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 Here comes life,
 bringing wonder and terror, horror and splendor.
 Let it all in.


    —Reynar Murri Arilka, 


    Advice to a Scribe’s Apprentice.
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  CHAPTER 1

The Plum Blossom Festival marked the very start of spring, and spring is notoriously unpredictable.

Some years, the Festival sagged under curtains of rain, with cold gusts from the harbor flogging vendors’ barrows and sending trinkets flying; in others the sun got the upper hand, making revelers wish they’d chosen lighter robes, breezier pantaloons, hats with shady brims. But sometimes, Ye Gods smiled upon the ancient city of Coastwall with its sandstone twistings and turnings: smiled, and nodded, and got it just exactly right.

This morning was golden, and smelled clean. Birds sang. In a public park— for, like many cities in the Brewel Country, Coastwall had lately been graced with public parks— mothers and daughters went about their broadspear practice in a zestful Plum Blossom spirit, striking at straw targets painted pink and white just like the flowers bursting forth on the branches overhead.

One little girl was particularly aggressive, continuing to thrash a target with the handle of her broadspear long after its wooden practice blade had broken loose, and shouting out a list of typical brats’ grievances as she did so.

“That’s for face washing! That’s for hair brushing! That’s for no honey-bons till after dinner!”

“For shame,” growled her mother. “Learn to control yourself. Your blade is all the way over there in the yellowleaf hedge. Go get it and let’s start again on the basic diagonal strike.”

“No-o-o, mama! That’s boring! I want to slay a monster!”

At an outdoor café bordering the park, a gentleman looked up over the news bulletin he was reading. From behind thick spectacles his eyes met those of the dismayed mother; he was just calling out to her when Coastwall’s bell, high in the square tower known as the Lantern, began its great, deep, bronze morning peal.

By the time that had faded to a faint shimmering hum, the family was seated together: or, rather, the gentleman and the mother were seated, while their brat walked in circles around the table, devouring an enormous plum cookie.

“Oh, I wouldn’t call it spoiling her, my dear,” said the gentleman. “Let her have her fun. This whole week is a holiday, after all. You relax, too— would you like me to read you this bulletin?”

The brat stopped chewing and threw her mother a glare, because of course reading was for boys, and listening to it was nearly as bad; she coughed a few crumbs and smacked the newly-replaced blade of her weapon against a lamp post, picturing it as the neck of some frightful beast.

And so the gentleman read aloud, and the birds sang, and the rest of the women in the park went about their ladylike practice, and all around them Coastwall—from the top of the Lantern to the mouth of the broad brown Denna— began to think of spring.

***

On the Denna’s western bank, opposite the great ivory-tiled palace of the de Brewel family, a small knot of the very men who had created the news bulletin stood fidgeting and muttering, in their own way craving adventure as strongly as the brat had.

They wore jackets covered with pockets for wax tablets and styli, the tools with which they scribbled the words and scrawled the pictures that were to become plaster printing blocks. From these would peel copy after copy, selling till the blocks wore flat— though some stories or images would show such popularity that their blocks would be re-cast, and sold anew labeled MULTI-EXTRA. To originate a multi-extra news sheet was the dream. But hunting it was chancy and arduous— as difficult, in its own way, as hunting the firewyrm, the meldragore, the wish-granting nullicorn.

One of the news hounds lowered a pair of twin spyglasses from his eyes. “This could be big. I just saw the Nameless Lady, boarding her personal ferry. She’ll be across in a few minutes.”

His neighbor was new to the pack and squinted across the estuary of the Denna as though he could identify anyone at such a distance. “Really, the Lady? Hope the Prince is with her… not the baby Prince, I mean… I’m talking about the other one…”

The oldest of the news hounds turned on the new fellow in exasperation. “Hoy, Popper,” he snapped. “See any nullicorns around here? No? Then quit makin’ wishes.”

As the rest of the men laughed, the new fellow hung his head. He’d been a scribe’s apprentice till just that week. Contracts and receipts and Harbormaster’s paperwork didn’t laugh at you—but then again, no scribe ever experienced the thrill of chasing a story. Literally chasing it.

The oldest news hound took pity. “Aw, Popper, I don’t mean to bust your beans. But anyone who’s seen the Trickster Prince this past month or more has seen the back of the moon. Never you mind— whatever his Lady does, it sells sheets galore. Now get set, fellas! Fling a leg over them hurry-horses.”

The horses he referred to were not animals, but crude vehicles consisting of front and rear wheels with seats slung between them, propelled by the rider’s feet scrambling at the ground. Hurry-horses were hard to maneuver and often ended up colliding with trees, shop fronts, or other vehicles such as ox carts and sedan chairs, but they let even the clumsiest man move as swiftly as a professional foot messenger— at least on straight stretches, of which Coastwall admittedly had precious few.

So the men straddled their wheels and waited. All were silent except Popper, who continued babbling.

“About the Nameless Lady, though… I’ve looked into what the Prince calls her and it’s entirely fictitious… she hasn’t really got a Doktorate in anything at all… yet they say she’s a fiend for books… though maybe she only carries them for show… these fashionable types get up to so many fads…”

“Rotsy,” groaned the spyglass man to the oldest news hound, “can you tell young Popper to shut it? I’m tryin’ to think up some headlines.”

“Tell him yourself. You know how it is.”

Just then the spyglass man let his lenses drop to the end of their neck loop. He grabbed the handlebars of his hurry-horse, gave the ground beneath him a furious push with both feet and away he rolled. Within seconds the rest were after him, racing for the riverbank— all except the unfortunate Popper, who didn’t know that how it is, is this: friendly chat is well enough, but when the chase is on it’s every hound for himself.

***

The Nameless Lady was hiding in plain sight.

Her hair was covered by a scarf, folded diagonally and wrapped around her head. Her eyes lay behind a pair of sun goggles— the modern kind, not mere old-fashioned slits in a whalebone strip but the frames of a scholar’s spectacles, fitted with ovals of darkened glass. And her ferry had high, boxy walls which blocked any view of the vehicle she was seated in.

But she was tall; above the boxy walls her torso rose up lean and broad-shouldered, with the breeze ruffling her fine and simple robe. And she was striking: she carried her head with an elegant bearing, as though putting the strong line of her jaw and the proud jut of her nose on display.

A documentary artist skidded to a halt at the ferry landing beside the spyglass man, pulling forth his tablet.

“Damn it deep— be nice if she’d unwind that scarf and pull those lids off her weepers. What rig you think she’s drivin’? White ponies, put to a cart? Open top sedan chair?”

The spyglass man didn’t have to answer. The ferry touched, its gangplank fell, one wall of the box swung open and out shot the Nameless Lady in a brass-fitted, red-painted blur.

Her vehicle had no team, no bearers. Its four whirling wheels were large, but the wooden body between them, which held only a dashboard and two seats, was tiny. As it sped away, it emitted an intricate ticking sound and left behind a smell of fresh varnish, metal polish, and lubricating oil.

“Aw, blisters!” moaned the artist. “That was too fast! I wasn’t ready!”

Off surged the pack. At the rear, Popper paddled his boots wildly against the pavement and suddenly remembered having copied some paperwork earlier in the month— documents that had to do with the import of a new Tekology from the Whellen Country. “I know what that is!” he cried. “It’s a power carriage!” And then he clamped his tongue between his rearmost teeth, appalled at himself for nearly giving away his exclusive, his potential multi-extra.

But he wanted an interview, and chasing it took all the energy he possessed. The sluggish, thuggish old heart of Coastwall might have been a dirty nest of alleys, barely wide enough for carts or barrows, but the city had bigger and newer and cleaner streets too, and the Lady was flying up one of them: Coastwall’s most fashionable boulevard, a straight broad promenade shaded by plum trees. She twisted the throttle of the power carriage and swung its steering tiller with expert precision, threading through a flow of flashy coaches, gleaming sedan chairs, briskly trotting horses and smoothly ambling mules, crowds of ladies and gentlemen whose social cachet demanded that they ignore everyone and everything around them, only later to learn about it in bulletin sheets.

Higher and higher uphill climbed the boulevard, and Popper’s heart felt ready to burst; yet he was young and zealous, and followed bravely, and to his own surprise found himself at the front of the pack, panting and sweating not ten yards behind the Lady, whose way had been cut off by a barrow with plum cookies painted on it.

The wench pushing the barrow was bent down low, putting her back into the job, oblivious. Popper’s hurry-horse slipped easily through the crowd. He could almost touch the Lady’s power carriage… in a moment she’d be all his to question…

Once, twice, three times, a brassy bray split the air. The Lady was squeezing a rubber bulb attached to a trumpet. Its honking made the barrow wench leap to attention. A gap opened in the traffic and the ticking of the power carriage rose to a whirr, then to a hiss; the Nameless Lady surged away. As she vanished, she turned back to face Popper and one corner of her mouth curved upward into her trademark halfway smile.

Popper was too startled to move. He was sure that smile was meant as a special gift for him alone. While he waited to catch his breath, the rest of the pack overtook him.

“Don’t just stand there, fella!” cried the oldest news hound as he rolled past. “Come on up here— she’s as good as caught!”

At the top of the hill, the boulevard terminated before a magnificent set of gates, which gazed down upon the city in much the same complacent way that Brewel Hall lorded its presence across the broad brown Denna. Trudging toward them, the exhausted Popper wondered what old Rotsy could possibly have meant. As good as caught? More like good as gone: the gates marked the entry to a Royal District, governed not by the laws of the Brewel Country but by the House of Castramars, and once the Nameless Lady passed through them she would be as inaccessible as though she’d sailed across the Midland Sea.

But now he saw it. In front of the gates sprawled an elaborate snarl in traffic— runaway mule, sedan chair crash, coach with a broken spring— all suspiciously theatrical and completely halting the Lady’s flight. The chase was over; the hounds closed in and attacked.

“Tell us about this thing you’re driving!”

“Zat a book there, on the seat beside you?”

“Read us a storytale from it!”

“That’s right— from ‘once there was, and now there’s not’ all the way to ‘they lived happily until always’!”

The Lady said nothing. She only smiled— halfway, her special way.

Against the din of questions, the documentary artist crept up close to her. “Hoy, Lady. Take pity on a poor scribbler— strike me a pose. It’s this or draw courtroom diagrams.”

To his astonishment, the Lady turned to face him. She pulled her sun goggles a fraction of an inch down her nose and sent a glance over the top of them, lifting one eyebrow.

The artist whooped in glee. “Sweet gods a-mighty!” he shouted, as his hand leaped into action and curls of wax rained from his tablet. “What a pic! This’ll be a multi-extra for sure!”

“Pocks to dreary diagrams,” said the Lady, hooking her elbow over the door of the power carriage and raising her chin into a sleek profile. “Here. Have another.” Her sleeve draped in a picturesque arc; a red and yellow enameled ring flashed on her pinky; the artist drew ever more furiously and the rest of the news hounds went wild.

“She’s wearing his ring!”

“Nice! But when are we going to see some wedding bracelets?”

“That’s right— where is the Trickster Prince?”

“You keeping him busy?”

“Keeping him quiet?”

“Will he be joining you at the theater tonight?”

“What’s going on with you two?”

A squad of hard-faced wenches in red and yellow livery emerged from a guardhouse beside the gates. Their jaws were clenched on quids of maidenroot and their fists gripped broadspears with gleaming steel blades; the drivers of the make-believe traffic jam decided they’d earned their pay and fled. The gates swung open. The news hounds howled their final questions.

“What’s back there, Lady?”

“We hear you and the Trickster Prince have a pretty sweet palace.”

“That’s right— a regular pleasure-dome!”

“Does he give you a private show? You been jingling his bells? No, Lady, wait! It was just a joke! A joke! Like the kind His Highness used to tell. Back when he was— aw, boilsores.”

***

The boulevard had been a lovely stretch of road, but what lay behind the gates was immensely more gracious. The trees here were not flowering plums but baslins, blackbuds, and whitewoods— newly planted and yet to leaf out, but already shapely and strong. Yellow hedges glowed and bright red crocuses blanketed slumbering lawns. The paving itself was a work of art: stripes of brick alternating with golden stone, punctuated by lozenges of crystal-white marble.

As she drove past a sculpture of the Castramars magpie, the Lady removed her goggles and stowed them in a compartment. Passing another sculpture— a golden man with his laughing face turned up to the sky— she tugged open the knot of her scarf.

On she rolled, with the sun in her eyes and the wind in her hair, thinking. But eventually, she did have to squeeze the brake: the Lady had reached the end of her driveway.

Two town houses faced one another across an intimate plaza. They were of the most thoroughly comfortable elegance, and neither was taller or grander than the other; neither had better gardens or brighter windows or a more welcoming entry. They were in fact exactly alike, as perfectly matched as reflections in a mirror— except for the words enameled on plain, unpretentious plaques.

HIS, read one.

HERS, read the other.

The Lady stepped from her carriage, slammed its door, picked up the book and carried it with her up a neat brick walkway to the plaza.

There she stopped between the houses, took a deep breath, and chose.


  CHAPTER 2

Listen to a storytale— one that’s very true. It begins like this: once there was, and now there’s not, war in Midlandis.

That was three generations ago, going on four. Back in those days the countries of the Kingdom were less well united, and through various combinations of greed, vengefulness, and ambition a series of trifling incidents escalated into the bloody spasm that historians refer to as The Grand War.

The Grand War was vast and tragic, but it was the last war the Federated Kingdom of Midlandis has known. After the dust was down and the House of Castramars emerged victorious, the people in the lands around the brandy-black Midland Sea found they had lost their stomach for military conflict. Crossbows came home and were hung over hearths; broadspears were put to use hunting firewyrms; knights hitched their horses to plowshares.

But in some of the world’s further places dwell people who have not a distaste for war, but a hunger for it. And one of them— a bleak, distant, secretive country, hidden behind airless mountains and scoured by a ceaseless icy wind— calls itself Abode.

Isolated as it is, scholars still do not know exactly how Abode became aware of Midlandis. But through the backward-facing lens of history, it is now sadly obvious that they had their eyes upon the natural wonder known as the Heart of Stone: a spellbound monolith, the size of a moderate town, that rotates like a vast mill wheel. The Heart of Stone generates limitless motive power and brings the people around it a quiet but impressive prosperity. Abode longed for control of it, and cultivated a plan to conquer the country where it stood— indeed, to conquer the entire Kingdom— by means of their own unique possession: the Weapon.

The Weapon was a perversion of Alkemy, an unimaginable force. The new reality of its existence exploded earlier generations’ understanding of war. Whoever commanded it would own the world.

But the storytale of history is filled with unlikely twists. And after a series of them Midlandis— peaceable Midlandis— was left in possession of the very last Weapon.

So.

Maybe all was well.

Or maybe it wasn’t.

Maybe the Weapon that Midlandis held was not the last one after all. Maybe Abode’s capability to build more had not been destroyed.

Maybe it was already building more.

These maybes brought up questions, especially the questions of whether Midlandis should learn to build Weapons too, and— if both sides were to have them— of which countries would ally with which, should there ever come a day when opposing powers, each with a finger hooked into the delicate, menacing detonator pin of its respective Weapon, faced off and threatened to end this earth.

Questions, maybes. But no one dared to do anything. That is, until His Highness, Prince Malfred of Castramars, stepped forward.

Prince Malfred was a new player on the international stage. He had not been born into the royal House, but had become King Enrick’s brother as the result of a decree. Up till the moment the King pressed his ring into the document’s golden seal, saying “I hereby adopt you Fred hmm just a moment I’m not sure that’s really a word let me ask Margadet. Sweetheart is hereby a word? Really? All right Fred all right I’ll get on with it I hereby adopt you as my brother, born the same day I was. Ha ha that makes us twins, Fred, we both turn thirty-six next month. Da would have liked this. Oh don’t squeeze me so hard Fred. Don’t pound my back like that. Margadet make him stop it ouch hold on Fred I still have to say ‘and now let it be so’”— up until the moment His Majesty uttered those words, Prince Malfred had been Malfred Murd, a commoner who as a boy had been brought to serve as the young King’s personal Fool.

But the looming Weapon had put an end to Malfred’s jesting career. He had turned deadly serious, organizing a diplomatic conference which he named The League For Peace.

True, Fred suspected that the Kingdom’s pompous scholars, overstuffed petty nobles and imperious wielders of wealth listened to him only out of curiosity regarding “the Trickster Prince”, as he quickly came to be known. But the idea did catch on. First among the countries of Midlandis, and then worldwide. From the Strait of Swez to the Herb Islands and beyond, word spread. Envoys were appointed. The League For Peace became a fragile reality, and a date was set for its first meeting.

The closer the date drew, the harder Fred studied.

In boyhood he’d learned to read and write; now he plunged into an ocean of information. Each of the world’s nations had to be respected, reassured, afforded dignity. He meant to learn everything about every one of them. The head that once had worn a jingle-bell hat now throbbed with a constant headache; the stout peasant limbs and broad commoner’s back which once had performed athletic feats with the greatest of ease now felt creaky with disuse. By the eve of the League’s inaugural session, Fred’s orbit had been reduced to his study and the bath-chamber adjoining it. He ate at his desk, slept in his chair, and dreamed of—well, peace, he supposed. A future where the storytale of Midlandis and Abode ended with and they lived happily until always. 

The question of where his own story led was, to Fred, far less appealing. Better not to worry about it. Because who was he, anyway? Nobody. And besides— with the Weapon hanging over his head, what kind of fool thought of himself?


  CHAPTER 3

The Trickster Prince had a major-domo, who gently opened the heavy, paneled door of his master’s study, threaded his way among stacks of clamp-binders that had been ransacked from their shelves, stepped over mounds of notes tamped down by crystal paperweights and empty mugs, and reached three massive roll-top desks pushed together to form a makeshift island, with their backs facing the doorway and their tops littered with wyrmlight lamps, oil lamps, and burned-out candles. He stood up as tall as he could make himself and tried sending a discreet whisper over the mess.

“Your Highness?”

No reply.

The Trickster Prince also had a valet, who slipped into the room after the major-domo and tried it his own way.

“Not like that! He hates whispering. Do like this. Ahem! Your Highness!”

Still nothing.

The Trickster Prince had a Chief of Household Guards, who pushed the men aside with a growl of “Aw, the both of you lemme at him” and banged one desk with her knuckles; he had a cook who insisted the smell of some food would get the job done; he had, in fact, a long train of servants who all tried, and failed, to get His Highness’s attention. But at last, with a profusion of apologies, they all withdrew and left the Lady to announce herself.

A bumping and scratching sounded from the footwell of the furthest desk.

“Are they gone? Ye Gods, I wish they’d leave me alone. I’ve got just one night left to bone up on details. Take ’em all home with you, Dok.”

“There’s this thing about servants, Fred: you can just order them to go away.”

“I’m not ordering anyone anything. You know that! I’m trying to get rid of that whole mentality, where people jump just because some purebred hound with a ‘de’ this or a ‘House of’ that commands them to. I’m putting a stop to that. I’m—”

“What you are is invited to a theater premiere tonight. Very, very strongly invited. Dame Irona put her invitation in the form of an interpretive dance— I’ll leave you to imagine that. And Donn Felip is worried about you. He says if you don’t take it easy, you’ll sprain your cerebrum. He swears it happens to some scholar at least two or three times a year.”

“Oh, scabflaps, Dok. Did you ever see it happen? When you were at The Bureau, working your brain ten times harder than he ever did? Give me a break.”

“That’s it! That’s exactly what I want to give you! Come on out here.”

Fred sighed. He’d stepped right into that one.

He emerged from behind the desks, an odd figure indeed. Though his clothing was pitifully rumpled, it was stylish and well tailored; his hair, though badly out of place, showed the lines of a precision cut; and his face, though neatly shaved and patted with norrange-blossom water and at first glance seemingly decisive enough, was— well.

When he wasn’t busy performing, Malfred Murd had always been aggressively unmemorable. The more anyone looked upon his features, the less any of them stood out. This was one of the qualities which had brought him to The Bureau’s attention: without it, he might never have been chosen to visit Abode as a secret agent— Dok’s agent. But now, as she bent down to press a series of kisses across his forehead, saying “Even Controllers used to take breaks, Fred. Even when I had a dozen Operations running at once…” he was sorry he’d brought the topic of The Bureau up.

“Dok, don’t take this the wrong way but I wish you’d never mention Operations or Controllers ever again. Those days are gone, hear me? You’re free. You can go around having emotions… and letting people recognize you… and, well, just doing whatever you please. No more hiding your light! The Bureau can kiss my— mmph.” Her lips found his and squashed the words away.

For a moment there was silence. But then Dok was on to something worse than mentioning The Bureau.

“Look here, Fred, I’ve brought you one of those books you need. This isn’t from the Public Stacks at Brewel Hall, it’s from Donn Felip’s own private collection. He says if it’s not the right edition, he’d be happy to place an RCD call to Mitsa-Konig… they could send a different one by the next stagecoach, or…”

“Gods’ guts, Dok! You spent your morning crawling through some deep-damned library?”

“Why not? I want to help you.”

“But I don’t want you wanting to help me.”

“No? So you’re saying I’m not free to not want you wanting me to not want—”

“Stop it!” cried Fred. “We’ve been over this!”

From the little table where Dok had set it down, the book seemed to mock them both. Gingerly Fred poked its sea-green rayskin cover, as though testing to see if it were dead. When he looked up at Dok she was expressing emotion, all right. Plenty of emotion. Fred’s heart felt like something was jabbing into it.

“Uh, see, the thing is, I’m through consulting books. I’m only going over my notes now. So thanks, but I don’t need this, all right? Take it back. And don’t rush! Drive slow. Stop in a café, visit some shops. Get yourself whatever you like and charge it to me— just show ’em the— hoy, Dok, keep it.” She was slipping the ring off her pinky, taking Fred’s hand, pushing the red and yellow enameled lump of gold back into its place on his left index finger. When that was done she wrapped her long, strong arms around him and then she was rocking him, enfolding him, pulling him close to her… he closed his eyes. Gods, she felt good. He was tempted, so very tempted, to take the break she was offering…

Her arms fell away. She reached for the book. “So you’re sure you don’t need this?”

“Positive.”

“If I take it back, will you do me a favor?”

“Name it.”

“Will you please pry yourself out of here and come to the show tonight? I know I won’t be seeing you for the next few weeks— believe me, I understand why security has to be tight. But I thought—”

A sound like a barrow full of bricks rolled into the room. “Hoy, Fred!” chirped a bright, angular voice. “Hocka, bocka, dominaka. Look what I’ve conjured up for you!”

It was Corvinalias Elsternom e Rokonoma IV, the Count of Upper Cloudyblue. Corvinalias was an accomplished young noble, and a pioneer: as Isladorro University’s recently appointed Prophessor of Abodean Studies, he was not only the first member of a brand-new department, but also the very first scholar at any Midlandic institution to be of a species other than the one his people— that is to say, magpies— referred to as “Uman-beings”.

At the magpie’s chirp Fred’s eyes, closed in exhaustion, flew open. Dok turned around. Both found themselves looking at Corvinalias, perched atop a cart pushed by a big, strong serving wench. The cart was heaped high with books and more books.

Corvinalias spread his wings, thinly feathered but still very dapper in black and white and iridescent blue. “Ta-daa! It’s all those books you asked for! Well, all but one. Your coachmaid drove me all over town, but for some reason— there it is.” He hopped across to the volume Dok had brought and began pecking at it. “Oooh, look at that binding. So shiny.”

If Fred had felt a jab in his heart before, what struck him now was an absolute flurry of slashes, as though he were a broadspear target. He almost couldn’t bear to look up at Dok and see her… smiling.

“Pretty, isn’t it?” she said to Corvinalias. “Well, I’ll see you fellows around. You know where I live.” Her smile grew brighter; her whole face glowed. And before Fred could say another word, she’d reached the door and disappeared.

Dok’s smile had been contagious. It had drawn matching expressions from the serving wench and even from Corvinalias, inasmuch as the leathery corners of his beak could bow upward and the whiskers around his nostrils could twitch. But not from Fred. Fred looked utterly miserable.

Dok’s smile had cut him to the quick. Because it was warm, and charming, and radiant— and symmetrical.

Fake, fake, fake.


  CHAPTER 4

A ship sped across the brandy-black Midland Sea.

The Yuliyo Advance was the world’s most modern vessel and moved more swiftly than any wind, any oars, any team of Cloud Whales. She was powered by something known as an Alkemikal Drive, and had been tasked with carrying Abode’s envoy to the League For Peace.

The Yuliyo Advance was, to be sure, emphatically not an Abodean ship, though her design had begun as such. By contrast with the filthy and dangerous Abodean warship which had wrecked in Coastwall Harbor, leaving Midlandic engineering Prophessors free to examine it, this version of the Alkemikal Drive was safe and clean; it was what the Abodean warship might have been, if that country’s Dictator had not imagined himself to be a learned man and shown such a fondness for meddling in Laboratoriums.

The Tekology of the Yuliyo Advance even extended to its navigation. Gone was any need for a specialist who knew the stars, or the swells, or whatever the local method was. Instead, the ship itself showed the way: sensitive instruments aimed at a gleaming shard of Iyolite crystal could detect changes in its color which corresponded to positions on the globe. So between CrystlNav (a trademark of Yuliyodyne Systems, formerly the Del Yuliyo Shipbuilding Concern) and the Alkemikal Drive, a modern craft such as the Yuliyo Advance had no need for any but the very barest skeleton crew.

Under the hand of a single skipper and her mate, such a ship could theoretically soar unchecked across the Peaceful Ocean, thread its way among the Herb Islands, and fly from the Warm Ocean through the verdant Straits of Swez without the slightest concern for wind or tide; and once in the brandy-black Midland Sea it could flash past the great delta of the Ni’il, pass the Milestone, the Isle of Gold, and finally the Perdoffino Light, and at last come gliding into Coastwall Harbor without ever having slowed down, let alone stopped anywhere.

Theoretically.

But scholars the world over know, only too well, that theory and practice are never quite the same.

Circumstances arise.

Eventualities occur.

In other words, things do go wrong.


  CHAPTER 5

Coastwall’s newest playground, the Dabroo Center, was a massive entertainment complex built upon the site of a former farm and donated to the city by anonymous benefactors.

Why there had ever been a farm deep in the guts of what used to be the Brewel Country’s most filthy and felonious district was a mystery, but there it was; now it was home to a marketplace, a dining hall, a tournament arena and a theater, and the whole neighborhood had become most startlingly chic. Visitors could lose their money not to pickpockets, grabby brats and knife-wielding bravos but to overpriced boutiques, and find themselves stumbling not over the grimy bodies of sailors too drunken to locate the harbor, but into long conversations with dimly remembered but undeniably fashionable acquaintances.

Beneath the glitter of street lamps, one of the carriages making its way toward the Dabroo Center was plain gleaming black, discreetly ornamented with hair-thin pinstripes of red and yellow. Its leather top and glass door panels were raised against the chill and inside it, Fred was saying “But seriously. That was rotten of me. I—”

Dok shook her head. “That’s enough. I forgive you. Let’s talk about something else.”

“Like what?”

She smoothed the crisp tiny pleats on the breast of his shirt, straightened his dark woolen overcloak, twisted a curl into a bit of his hair. “Like maybe the party after the show.”

“Oh, no. I didn’t sign on for any party! I only said I’d watch this thing of the de Brewels’ because they want my honest opinion. Afterward I’m going straight home. I’ve got a few more hours left to read about how maritime treaties functioned in the early years of… what do you have there?”

Dok had bent down to a calfskin valise lying at her feet and unbuckled its flap. She pulled out a wad of cheap pulp pages.

“Something a lot more amusing than maritime treaties.”

They were that afternoon’s news bulletins. The first one, labeled MULTI-EXTRA!!!, consisted of nothing but a striking sketch of Dok’s eyes behind her sun goggles. Fred couldn’t help smiling at it.

“Look at you. Nobody would ever guess that last year you were a faceless spymaster.”

“Mm. Now I’m a nameless lady. Much more glamorous.” Dok showed him a second sheet, featuring the speeding power carriage under the headline NAMELESS LADYS HI TEK RIDE. Fred smiled at this one, too— the country from which the carriage originated was dear to him, and its ruler was the closest thing he had to a mother.

“That’s a nice one. Let’s send it to Dame Elsebet,” he said. Despite himself, he was warming up to the news sheets. At least they didn’t call him any silly names. Or mention him at all, in fact.

The third sheet, however, was a great big close-up of the Castramars ring on Dok’s as-yet-untattooed hand. STILL NO WEDDING INK? pouted its headline. Dok scowled and jammed it back into the valise, beside some object packed in a velvet bag.

“Pocks to those busybodies! Forget that one. Here, try another.”

The next page she held up for Fred’s inspection was not illustrated, but its headline, XCLUSIV GLIMPS OF THE TRXSTR PRINCE, was as enormous as it was badly spelled.

“Oh, no,” groaned Fred.

“Oh, yes!” exclaimed Dok. “Now, this one’s a little racy so ignore the first part, all right? In fact, ignore pretty much all of it up to…”

Fred’s eyes were round. “What did I just read about my what?”

“I told you, ignore that part. See where I’m pointing? This is where they mention the League For Peace. Go ahead, start reading right here.”

Fred didn’t read anything. Suddenly he felt clammy and ill. Had he eaten an undercooked eel roll? Caught some sort of bird illness from Corvinalias? Abruptly he recognized the feeling as flop sweat. It was the first time he’d ever dreaded attention, feared getting a laugh.

“Uh, Dok, this Patrons’ Box where we’ll be sitting. It’s not up front or anything, is it?”

“Of course it’s up front, Fred— that’s the whole point. You’ve been hiding away all month. People want to see you.”

“You mean glimpse me. Glimpse the Trickster Prince. Which, by the way, is three hells of a tongue twister.”

“And what’s wrong with them wanting to… gl… all right, that does sound weird. But what’s wrong with a few minutes in the public eye?”

“I don’t know.” He slumped against the cold window glass. “They say any attention is good attention. But all of a sudden I don’t think so.”

Fred stared past his reflection, remembering the reflected curtain of Phantactive poison that had oozed from behind the Abodean warship as he and his friends chased it across the globe… desperately, abortively, finally failing in their mission to keep the Weapon from entering the heart of Midlandis…

“I can’t be a joke. Tricks and laughs can’t be all I’m known for. The League can’t be just the pet project of some deep-damned former Fool.”

Dok, too, had seen what the Weapon could do. “You’re right,” she whispered, and said no more.

The traffic crawled onward.

At last their carriage arrived in front of the theater, and a series of thumps and bumps from the roof signified its footmaids climbing down from their places.

Dok lifted the calfskin valise to her lap, pulled out the velvet bag. Fred had assumed she was returning Donn Felip’s sea-green book, but no.

She’d brought his coronet.

Unlike the ring, which had its daily uses, this was a piece of regalia Fred hadn’t laid eyes on since his investiture ceremony. It wasn’t something he ever felt the need to wear. But of course, what was his was Dok’s, including keys to the safe where the jewels were kept.

There was just enough time for him to yelp “Oh, no!” before the heavy golden hoop was resting on his head and the door of the carriage was opening.
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