, but definitely incomplete. They have vast policy differences, and in the past, personal differences verging on enmity, but … they seem to have not merely reconciled but become fast friends.”


  “I thought the Patriarch had Lord Xavien arrested!”


  General Yasutoshi nodded solemnly. “He did, Your Highness. Without any explanation other than to refer the matter to Lord Xavien himself. But Lord Xavien’s tale is that the Patriarch acted more than correctly, and he is grateful for Lord Teodor’s restraint and wisdom. During the arrest, Lord Xavien was paroled here at the palace, and … consulted closely with the Patriarch. And he was restored several days later – again, without explanation.” The General frowned. “Although … he was relieved of many of his previous duties. But that may be because Lord Xavien now appears to be one of the Patriarch’s closest advisers. Except … that apparently Lord Teodor doesn’t take his advice.” The General held up his hands. “The situation is clearly complex.”


  “Are they … could they be together?” asked Noroma.


  “No one believes so,” the General answered slowly. “It would make sense; neither seems to have a partner at the moment. Although, nobody seems to think it at all likely. Lord Xavien is known to prefer his humans, and Lord Teodor – seems to continue his reputation as private and reclusive aside from public events. They might be. They might not.” A hint of frustration seeped into his voice. “I bring Lord Xavien up, Your Highness, because Lord Teodor has placed him on tonight’s guest list.”


  “Teodor, Chelm, Diamant, Xavien … and me. That would suggest that Teodor and Xavien are together, wouldn’t it?”


  “I … it is most suggestive, Your Highness,” Yasutoshi said. “Other than the small fact that nobody thinks they are.”


  “Complicated, then.”


  “Yes, Your Highness.”


  “Have you identified his other close advisers?”


  “Yes, Your Highness. His secretary, General Zachiah. Sasha Lord Doze, Ianthos Lord Winter, Ruus Lord Chimes, and possibly Metrios Lord Lash. General Osaze, without question. Some years ago, Your Highness, Warlord Osaze and Mage Teodor were briefly together, but parted on such an amiable basis that they remained on visiting terms. Osaze had – still has – access to Lord Teodor’s residences, and Teodor had – and used – Osaze’s.


  “General Hector and General Un appear to have easy access to Lord Teodor as well, and I suspect their words carry influence with him, if not so much as the others. He has contact with a host of other officials, but … we have not yet determined what influence they might have on him,” General Yasutoshi concluded. “I fear there’s not much more then we already knew, but … everything I’ve said may now be considered firm rather than supposition.”


  “That’s good,” Prince Noroma said, and moved himself, testing his ability to do so. His arms and legs twinged, but moved mostly as he wanted them too, if reluctantly. Mostly.


  “Your Highness … you do not seem well, and … you don’t wish for your condition to be known,” the General said carefully. “I could have Kadira talk to General Un and find some unoffending reason that you cannot attend tonight.”


  Prince Noroma shook his head. “No. This is … a small, private gathering. And – perhaps you hadn’t heard yet about his meeting with his senior generals?”


  “I had, but they are remarkably close-mouthed. It was about your generous offer of alliance, and it went for its allotted length, but I regret I have nothing to offer regarding what happened.”


  Prince Noroma gave a small smile. “I have it that Lord Teodor threw out two Generals.”


  “Yes, because apparently Lord Teodor had blunt words for the remainder.”


  “Did he?”


  “I do not know, Your Highness; I have no clear idea of what was discussed beyond the question of acceptance of Your Highness’ offer, and – presumably – some reprimand.”


  “I understand,” said the Prince. “Were the Generals angry? Upset?”


  General Yasutoshi shook his head. “I cannot guess. I suspect some of them are having second thoughts about appointing a Roan Patriarch, but I have no evidence to suggest that.”


  “I understand,” Noroma said. “I even agree.”


  “On that subject, Your Highness, I have a small concern,” the General said apologetically. “Two, really.


  “Oh?”


  “I had not thought it worth your time, Your Highness, but a number of the Household Guard have similar concerns, and so perhaps it is worthy of your notice.”


  “Please,” said Noroma, although he had a feeling he knew what at least one of the small concerns was, and waited.


  Yasutoshi stood silent for a long, long time. “It is the matter of offering His Highness Prince Lyo to Lycaili, Your Highness,” the General said. “Lycaili is not part of the Clans. Lycaili is not even a large clan – rather, it is small. If His Majesty wished to make some approachment to the West, why Lycaili, and not one of the clans who are close to us? Leviathan, or Ungoliant? And … there is the matter of offering the Imperial blood to …” the General took a breath, “this Roan.”


  “I see,” said Prince Noroma. “You question the Imperial Will?”


  “But, Your Highness, is this the Imperial Will?” the General looked almost dour as he continued. “There was no mention of such a thing, no preparation for a follow-on journey to the West, nothing. Kadira and myself are Imperial Counselors, and His Majesty did not breathe so much as a hint – much less consult us, as he would have. Your Highness, true or not, this strikes the Household Guard as some kind of … diplomatic improvisation on your part.”


  “I see,” said the Prince, again. “But, General, do I or do I not have the authority to make such, what was your phrase? Diplomatic improvisations, as my Father’s plenipotentiary?”


  “You do, Your Imperial Highness, have the authority to speak for His Majesty in this and all matters,” the General said quietly. “But even though you have that awesome authority, you are not the Emperor. And there is much discontent at this decision – I say that only to make Your Imperial Highness aware of the dissatisfaction with the course to which you have pledged His Majesty’s honor. I submit fully to Your Highness’ representation of His Majesty. If this be your will, then it be His will. But I am also charged to advise you, Your Highness, and I cannot do that if I do not know your mind.


  “I must ask, Your Imperial Highness. Kadira and I, no less than you, are answerable in our duties to His Majesty, and we must know. These words bind the Emperor’s honor, we understand and submit to the Imperial will, but are they the Emperor’s? Or have you spoken as you think he would speak, were he here?”


  “My Father vested me with the Imperial Will,” Prince Noroma said. “I am answerable to him, not to you, and I have no doubt that his affirmation is even now on its way.”


  The General bowed. “Yes, Your Highness. I submit to Your Highness on the matter – I simply beg what I must have to carry out my own duties. If this offer of His Serenity as consort will come as a surprise to His Majesty, then I must know.”


  “He can make his approval – or disapproval, if he disapprove – clear in his response,” the Prince said. “But he will approve. I point out, General Yasutoshi, that there are overwhelming reasons for doing this. Lycaili is at the center of – of – everything that concerned my Father to begin with. Ninja! The Truces! A human kingdom!”


  “Then why would you – I beg Your Highness’ forgiveness, why would your Imperial Father want his son here?” asked Yasutoshi. “Why are we involving ourselves in this … this chaos?”


  “Because chaos spreads,” Prince Noroma said sharply. “And, in all fairness, the events here are more complex than I realized. Are you aware that these humans deployed mage-weapons and attempted to unleash a deadly magic plague on Lycaili-Ouroubouros? They crushed an entire army.”


  “Yes … but once Lycaili realized the existence of the threat, they neutralized it.”


  “This magical threat.”


  “The humans don’t have access to the war spells.”


  Prince Noroma’s eyes twitched. “Oh? How do you know that? I don’t know that, and I think I may have more information on that than you, General.”


  “They’ve …” and the General paused. “I beg your forgiveness. You are correct, I don’t know that, but they have never used them, and … I thought those spells were entrusted to us by the Creators. How would the humans get them to begin with? How could they have them?”


  “Who knows?” said the Prince. “But we ought not assume they don’t have them. If anything, if they have them, they might not understand what they have, or how dangerous those devices are.”


  The General drew a breath. “Yes, Your Highness. Have you considered the alternative?”


  Noroma’s brow creased. “What?” He tried to move his head to look at the General, and badly overcorrected. But still, any motion was an improvement. “Alternative? What alternative?”


  “Your Highness, all this … what if it be simply the machinations of a mind-bending mage?” The General took a deep breath. “Teodor Lycaili, roan and mind-mage, has been at the center of all of these events. The alleged human army and its magic-weapons. The arrest of Lord Xavien, and his … remarkable response. The ninja attacks, culminating in the death of Lord Cresphontes, and then … Teodor takes the Patriarch’s Chair. And now he is in control of Lycaili, and … proposing changes to the Truces of Xarbydis, based on the alleged existence of a surviving Scyllan cult?” The General shook his head. “Your Highness, we must consider that we are being … misled. Perhaps even … manipulated. Is this Teodor truly sane? How can we know?”


  “Well,” said Noroma. “I …” and he paused. “That theory does explain a number of mysteries and peculiarities, but … it is wrong. I will admit I came prepared to discover that the reports from Teodor and Lycaili were exaggerated, but I have come to think they are alarmingly correct, and … that there are a number of matters that Lord Teodor has covered up, although I cannot imagine why.”


  “Your Highness?”


  “His son Dacien. What have you been able to discover about him?”


  “Almost nothing, Your Highness. It’s as if he just appeared, a little less than a year ago, and then just as mysteriously vanished.”


  “Supposedly a mage,” Prince Noroma prompted.


  “Yes, Your Highness. Officially. Although … there was apparently some kerfuffle over even that, but…” and the General shook his head hopelessly. “Even that is confused. Very few bulls seem to have come in contact with Dacien, although any number of them report that Chelm was protective of him.”


  “Mage Chelm.”


  “Yes, Your Highness.”


  “Have you ever heard of a mage’s son being a mage as well? Much less two?”


  “No, Your Highness,” and then the General nodded. “Still, one is possible … vanishingly unlikely, of course, but Chelm’s presence is far better supported than this Dacien’s. Might Dacien have been adopted, somehow?”


  “Perhaps,” said Prince Noroma, thoughtfully. “It would … explain the suddenness of his appearance. I was thinking, however, that perhaps Teodor has discovered some way to initiate a mage.”


  “Folly!” swore General Yasutoshi. “I beg your forgiveness, Your Highness. But if that’s so …” he shook his head. “Even the possibility is destabilizing. I must ask again, Your Highness, why are we here? And why, Your Highness, have you offered these barbarians a hostage of the Imperial line?”


  Noroma closed his eyes, and spoke very quietly, to force the General to listen. “My family’s responsibility, General, is to safeguard our people, and in my judgment – and therefore, His Majesty’s judgment – that is best served by having a member of my family here, in Lycaili.”


  “Again, I beg your forgiveness, Your Highness, but consort is a powerless role.”


  Prince Noroma closed his eyes. “All roles are powerless. Power resides in the bulls who shoulder them.”


  * * *


  Lords Teodor Lycaili and Xavien entered the small, private dining room just as Dapple deferentially showed in Chelm, attended by Zebra and Leopard, and His Imperial Highness, Prince Noroma, attended by one of his warlords, whom Teodor recognized as Bhuto.


  “I had almost forgotten how pleasant it is to be on time,” Teodor said with a smile, and then he looked at Chelm. “I’ve been looking forward to this dinner for the last two days,” and then he gave a respectful bow to Prince Noroma. “And I am pleased to have the opportunity to share it with you, Your Highness.”


  “I am deeply honored to have been invited, Lord Teodor.”


  Teodor nodded. “I do not share my family dinners lightly – but then, you may well be family to me.”


  “Then you have an answer for me, Excellence?”


  Teodor gave a slight, hesitant shrug. “Perhaps, Your Highness … I have discussed this matter with General Un, and he assures me that it is a violation of protocol for any kind of state affair – but I assured him that this is not a state affair, but a simple family dinner, with … close friends, and a prospective … well, if not suitor, then the brother – family – to one. I would be very pleased if you would forego the formalities of address, and consider me to be simply Te during this dinner.” Teodor gestured at the table. “General Un informs me that the request is perhaps unusual and shockingly informal, but, if rendered in good faith, cannot be considered rude. I trust he is correct?”


  “He is correct, and … again, it is an unlooked for intimacy. Perhaps you could call me Noro?”


  “Noro, welcome to my household and table. I have dismissed my own guards, though they stand outside, of course.”


  “I would do the same,” the Prince said, “if but my instructions permitted it. My Imperial Father is perhaps overly cautious with my safety.”


  “What father does not wish to protect his sons?” asked Teodor.


  “It is an essential part of fatherhood,” Lord Xavien said, and then turned to Noroma and Chelm. “For myself, I would invite you to call me Xe,” and then he added, “tonight.”


  “You – all of you – are welcome to call me Noro,” the Prince responded, appending “tonight” almost as an afterthought.


  “Dinner is ready, I am told,” Teodor said. “If we would sit,” and the four of them were seated. Dapple stood behind Teodor, Leopard and Zebra knelt on the floor beside Chelm. Bhuto took up a position directly behind Noroma, looking remarkably blank-faced.


  “I was a little uncertain about the invitation,” Noroma said. “I hardly warrant such a thing.”


  “A seat at my family table? Maybe,” said Teodor. “But certainly, in the future, should Prince Lyo be welcomed to my family as consort, you would undoubtedly have a place, is that not so?”


  “I cannot deny it,” Noroma said.


  “Then why should I not extend the courtesy to you in advance?”


  “Do you know, I cannot think of a single reason when you phrase it like that,” Noroma said. “Although I had hoped for a different justification.”


  “The answer you so politely continue to request, yes…” said Teodor. “I hate to think that uncertainty would spoil the meal. I have come to a decision, and thought it only right to share it with my family first, and yet, to deny you the first news as well strikes me as an unbecoming meanness.”


  “And so, the invitation to your private dinner …” said Noroma. “I am honored.”


  “Thank you,” said Teodor simply, acknowledging the remark. “Noro, I met today with a number of the senior Generals, and coaxed their thoughts from them …”


  “Coaxed?” Noroma said.


  “That is the word, yes,” said Teodor. “Apparently my predecessors were wont to govern in a more, ah, autocratic fashion than mine. But then, they all had decades of administrative and diplomatic experience that I lack. I am leaning heavily on my Generals while I attempt to remedy my shortcomings, but … they seem to hesitate at offering their opinions to me.” He gave a brief grin at Xavien. “One of the many reasons I so treasure Xe. He has never failed to offer his thoughts.”


  “I see,” said Noroma. “I admit, from my briefings, I had wondered at your apparent closeness when you twain are so opposed on policy.”


  “Excuse me, Noro,” Xavien broke in, “but we are not opposed on policy. At one time, Lord Fog and myself were opposed, but I am in full submission to Lord Teodor. His policy is my policy, especially when I have urged a different one.”


  “I quite understand,” Noroma said. “I beg your forgiveness for my clumsy phrasing.”


  “None is needed. It is simply that, even as I have counseled for, ah, alternative approaches to Lord Teodor’s eventual course, I wish it clear that his is the final word.”


  “Is this not a little close to business for a family dinner?” asked Chelm lightly. “Besides, I am more than ready to eat.”


  “Dapple, I think we’re ready for the soup,” Teodor instructed.


  “Yes, Master,” he replied, and walked unobtrusively out of the room.


  “Well, and if I haven’t let myself be distracted from your point of interest,” Teodor said. “Prince Noroma, my Generals are unabashedly in favor of this alliance, as are my other senior advisers. I have not consulted Chelm or …” he paused, “my own father, but then I know what Teomas would tell me: that it’s my business, not his.”


  “Grandfather is a prodigal supplier of brandy, less so advice,” Chelm said. “Although I have always found him good to talk to.”


  “I cannot spare the time to go see him,” sighed Teodor, “and he has declined my invitations on the basis that he does not care to leave his farm until after the harvest. Although I cannot blame him; this is a busy time for him.”


  “I am glad to hear that those around you see the advantages of the union,” Noroma said cautiously, and then paused as Dapple walked back into the room carrying a tureen, and began carefully ladling a thick steaming soup of opaque bright green into the bowls, starting with Chelm, and working his way around the table to finish with Teodor. Chelm paused Dapple momentarily, and gestured at his two humans. Dapple nodded his understanding, and continued around the table. They waited for Dapple to finish, and take the soup back out.


  “It smells lovely,” said Noro, taking a taste after Teodor had been served. “Asparagus?”


  “I believe so … I was sent the menu for approval,” admitted Teodor, taking a taste of his own soup, “but I set it aside and, ah, didn’t quite get back to it. I wasn’t too concerned. Cook knows our tastes, and since I know nothing of yours … I hope asparagus pleases?”


  Dapple re-entered the room silently with two additional mugs of soup that he placed by Leopard and Zebra.


  “It’s … not common in Nippon,” said Noroma. “But yes, it pleases.”


  “I am confident that nothing too challenging will appear on the table tonight,” said Teodor. “As I was saying, I have come to a decision, which is to say, a course of action.”


  “Then …” said Noroma.


  “I am tentatively in favor, and would like to invite His Serene Highness Lyo Kelvin Oto, to Lycaili.” Teodor looked pensive. “I would like to get to know His Serenity, and … I would like His Serenity to know me before I answer you fully. I do not wish to sentence him or myself to a lengthy and unhappy cohabitation. Yes, certainly, there are advantages for Lycaili, and I rather see some for your own clans, as well, but … there has to be some basis for personal connection between us.”


  “How romantic,” Xavien said.


  “Do you think so, Xe?” said Teodor. “Would you advise me differently?”


  “I? I think you have made your decision,” said Xavien. “Are you opening it up for reconsideration?”


  Teodor considered that carefully as he spooned his soup.


  “That as much sounds like disapproval as anything might,” Chelm said, “only without the benefit of basis. I would point out that my father – as strange as his decisions may well be – most certainly listens when he solicits advice.”


  “True,” said Xavien. “Very well. I think it is possible to create a relationship, so I think your reservation is without merit. But what of that? It is still a concrete step forward towards your decision, and therefore worthwhile.”


  “I am being too cautious with my personal affections, then.”


  Xavien nodded, putting his spoon back into his now-empty bowl. “Yes, Te. It is an alliance; personal preference should play a lesser, not greater, role.”


  “I cannot say you’re wrong, much as I might like to,” Teodor nodded, and then looked down at his bowl. “Dapple, we’re ready for next course.”


  The slave nodded, and, gathering the soup bowls and the two mugs, exited the room.


  Teodor looked at Noroma. “Perhaps I am playing the romantic, Your Highness. And yet, it seems to me that the alliance you invite would be poorly served by having your brother miserable.”


  “I do not believe you would make him miserable,” Noroma said politely.


  “I would certainly not do so intentionally,” said Teodor. “But … well. Perhaps it is only my own heart that is fearful. Perhaps I am afraid that it is I who would be miserable. I am certain that if my consort were unhappy, I would be unhappy. And … if I could not change it, then, yes, miserable.” The Patriarch looked up as Dapple came back in, placing two platters of meat on the table. He glanced at Chelm, who nodded slightly, before offering two small plates with liberal portions of thin-sliced meat to the humans.


  “Family style,” Teodor said. “I trust …”


  “I am in awe of your daring,” Prince Noroma said with a smile. “I don’t believe anyone’s ever served me so informally. But then I’ve never been invited to a private family dinner before.”


  “No?” said Teodor. “How … isolating. One hears stories … rumors, really, about the Imperial Household. I scarcely know what to credit.”


  “Those who know, do not not speak,” sighed Noroma. “I suspect the rumors are wrong.”


  “You are probably right. Still, I had hoped you might tell me a little about Prince Lyo, his upbringing, interests, hobbies …” said Teodor.


  “In truth, I don’t know him all that well,” admitted Noroma. “I had already assumed many of my own duties when he was young, and our paths did not cross – and do not cross now. He has his duties at the court, of course, and those keep him busy, even as mine keep me busy, but there is not much overlap.”


  “I see,” said Teodor, trying not to sound disappointed. “Well, then perhaps you can tell me what amusements and entertainments are common at court. What he’s been exposed to, even if you cannot tell me what he enjoys.”


  “I beg your forgiveness, Lord Teodor, but one doesn’t speak of events or happenings in the Imperial Houshold, and I simply don’t encounter him outside.”


  “I see,” said Teodor. “Then you can tell me nothing?”


  “Ah … I know he judges competitions, weapons matches. Between bulls.”


  “Between …” said Teodor. “Then there are blood sports at the Nippon Courts?”


  “Sometimes,” said Noroma. “I understand you have discouraged them here.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “Although Chelm has rather singlehandedly created a variant.”


  “It is not a blood sport,” the dark red minotaur said, sounding hurt. “It is wrestling. Damaging an opponent is disqualifying.”


  “I’ve never said I didn’t approve,” Teodor murmured.


  “I approve,” said Xevian, taking another slice of meat. “I heartily approve. Both of the wrestling, and of the lack of injury. Chelm has created an exciting sport. I have spent numerous evenings being well-amused at the spectacle.”


  “You … I was unaware you had come to any of the events,” Chelm said, after a moment.


  “One of the advantages of being a mage is that one may, with very little effort, disguise oneself,” Xavien said. “And avoid the tiresome obsequiousness that is displayed to those of high rank. Surely, Noro, you have done that yourself?”


  “If I had, I would not admit it,” said Noro. “And I do not have the advantages of being a mage.”


  “We do,” Xavien said. “Chelm, isn’t there a tourney later tonight? At the Ternhall?”


  “Yes,” said Chelm. “But I’m not fighting Leopard or Zebra tonight.”


  “Let me disguise you as a mere ebon, Prince Noroma, and we – all of us, Te included – can go see this new innovation of Chelm’s. You can get us in, yes?”


  “Of course,” said Chelm, “but all the boxes will be spoken for.”


  “Bah,” said Xavien. “The seats are comfortable enough. And … are there not one or two spots for last-minute entries?”


  “There may be, if no bull has claimed them …” said Chelm slowly. “But Leopard is now the fourth-ranked in the circuit. The last-minute spots are for late registrants, who are, frankly, given poorer bouts and matches. It would not be fair to anyone to insert him,” Chelm said, and then looked down at where Zebra had very respectfully put his head on Chelm’s boot. “I retired you …” Chelm said, but there was some consideration in his voice. “Still, I’ve kept Zebra in practice with Leopard …”


  “It would be fun, would it not?” asked Xavien.


  “I? Are you suggesting … I couldn’t,” Teodor said. “Might I remind you that I leave a trail of gray behind me?”


  “I undertake to suppress it for the evening,” Xavien said dismissively. “Simple enough. Longer would be difficult, but this? It’s hardly any different than a formal reception. Besides, have you seen even a single bout?” The large ebon stared at the smaller bull. “You haven’t, have you?”


  “No …” Teodor admitted after a moment.


  “Then shouldn’t you see it before you judge?” asked Chelm. “I’ve always felt that you didn’t approve – even though I created the sport, in part, because of your own objections to others.” The roan gave a small smile. “I think I know something about your opinions on the matter, after all.”


  “My opinions five decades previous …” started Teodor, and then he sighed. “And yet, for all that, you are right. I should see it. I have put it off, I fear, in part because I was – am – afraid that I would find it objectionable, and I did not want to have to take official notice of something so dear to your heart, Chelm, only to forbid it.”


  “It is perfectly in keeping with your beliefs,” said Chelm. “I am confident that you will … well, I am not confident you will approve, you have the strangest qualms sometimes, but I am confident you will not disapprove.”


  “Ah,” said Teodor. “Then, at some point, I shall permit you to take me.”


  “Some point being tonight?” asked Xavien?


  “Tonight … no, impossible,” said Teodor. “Not on such short notice.”


  “And yet didn’t you have the evening clear for this dinner?” Xavien pressed.


  “Yes …”


  “Then what possible objection can you find?” asked Chelm.


  “I can hardly take His Imperial Highness to a …”


  “I would like to go,” Noroma said, interrupting. “I will speak for myself. It sounds interesting, instructive, and amusing. May we go, Lord Teodor?”


  Teodor looked uncertainly at Chelm for a moment, and then back to Noroma. “I did not mean to speak for you, but …”


  “Please come, Father,” Chelm said softly. “His Highness would like to come. I would like you to come. Come.”


  Teodor shook his head. “Much as I might like to, I doubt that Osaze could …” and then Teodor stopped, and a look of surprise followed by betrayal slipped across his muzzle, and Teodor said hollowly, “General Osaze gives his blessing to this excursion, if His Imperial Highness’ Master of Guard is informed and blesses it. General Yasutoshi, I believe?”


  “Yes,” said Prince Noroma.


  “General Osaze will coordinate with him,” Teodor continued, sounding … stunned. “He suggests that ten or so of the Patriarch’s Guard will take their counterparts out for a most amusing evening, so that they will be on-hand if needed, thus maintaining our disguise.”


  “The General may want more guards, but … I cannot imagine him turning it down. I expect he’ll attend himself,” Noroma said, sounding pleased.


  “The very thing,” Chelm said, and turned to Xavien. “Master, I would like to use magic to contact my friend Wickard, and arrange for seating for us. It may be that a box is available after all, but at the very worst we can reserve good seating …”


  “Do so,” said Xavien. “It will be good practice. I will observe.”


  “Thank you, Master,” Chelm said. “Wickard? This is Chelm.”


  “Magic, of course. This is the far-talking spell. You’ve never had the experience?”


  “Always a first time, my friend. But the reason is simple – I want to speak with you, of course. I met with a few new friends, and I’ve talked them into coming to the tourney tonight. If there’s a free box –”


  “Just the four of us. And is it possible that a blank card remains unspoken?”


  “No, not Leopard. That wouldn’t be at all sporting. But yes, I should like to bespeak it.”


  “Ah – Wick, please, it’s Chelm, simply Chelm when we’re speaking like this. Magic is intimate, after all.”


  “Yes, thank you, I’d appreciate that. And you don’t need to go such trouble …”


  “Unnecessary, but I appreciate it. Thank you!” Chelm said with some surprise, and turned his attention back to table. “Wickard will see if there’s a box available, or if he can make one available, and if he can’t, he’s promised us good seats.”


  Teodor’s gaze settled on Chelm. “Marvelous,” he said, sounding as if he meant the exact opposite. “Marvelous. It will be an interesting evening, I suppose. Assuming General Yasutoshi gives his approval, after all.”


  “I’m sure it will be an interesting evening regardless,” Prince Noroma said. “Even if we cannot take advantage of this opportunity.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “It has been an interesting day … why should the evening be less filled with, ah, excitement?”


  “Excitement?” asked Chelm. “Father?”


  “I did have one other item of business, but it occurs to me that I have three experts on tempus; at least, Noro, I assume you’re adept, at least?”


  “You could safely say so,” Noroma replied with a small smile.


  “Well, before we were sidetracked, I was about to propose sending a formal invitation to Prince Lyo to visit Lycaili. Lord Xavien has some business around Leviathan Port, so I thought I’d send a troop of guard with him, and formally deliver a request for His Serene Highness to visit Lycaili to the Mosuran Consul there.”


  “I … I am gratified,” Noroma said after a moment, and then he turned to Xavien, who had stiffened in his chair. “Xe? Is something wrong?”


  “I … I beg your forgiveness,” said Xavien after a moment. “I … I had not expected Lord Teodor to act so … ah, instantly, on the matter. But of course I would be honored and gratified to carry such a request. Since I’m headed that way, anyway.”


  “I see. It won’t interfere with your business?”


  “No,” said Xavien tightly. “It will not.”


  “I … I hope I have not offended you,” Noroma said. “I beg your forgiveness if I have, but …”


  “There is nothing to forgive,” Xavien said, and then after a moment, added, “Nothing whatsoever.”


  “No,” said Teodor. “You don’t mind turning a private trip into a public one?”


  “I don’t see how I can,” said Xavien. “Although … no, no, there is nothing to object to, given your phrasing …”


  “I feel like I am missing something,” Noroma said.


  “I do beg your forgiveness,” Teodor said. “It is simply that my council thought that combining Lord Xavien’s private mission with a formal request to the Emperor and His Serene Highness might be indelicate, and I wanted to be certain that no offense would be taken.”


  “None at all,” said Prince Noroma.


  “That settled, there was one other minor matter … as I said, the three of you are …” and Teodor paused. “Dapple, the salad,” he directed. “Chelm and Xe are both acknowledged tempus experts; Chelm a grandmaster in his own right, and Xe might have been one, if he could spare the effort from his other myriad accomplishments.”


  “I have some expertise myself,” Prince Noroma said.


  “Then can any of you imagine a way for someone to be attacked through their sense of time?”


  There was a deep silence for a moment.


  Noroma looked puzzled. “I am not certain what you mean. Might you … expand on that?”


  “Ruus Lord Chimes has, as far as Lord Doze and I can determine, been attacked through his percipience, in a way that is … linked to his sense of time,” Teodor said. “It was simply disrupting his percipience, but … now it is actively making him ill. I’m not sure how long this has been happening; Ruus himself noticed a worsening several days ago – the day before you arrived, Noro, in fact, and it continued. He nearly became ill during the ceremony, but …” and Teodor shook his head disapprovingly. “He didn’t think to mention this to anyone. It didn’t even come up until today, when … I’m not sure if it was coincidence or percipience, but the matter came to Lord Doze’s attention. We – Sasha and I – spent the afternoon attempting to figure out just what was happening, and I can safely say we’re both baffled. Something is actively suppressing or interfering with Lord Chimes’ percipience, but whatever it be, it doesn’t appear to be magic.”


  “I’m …” Chelm started, and then he paused. “So you posit this is a tempus effect?”


  Teodor looked uncomfortable. “Yes, and no. I think it’s fairer to say we don’t really know what it is, but we’re relatively certain it isn’t magic of any sort – between the three of us, Ruus, Sasha, and I, we hold affinity to all the magic we know of, and none of us sensed any magic in play. So, given that it involves the sense of time – we conjecture, only, that this is some tempus phenomenon. We have no reason to think it, but it seems like the next most likely explanation. When Sasha – ah, Lord Doze, shielded Lord Chimes’ sense of time, his percipience returned, but that shielding caused Lord Doze considerable distress,” said Teodor. “And strangely, that distress was not magic, but … well. As I said, it was a baffling and unproductive afternoon. The two of us experimented further with Lord Chimes, but … we weren’t able to find a way to shield him without exposing Lord Doze. I’m afraid I was unable to shield him at all, it doesn’t seem to be within my purview. But the effect was absolutely related to his sense of time, and tempus.” Teodor smiled briefly. “As I have such a phenomenal collection of tempus expertise before me – I thought I would put it to the three of you. Sasha and I are, I think I may say safely, well-accomplished in the mental arts, but tempus is … not familiar territory, and certainly not something this, ah, obscure.”


  “I … I have not heard anything like it,” said Xavien thoughtfully. “I will consider it, but … hmmm. One might disrupt someone’s sense of time if one were present, but … at any kind of distance beyond, say, a few feet? I just don’t see how it could be done, and what I’m thinking of would be both obvious as to source and require one’s full concentration to achieve. Chelm?”


  “No, but I wonder if perhaps we might experiment with tempus and see how that affects Ruus,” Chelm said. “Or – I beg your forgiveness, Father – it is doubtful that either Father or Sasha has Xavien’s exquisite sensitivity to time.”


  “Or yours,” Xavien said dryly.


  “Or mine,” acknowledged Chelm. “And … neither of you are earth-affined; that might be relevant.” The dark red minotaur considered briefly. “I know that both Lord Doze and Lord Chimes have many calls on their time; I scarcely wish to waste it, but … if Lord Doze could make himself available for a few moments to demonstrate his shielding?”


  “I … I have no idea,” Teodor said. “I barely know my own schedule these days. Speak with my secretary; Zachiah will determine what’s possible.” The gray minotaur turned to Noroma with a sigh. “Noro?”


  “It seems perplexing indeed,” Noroma said, shaking his head. “I will think about it, but I fear I have no insights to share on this.”


  Teodor sighed again. “Although I am disappointed, I am not surprised. Still … in fact, Chelm, I know you’re still learning from Lord Xavien.”


  “Yes,” said Chelm after a moment.


  “I cannot spare him from this little errand, but … I think I can match you with Lord Chimes, for a short time,” Teodor said. “Perhaps if you are in proximity to Lord Chimes, you can determine what is happening to him. If Lord Xavien agrees that is wise, and that he can spare you …”


  “For a short time, yes,” said Xe said, and then turned to stare at the younger roan for a moment. “I can safely say I am pleased with his progress. There are any number of matters I still have to instruct him on, but … he learns quickly, and his understanding is …” and Xavien paused. “Well. Suffice it to say that in terms of sheer ability, he is most certainly your son.” The ebon bull gave a short nod to Teodor.


  “Flattering,” said Teodor. “Although, I hope you have a favorable impression of him, despite any intellectual resemblance to me.”


  Xavien chuckled. “I do.”


  “Thank you,” said Chelm. “Father? Do you have any update from General Osaze about … tonight?”


  Teodor’s gaze lost its focus for a moment before it snapped back to Chelm. “Oz is still talking to General Yasutoshi, who is … not enamored of this plan.”


  “Is he not,” said Noroma, a soft tone hinting at his displeasure. “I would be happy to have a word with him, if you would send him in.”


  “In?” asked Teodor blankly.


  “The General placed himself on guard outside your door tonight …” Noro paused. “You don’t have a sense of where someone is when you’re … talking to him?” The indigo bull lifted a hand. “I’ve always been curious as to what thought transference entailed. There’s really very little lore about it, and we rarely have mages at the Court.”


  “Oh? Is that a goal or a consequence?”


  “Consequence,” said Noroma after a moment. “But … may I ask? I don’t wish to be intrusive.”


  “Please ask, and should you verge on something we do not wish to discuss, we shall simply say so,” Xavien said. “But this is a fine opportunity, if you’re curious. Lord Teodor’s expertise in the magics of air and water are broad and deep, and I can offer some assistance in the magics of earth.”


  “Lord Xavien is modest,” said Teodor. “His expertise in his affinities at least equals mine and may well be superior. Regardless, you do have the advantage of experts.”


  “I have read about – and experienced – the far-talking spell,” Noro said. “But I’ve only heard vague descriptions of the air variant.”


  “I would not call it a variant,” said Teodor. “It works entirely differently. There is some similarity in the outcome, but the actual technique is completely unrelated. It is a method of thought transference; and it varies according to the talents of the mage in question. It does not have the reach of the far-talking spell – Lord Xavien can bespeak someone across a border, if he choose. A mentalist is limited … Lord Doze, who has the greatest range I am aware of, can reach perhaps a mile, or just under. I have a third of that range, myself. With a non-mage, I can exchange subverbalized thoughts; those sentences one speaks in one’s mind, only.”


  “I had heard that a mentalist could go deeper than that.”


  “Some can,” said Teodor. “I can, if I am in physical contact with another. It still requires great concentration and focus, and I find it tiring. Lord Doze, on the other hand, need only be in the room.”


  “So for you, it is similar – in outcome, I understand – to the far-talking spell.”


  “Mostly,” said Teodor. “It is possible to exchange more information and context with another mind-mage.”


  “How does that work?” asked Noroma, sounding interested.


  Teodor blinked. “It’s … hard to describe. One simply …” he paused. “Or not so simply, really. One transfers more than simple concepts, larger and more complex ideas … and that is made possible by the other’s mind-magic as well. I am sorry,” the gray minotaur sighed. “Here I’d offered to explain, and your very first question tangles me in words that are neither descriptive nor explanatory.”


  “The higher tempus techniques are often like that,” Noroma said. “Would you agree, Chelm?”


  “Yes,” Chelm said, taking a sip of wine. “I would agree.”


  “Most grandmasters … either invent, or reinvent, some grandmaster technique as their … badge of office,” Noroma continued. “At least, so it is in Nippon.”


  “That is one way to demand the accolade, yes,” said Chelm.


  “Did you do so?”


  “Do you mean, have I invented something? Or, was my invention the reason for my elevation?” Chelm said. “Because the answer is yes, and no, respectively. A grandmaster is a grandmaster because the other grandmasters acknowledge him so. Clear mastery of a grandmaster technique is certainly one way to gain that.”


  “No?”


  Chelm shrugged. “A grandmaster decided to test me to see if I could function at what he considered a grandmaster level, and when I did, informed me of my new status. I found it anticlimactic, although the subsequent invitation to join Lord Chimes’ guard was, ah, impossible to refuse.”


  “But you have redeveloped some lost ability?”


  “Perhaps,” said Chelm. “I’ve never heard of anyone with this skill before, but then that may well be lack of knowledge.”


  “You … have a new ability?”


  “It is new to me,” Chelm said. “I do not know if it requires a grandmaster; I am working with Milos to see if he can learn it.”


  “Milos …” said Noroma slowly. “I beg your forgiveness; it sounds as if I should know who this is?”


  “Milos is Lord Doze’s Master of Time,” Teodor said briskly. “He is considered one of the most skilled tempus users in Lycaili. Regrettably his native ability does not match his skill, and he is thus a Master, not Grandmaster.” The gray bull picked up his wineglass, and took a sip. “Or so I am told. I am not a tempus expert myself, and doubt I can rightly judge. All I know is that Milos is far, far better than I am.”


  “That is … well. In Nippon, such an one would have been encouraged to focus his efforts elsewhere.”


  “I am sure he was,” Teodor said. “Nevertheless, in Lycaili, we also encourage bulls to pursue their passions.”


  “I would like to meet this Milos,” said Noroma. “If …”


  Teodor nodded, paused, and then sighed. “I do count Sasha among my close friends, and he would not have been out of place here –”


  “I wondered at his absence,” Xavien commented.


  “I had asked him, but, ah, events intervened,” Teodor said. “In any case, Lord Doze and his Master of Time are consulting with each other at the moment, quite closely, and I have no wish to interrupt them. Again.”


  “They are together?” asked Noroma.


  “They have not said so officially,” Teodor said. “but for practical matters, I consider them so. I certainly do not wish to impose overmuch on their time.”


  “I see, but … would not Milos have accompanied Lord Doze?”


  “Yes, but … it’s simpler when business is business. In any case, they will both continue to be available for several days, although Lord Doze will be heading to Mog Ford in a bit.”


  “Where you are treating …” and Noroma fell silent. “I beg your forgiveness, that touches official matters too closely for a private family dinner.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor, “I suppose it does, and yet, at a private family dinner I daresay we can relax our official and formal personae a bit. There is nothing to forgive.”


  “You are kind,” Noroma said. “But … some other topic, perhaps … has your General finished his discussion with mine?”


  “Ah …” said Teodor, and then, a moment later, “yes and no. General Osaze is now explaining to General Yasutoshi why it would be imprudent to close the streets and corridors, difficult to cordon off the amphitheater, suspicious to turn away the audience, and in general, peculiar – to say the least – to request the owners to submit to a full search by the Imperial Household Guard.”


  “Weaponry is not permitted at the meets,” Chelm volunteered, “and those who take formal offense during a meet are subject to an owner’s council in lieu of a duel.”


  “Dueling is common in Lycaili?”


  “Uncommon, I would say,” answered Chelm. “But it remains an option, and … this wrestling is a proxy competitive sport. Owners are protective of their wrestlers, and occasionally … over-identify with their victories.”


  “Or loss?” asked Noroma.


  “I would never say such a thing,” Chelm demurred. “But … I cannot deny it. Some of the side-wagers among owners are not limited to financial remuneration alone.”


  “In short,” Xavien said to Noroma, leaning a little forward for emphasis, “yes.” The huge ebon bull leaned back, and smiled. “I think it’s a good thing, though. I find it relieves tensions, builds camaraderie among the younger warriors, and certainly reduces friction.”


  “Does it?” said Teodor, sounding surprised. “That is entirely news to me!”


  “You,” Xavien said with a great deal of deliberation, “Lord Teodor, are a reclusive hermit who considers a gathering of six bulls to be an unmanageable crowd.”


  Noroma permitted himself to look surprised, but all Teodor did was to nod. “That is not without some truth,” Teodor admitted, and turned to Noroma. “As a mentalist, I am far more an empath; the mentalities of others can be a painful and difficult experience. In larger groups, I maintain shields, but even that is wearing.”


  “Then how will you … but if Lord Xavien will be suppressing your signature … I had assumed that was so you could provide an illusion to cover us? But that is not right?”


  “I will provide the disguise – with Chelm’s assistance,” Xavien said. “It is not an illusion; I will modify the colors of our pelts. I shall be pristine for the evening. Trust me, I have done this before. Only those who know you intimately might see through the deception, and then, only if they focus on you.”


  “It’s a real change?” asked Noroma.


  “Real, yes. Not lasting. If I did not reverse it, your pelt would revert to its natural color regardless in a few months. It doesn’t alter you, simply your hair and skin.” The ebon bull pondered for a moment. “I think your skin would change back in a matter of days. Perhaps I should experiment.”


  “I thought you were leaving on an errand?” Chelm pointed out. “An errand to which I was disinvited?”


  “Ah … yes, yes, that is so,” said Xavien apologetically. “Some other time.”


  “Perhaps,” said Chelm.


  “I have not yet introduced Chelm to this sort of working, and I propose to use this as a demonstration for him,” Xavien said. “But it will take some time for Chelm to recover.”


  “Yes …” said Chelm, looking a little resigned. “Father, might I have use of a guest suite?”


  “Of course,” said Teodor. “The Pelican Suite? Or is that too pink?”


  “Those rooms are indeed astoundingly pink,” Chelm said, “but it’s just down the hall, and it will be fine. Might Dapple show Leopard to the Pelican Suite?”


  “Of course,” said Teodor again, gesturing to the large, quiet minotaur who nodded obediently, and led Leopard off. “I would be honored if you would allow me to look after Zebra for the interlude?”


  “There are few hands I would trust with him, and it is gracious of you to offer them,” Chelm said. “Zebra, wait on my father.”


  Noroma watched with interest as the elaborately-tattooed human quietly unfolded himself from his kneeling position, stepped over to Teodor, and then knelt with nearly the same reverence he’d given to Chelm. “Those tattoos are … strikingly gorgeous,” he said. “They are every bit as fine as the bearer.”


  “Thank you, Noro.”


  “They are a mark of favor?”


  “Very much so,” Chelm said. “As are Leopard’s.”


  “His do not appear to be so complete.”


  “Leopard is a much more recent acquisition; I have every anticipation that he will merit marks as extensive as Zebra’s,” Chelm said.


  “I know I’ve never seen that much Ungoliant Black on any human, much less two. I was under the impression that it was never available in such quantities …” Noroma continued.


  “It is not Ungoliant Black,” Chelm said, “although I quite understand why you mistake it. You’re entirely correct about the difficulty in procuring it; that is why I developed my own tattoo ink. Or ink process, I should say. Both Zebra and Leopard are wearing my ink. My apprenticeship has curtailed my production – temporarily – but I have every hope of one day supplying Lycaili Black, and … one or two other colors.”


  “You have … well, if you say you have you have,” said Noroma. “I am … surprised, and I suppose I should not be. What other colors? I don’t suppose you have a Lycaili Indigo? It would be just the thing to surprise my Imperial Father with.”


  “Indigo …” breathed Chelm for a moment. “Yes. I have a blue I’m almost pleased with, a fine red, a green, and a white, but I … I beg your forgiveness. I do not have an iridescent indigo, and as I said, my experiments have given way to my instruction. I intend to resume them, but … I suspect it will be some decades hence.”


  “I cannot imagine a single thing to forgive,” Noroma said. “It was just a passing thought, and … it might well come as better present from you to His Imperial Majesty than from me. But if you could supply such a thing, it would please him well.”


  “Well,” said Chelm. “My time is not my own, but it would be an interesting project.”


  “And so, to choices,” said Xavien. “I, as I said, shall be pristine. Chelm … or, no, what am I saying? Chelm has no need of an incognito,” and Chelm nodded.


  “Brown,” Teodor said after a moment of thought.


  “What?” Xavien said. “Lord Teodor, you cannot …” and then paused, and took a deep breath. “Lord Teodor, I would suggest or.”


  “I’m small,” said Teodor unconcernedly. “Even for or, I’d be small. But I could easily pass as …”


  “I cannot do such a thing!”


  Teodor looked at Xavien. “You can, you know. And what precisely is wrong with brown?”


  “Appearing incognito is one thing, but …” Xavien shook his head. “Brown? Nothing is wrong with brown, any more than anything is wrong with human, but it’s hardly a fit disguise for you!”


  “Would you say that if Sasha and Milos were in the room?”


  Xavien took a deep breath. “That is a most offensive question, and you know the answer. Yes, I would.”


  “You are right,” said Teodor. “And I beg your forgiveness for suggesting otherwise.”


  “Well,” said Xavien after a moment. “I suppose I might phrase it more circumspectly.”


  “I suppose you would.”


  “But Sasha and Milos are … remarkable.”


  “Milos is remarkable, certainly,” said Teodor. “But Sasha was an overseer on a farm.”


  “He is warror-trained,” said Xavien dismissively.


  “Is he?” asked Teodor.


  Xavien looked askance at Teodor. “I don’t understand your question.”


  “In point of fact, Sasha was graduated with the understanding he would not take warlord training. He did not pass.”


  Xavien said nothing for a long, long, moment, and then, “Disturbing. But … Te? Is this the right place to … discuss this?”


  “You mean, in front of His Imperial Highness.”


  “Among others, yes.”


  “Please,” broke in Noroma. “I understand these are sensitive matters, and perhaps we should go no further into them.”


  “You misunderstand,” said Xavien. “Teodor brought this up because you are here.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor, agreeably.


  “Because …” and the ebon bull stopped mid-explanation. “Actually I can’t think of a good reason for it. I’m sure Te has one, though.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor again in the same tone.


  “A reason, that is,” said Xavien. “I withhold judgment on the good part.”


  Teodor said, “I suppose we’ll find out, sooner or later.”


  Noroma looked at Teodor, and then nodded. “I see.”


  “You do?” asked Xavien. “Chelm … do you understand this? Am I the only person baffled?”


  “Yes,” said Chelm tersely.


  The ebon bull looked around the table. “Might I impose on one of you to explain to an old, slow bull?”


  Noroma took a breath, and said, “I took it as an oblique warning that Lycaili remains … committed to his ideals.”


  “Warning is perhaps a little harsh,” commented Teodor.


  “I beg your forgiveness, father, but you wield subtlety like a maul,” Chelm said.


  “Yes,” Xavien said, in the same agreeable tone Teodor had used earlier. “Exactly that.”


  “I should leave diplomacy to diplomats, then?” asked Teodor.


  “To the extent possible – yes,” said Xavien.


  “I agree, Father.”


  “It would be indelicate to ask Noro, so – very well. Xe, I defer to your judgment in picking an incognito,” said Teodor. “Surprise me, if you would.”


  “Hmm,” said Xavien. “As you wish. Noro?”


  “Ah – have the generals settled their security arrangements?”


  Teodor’s gaze flickered to the door. “Almost.”


  “Send General Yasutoshi in,” and then Noroma added, “please.”


  Teodor simply nodded, and a few moments later, the door opened, and the violet bull entered. “Your Highness …”


  “I know,” said Noroma. “I know everything you’re going to say. I have considered it, I have considered both the situation and consequences, and I have decided. You will accept whatever measures General Osaze considers sufficient for this excursion.”


  “Yes, Your Highness.” The general waited for a moment, and then continued. “Your Imperial Highness.”


  “Yes, General?”


  “Does this excursion, in your opinion, advance your mission here?” Yasutoshi looked up at his prince. “I must answer to His Imperial Majesty for your safety, Highness.”


  “It does, significantly so.”


  “Very well, Your Highness. I submit myself.”


  “Chelm,” said Noroma, “we’ll be leaving soon?”


  “In about fifteen minutes after Lord – after Xe completes our disguises,” Chelm said, his gaze on General Yasutoshi, who had retreated to the now-open door. “Perhaps the General should stay for that?”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “Oz? Could you step in as well? Xe, could you …”


  “It lacks only His Highness’ decision as to guise, although I would suggest pristine or ebon.”


  “Pristine, if you please. I would wonder what I look like with a lighter coat. And … I must admit I look forward to seeing this magery.”


  Xavien sighed. “I beg your forgiveness, Noro, but there is little to see. Ritual magic to accomplish this would take several hours, and be an enjoyable spectacle, but … for magery … Chelm, prepare yourself.”


  “I am ready, Xavien.”


  “It is simply … “ said Xavien, as the ebon bull’s inky color faded and a shining white replaced it. Noroma looked on as the deep color of his own pelt turned to a platinum white. Teodor’s dull gray pelt seemed to glimmer as it darkened to a dull, matte brown. “A moment’s work. Chelm, did you follow the magic?”


  “Closely,” said Chelm, his voice tense. “It was most clever. Father, I beg your …”


  “Go,” said Teodor. “Go!”


  Chelm rose, and walked quickly out of the room, deeper into the suite, and Xavien rose to follow him. “We will be back shortly,” the now-pristine bull said.


  “Of course,” said Teodor. “Take what time you require.”


  Xavien nodded as he followed in Chelm’s direction.


  “I … is that the notorious lens euphoria?” asked Noroma.


  “Hardly,” said Teodor absently. “Euphoria is a euphemistic term for something much more …” and then he paused, and smiled. “A matter for discussion among mages, I suppose. Something like the Imperial Court in that regard?”


  “Ah,” said Noroma. “I certainly don’t wish to impose on private matters.”
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  Conflict


  

  Temblor – who had been Florus before his new minotaur master renamed him – looked up at his Master with carefully concealed dismay. He’d known this was coming; it had been clear from the brutal initial wrestling bouts where he’d been purchased. He’d only won seven bouts, one short of the needed eight to guarantee him a buyer – but Karol had paid out a handful of shining gold coins, put him in a harness with his arms tied behind him, and taken him back to the four-room suite that was Karol’s home.


  And now his.


  Florus had adjusted faster than he’d expected, in part because his new Master was a lot kinder than he’d expected. He was still expected to keep the apartment neat and clean – but that was hardly any different from army life, and Karol showed him, very carefully, how to do everything. He’d already known how to polish steel, but he had to admit the valve-controlled water founts in the bathing room (and in a private room, at that!) had confused him until Karol showed him how they worked. He was even learning Greek – slowly, but his Master wouldn’t permit Latin.


  And, in the evenings and on Master’s days off (Florus wasn’t sure what Master did), if the apartment was clean to Karol’s standards, and he’d learned his three new Greek words and he managed to remember the older words that Master tested him on – which was more often than not – life was actually very good. The food – when Master was pleased – amazed with both its variety and tastes, usually better than anything he’d ever eaten before. Even when Master wasn’t pleased, it was still hot oatmeal with fruit or meat, and that was still better than the army field stews and pan-bread.


  He could barely believe that he hadn’t gone hungry or thirsty even once since he’d been captured. Once they’d reached the minotaur city, he hadn’t been cold, either. He’d been punished – but never even as harshly as he’d been in the army. His new Master, Karol, had never even struck him. Karol hardly went beyond a mildly expressed disappointment, and informing him he’d be having oatmeal for a while.


  The thick warm oatmeal sweetened with dried fruit and cream, or savory with shredded roast and juices was not, to Florus, any kind of real punishment. He had to admit, though, the food Karol brought back to his rooms was far better. Thick cuts of meat, elaborate twisted and layered breads, light cakes, even soups – Karol ate at least as well as any Senator did, and, when Florus managed to meet Karol’s approval, so did Florus.


  Still … Florus was just a little uneasy around Master Karol.


  Many of Florus’ companions had turned to their fellows for relief. Florus himself would occasionally turn to a willing legionnaire’s mouth but … that had always been a matter of convenience, nothing more. Florus was a big man, standing several inches above most of his fellows, and he was stronger, too, and if everyone assumed that a man as big as he was was a little slow, he was happy enough to use that to his advantage. There was always someone who wanted a taste of what Florus had, and he enjoyed it well enough even if it wasn’t a nice, warm, curvy, soft woman.


  Master Karol, on the other hand, preferred men. He not only enjoyed them, but considered allowing Florus to sleep in his bed as a special privilege and treat. For the first month or so, Florus hadn’t minded skipping that particular reward at all, and eating the plentiful oatmeal. Instead of sleeping with his Master, he lugged a feather-stuffed mattress out of the storage room every night, and set in front of the fireplace. Huge sheets of finely-woven cloth and several warm, thick blankets made it a pleasure to sleep there, providing a soft, warm comfort that Florus had never had before. Maybe Commanders-of-Thousands slept like this, or Senators. Not most Imperial citizens, and absolutely not mere legionnaires. Since the mattress was sized for a minotaur – and a big one at that – it was easily large enough for Florus, and again, that wasn’t something he could say about most of his previous beds.


  Except …


  When had it started? He just wasn’t sure anymore. Master has been patient – very patient, Florus had to admit – in letting him adjust. He hadn’t been allowed out of the Master’s rooms during the first couple of weeks, and even now, going out consisted of his following his Maser through several corridors to a tiny gymnasium where Master showed him how to wrestle. Typically they would go out early in the morning, and wrestle for … an hour? Two? They’d go back to their rooms, where last night’s dinner had vanished to be replaced with a small breakfast of scrambled eggs, cold roast, or occasionally pickled fish and breads – small rolls, sweet breads with a thick, almost hard fruit stew and cheese. When Florus was in favor, Karol let him eat the food; when he wasn’t, Karol ate it, and Florus had oatmeal, instead. There was more than enough to serve as lunch, too, and Karol usually went out mid-morning and didn’t return until much later, bringing something home for a hot meal.


  It was almost a month until Florus could confirm that Master Karol had some kind of job – Karol didn’t talk about it. What he did talk about was wrestling, and how well Florus had done that day, and what his plans for training were, and other notable wrestlers – Riptide, Avalanche, Daisy, Carrolade, and Fierce. And always, always, Zebra.


  That was the first night Master Karol took him to a wrestling match. Not to wrestle – Master said he wasn’t ready yet – but just to see the event, understand what this gladiatorial business was about. Florus had preferred actual fights to wrestling, back in the Empire, but … the minotaurs had different tastes. Master Karol had carefully shown Florus several forbidden holds, and told him that using one would automatically lose him the match. No blood, no breaking the skin – this was about superior skill, and harming one’s opponent would not only lose points but displease Master Karol greatly.


  As mild as Master Karol had been up to now, the tone of his voice suggested that Florus had yet to see Master Karol greatly displeased. Florus wasn’t sure what that would entail, and given the softness of the punishments Master Karol has so far visited on him, doubted that even a greatly displeased Master Karol would be harsh. Still … Master Karol had been more than kind to him. He found himself not wanting to disappoint Master Karol.


  That night, though, the wrestling match left him shaken and wondering. There were eight bouts, and he recognized three of the men as former legionnaires – all of them announced as new wrestlers: Leopard, Trench, and Viper. He only knew Trench’s old name – Doralt – but he recognized Leopard as the man who’d won that nightmare endurance bout, after they’d first reached the minotaur city. They were both showing hard, with an oiled sheen; and they eyed each other as Doralt took the low crouch position, and Leopard settled into the standing crouch.


  The referee spoke a single, loud word. “Go.”


  Trench lasted less than ten seconds against Leopard; Trench sprang from the low position to tackle Leopard and the other wrestler – just twisted slightly, caught Trench by the hips, and slammed him down against the mat, pinning shoulder and hip to the mat. The longest part of the match was the midnight-black referee’s calm count. To his credit, Doralt, no, Trench, Florus thought, hadn’t stopped struggling, but it hadn’t done any good whatsoever, and Master Karol asked Florus, “Did you see how he did that? I’ve shown you what you need for that, but …”


  “I think so, Mast …” and his voice cut off as he watched Trench flip over – almost offering himself – no, not almost. He was offering himself to Leopard, who was slipping behind him – he wasn’t going to – he was, Leopard was fucking Trench, fast long jabs for a minute, another minute, until Leopard howled his completion inside the other wrestler. They separated, a long glistening thread of viscous fluid connecting them for a brief moment before it parted.


  No. No. No. No! But he had to ask … “Master? Is that …”


  “What an amazing fellow that is,” Karol said almost wistfully, and for a moment Florus thought he meant Trench, but no, his Master was staring at the muscled form of Leopard. “Chelm is such a good trainer … but you’re going to beat him, Temblor.” The minotaur’s voice changed, became more forceful. “I’m going to bring you to every match he’s in. Watch Leopard, Temblor. Learn how he moves. See how he fights.” The deep base turned almost cold. “You’re going to take him down, and fuck him, Temblor.”


  “What … what if I lose?” said Florus.


  “Then I’ll have to watch Leopard fuck you,” Master Karol said, lightly. “And I wouldn’t enjoy that half so much.”


  “But …”


  “Oh, don’t worry. You’re doing very well on the wrestling,” Master Karol had said, in that same light tone. “The rest will follow.”


  * * *


  How many months ago had that been? Four? Six? He’d lost count. Temblor – and he thought of himself as Temblor now – looked around the amphitheater; nothing was new and yet he was as uneasy as he’d been the first time Master had brought him here. This time, he wasn’t here just to watch. This time, he was wearing the same loose smock as the other wrestlers against the coolness, and Master Karol held a bright red leather leash that led to the matching red collar around his neck. This time, he was here to compete.


  No, not to compete, he reminded himself. Temblor was there to win. Master’s strategy was simple; he’d held Temblor back, out of the matches, but trained him hard, and brought him to watch the other men. Trained him to watch their moves, learn their style. Anticipate them, and by knowing what – how – they would come at him, beat them. And Master had told him he’d have an easy match tonight: instead of a scheduled bout, he’d be a late entry. The late entries were almost always weaker wrestlers, either from their own lack of talent or their master’s distraction, Master Karol had explained. He would fight, and then he’d be able to enjoy a well-earned release and then his own master would take him home, and he’s spend the entire night under his Master.


  Temblor wished he knew which he was looking forward to more. At first, the encounters with his master had been a treat, unearned, and he hadn’t always looked at them as a treat. That had changed, of course, and as it changed, as Temblor began to want – need – his Master more, they’d gone from mere and occasional treat to reward. Oh, there were still occasional treats – but now, if he wanted his Master (and Temblor positively ached for his Master), he had to earn it. Train. Learn. Demonstrate his skill. Master wasn’t stingy with his rewards (somewhere, he still wondered when it had become a reward but Temblor thought less and less of that as the days passed), but he earned those rewards.


  Do well tonight, and I will reward you well, Master had promised. Temblor had to appreciate his Master’s finesse, at least. Tonight, he would finally put all of that learning – training – sweating – to use, and pin back not one of his Master’s sparring partners, but an actual opponent. He was a little uncomfortable not knowing who he’d be matched with; Master believed in understanding one’s opponent, and tonight, for his very first bout, that wrestler could be any of fifty or so lower-ranked fighters. Whomever you meet will lack your skill and training. You’ll best him easily, Master had said. Sometimes you can leverage your opponent’s weaknesses, but tonight you will stand on your own strength.


  He could do this. Temblor took a deep breath, and kept repeating that to himself while his Master led him through the gathered crowd to the owner’s area behind the stage. He could do this. He could do this. He could do this!


  “Remarkably good attendance tonight,” Master Karol said, looking out over the crowd and sounding pleased. Somehow the audience looked a lot larger from down below the stage then it had when they were up in the seats. Every other seat seemed filled with a huge white or black minotaur. Boxes lined the side of the hall, and loomed over the audience, and they, too were chock-full of brightly colored minotaur in their elaborate clothes. “Much better … I’d expected about a hundred, and we might have twice that,” Karol said, and then he paused. “I wonder why … there aren’t any major … Chelm? He wasn’t …” The surprise in Karol’s voice drew Temblor’s attention away from the fighting-circle, and to the not-quite-familiar bright red figure standing with three other bulls. “Why …” and a light tug on his leash warned Temblor before Master Karol started walking toward them


  Chelm, too, had a leash and a man in a light gauze smock that did nothing to hide the elaborate tattoos covering his body, twisting stripes that joined and broke up only to rejoin again – even though Temblor had never seen Zebra before, that could only be the wrestler Master talked about so often. But hadn’t Chelm retired Zebra? Temblor followed Master Karol a little closer than the prescribed three steps, not wanting the leash to grow taut. He kept his eyes down, although he did peek at Zebra – only to find Zebra watching him with a guarded expression.


  “Pardon me,” Karol said to a brown minotaur standing by Chelm, and interrupting some conversation between Chelm and one of the large whites. Temblor wished he could tell them apart, but all the minotaur seemed so … reserved. Formal. One of the two whites was standing so motionless Temblor wasn’t even sure he was breathing; he looked more like a painted white statue with a perfectly carved pelt than an actual living creature.


  “Karol?” asked Chelm, and then the roan’s eyes turned to Temblor. So this was Chelm. “Ah. Your laggard,” he said, glancing at Temblor. “You’re finally entering him?”


  “Yes,” said Karol guardedly; Temblor heard unusual uncertainty in his Master’s voice. “You weren’t scheduled to be here.”


  “True,” said the bright red minotaur, and then, “I beg your forgiveness Karol, but I cannot introduce you. I’ve brought some friends, foreigners, who expressed an interest in our game. They are here, at this match, in the most unofficial of ways.” Temblor wanted to look at them, but … instead, he looked surreptitiously at the infamous Zebra. Karol had talked about him, over and over, how Zebra did this, how Zebra did that, even more than Leopard. The wrestler was shorter than Leopard, though. Just as muscled, but more compact. Maybe as heavy. Skilled, certainly.


  “I understand,” Karol said, with a short bow directed towards nobody, as far as Temblor could tell.. “I note that you have brought Zebra as well.”


  “My friends had wanted to see Leopard, but to enter him on short notice would be … well.” Chelm gave a desultory shrug. “I doubt he would find a good bout so late.”


  “You have entered Zebra, then?” Karol asked.


  “Yes,” said Chelm, and then, seeming to realize, “Ah, you’ve entered yours late, too?”


  “Yes,” said Karol. Oh, thought Temblor. Karol had wanted an easy match for him. “Willard has not given me a match for Temblor yet.”


  “Is that his name?” Chelm said approvingly, turning his eye directly on Temblor, appraising him. There was something … uncomfortable in that gaze. “He looks quite fine. Temblor, eh?”


  “Do I understand correctly this will be his first match, then?” the brown minotaur broke in, giving Temblor a stare.


  “His first official match, yes,” said Karol. “But I do not want him matched against …”


  “Ah, Chelm, Karol,” another voice interrupted, and Temblor recognized Willard – a smaller black minotaur who ran the bouts – smiled up at them. “How convenient. Your Temblor will meet Chelm’s Zebra as the first bout,” and he handed a card to both Chelm and Karol. “We’ll be starting in a bit, so you might want to send your friends to my box.” He stared at Temblor for a moment. “I think he’ll give Zebra some trouble.”


  Zebra’s eyes flickered to Temblor for a moment – just a moment, and his tattoos rippled across his muscled frame as he gave a tiny shrug, and – oddly – a small, shy smile.


  “It would be unsporting to bet against Zebra, given that our host has entered him for our benefit,” one of the gleaming white minotaurs said. “I will wager a full hundred suns against a single sun, if that seems fair.” That didn’t seem particularly fair to Temblor, but then again, this was Zebra.


  “More than fair,” said Karol with a smile, and then he paused, and looked closely at the minotaur, and then turned to Chelm, the brown, and the other white, and then back to the minotaur. “But …” and then he stared for a long moment. Temblor could almost watch the bull’s mood turn from irritation with the unexpected match to a controlled anger.


  “But? I will even supply the sun for your side of the wager,” the white minotaur said.


  “I intrude on your evening,” Karol said, his voice gone flat with blank minotaur formality. “For the which, I apologize.”


  “No,” the brown said, looking concerned. “You are a welcome addition. Please, will you not join us?”


  “I do not think I will test my equanimity so,” Karol said. “And it is most unseemly to be envious of the success of others, so I will simply wish you,” and Karol turned to the huge white who’d offered him both a bet and the stake for it, “good anonymous sir, a pleasant evening with Chelm, and –” Karol shifted back to face Chelm “– him, with you.”


  “You … are envious of me?” asked the white bull, sounding as confused as Temblor was.


  “I have long sought – and occasionally won – Chelm’s attention and intimate regard,” Karol said. “I congratulate you on your success, and trust that you well worthy of …”


  “Intimate regard?” interrupted Chelm, angrily. “He has done no such thing!” Zebra was now watching his master with concern, and Temblor watched them both carefully. Chelm had often enterered Master Karol’s conversation, but … Temblor hadn’t imagined anything like that. Master Karol was sweet on Chelm?


  Karol took a step backwards. “Grandmaster Chelm, you will not do your honor well to deny that you and this bull are intimate – were intimate, in fact, earlier tonight.”


  “I … I do not deny it, but …” and Chelm let out a sigh. “May I say it has nothing to do with our relationship?”


  “You may say it,” Karol said, “but I hope you would refrain from so testing your honor. I assure you it most assuredly does.”


  “I didn’t know you were in a relationship,” the brown bull murmured to Chelm. “You might have mentioned it.”


  “Had,” said Karol in a cold voice of correction. “Had a relationship. It is, of course, the Grandmaster’s privilege to have a relationship with anyone he please – I am very honored that he pleased to have one with me – but I do not think myself well-used to learn of its dissolution in such a belated way.”


  “I haven’t,” said Chelm, and then, looking distressed, “I’ve been busy …”


  “So you communicated,” said Karol, with a half-bow to the white minotaur. “I believed you. I still believe you. You will forgive me. I have to prep Temblor for the bout.”


  “Karol,” said Chelm, “I beg your forgiveness – may I at least call on you?”


  “I do not see a need,” Karol said, and Chelm gave a grimace.


  “Excuse me,” said the brown minotaur. “Warlord Karol, may I call on you?”


  “I …” and the minotaur paused. “I cannot invite an unnamed bull to my rooms,” he said finally. “And again, I do not see a need.”


  “I do,” the brown said, calmly. “May I tender an invitation, then?”


  “For that, you hardly need my permission,” Karol said. “Although I, too, am frequently busy, and I regret that I cannot respond favorably to every invitation I receive.” He looked around, his anger fading into some less immediate emotion that Temblor hadn’t seen before, and couldn’t identify. “I bid you all a most pleasant evening.”


  “Temblor, come,” and Karol walked off – Temblor followed him, of course, although he saw Zebra staring worriedly at him as he walked off to avoid being jerked by the leash. It wasn’t until nearly a minute later he added, “May it be better than mine,” before he turned his attention back to Temblor. “Well. That … well,” Master Karol said, which was unusual. “Never mind that. I am sorry, Temblor, that … your first match will be somewhat more trying than I had hoped. Zebra … can be beaten, however, and I know you will show well against him. You are stronger than he is, and probably faster. He is skilled, though. Much – all, really – of the things we’ve worked on were perfected by Zebra and Chelm. He won’t know what your level of skill is, though, so … that, too is an advantage. He will not expect a complex series from you; he will expect – until you disillusion him, of course – for you to use the simpler moves. He will crouch, unless Chelm instructs him otherwise, and since Chelm has no idea of your skills, Chelm will let Zebra do his own fighting,” Karol said. “And Zebra, left to his own devices … prefers maneuvers of middling complexity. I think …” and the minotaur sighed.


  “I think you will almost pin him, several times. He is an amazingly hard fellow to hold. He has a gift for disengaging, and each time you pin him, he’ll learn more about how you move. He’s also good at turning a disengage into an attack – I can’t tell you how many times I’ve seen someone try to pin Zebra only to have him twist them into his own lock.” Karol continued walking over to the ring. “Don’t be afraid to use your strength. You’re stronger than he is, and that may be your best advantage. You won’t hurt him – Chelm or I would stop you before that happened. We will both be watching along with the referees, and …” Karol paused for a moment. “I assure you, we can stop you before you could harm Zebra. Or vice versa.


  “Chelm withdrew him from active fighting because Zebra was ill, and slowing down. I presume Zebra is in better health, but I suspect he’ll still be a little slower. I doubt he’s out of training – I’m quite certain that Chelm trains Leopard against Zebra. Try to hold the initiative; make him react against you, and he’ll have less of a chance to use his familiarity with the ring against you. For this bout, ignore the position and style point, just stay in the ring. There’s no way you could out-point Zebra, so there’s no reason to distract yourself by fretting over them.” Karol sighed. “I’d really hoped for an easier match for you, but … Temblor, just do your best. If you had a year of bouts, I’d back you against Zebra without hesitation. I still think you’re the better wrestler even now.”


  Temblor glanced up at Master Karol, surprised at the approving tone, and the cautious compliment, and ventured a quiet, “I’ll make you proud, Master.”


  “Yes, of course you will,” said the white minotaur with a smile. “And I think you’ll win, as well.”


  * * *


  Zebra watched the compact muscles fold and stretch in Temblor’s legs as they carried the other wrestler away from the group. Master’s father, the Greatest Lord, was distressed – and trying to hide it. Successfully, Zebra thought, from the others. Not from Zebra. Not from the human the Greatest Lord had taken into his own bed, just to comfort him when his Master – Chelm – wasn’t there. Master himself had withdrawn behind the rigid formal expression that the minotaurs used as a shield; but behind it, Zebra knew Master was distressed.


  The Great Lord who mentored Master, though, was laughing. Not so that any of the masters could see it, of course. But Zebra knew. After so many years, so many masters before his real Master … he could tell. Even before he’d come to Master, he could always tell …


  Until now. The other Great Lord – Master had told him that he could, if he had to, address him as Great Prince – was blank inside. A mask of detached interest over an impenetrable blankness. Almost impenetrable blankness. Almost. Almost.


  Almost.


  It had come like a revelation at the end of dinner, and Zebra couldn’t say why. The Great Prince was hiding something. Hiding something that amounted to a lie, although it wouldn’t be a lie, of course. But … something of that magnitude.


  It was only now, as he watched Temblor walk away, saw the hidden fear in the other’s steps, that he knew. He just hadn’t recognized it in a minotaur before. The Great Prince was terrified.


  * * *


  His Imperial Highness Prince Noroma stared ahead with his best court smile, trying to enjoy the bout. The initial start had been, Noroma had to admit, fantastic. Zebra had oiled Temblor, and then the other man had stroked oil across the rippling tattoos of Zebra – now, that had been a sight. Nearly enough to distract him from the horrible sense of uncertainty that filled him. He’d been in perfectus for so long, that now, without it, without any access to time –


  – he felt like he was blundering about in a room full of pits and sharp edges. Worse; he didn’t even know when he was setting a foot awry. He couldn’t tell, didn’t know, it was like being blind and deaf and dumb, and he had to remind himself, over and over, that this was how everyone else saw the world. Now. Maybe, for a copper, a glimpse at a possible then, but … just now. The steady progression, the collapse of possibilities into the instant, the glorious scope of potentials … gone.


  Instead, he was as blind as anyone – blinder, since he couldn’t slow down to watch the event – when the two took their places in the ring just below and to the right of their box. Chelm’s seat was empty, as he was standing to the side of the ring, across from Karol, whose attention was just as clearly focused on his wrestler, Temblor, as it was not focused on Chelm himself. The Ebon mage was … smirking, Noroma thought, although he wasn’t sure if that amusement was aimed at Chelm or his father Teodor. The Patriarch just seemed … sad.


  Not, Noroma thought, embarrassed by the little drama that had played out, and Noroma wasn’t certain he himself could have handled that unpleasant scene with Teodor’s equanimity. He wasn’t sure why the Patriarch seemed sad; the matter could be cleared up tomorrow or the day after with an explanation. No lasting harm.


  And apparently Lord Xavien felt the same way, as he leaned over to Teodor and whispered, “They’re young.”


  “That only means it hurts more,” the disguised Teodor said back, just as quietly.


  Noroma thought about that as he watched Zebra and Temblor sponge oil over each other, preparing for the bout, and he began to feel more confident in his mutatis-inspired decision to give his brother to this pleasantly insightful Roan who was trying, to the best of his abilities, to be Patriarch. The Prince hadn’t seen anywhere near enough to make a determination of just how successful Teodor would be at that, but … clearly, the bull had some depth to him.


  * * *


  Temblor tried to oil Zebra nonchalantly, but … that was difficult. Almost as soon as he’d touched the oil, he’d realized it was spiked with that ubiquitous minotaur lust-drug, and he was already rock-hard. Zebra was, too, and … the black irregular stripes, broken and reforming, glistened with dark hints of color as the oil coated him. Even his maleness had the stripes – that must have hurt.


  “No,” came as the faintest puff of air from Zebra, his lips barely moving, and pitched so low that Temblor, standing an inch in front him, could barely make it out. No, what, Temblor thought, before he realized he must have said it out loud.


  “Sorry,” he mouthed back.


  With a faint hint of a shrug – more of a suggestion of a twitch of his shoulders – Zebra acknowledged his quiet apology. “Asleep,” he murmured, finishing wiping oil down Temblor’s legs, and not-accidentally bumping up against Temblor’s hard length as he stood. Having Zebra oil that had been … intense. Temblor himself had done that quickly – putting a heavy coat of oil on Zebra’s long manhood, and a quick sipe over his smooth sack, but Zebra had touched him with a lot more … deliberation? Care? Temblor wasn’t sure he knew. Less hesitation, certainly, but then, Zebra had done this tens, maybe hundreds, of time.


  Temblor had practiced, of course, but this was the first time … he made himself take a mental step back, and seriously consider what would happen if he lost. Not when, he was good and if Master Karol told him he could win, then Temblor found himself thinking he could. But Temblor knew that this wasn’t the easy match he’d expected, that the … stretching, Master Karol had called it, he’d done before the bout, to open him up in case he lost, to be certain he’d take no hurt, wasn’t just for the sake of completeness. He might be very, very grateful that his Master had taken the time to open him gently, if – if – he lost.


  But that wasn’t going to happen. Temblor took a breath, and reminded himself that he was going to win.


  The circle was … he’d practiced in a circle exactly like this one, and yet it seemed … different. He could almost feel – no. No almost, he did feel the intent and eerily quiet gaze of the minotaurs on him. This wasn’t like the endurance test before, where there had been five, ten matches going on at the same time and only a couple of minotaur watching. Everyone in the auditorium was focused on him.


  Well, on him and Zebra. Both Master Karol and Chelm were there, standing just outside the circle, and they were intent on him. The referee was a huge white bull whom Temblor didn’t know, and he could feel their attention, and beyond them, the attention of every other bull, and to his right, in one of the boxes, and he took the middle crouching position almost without thinking, and Zebra took a kneeling position.


  His eyes kept glancing over to the referee and then back to Zebra. The other wrestler looked calm, his eyes … Temblor wasn’t sure what Zebra was looking at, or even if Zebra was just staring into space, and Temblor envied that sense of peace, even if he was just imagining it. Maybe Zebra was as nervous as Temblor was, and just better at hiding it – Temblor decided he liked that thought. Why wasn’t the referee starting the bout? What was he waiting for? Just standing there, staring out at Zebra, the minotaur surrounding the ring, in the boxes …


  Zebra was ready, Temblor was ready, the other two minotaur – Chelm and Master Karol – were ready, why wasn’t the …


  “Go.”


  Neither Temblor nor Zebra moved, except to ready themselves for a sudden move that didn’t come. Zebra seemed to relax after a moment, but Temblor didn’t – and after a moment, he realized that Zebra hadn’t so much relaxed as simply settled in for a longer wait. Apparently both of them had hoped the other would rush in.


  Not so.


  Instead, Temblor and Zebra circled around the ring, cautiously watching each other, trying for a positional advantage. Zebra had a slight smile on his face.


  If this had been a fight in human lands, there would be noise from the crowd; but the minotaurs were silent – almost eerily so. He’d noticed that before, but Temblor hadn’t expected it to be so strange in the ring. No. Focus. He kept his eyes on Zebra, the man’s tattoos rippling and stretching as he stepped sidewise, keeping directly across from Temblor. He wasn’t sure it was …


  Zebra took a single step into the ring, closer, not hugging the edge. Any movement would take Temblor closer to him.


  Temblor took that step, and Zebra moved in with him. They closed slowly, getting closer, closer …


  Zebra moved first, a duck-feint combination that – fortunately – Master Karol had drilled him in the counter, but not the following grapple, as Zebra tackled him, and they both dropped to the floor of the ring. The oil made getting a firm grasp difficult, but Zebra – obviously – had a lot of practice, and nearly caught Temblor in a lock around his legs. Temblor managed to pull out of it, but it left him in a bad position and Zebra simply shifted to a new lock around his left arm and right leg – a much more difficult one to break.


  A moment later, he realized that Zebra had intended that; Zebra had practically invited him to do that and he’d just stepped directly into the hold.


  Well, fuck that.


  Temblor braced himself, feeling the mat give slightly under him, but it wasn’t the mat he needed to brace against, it was Zebra himself, and he flexed, turning himself over, using his greater weight to flip the two of them over. Zebra was still in control of the lock, but now it was Zebra on his back, and he slammed the other against the mat, and used the moment of disorientation to turn the lock around on Zebra – only to have Zebra slip out of his grasp like water.


  And slip an arm around his shoulder, twist, and pull them both back back down to the mat, with Zebra on the mat, holding Temblor down, and he could hear the referee counting … and with a mighty twist, he managed – somehow – to break out of the hold, and turn around to grab Zebra, somewhere – anywhere – ending up with an arm lock, a knee across Zebra’s legs to drop him back to the mat and down – and the referee was counting again, only this time, it was Temblor who was about to win.


  Only Zebra shook himself and slipped out of Temblor’s hands again, flipping the lock over, but Temblor didn’t even pause, going with the motion rather than against it, turning the lock back around on Zebra … they rolled around on the mat, every time Temblor thought he had Zebra, the man managed to pull out, using his own skill aided by the oil. Zebra was almost impossible to hold on his own, and the slippery coating turned almost impossible into completely impossible.


  It was … frustrating, maddening and … more than a little fun, Temblor thought, and he moved in again. This time, he surprised a faint smile on Zebra’s face as they struggled for position – and – no, it wasn’t his imagination.


  Zebra was tickling Temblor’s sack, just a little – grabbing there was forbidden, Master Karol had explained, but … that brush could be innocent. Just a the soft seesaw of Zebra’s arm as the other wrestler tried to grab his thigh, but …


  It wasn’t. Temblor thought he’d been aroused before, but … now he just ached to sink into Zebra – and maybe that was the point; Temblor found concentrating on what he was going to do more and more difficult as the feel and smell of the other man washed over him … the cool of the oil, the not-unpleasant smell of Zebra, and suddenly Temblor was reacting to Zebra as the other man started putting him in pins, and now it was Temblor’s turn to scramble out of them.


  Somehow Zebra managed to keep him close, rubbing against him almost everywhere. It was like Zebra wasn’t trying to hold him, but caress him, hard, letting the oil … no, Temblor realized, that was exactly what Zebra was doing! Temblor tested it – tried a little less hard to break a lock on his left arm, and – he still slipped out.


  Zebra was messing with him. That pissed him off, and he turned the next – deliberately – failed lock around on Zebra, and then rolled the two of them over, so that Temblor was back-down on the mat, holding – trying to hold, at least – Zebra in a lock on top of him, and if that just happened to slip his hard shaft in the cleft of Zebra’s elaborately tattooed bottom – well, that was just too bad, wasn’t it?


  Only he hadn’t expected Zebra to clench his cheeks around him – that felt – no! – too good, and Temblor’s rough plan paused for a moment while he wrestled not Zebra, but the sheer glorious feeling of warm flesh wrapped around his length, and he wondered for a moment why Zebra hadn’t taken advantage of that but then he realized that Zebra wasn’t messing with him.


  Zebra was flirting with him. Zebra was inviting him to win – if he could. If he was good enough. If he was fast enough, strong enough, skilled enough – Zebra was telling him that that if he could win, Zebra would be only too happy to be fucked. Sort of a wordless don’t worry about it, or maybe even a you’re cute. Or maybe it was just taking pity on a hapless new competitor. But that couldn’t be; the first few minutes of the bout Zebra hadn’t been – Temblor stopped thinking when Zebra was just a moment too slow on a twist and Temblor locked his arms around Zebra’s chest and under his arm, and slammed him over into a hard lock, slipping both legs between Zebra’s at the same time. Gotcha.


  And despite a surprisingly strong side-twist and contortion where Zebra tried to curl away from him but the leg-lock held.


  “Down!” said the Referee, and then, “Release!”


  Temblor let Zebra go instantly – this was another thing Master Karol had been, to Temblor’s thinking, excessively emphatic. These are the commands the referee will use. You will obey them. Without hesitation. But he regretted it instantly as Zebra – reluctantly? – separated from him. The warm flesh had felt so good pressed against him …


  What was wrong? Master Karol had said something, but Temblor had missed it, and Chelm just nodded – and then he found himself almost hurled up into the air by the referee who said – shouted – something, but it was either too loud or not a word he knew or maybe something else because there room was full of minotaurs – quiet, restrained minotaurs – except now they weren’t, when had they gotten so loud? While he was wrestling? When he’d won? They were cheering? Him? But that was his name – Temblor – echoing in deep minotaur voices in the huge room with … with … they wanted him to … Gáma ton? Gamóto Zebra? And the cheer just got louder and louder, with yells of Fylí tou and Emfánisi Zebra pós gínetai ! Show Zebra how it’s done! How what’s done, Temblor wondered. What did they want him to do to …


  … to Zebra! Oh! Oh!


  Gáma. Fuck. Gamóto Zebra. Fuck Zebra. That was exactly what he wanted to do – just the thought made him harder – and then they were shouting more, louder, too many things, what was Échei stázei! Dóste Zebra gia na ton!? He knew the words, but between the bout, and smell of minotaur and the taste of salt and man musk in every breath he took, he just couldn’t, the words wouldn’t come together in his head –


  – And then he wasn’t being held in the air anymore, he was back standing on the mat, well, his feet were on the mat and he was leaning on the huge white minotaur and he glanced up, desperately, at the referee who was staring down at him, no, no help there, but the only other thing he could see was Zebra – beautiful, fuckable Zebra – kneeling down, away from him, on his elbows and knees, the stripes moving – no, the stripes weren’t moving, Zebra was moving, shifting his legs apart, offering himself up., legs open, waiting for him except there were all these minotaur, and they weren’t watching quietly, the shouts were getting louder and – somehow in the middle of all this it surprised him, somewhere, cruder but what –


  His eyes met Master Karol’s. Ignore them, the minotaur mouthed. Go ahead. There was no sound, just the movement of incredibly agile bovine lips on Master Karol’s muzzle. Temblor swallowed, took a breath, and looked at his just-defeated opponent. Just defeated. Zebra had lost to him … Zebra had chosen to lose to him. Was … he glanced back at Master Karol, whose face was looking a bit puzzled. And then, more silent words for him. Encouragement. Go on. Gently.


  Gently. Like Master Karol had been with him, Temblor thought. If he could. The need to sink himself into Zebra was so overwhelming it paralyzed him; that was probably good, really, because otherwise he’d have fallen on the poor man like … like … some kind of ravening beast. He felt like … he needed … he needed …


  Somehow, though, he made himself creep forward. He reached out – not as gently as Master Karol would have, but not roughly, not rough, no – for the twin rounds of firm muscle, parted them with a cautious, trembling haste. Zebra had oiled himself there, too, Temblor realized. Just as he, Temblor, had, in case he’d lost. Stretched himself, made himself ready if … if …


  But that didn’t – wouldn’t – excuse him. Temblor knew, even if he couldn’t look away from Zebra, that Master Karol was watching him. He slid a finger into Zebra, thinking to himself, gently, gently, gently, gently …


  A second finger encountered only the slightest resistance, and after a moment, Temblor could feel Zebra relax. Waiting. Ready, Zebra seemed to be saying to him. I’m ready. The slightest wiggle of the ass in front of him asking what are you waiting for? But Temblor went ahead and pushed a third finger in, the way Master Karol expected of him. Let Zebra relax around that, too, as he massaged inside of the other man, loosening him, until finally Zebra let out a quiet, desperate whine, and then – finally – he pulled his fingers out, slowly, and eased himself into Zebra.


  His entire body tensed, as he finally got the feeling he craved, the tight, wet, slick hold on his shaft felt so good it almost hurt, pleasure so intense it was almost pain, and the slightest movement on his so-sensitive skin threatened to push him over the edge … but …


  He couldn’t know what Zebra was risking – had risked – if Zebra’s Master Chelm realized he’d thrown the match. No, desperate as Temblor was to reach release, he wanted to please Zebra. He’d rather, much rather, be where he was than where Zebra was, he could ignore the … Temblor faltered as he remembered the crowd, and suddenly he could hear them again, the excited rumble of voices, no more clear shouts, just a deep basso thunder. No. He pushed determinedly into Zebra even as the older wrestler pushed back against him.


  So good.


  He pulled out, Zebra tightening around him, gripping him, trying to pull him back in, and he thrust in again, and again, and again …


  So good.


  The rhythm. So good …


  So close … had to hold, hold, hold, Temblor wanted Zebra to spill first, wanted to feel the man twist in pleasure around him, tighten … Yes! There! Apparently Zebra was as hair-trigger needy as Temblor felt. Zebra was already spasming around him as the man gave a low, deep moan of pleasure. Temblor pulled the man to him; he didn’t push into Zebra, but pulled the man onto him as his length pulsed seed into the tight warm welcoming channel … the roar building, almost as if the minotaur in the room were finding some kind of intensity themselves in Temblor’s release, in Zebra’s release.


  And then he was collapsing, onto the still moaning Zebra, both of them slick with sweat and oil and seed. He felt dazed, confused, almost dizzy as Master Karol picked him up and whispered, “Well done, I am most pleased.” Chelm took hold of Zebra, and hoisted the other man into his arms, but if Chelm said anything to Zebra, Temblor couldn’t hear it.


  Even in the deep satiation of release, though, Temblor wondered why those words, I am most pleased, made him feel so good.


  * * *


  His Imperial Highness Prince Noroma was in such a pleasant mood as the group wandered back through the Lycaili Maze to the Patriarch’s Residence that even the loss of his temporal sense wasn’t bothering him. It was inconvenient, but he would live. Even General Yasutoshi, personally responsible to the Imperial Will for Noroma’s safety, had found no fault with the protection that Teodor’s Guard had thrown around him – and that wasn’t even considering that Teodor and Xavien were mages.


  The wrestling bout had been arousing, delicious, exciting … as fun as any competition staged at the Imperial Court had been (and more fun than many of them, Noroma admitted), and the effect on the minotaurs themselves had been revealing. The Emperor used formality and pattern to sooth the aggressive minotaurs of his court; this actually used that same aggression, redirected it through the proxies of the bull’s humans, and then burned it in the post-bout intercourse between the wrestlers. The first bout, between Zebra (now sleeping in Chelm’s arms) and Karol’s wrestler, had had Noroma on the edge of his seat.


  It had been incredibly arousing, Noroma thought. He’d planned to be here in Lycaili for only a few weeks, and so he’d left Xerxes behind with his father, but … now he was wondering if perhaps that had been an error. Although … no, no, Xerxes was too valuable to be risked outside the Imperial Court, even if there weren’t any chance he’d be recognized. It was unlikely – to say the least – that Chelm could be parted from Zebra tonight given the way he was holding the man, and although he might well gain some favor with Chelm by complimenting Zebra, the roan was clearly feeling possessive over the man. Noroma couldn’t blame him.


  Leopard, though … Noroma considered it as they walked through the night air, Teodor talking quietly with Chelm, remarks about Chelm’s wrestling league – mostly affirmative – drifting back to him in half-heard snatches. He certainly wanted someone after that event.


  * * *


  Dacien was happy to discover that what Dellios and Iudas had disparagingly referred to as the root cellar turned out to be considerably more than that: a complex of underground storage for aging wine, storing grain and (inevitably) onions, garlic, potatoes, turnips, and other vegetables. Behind the vegetables and wine casks, however, were large crates, carefully labeled as BREAD, CHEESE, ORANGES, MIXED FRUIT, and other similar comestibles, all surrounded by a soporific buzz of magic.


  Magic …


  Dacien tried not to stare at the human trailing Dellios closely, but the man was leaking magic to his senses, a thick clear ooze of magic that … that … tickled some half-damaged memory that told him this was important, important beyond the fact the human clearly didn’t even know what he was. Or that Dellios didn’t know; he clearly belonged to Dellios, and had, Dacien noticed, managed to stay as close to Dellios as he was far from Iudas. The Guildmaster, however, had taken no notice of the man as he and Dellios had led all of them deeper into the complex. Dellios walked up to an otherwise unassuming wall laden with carefully racked bottles, reached into it, and there was a loud, almost resounding, CRUNK, and the entire wall shook slightly as something released and the wall moved an inch or two in.


  With a more concerted push, the wall pivoted from the left side, still holding the racks of bottles, and dust puffed into the air. “You’ll …”


  “I’ll have the bottles reracked,” Iudas said.


  “What is this?”


  “It’s a sanctuary,” said Dellios.


  “There’s a cave system,” said Iudas. “There’s enough room for … everyone on my estate. There’s food, water, blankets, even a septic system, although the bathing facilities …” the mint-green minotaur trailed off.


  “Cold water, and no means to heat it,” said Dellios with a regretful sigh. “But there’s plenty of water, at least.”


  “Why no …”


  Dellios looked at Iudas, who looked back at him.


  “Because creating a hot-water tank is a precise, demanding, three-day ritual, and I haven’t done it yet,” admitted Iudas. “In part, because I’m not sure I can; it’s tough thing for even a practicing Master, and while I’m a decent magician, it’s more of an avocation. I’ve been preparing for it, and I think I’ll be able to do it in a few years, but … I’m simply not ready.”


  “But …”


  “We had humans work on the sanctuary,” Dellios said. “And that was nearly fifty years ago. Only my cousin and I know about this place now.”


  “In case …” and Iudas paused.


  “In case?”


  Iudas gave his cousin a helpless look.


  “In case we needed it,” Dellios said flatly. “Which, we do.”


  “Yes,” said Iudas, sounding relieved.


  Dacien, on the other hand, wondered what they were talking around. He glanced up at Bryant, who looked blank enough that Dacien thought he didn’t know. Still … “I don’t wish to pry into your secrets,” he said. “Nor do I wish to offend my benefactors – I am grateful – beyond grateful, that you have clearly both placed yourselves at some risk to help us. But if there is something we should know, or something we should avoid asking – please tell us. I – we, all of us – will respect your privacy.”


  Dellios looked at Iudas, the same way Iudas had looked at him earlier.


  “I don’t know,” said Iudas. “I … it’s …”


  “There there’s no reason not to,” said Dellios. “You may have heard rumors that coppers can see the future.”


  “Yes,” said Bryant, “but I always thought that was … well, impossible.”


  “It is impossible, but you’ve heard of the mage talent of percipience?”


  “Oh, yes,” said Bryant with a grimace. “Lord Chimes has it.”


  Oddly, that made Dellios smile. “Then you understand just how … frustratingly imprecise it can be.”


  “You’re … all copper? – are percipient?”


  “To some degree, most of us much less than more,” admitted Iudas. “And we both … had the feeling we needed a place to hide … although we weren’t sure if was ourselves, or our humans, or both. Or even any sense of when we might need it.”


  “But you think this is the reason?”


  “I don’t know,” said Iudas. “For some reason, you …” and then he looked at Dellios uncertainly again.


  But this time, Dacien could guess. “Your percipience has gone silent,”


  Dellios looked shocked, and Iudas, interested. The Guildmaster just said, “Yes.”


  “That’s … probably an effect of my signature,” Dacien said, and was rewarded as the two exchanged relieved expressions.


  “That … your signature …”


  “Is complicated,” said Dacien. “I wasn’t aware it would have that effect. It suppresses other mage’s signatures.” Dacien almost mentioned that he was suppressing the human’s magic, but something … something about that honey-thick magic was trying to connect to another memory, an important memory, Something ripped away by Timas, he thought, with a sigh.


  “Dellios will stay with you here, and … I’ll see what arrangements I can make to get you safely back to Lycaili,” Iudas said. “Dellios knows where everything is in the shelter. The fewer times we enter the shelter – or leave it the safer it will be – Dellios will explain.”


  “Lurkers?” said Dellios.


  “I … can’t imagine they know about the shelter,” said Iudas.


  “We will have to hope they do not,” Dellios agreed. “As long as they don’t, this will work.”


  The mint-green Iudas let a half-smile flicker across his muzzle. “Indeed. Take care, Del.”


  “I will. You too?”


  “Of course,” said Iudas. “Of course.”


  30


  Collaboration


  

  Xavien woke in the middle of the night to the unhappy whimpering of Dog, much as he had every night since Lathe had been killed. The ebon minotaur sighed, and stroked Dog, soothingly. Xavien had considered simply not telling Dog what had happened, just that Lathe had gone away, but Xavien had decided that it was simply too likely that Dog would find out, regardless. Merely having Lathe disappear might well have triggered Dog’s insecurities. After a bit, Dog settled, curling up against the minotaur. The night was warm enough that Xavien had settled on the bedroll without even a sheet, and the ebon minotaur simply enjoyed the quiet of the night.


  Quiet … Xavien extended his senses out through the camp. Breaker and Waiter were sleeping, and beyond them were the entirety of his guard, and the additional guards that Teodor had sent along with him – fifty warlords, two of whom were Grandmasters, and those of the rest who weren’t tempus masters were at least tempus adepts. Not, Xavien thought glumly, a typical diplomatic entourage, although of course he did have the not-quite-fiction of the missive to Emperor Oto. Venrir had accepted what Xavien considered a threadbare excuse for the military force, but the border guards at Leviathan had taken one look at the group, and requested that they wait for an escort into the Leviathan Maze. A far more sensible attitude, Xavien thought despite the eminent inconvenience of having to make camp just outside the Leviathan border.


  And … Xavien’s thought paused at the border itself. It didn’t look like much, but it was a thick, darkly translucent wall to his perceptions. There were … bulls there, the four border guards, and beyond them, more bulls had arrived. Perhaps twenty. If they’d been still, Xavien might have gotten a good count but between the dark muzziness of the border and their movements, as they set up tents, or made breakfast, or did drills muddled the trails and after a few moments Xavien gave it up as unproductive. Almost certainly the reinforcements which the guard had sent for, and that meant they could enter Leviathan, deliver the letter, and … see about Dacien.


  Or, alternately, this was force intended to keep them out of Leviathan. In which case … there would be other problems.


  Or, alternately, this was a Scyllan force. In which case, Xavien would exterminate it.


  Or, alternately, it was something else. In which case … Xavien’s thoughts paused. Hard to plan for the unknown, but one could, of course, account for the possibility. He rose silently, and wove a spell through Breaker to clean himself and his two lenses. They would need care, of course. “Stacy, please see to Breaker and Dog. I am going to greet what I presume is to be our escort.”


  * * *


  Xavien wondered about the reasoning behind Leviathan’s escort all the way into the Leviathan Maze. Why? What could it accomplish? Fifty bulls were far too many to be an honor guard, and too ineffective to be anything else. There was no mage with it, not even a grandmaster, although Xavien was grateful to be spared having to be polite, however temporarily, to the faux-Grandmaster Wolachya. No doubt Wolachya feared a mage’s ability to sense truth and falsehood, and had declined on that basis, if he’d even been asked. Or perhaps he was caught up in the search for Mage Dacien … too many possibilities, Xavien thought heavily. So why did they seem like so many impossibilities?


  Everything seemed … so out of kilter. The rhythms of the days, broken. Where had it started? And why? And how had he … been so mistaken? So many times?


  How could he, Xavien, have gone so wrong? Where had it gone wrong? Some of it, he knew, some of it was not entirely his fault. He could scarcely realize his emotional control was damaged since Cresphontes had ordered Sasha to reinforce his control without bothering to mention that to Xavien. That, that was where it had started. Then Sasha had been gone when Cresphontes was assassinated, and he had had to pick up the reins, temporarily. That had undone whatever Sasha had done – Xavien had tried to understand it, but he suspected that only another air mage would or could – and all Xavien had been able to think to do was take a mild sedative, to help him sleep.


  Except that the mild sedative had morphed to a strong sedative. And it had helped settle his thoughts during the day, as well, and … I should have seen it. That still wasn’t the worst part, to Xavien’s mind. He, Xavien, might not have seen it, but Ruus had. General Zachiah had. And they hadn’t confronted him, hadn’t helped him, hadn’t solved the problem – and an incompetent Regent was a very great problem indeed – they’d just hidden the problem. Even when he started to wonder himself …


  It had taken Teodor less than fifteen minutes to see the problem and take action to resolve it. Or attempt to, anyway. Gentle, kind, soft, he’d always thought of Teodor as soft, soft Teodor had moved to deal with it as soon as the roan bull had understood it.


  Even a week ago, Xavien might have rejected the now-inevitable conclusion. Teodor had been the right choice of Patriarch. Xavien had been chafing under the decision ever since he permitted it to be made; he’d argued against it as General and as Regent, but … after some deep introspection, had decided not to use his position as mage to block it. He’d had his chance, been overruled by the Council of Generals, and even the other mages present at Lycaili. But even so, he could have blocked it. At the time, he’d wondered if that refusal was just so much cowardice, and yet, when all the other bulls – good bulls, reliable, whose judgment he’d always respected, told him he was wrong … he’d finally decided not to take advantage of the unique circumstances that would have permitted him to prevent Teodor’s ascension, simply because he was needed to fulfill the quorum of the Mage’s Circle.


  But now, Xavien wondered. Had he known even then that Teodor was a good choice? Refused to admit it, but somewhere in the depths of his mind, been unable to stand in his way? Or was it merely good fortune? Xavien had been punctilious about supporting his new Patriarch, of course. He gave Teodor the best advice he could, wincing as the roan considered and – usually – took some other course of action. That had been galling, supporting the ridiculous, absurd, preposterous policies, the baffling statements, and yet, and yet, and yet …


  Teodor had been right.


  Today, here and now, he could no longer pretend the impossible conclusion that Teodor was the right choice of Patriarch was at all an impossible conclusion. It was simply the conclusion. It pleased him, though, that even looking back, even taking apart his decisions and advice – his wrong advice – from his new position of approval that Xavien could nowhere fault his own unstinting support of Patriarch Teodor.


  His honor had carried him through, even when he’d failed. He’d stuck to honor, his understanding of it, and that, and only that, let him look back on his mistakes with anything approaching equanimity. He might have been led astray, he might have let his own foolishness blind him, but honor … honor had saved him.


  It hadn’t saved Lathe. Xavien’s self-control trembled, just for a moment. He still reached out mentally for Lathe, still expected to find him, his self and being and essence responding to Xavien’s power, without thinking. He’d lost other lenses, of course, through the years, but never so suddenly. Xavien had felt them dim, and fade, and finally perish as the magic holding their strength and youth failed. It had hurt, always, and the somber formalities as he stored their remains, for the day they could join his own on his funeral pyre, had only partially soothed him. But it had never felt like … like … an amputation. Not like this did. The ache of an open wound, the sense of something missing when he worked magic, the unsettling stumble as he reached for Lathe without result.


  It would get better, Xavien told himself. He’d suffered losses, and they’d all gotten better.


  He tried not to consider that, maybe, he’d just gotten better at bearing pain.


  * * *


  Xavien paused at the stairs leading up to the Mosuran Consulate in Leviathan Maze, surrounded in what seemed like a sea of warriors. He had his own twenty guards, of course, and Lord Teodor had sent along an additional fifty Patriarch’s Guard in addition to the eighteen Mage Council guards who served as Dacien’s private guard. The Lycaili soldiery were in turn surrounded by Leviathan soldiery, a good hundred Leviathan warriors. Some of them looked to Patriarch Nahor, but Xavien picked out at least four other liveries he did not recognize in addition to the two he did. For some reason, three of Lord Tarragon’s guard were present even though Xavien did not sense the Leviathan mage nearby. No mages, in fact, as far as Xavien could tell.


  Not that this was an occasion for magery. He was here as Lord Xavien, Regent of Lycaili, to deliver a private letter from his Master, Patriarch Teodor, to the Nippon Emperor.


  Lord Xavien held the sealed parchment envelope in his hands, and walked calmly up the stairs, toward the Consul, who waited with his own staff. He reached the fifth and final step, paused for a moment, and said, “My Lord Consul of Mosura, and Consular Ordinary of His Imperial Majesty, I present a message to His Imperial Majesty from my Master, Teodor, Patriarch of Lycaili.” Xavien drew another breath. “It is personal, and my Master commanded me to give it directly into the Imperial Hand.”


  “My Lord Regent,” replied the Consul. “In the name of my Imperial Master, I greet you. My Master has empowered me to accept missives for the Imperial Hand, and in His name, I can accept your Master’s message, if that will satisfy your Master’s terms. I will convey it immediately to His Imperial Majesty by the fastest means possible.”


  “Then I fulfill my commission,” Xavien responded, and handed the sealed letter to the Consul.


  “And I accept mine,” the Consul said as he took it. “Your long journey must leave you in want of refreshment. I have a small meal ready for you.”


  “That is kindness, and gratefully accepted,” Xavien said, and added, “Perhaps we could talk.”


  “Yes,” the Consul said. “I would like that.” He glanced uncertainly at the host of minotaur warriors. Formality required refreshment, but Xavien could see him wondering how best to provide it. “I could send tea to your guard?” he asked.


  Minimal, but sufficient, and Xavien hardly expected him to host over a hundred warriors of Lycaili and Leviathan who had arrived without warning. “Yes,” said Xavien, glancing at his own Master of Guard, Havel. “There are, I fear, more of us than should presume on your hospitality.”


  “I fear they wouldn’t fit in my consulate,” sighed Eo. “But, of course you must bring some. Will five be sufficient?”


  “I declare myself satisfied with the Emperor’s protection; I shall leave all my guard outside,” Xavien said gravely. “If that meets with your approval?”


  The consular bowed low. “All four of the Imperial Guard here will give their lives to defend you, Lord Xavien.” Meaning, of course, that Eo considered his guard too few for true security.


  “Between my Guards and the Leviathan warriors, I have no fears,” Xavien said, in his best attempt at diplomacy.


  Consular Ordinary Eo Jin Mosura showed Xavien into a tiny sitting room just off the entrance. The wallpapers were a myriad of deep blues, forming a complex geometric dance of multicolored waves in all the tones of the ocean at twilight. The single Imperial Guard took a position by the sideboard, and Eo bowed again as he offered Xavien one of the three chairs.


  At least the stuffed chair was comfortable, Xavien thought, as he and the Consular went through the formal dance of preparing and pouring tea, and Xavien waited, making the proper responses, inhaling the fragrant steam in the parchment-thin porcelain cup. Fine circles in blue, red, and green glaze circled the cup, diverting around a surprisingly realistic golden Imperial Lotus. Xavien considered the acceptable topics at this point of the conversation, and opened with “These are very fine. No doubt the tea is as fine as the cup, and I am looking forward to it.”


  Eo nodded. “It is from the Imperial gardens,” he said. “The tea, of course. The cups are made by Guildmaster Ru Ronkko Oodaku.” His smile slipped just a fraction. “They are surprisingly delicate,” he said ruefully as he took a sip of his own tea.


  “I notice they are not reinforced,” said Xavien. “Forgive my ignorance. Is that an aesthetic choice?”


  Eo paused, the cup halfway to his mouth. “No,” he said. “Can that be done?”


  “Certainly,” Xavien said, considering. “Probably less than an hour of magic,” he said. “You’re only making a small change, and there are some similar rituals that …” He nodded. “An hour at the outside.”


  “You don’t know of a ritual to do it, then?”


  “No,” said Xavien. “Any master magician should be able to work something out, though … or, if you’ll permit, I could supply magework that would do the same – that would take no time at all.”


  “I couldn’t impose,” Eo said. “It is more than kind enough that you offer such a welcome thing.”


  “It is not an imposition,” Xavien said. “May I?”


  “I … I have no way to properly thank you,” Eo said. “But …”


  Xavien gave a short smile as he quietly worked the spell on the cups and the teapot – and then extended it to the three other cups nestled in a velvet carrier inside the sideboard. “Then you needn’t trouble yourself to bother,” the mage said. “It is done; truly, hardly worth mentioning.”


  “It seems like a very large thing to me,” Consular Eo said. “Thank you, Lord Xavien, on my behalf, and that of my Imperial Master.”


  “I am pleased to have been of some assistance …” Xavien said. “There can never be sufficient beauty in our lives, and these are … truly a pleasure for the eyes.”


  “Thank you,” the Consular said.


  Xavien reached into his pocket, and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. “It occurs to me that your life would be easier, somewhat, if you had some idea of what might be happening.”


  “Oh?”


  “Are you aware of His Imperial Highness’ offer to Lord Teodor?”


  “Yes,” the Consular said. “I am. This is Lord Teodor’s response?”


  “So I believe,” Xavien said. “To the best of my knowledge, this is the message Lord Teodor has sent to His Imperial Majesty,” handing Eo the folded paper. “I thought it might be helpful if everyone knows what … might be happening.”


  “To the best …”


  “Lord Teodor drafted the message himself; but was kind enough to share his intent, and directed that the general contents be made known to you. He does not wish to surprise anyone; there is no reason for secrecy.” Xavien gestured to the paper in Consular Eo’s hand. “In fact, it might be useful if you were to glance at it now.”


  “It … yes, of course,” and he looked at it for a moment. “I admit I was very curious as to whether …” and then he paused. “Simply an invitation to his Serenity?”


  “So I am given to understand,” Xavien said. “He wishes to meet His Serenity first, to allow His Serenity to form his own opinion.”


  “I see,” Consular Eo said, diplomatically. “That is … well. I was about to say that nobody could have expected such a thing, and yet, Lord Xavien, I must ask a favor. I would be remiss in my service to my Imperial Master if I did not ask you to stay until a little past sundown.”


  Xavien tilted his head. “Really.”


  “Yes,” Eo said. “I cannot say more, but … I would ask you to stay.” He brightened for a moment. “I might add, apropos to nothing in particular, of course, that although my Imperial Master is in the Imperial Court, and many days away, that I typically take my instructions in His behalf from His Imperial Majesty’s Ambassador in Mosura Labyrinth.”


  And of course there was no border between Mosura and Leviathan, just the Blue Seas between them. Xavien nodded. “I suppose you receive instruction … regularly?”


  “From my Master, Patriarch Bohr Taiki,” the Consular agreed. “But … you will stay? May I offer you a room?”


  “Perhaps,” said Xavien. “I do have another errand, and it is … something I am eager to attend to,” he smiled. “I could contact one of the Mosuran mages for you? It would be Lord Luminant Frost, yes?”


  “Yes, he is our Speaker,” said Eo after a moment.


  “Tumo? This is Xavien Lycaili. Might I have a moment?”


  Xavien! How pleasant to hear from you! Let me settle one little matter, and I’ll be right with you. Will that do?


  “Yes, of course. Thank you,” Xavien said, and then turned back to Eo. “He’ll be back to me in a moment.” Xavien’s gaze fell on his empty teacup.


  “More tea?”


  “Yes, please,” Xavien said, as he settled back in his chair. It took two more cups of the fine liquor, drunk in small, appreciative sips, before Lord Luminant Frost replied to him.


  Xavien! It’s been so long. Please accept my condolences on the passing of your cousin. I know my Master has already sent his, but …


  “Thank you, Tumo. I’m with Consular Eo, in Leviathan, and … he has some information to pass along to you. And I think he may wish to consult with your Imperial Ambassador briefly. I would wait, but I am tasked to other things which … are better done sooner than later.”


  Always there is something to do, yes, I know that one well. I will see if Ambassodor Kazuo is available … A couple of minutes later, Tumo replied. The Ambassador has freed some time. Are you with the Consul now?


  “Yes, Consul Eo is with me.”


  Then I will speak between them now.


  A moment later. Eo looked up from his polite contemplation of his teacup. “I received a formal message to His Imperial Majesty from Patriarch Lycaili; Lord Xavien assures me that it represents an invitation to His Serenity to visit Lycaili. Under the circumstances …”


  Eo was quiet as he waited for Lord Luminant Frost to speak with the Ambassador. His stance changed slightly as he listened to the reply.


  “Yes, Tumo. Please thank His Excellence for me, and thank you!”


  There, Xavien. Perhaps I’ll see you soon. I would like that!


  “What?” Xavien said, but the sense of presence was gone.


  Eo nodded. “Thank you, Lord Xavien, that … to come to the point, His Serenity departed Mosura Port yesterday.”


  Xavien stared at the Ambassador for a moment. He thought for a moment, considering the transit times. The Emperor must have sent Prince Lyo within a day of receiving Prince Noroma’s offer. Which meant … could only mean … that Noroma made the offer himself, not the Emperor, but that the Emperor approved it … which meant …


  Xavien wasn’t sure what that meant, but he was certain that Teodor would draw some bizarre, outrageous and probably uncannily correct conclusion from the datum, once he had it.


  “Then His Serenity is expected to arrive at Leviathan Port four days from now, seas forthcoming?” Xavien asked, just to make sure he had calculated the passage correctly.


  Consul Eo nodded. “Yes. And … Lord Luminous Frost accompanied His Highness, earlier. Ocean travel is always risky, and my Master is disinclined to risk anyone of the Imperial Lineage.”


  “Lord Luminous Frost is with His Serenity,” Xavien said.


  “I have not been informed of that, but it would surprise me if he were not.” Consul Eo gave Xavien a small smile. “It is most fortuitous, Lord Xavien, that you have arrived with such a suitable escort.”


  “I …” and now Xavien faltered. “Consul Eo, I … I must consult with General Osaze. We – My Master – did not – I did not expect – my instructions are strict, very strict, and I … I must beg your forgiveness.”


  “Your army cannot provide an escort for His Serenity?”


  “It is not why we were dispatched,” said Xavien. “Although … clearly, that would be good, very good …”


  “There is some impediment?” Eo looked a little thoughtful. “But …”


  “I would hope we can escort His Serenity,” Xavien said. “But I must consult with General Osaze.”


  “Then … may I ask why you have brought so many troops into Leviathan?”


  “I would rather you did not,” Xavien said as politely as he could.


  “I … understand your meaning, Lord Xavien, but I am confused. Your words imply that these warriors are not here purely as a symbolic gesture, and … this is an impressive concentration of force. Why, Lord Xavien, does your Master feel he needs such a concentration in Leviathan? Or … in this vicinity? I ask, Lord Xavien, for both my Masters.”


  “I do not have an explanation for you, Consul Eo.”


  “I find that alarming.”


  “I cannot find fault with your reasoning, but I would beg you to give some few moments to consult with General Osaze. My instructions do not permit discussing this matter – he has more leeway.”


  “I … Lord Xavien, how is it possible that the Master of Guard has more authority than the Ambassador?”


  “If you would allow me to call in General Osaze, it is possible your questions will permit answers,” said Xavien.


  The Consul considered the ebon minotaur for a moment. “Lord Xavien, does Lord Teodor hold you in some distrust? I dislike bringing the matter up, but you were placed under arrest, at his command. It was a development much remarked upon, and very little explained.”


  “There is some secondary relevance,” Xavien said. “I will explain it, if you will permit me to call …”


  “Very well, Lord Xavien.”


  “Osaze, a small matter has come up. Would you be kind enough to join us?” Xavien asked, reaching out to the golden minotaur.


  I will be in directly, Xe.


  * * *


  “Consul Eo,” said General Osaze, seating himself, “you present me with difficult questions. At this time, I cannot answer them to your satisfaction. It is my belief, however, that lives are contingent on our actions. If your suspicions occur to … certain persons within Leviathan, then our task here will fail. I wish we could ask Patriarch Nahor’s permission, but we dare not.”


  “That sounds … extraordinary,” Consul Eo said. “You dare not? And … pardon me, but what lives are at stake?”


  General Osaze considered for a moment. “If I tell you, it could put them further at risk. I will tell you, but only if you can pledge your silence until we have secured those lives.”


  “That is an extraordinary request,” the Consul said. “I have no desire to endanger anyone. And yet you seem poised for military action inside lands belonging to another clan.”


  “That is not our intent, nor our plan, nor even our expectation. We expect to proceed peacefully, to rescue persons in danger without violence, and return to Lycaili,” General Osaze said. “Lord Teodor sent us to forestall violence, not to provoke it, and especially not to begin it.” He gave a brief smile. “Patriarch Nahor has settled a number of his own warriors around us, and I expect that their presence will prevent any attempt at violence whatsoever.”


  “Not all,” corrected Xavien, breaking into the conversation. “I intend to issue a personal challenge.”


  “What?” said General Osaze, turning to stare at the ebon.


  Xavien looked back blandly at him. “I have been mortally insulted, and I suspect I know who initiated that insult. I am within Leviathan’s law to issue a challenge on those grounds,” said Xavien. “And if I find my suspicions correct, I will kill him.”


  “A personal challenge within the law. Within the strict interpretation of the law,” Consul Eo said, more asking than stating.


  “Yes.”


  “Conducted entirely in accord with law and tradition – Leviathan’s tradition?” the Consul pressed.


  “Yes,” Xavien repeated. “Assuming I am able to confront him within Leviathan.”


  “That is … your privilege, and I think it has no bearing, although … are you certain of this insult?” asked Eo.


  “I could be wrong,” Xavien said dryly. “I have lately become painfully familiar with that condition. Being incorrect, I mean. But I intend to confirm my suspicion first; I will not challenge an innocent. I am certain I have been insulted, yes. I have good cause to suspect a particular bull, and I will be astonished if he be innocent – but I will certainly establish guilt before I issue any challenge.”


  “As you say, then,” said Eo, and he turned back to General Osaze. “Lord Xavien’s personal complaint sounds within his rights and is no matter for the Emperor or Mosura. What you say, General Osaze, is very worrisome, but … it sounds as if your actions and intent are entirely within the law of Leviathan, even if they may provoke Leviathan.”


  “They may provoke Leviathan only indirectly, in that Patriarch Nahor can claim the better course would have been to bring this matter directly to him. But other than that, I do not believe our actions will offend against Leviathan in any way.”


  The Consul considered that statement carefully for a long moment. “Do you believe that, if I reported this conversation to my Masters at the soonest possible moment – later tonight, I think – that would put these lives you mentioned earlier at risk?”


  “Probably not,” said General Osaze, “although of course I would prefer you to wait. The danger I fear is that word would get to … persons in Leviathan prematurely. I do not care what is known in Mosura tonight; I fear what might be known in Leviathan tomorrow.”


  “I understand the parameters of your concern,” said the Consul. “I will accommodate them as well as I may. Given your assurances, I see no need to speak with Patriarch Nahor about this – it is not Mosura’s business, and you will make a full disclosure to him, I presume?”


  “After the fact, but yes, without fail.”


  “I must make a report to my Masters.”


  “I prefer you would not, but I could not expect otherwise,” said General Osaze.


  “Given your assurances, and I will repeat them, I suspect my Masters will not wish to entangle themselves in the matter. Given that wish, I trust you will not entangle them? That is, that we had some warning of this can be passed over in your discussion with Patriarch Nahor?”


  “That could make a most unpleasant conversation even less pleasant, but … yes. If our goals are preempted, however, I will consider myself free of that obligation.”


  “Most reasonable, and acceptable,” said the Consul. “I am satisfied.”


  “Thank you, Consul Eo, on behalf of myself and my Master,” said General Osaze.


  “I am satisfied on that point,” said the Consul. “There is another.”


  “Ah,” said Xavien, stirring in his chair. “That would be … me?”


  “Yes.”


  “It has no bearing,” said General Osaze.


  “General, I would prefer to handle this, if you will permit,” said Xavien.


  “Lord Xavien, there is no need …” started General Osaze.


  “And yet it is my reputation,” Xavien said. “Is it not?”


  “It is,” said the General, and he lifted a hand in acquiesance. “As you wish.”


  “I … you have piqued my curiosity,” said Consul Eo.


  “I fear you will not enjoy the story; it is no tangle of political machination but merely my own frailty,” said Xavien.


  “Lord Xavien …” started Osaze.


  “No, I will not hide. I do not think I have acted dishonorably, only unfortunately. And even if I had acted dishonorably – what better penance than to admit it? You are aware, Consul, that I was Regent?”


  “Of course,” said Consul Eo.


  Xavien nodded. “That was the error. I should not have been Regent. I have reached … a certain age, as they say, and my self-control is frayed. Badly frayed. I was unable to cope with the stresses of the Regency, Consul Eo. By the time I was arrested, at Lord Teodor’s command, I was barely lucid. Teodor’s arrest relieved me of all my duties, and gave me the time I needed to understand what had happened, and … to recover. It was welcome, Consul Eo, and I am deeply grateful for it, and Teodor’s many, many acts of kindness to … one who had not, I think, earned such dispensations.”


  The Consul’s face went completely blank. “I am sorry to hear that, Lord Xavien. I am glad you have recovered.”


  “I have not recovered, not fully, and may never do so,” Xavien said, forcing himself to say it. “It was to protect me from the stress of command that my Master gave authority to General Osaze. He was right to do so.”


  “But why did he – why would he … why would you …”


  “Send me in the first place?” said Xavien into the silence. “Why would I accept?”


  “Yes.”


  “Because he had no choice. Lord Chimes is prescient.”


  “Lord Chimes sent you?”


  “In effect,” said Xavien. “Lord Chimes was insistent that I must go. Faced with percipience, what else could Lord Teodor do? What else could I do?”


  The Consul was silent for a long, long time. “I understand,” Eo said finally. “I … Lord Xavien, I am in awe of your courage in admitting this so frankly. I assure you, I will be discreet.”


  “Discreet …” said Xavien. “Well, for my part, Consul Eo, I do not wish that. I have examined my actions, and in every case, I am satisfied that, knowing what I knew, I behaved with honor, and would not – could not – have done otherwise. You see, Consul Eo, it was my cousin’s decision to shield me that led to that disaster. Lord Cresphontes forbade me to know that my mental control was fading. And so, not knowing that my body had betrayed me, I took on the Regency. I will not conceal my condition. I will not fall into the same error twice. That would dishonor me.”


  The Consul nodded silently. “You are a great bull, Lord Xavien. I … I do not know I would have the strength to say such things. I am humbled. I beg your forgiveness for my suspicions.”


  “There is nothing to forgive,” said Xavien. “After all, it may simply be a symptom of my impending mental collapse.”


  “I cannot believe that!” said Consul Eo.


  “Lord Xavien!” General Osaze said barely a heartbeat later. “Is this a matter for levity?”


  “If Lord Teodor can laugh at himself, surely I may claim the same privilege?”


  * * *


  Xavien was still smiling – to himself, of course, he let no hint of his amusement leak through to his countenance – when they arrived at the modest but pleasant estate of Guildmaster Iudas. The grounds, he thought, were nicely kept, with lovely trimmed thick-grown hedges, thriving beds of jasmine, and some truly exquisite beds of bola lilies in extravagant bloom, as well as a number of humans – gardeners, he thought fondly – scurrying out of the way as the huge group advanced on the house. He paused with General Osaze, who hadn’t said anything to him since they left the Consulate, but … Xavien found himself unconcerned.


  Completely unconcerned. Explaining what had happened to Consul Eo, admitting his fault – no, acknowledging his fault was like shedding some invisible weight that had crushed him. He had simply acted in accord with his honor, given the Consul the honesty honor demanded rather than trying to ignore or shield himself. He would have thought the confession would humiliate him – had expected to feel humiliated, had been ready for it, almost ready to embrace it as a fitting punishment.


  But he didn’t feel humiliated. And his joke … Teodor’s self-deprecating humor, his little jests, as the gray minotaur was wont to call them, had always made Xavien feel off-balance, uncertain, unsure of himself. But … if this was how they affected Teodor … this … this … he didn’t know how to categorize it, what to call it. Other than amazingly freeing, in some way that Xavien could not describe. I must laugh at myself more often, Xavien thought, and somehow, even that amused him too.


  He wasn’t sure what to say to General Osaze, though. The golden minotaur might be able to hide the tension in his stance, but Xavien could feel it, the tightness in every muscle, the deliberation under every movement.


  “You will let me speak to the Guildmaster,” Osaze said, quietly.


  “Is that request or a command?” Xavien asked.


  “It is … a request, Lord Xavien.”


  A request that could be a command, if needed, Xavien heard clearly. “Very well. I am not sure, however, that the Guildmaster has room for all of us.”


  “We can camp …” the General paused as mint-green minotaur came striding out the front door. “The Guildmaster?”


  “I believe so,” said Xavien cautiously. “Although it might be his cousin …”


  “Welcome to my family’s home,” the green bull said, stopping a few feet from the advance party. His eyes glancing over the large troop of Lycaili and Leviathan warriors. I have refreshments … perhaps I could serve them outside? I fear you – all of you – will not be comfortable in my sitting room. It would be …” and he gave a rueful smile. “I am not sure we could fit all of them in, even standing.”


  “Do I have the honor of addressing Guildmaster Iudas, or Guildsenior Dellios?” asked General Osaze.


  “I … I beg your forgiveness. I am Iudas, my cousin Guildsenior Dellios is elsewhere. I believe I recognize Lord Gree–” and the minotaur shook his head, abashed. “Forgiveness, Lord Xavien, I know. But you are …”


  “I am General Osaze, Master of Guard to Patriarch Teodor Lycaili, here at your invitation, Guildmaster.”


  “I have expected you,” Iudas said. “And cannot tell you how grateful I am that you have come.”


  “You are welcome and more than welcome. My Master bids me thank you. Nothing would be more refreshing, however, than to complete my errand.”


  “Of course,” said Iudas. “And yet … I have pledged my honor in this matter.”


  “Yes, and my Master honors you for that.”


  “But I know none of you,” Iudas said simply. “I do not know any of these guards in Leviathan livery, nor any of you, save, perhaps, Lord Xavien, and – I beg your forgiveness – but I know only that he appears to be Lord Xavien. I met him only twice, and we spent no time together.”


  “Once,” Xavien said. “I met you once, at guild dinner. When did we meet again?”


  “I … you are right, it was but once, Lord Xavien,” Iudas said. “I beg your forgiveness for the misstatement.”


  “I see. Well, I do not hold it against you, and cannot fault your care,” Xavien said, and his smile, if it didn’t feel entirely natural, didn’t feel forced, either. “But I am Xavien Alexander Lycaili,” he said. “I would be delighted to present proof.”


  “I beg your forgiveness for my doubt, but …”


  “I commend your doubts,” Xavien said. “I put nothing past these brigands.” He concentrated for a moment, reached down to the rock below the estate; granite. That would work. Low in iron, but … he could concentrate it somewhat, and … he pulled a few hundred tons of it up, up, into a column only a few feet thick but some two hundred and twenty feet high, just … there …


  A glob of rock erupted out of the lawn, right in the center, and there was an eyeblink of movement as warriors stepped back, in tempus, weapons drawn. “No need,” Xavien called blandly, and focused again, setting the form he wanted … the outcrop reshaped itself into a seven tiered fountain, with a huge bola lily at the top. Another thought hollowed pipes in the granite itself, to permit water to flow up and out of the top. It would need some tuning, though … Xavien pulled water from the clouds down, condensed it into a few hundred gallons, sent it coursing into the fountain as he reached out through Breaker (and missed Lathe yet again!). Using Breaker, he set another magic in place to keep the water flowing down into the internal piping, and back up to the top. Breaker gave out a moan as the magic roiled through him, but Xavien knew Stacy would take care of the human. Xavien trusted his Master of Slave would see to Breaker, so that he could, instead, attend to the subtle adjustments to the water flow. He wanted it to cascade from flowered tier to tier with a pleasant burbling, evenly, attractively, and that took some fine-tuning of the details. A pity there was no way to keep the water flowing without magic … he considered Breaker for a moment. Even this small magic came close to Breaker’s limits, but the human could bear the spell safely for a time.


  Lathe could have held it for hours, but Xavien resolutely pushed that painful remembrance from his mind.


  Xavien finished by putting a perfect, magical finish on the scalloped stonework, embellishing it with embossed bola lilies interspersed with flowering jasmine vines, to match the surrounding garden. In a spark of whimsy, he added a tracery of gold to the lilies.


  “I …”


  “Before you say anything, if you dislike it, I will, of course, undertake to remove it.”


  “No, no, it’s … marvelous, Lord Xavien,” Iudas said. “I just didn’t expect … so … quickly …”


  “The water flowing in it is presently doing so because of magic; it will need a pump of some kind to drive the water flow.”


  “It will …” started out as a question, but firmed toward the finish of the word. “Yes, of course. I understand, Lord Xavien. I … I’m not sure …” he looked around. “But Del or I will think of something. Thank you. It is … very impressive. How … how much does it weigh?”


  Xavien looked at it for a moment. “A great deal. It is not, in any sense, movable.”


  “But … won’t it sink into the lawn?”


  “No,” said Xavien. “It is formed from a column of bedrock, which is why it cannot be moved.”


  Iudas looked at him quizzically, almost as if the green minotaur thought Xavien might be joking, and then nodded his understanding. “It is … it is marvelous, as I said, and I thank you, Lord Xavien.”


  The Master of their Leviathan escort, General Trevor Leviathan broke into the conversation. “Then, Guildmaster, you did invite these bulls, and were expecting them.”


  “Yes,” the Guildmaster said. “I am afraid I do not know you, General.”


  “I understand your concern, and I vouch for him. His loyalty is to Leviathan, Guildmaster,” said Xavien.


  “I was unaware of any doubt in the matter,” Trevor said stiffly. “What cause do you have to question me so? And, Guildmaster, by what right?”


  “I beg your forgiveness, General Trevor,” Iudas said. “But … well. It will be simpler to explain all at once. Lord Xavien, I expect you wish to see …”


  “Yes,” said Xavien. “I desire that very much. I have a courier waiting to run to Lord Teodor, to tell him what I find, and I greatly wish to dispatch him.”


  “This is entirely unorthodox,” Trevor said. “What, precisely, is happening?”


  “It will be simpler to explain afterward,” Iudas said. “And delay serves nobody now. Please, Lord Xavien, General Trevor, General Osaze – please, come with me.”


  * * *


  The underground retreat was everything the cousins had promised. Built to hold nearly a hundred humans and thirty minotaur, it was spacious for the thirteen of them – fourteen, if one counted Dellios’ personal slave, Socks, as Dacien certainly did. Socks had been more than a little wide-eyed at the thought of serving thirteen minotaur as the sole human slave, but Dellios had taken the little human aside while Dacien and Bryant organized the rest of their little band. The ninja – they referred to themselves as commandos – were almost distressingly obedient, and even the pristine, Dusan, seemed to be almost as heavily conditioned. With what Dacien recognized as the inherent minotaur drive toward organization, Dellios and Bryant quickly organized the commandos into turning the space into a comfortable den, although there simply wasn’t much for Dacien or Dusan to do.


  Socks settled comfortably into serving the four of them, and that allowed Dacien to keep an eye on the untrained mage. Dellios seemed completely unaware of Sock’s power, although it was clear he doted on the little human – who seemed just as entranced by Dellios. But from what Dacien remembered – or thought he remembered – humans with mage-powers became lenses.


  Teodor had told him that. And then … a single mage-gifted human had become a mage, instead. He looked at Socks, calm and trusting beside Dellios, and tried to remember just what Socks reminded him of.


  He didn’t approach the jade-green minotaur until the fourth day, when Dellios – who insisted on being called ‘Del’ – had had his chance to question the commandos about their training and upbringing. Dellios had taken Socks aside for what the minotaur called training, rather euphemistically to Dacien’s thinking. Both of them had returned mussed and smelling ever so faintly of sex. Socks looked exhaustedly happy and Dellios looked both pleased and very, very content.


  “I don’t wish to ask inappropriately,” Dacien said quietly as Socks settled himself on Dellios’s sleeping pad and prepared to nap. “But … I suppose I don’t understand why you would call that training.”


  “Because it was training,” Dellios said, equally softly, but calmly. “He is learning to achieve release without removing his restraint. And he’s doing very, very well.” His voice rose. “Sleep, Socks.”


  There was a quiet murmur that could have been “Yes, Master,” but it might have just as easily been something else from the already half-asleep human. It was strange, but Dacien could easily tell the man’s moods – that he was drowsing and slipping deeper into sleep – simply from the feel of the thick cloying magic spilling from him. But Socks wasn’t all the way asleep, not yet, and Dacien wanted neither to interrupt his rest, nor reveal his mage-potential to him, so he sought for some other topic for a few moments of conversation. “I know you’ve been talking to some of the commandos … I was wondering if, well, if … you had reached any conclusions.”


  “Some. I could probably help them,” Dellios said softly, “but I would rather they are looked over by an air mage first. If it were just mental conditioning, there is much I could to do reverse it, but … if they’ve been magicked, then I could easily do harm.”


  “Then do nothing,” said Dacien.


  “Do … nothing,” said Dellios, sourly. “Yes, that’s right, I should do nothing, but … they are so damaged, Dacien, that watching them is its own sort of pain. I am a guild senior. And what has been done to these bulls is unconscionable. I do not entirely know how it has been done, but in many places I recognize Guild techniques, I understand how they have been brought to this state, and knowing how my Guild’s secrets have been turned to this … this … destruction infuriates me.” Dellios took a breath. “Doing nothing, as you say, is the correct course of action. For now. But only for now. Once I consult with Lord Tarragon, I can begin work,” and then he looked abashed.


  “But forgive my presumption,” Dellios said. “You and Bryant must be considered their owners.”


  “We are? But didn’t we … steal them?”


  Dellios snorted. “You could say that, but I would suggest they are closer to spoils of war. They are slaves, whatever – whoever – they were previously. Perhaps Lord Tarragon can work some miracle and retrieve something of their former selves, to build upon. It is that small chance that keeps me from trying …” and Dellios fell silent for a moment. “And they are yours, because you took responsibility for them.” The green bull grimaced. “Life belongs to those who show up for it, after all.”


  “That sounds … accurate.” Dacien spared a moment of thought to check on Socks, who had moved from drowsing to fast asleep. “May I ask you about Socks?”


  “Socks?” and Dellios sighed. “Yes, by all means. It happens, I was careless …”


  “Careless? What … I don’t understand.”


  “I should not have permitted the depth of bond between us,” Dellios said. “But … it rather surprised me. I hadn’t expected he’d be so … adorable.”


  “You’re … bonded to him?” Dacien thought for a moment. Someone – Teodor? – had explained what that meant, he remembered, even if he didn’t remember exactly what that meant. But yes, yes, Teodor had … no, not told him, but warned him. The details came rushing back; a human exposed to a minotaur would bond quickly, but the minotaur had to be cautious to avoid a lesser, but very real attraction.


  “I … it should not be so,” said Dellios. “But I have allowed it to happen. I am looking for a new master for him. I haven’t found anyone I like enough. He’s extraordinary, and deserves a master who will appreciate him. Humans like him are rare jewels.” The jade minotaur grimaced. “I know, I know, I sound like every besotted master, but … I still have some objectivity left. He’s so willing to please, so eager to submit to his owner …” Dellios leaned over to whisper to Dacien. “That restraint he’s wearing was his gift to me, and his next master,” and leaned back with a proud smile.


  Dacien nodded, trying to keep his confusion from showing while he thought about that. He glanced over to it for a moment, trying to understand just why Dellios thought that was … oh. Oh! A master might lock up a human, but that was usually a punishment, and Dacien had thought that and gone on but of course, the gold embroidery on the leather restraint meant that it was a mark of favor, not a punishment. It wasn’t even locked.


  “I had not seen it correctly,” Dacien said. “But, that is … amazing.”


  “Yes,” said Dellios. “It leaves me with a terrible predicament. I am not willing to hand Socks over to just anyone, but keeping him casts my own judgment into question.”


  “It does?”


  “It’s very hard to think clearly where he’s concerned,” Dellios admitted.


  “I understand,” Dacien said, thinking back to how he’d felt about Teodor just before. Or at least, how he remembered feeling. The memories were there, but they just didn’t seem to connect. How could he have loved Teodor, trusted Teodor, so much, and now feel … nothing.


  He wasn’t angry, wasn’t unhappy at the memories … Teodor had manipulated him, Dacien could see that clearly, but … looking back at it, seeing how the rest of the council had reacted, Dacien realized just how right Teodor had been. The other mages would never have permitted it, but presented with the change, they had – as Teodor had predicted – chosen to take the wait and see approach. Which, Dacien realized, practically every minotaur did. Dellios, wanting to do whatever it was to those poor mindfucked bulls. Wait and see. It was the standard minotaur trait when faced with anything new: paralysis. Maybe not entirely, but close enough, Dacien thought, close enough.


  Except that … there wasn’t anything else. The same cold reasoning that had turned his own memories to frozen recollection told him that. The Scyllans had either raised or found these bulls – and given that all the bulls he’d seen leading were pristine or ebon, Dacien would bet they’d sired them themselves, specifically to turn them into these obedient puppets.


  “How would I start … undoing whatever was done?” Dacien asked.


  “Not undoing,” said Dellios. “Rebuilding them, of course. They seem somewhat … damaged, but from what you said, that’s part of the change?”


  “That’s what Teodor thought,” Dacien said.


  “The problem is any ongoing magic,” Dellios said. “I can do a lot, but if there’s any kind of lasting effect, it’s likely to prevent me from making any change.”


  “There is no ongoing magic,” Dacien said confidently.


  “You’re sure of that?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then,” and Dellios thought for a moment. “Then all the commands must be deeply embedded in their minds, and their personality … such as it is … formed around that.” Dellios shook his head. “Very impressive, from a technical standpoint, but … what a ghastly thing to do.”


  “Yes,” agreed Dacien. “Can it be … changed? Worked around? Can they be … well, normal is probably the wrong word, but …”


  “I … no,” said Dellios. “You’d need to have an air-mage wipe their minds completely – and that is something that no mage will do.” He paused. “No decent mage. And I would not trust a mage who agreed to it.”


  “Then we need to build on what’s there, right?”


  “Yes,” Dellios said.


  “How?”


  “How … the first step would be to give them unique designations. Colors? Fruit? That’s not something to build an identity around,” said Dellios.


  “No, I suppose not …” and all Dacien could think was Five before Teodor renamed him Dapple. Except there had been ritual around that. Was that ritual magic?


  “No,” Dellios said, sounding intrigued when Dacien described what he and Teodor had done with Dapple. “That’s ritualistic, and … a good technique, a memorable experience, provides a basis for building new behavior and patterns – but there’s no magic in it, none needed, something like that. Are you thinking of something like that would do for your commandos? It could give them a sense of belonging. Wash the old away, and give them a good, structured and entirely different context.” The jade minotaur nodded to himself. “A good idea.”


  “Can we do it here?”


  “Here? Now?” said Dellios. “No, we couldn’t. We …”


  “Get an air-mage to look at them, yes,” said Dacien. “But it seems a disservice to them to force them to wait.”


  Dellios made a sort of snorting sound, and then said, “There is something to that, but we don’t have a room for that down here. Or any canes. Or anything, really. And you’ll want to get them somewhere permanent. Somewhere they can settle in. Yanking them from place to place isn’t conducive to good training. Usually, that doesn’t matter, but under the circumstances I’d advise giving them all the advantages you can manage.”


  Dacien let out a breath as he considered that. Dellios was right. Nearly every bull Dacien had met – even Teodor – liked predictable. Stable. Settled. Finding some way to make these bulls whole would mean challenging what they knew, how they acted, teaching them a little more independence – and having a safe place to be while they changed who they were could only help. “That’s … I hadn’t thought about that, but that kind of environment … yes, yes, you are right. It’s just frustrating, watching them.”


  “Yes,” agreed Dellios. “It is. Their parents and clan – if one can call it a clan – have much to answer for.”


  “I did want to talk about Socks, though,” Dacien said. “I’m … a little relieved to hear that you don’t mind giving him up.”


  “I mind very much,” Dellios said affably. “I simply am resigned to it. Respectfully, though, I do not think you are the right master for him.”


  “I agree,” said Dacien. “I don’t have any particular bull in mind. At least I think I don’t. Or if I do, I don’t who it is.”


  “That is a very strange sequence of thoughts,” Dellios said. “It requires some untangling. Might we start with why you are relieved?”


  “Socks is mage-gifted.”


  Dellios was silent for a moment. “I did not know what to expect, but it would not have been that,” the jade minotaur said finally. “I have never heard of a human mage.”


  “Generally they are trained as lenses.”


  Dellios’ glance went over to the human in question, currently sleeping. “I had thought lenses were … different than mages.”


  “No,” Dacien said.


  “Well, I do not pretend to know much about the matter, so … it is possible you might be mistaken about this? Socks does not seem … hmmm. He is extraordinary, I have said so, but I would not have added that quality to his virtues.” Dellios paused. “I suppose Lord Tarragon would have discovered this the next time he came by.”


  “I am sure he would have,” said Dacien politely. “And I am certain. And … he reminds me of …”


  “Of?”


  “I don’t remember,” Dacien said. “It’s been bothering me ever since I saw him, I’ve seen his magic before, but …”


  “Seen his magic?” Dellios said. “Is that … I don’t understand.”


  “Something like his magic, or as close as makes no difference, but … I can’t remember who.”


  “You can see magic?”


  “Yes,” said Dacien. “I … my Master considered my own magic unusual. But I can see – sense, taste, smell, magic.”


  “Extraordinary,” said Dellios. “I am curious. I don’t wish to pry – ah, of course I do, but I do not know where the bounds of acceptable questions lie.”


  “I am not sure I know myself,” Dacien admitted. “So much of minotaur etiquette seems … unspoken and simply understood.”


  “Minotaur etiquette?” Dellios said. “What a peculiar way to put it. Why do you say that? What other etiquette could there be? Human? Jaguen? Wolven?” The minotaur stared at Dacien for a moment. “You perplex me no small amount, Dacien.”


  “I … yes, I suppose I do. My master would suggest you to imagine I was raised by humans, and consequently have a limited exposure to civilization. Minotaur civilization.”


  Dellios considered that for a long moment. “That sounds bizarre. Did something damage your memories prior to your encounter with these Scyllans?”


  “Not that I am aware of,” Dacien said.


  “Bizarre,” pronounced Dellios, looking at Dacien intently. “Did your father try some experimental method of raising …” and then he stopped. “No, that makes no sense to me. Did …” and then Dellios stopped. “My imagination is not up to the task of matching your statements with possibilities,” he said. “I cannot imagine how a minotaur would come to be raised by humans – and by humans, I am guessing that he means as human, yes?”


  “Ah …” said Dacien.


  “This lies close to the heart of your secrets, I think,” Dellios said. “It does mean that, I can tell. And you are forbidden to speak of this, yes?”


  “I … yes,” said Dacien. “How …”


  “I am Senior in the Slaver’s Guild,” Dellios said. “We are taught many things about reading expressions, and words, and statements. Judging motivation. Understanding intent. Seeing to the heart of our charges. And in giving you sanctuary, to some extent, you are in my charge – all of you.”


  “Yes,” said Dacien. “I see that.”


  “But you didn’t, before,” said Dellios. “How peculiar … unless, of course, you were raised by humans. As human. Yes, that would explain many of the things I’ve found odd about you, above and beyond the mindbending … I simply fail to see how it could be possible. Obviously it is possible, and something remarkable is hidden behind that metaphor.”


  “Yes,” said Dacien, with a smile. “That is right. But …”


  “No, no,” said Dellios. “I enjoy riddles … and we have several days until your father can send us assistance, even if he moves instantly – which I trust he shall.”


  “I find it hard to believe that Teodor was made Patriarch,” Dacien admitted. “He didn’t seem to be …”


  “Yes?”


  “I don’t know. Among humans, those who rise to power usually … go after it aggressively.”


  “And that is sometimes true for minotaur as well,” Dellios said. “Sometimes. I am sure there is a fascinating story behind his ascension, but I know only the barest facts. After Patriarch Cresphonte’s assassination, there was a brief interregnum where Lord Xavien acted as Regent. There is a delicious rumor – that I do not know the truth of – that Lord Teodor was unaware that he had been selected until Lord Xavien announced it.”


  “A rumor?”


  “I heard several variants,” Dellios confessed. “That Lord Xavien withheld the information out of some misplaced sense of one-upsmanship. A concern for security. A presentiment. Some obscure magical reason. That he feared Lord Teodor would refuse the appointment. Even that the Lycaili had selected some other minotaur, but Lord Xavien unilaterally chose Lord Teodor and nobody challenged his substitution.” Dellios gave a snort. “All rumors, and nobody is willing to declare them as truth, which makes me suspect they are all … inflated exaggerations.”


  “Probably,” said Dacien. “Lord … Xavien? Lord Green, do you mean?”


  “I … Lord Green became Lord Xavien when he became Regent,” said Dellios. “But you were unaware of this,” he said. “What a puzzle you make,” Dellios said, with that muzzle-twist of a grin.


  “I’m glad I provide distraction. Does he remain Lord Xavien, now that there is a Patriarch?”


  “Yes, of course,” Dellios said. “I am so certain there is some simple explanation for your ignorance; you are not slow, indeed, I find you quick and agile of mind, very roan, but … these gaps.” He brightened for a moment, and then shook his head. “No. No, that is not right; I had thought perhaps you were brought up in extreme isolation – Lord Fog was said to be something of a recluse – but although that would explain the gaps, it would not explain a knowledge of human politics. In fact, it would be incongruent with them. Not raised in isolation, then.”


  “No,” said Dacien.


  “Somehow, then, you were raised in contact with humans, but not minotaurs,” Dellios said slowly. “Yes, that would explain it … but how could that be possible?”


  “Are you asking me?”


  “No, no, I am enjoying this.” Dellios’ stare unfocused for a moment. “I may not appear to be enjoying it, but I assure you I am.”


  “Then I will leave you to your guesses,” Dacien said. “I would not wish to give you any unasked-for hints.”


  “I cannot fault your courtesy,” Dellios said.


  Dellios said very little to him over the next couple of days, but Dacien caught him staring at him speculatively from time to time – much as he watched Socks, trying to think of what – who – Socks reminded him. Both of them – Dellios and Dacien – took advantage of Bryant’s expertise as he conducted sparring exercises for the commandos. Other than that, there was little to do but wait, think, and wait some more.


  The opening of the door to the root cellar caught them by surprise for a moment, but the commandos, Dellios, and Bryant snapped into a guard position – only to relax slightly when they recognized Guildmaster Iudas flanked by an ebon minotaur and a senior Leviathan warlord.


  “Del, this is Lord Xavien Lycaili, and General Trevor – Lord Xavien vouches for him,” Iudas started when Dacien recognized Lord Xavien.


  “YOU!”


  


  


  


  


  That’s all that’s published, as of January 1, 2016. Further chapters on onyx-tao.sofurry.com.

OEBPS/Images/theseus_and_the_minotaur_detail-by-sterlinghundley.jpg





