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Deep in what I pleased to call my laborium, surrounded by walls of dark stone, by trestle tables black with old blood, by vessels for discarded bones, tissues, offal, and rank fluids, and also—a much-needed improvement—by foul drains that emptied into fouler sewers, I strove by the guttering light of candles to surmount the obstacles arrayed against me.


Of course, by arrayed against me I mean that they had nothing whatever to do with me personally. I was merely a servant. The obstacles were not mine, and their participants took no more than private notice of my existence. Rather they pertained to the doings—that is, the machinations, chicanery, and obfuscations in pursuit of obscure ends—the doings, I say, of my Queen, Inimica Phlegathon deVry, the fourth of that name, and the first monarch in seven generations of Queens to hold sway over a court largely embroiled in treachery.




On its face, such engagement in double-dealing and the general quest for advantage was strange in a realm as prosperous as Indemnie, blessed as it was with nature’s abundance in every form. Streams that became rivers poured fresh and cleanly from the Fount Peaks which dominated the heart of the island. Rich forests draped down the slopes of the Peaks gave timber aplenty for every purpose. Mines among the Fount foothills yielded necessary ores and meretricious gold enough to sate most appetites for wealth. In every direction from those foothills to the coasts lay arable fields of such fertility that crops of every description appeared to spring forth unbidden by effort or indeed attendance. And the seas themselves teemed with edible life. Our horses grew fat, our cattle fatter, and many of our folk both high-born and low fattest of all.


True, the isle was not large—or so I deemed it, though it was larger than my knowledge of it. By the vast measure of the surrounding seas, Indemnie was little more than a scrap of flotsam alone in an immeasurable world. A determined man on a good horse could have ridden the land from south to north in four or five days, had he not been compelled to skirt the Fount Peaks. A more leisurely canter around our coasts would have occupied no more than two fortnights.


Still my Queen’s realm was altogether comfortable. Gifted in every way by earth and weather, Indemnie’s five barons and their sovereign had no obvious cause to strive against each other with such stubborn duplicity.


During the first years of my service to Her Majesty, I had conceived that our populace must have come to the island from



some savage people passionate for slaughter and cruelty—come, and then lost either the ability or the will to return to their homelands. Spared by wealth from the impulse to kill each other, they sought advantage by less bloody means. Now, however, events and demands had taught me better wisdom.


The reign of Queen Inimica Phlegathon deVry III, like that of her mother, and of her mother before her—indeed, like those of Indemnie’s seven generations of monarchs—had been admirably placid. The court’s present thirst for conniving was too recent to be blamed upon our forebears.


In some other life, I might have grown as fat as Indemnie’s folk, and cared as little. Alas, I was cursed by one small gift—and as a youth I had been foolish or foolhardy enough to make it known. Therefore I was now my Queen’s Hieronomer, her seer into the unknown—indeed, into the unknowable. It was my task to advise her in all matters pertaining to Indemnie’s future. Hence the obstacles arrayed against me. And in this opaque endeavor I had but one ally—one ally, and no resources apart from a devoted heart and a desire for comprehension to keep my head upon my shoulders.


Of my gift itself I seldom spoke. Oh, I was no charlatan. I gained insights of substance from blood and offal, intestines and malformations. In my own fashion, and on my own terms, I could scry more keenly than any practitioner of catoptromancy, certainly more than any mere caster of bones or interpreter of dreams. But the fashions of Inimica Phlegathon deVry IV were not my own—and her terms were decidedly not. It was chiefly by devotion rather than by augury that I served



her, fearing for my head as I did so only somewhat less than I feared for Indemnie.


With the precision of entrails—the squirming of my own would have sufficed, but I read the same outcomes in chickens, lambs, piglets, and one still-born infant—I saw that the island and all its people were doomed.
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High against one wall of my laborium hung two bells which could be jangled by ropes from several distant chambers in the opulent manor-house which served as the residence and seat of Indemnie’s monarchs. One summoned me to attend upon my Queen privately, the other to observe her unseen. It was this second bell which scattered my thoughts now. Prompt to my duty, I doused my hands in a cistern to remove the more blatant traces of blood, adjusted my black robes—black not to produce an impression of mystery, but rather to conceal their stains—applied a brush to the worst tangles of my hair, and left my workrooms with a vague pretense of dignity, taking care to lock them behind me. Then I trudged up the many long and generally disused stairs within the walls of the house to search for my Queen.


The edifice had been styled simply the Domicile by its founder, Inimica Phlegathon deVry I, and there were no tales or indeed hints attached to her reign which suggested that she had ever required secret passages and hidden stairs. Yet she must have foreseen the changing exigencies of future



monarchs—foreseen them herself, or been advised by some nameless personage with gifts resembling mine. The stairs and corridors I traveled were old, thick with dust, and unlit except when gleams or glows leaked inward from occasional chinks and embrasures in their walls. They had been unused for uncounted years.


The bell which had summoned me did not reveal where I might find Her Majesty, but my choices were few and familiar. Also she had informed me the previous day that Baron Glare Estobate was expected in the Domicile, and that he had requested or demanded—or had perhaps been hailed to—a private audience with his sovereign. She was unspecific about such details. I assumed therefore that she would receive him in her public boudoir, a chamber in which she could pretend to both ease and intimacy, but which in fact served no purpose other than to create the illusion of privacy. And when I had made my way thither, and had cracked open a door masked by one of the Domicile’s many hanging tapestries, I found that I had arrived in time to hear the Baron announced.


Knowing my Queen’s wishes in such circumstances, I slipped through the door and stood behind the tapestry, where I would be able to hear without difficulty, and to catch more than a glimpse of what transpired without betraying my presence.


Her Majesty’s putative boudoir was large and ornate, as befitted the prosperous ruler of a prosperous land. Tapestries depicting farmlands, men at hunt, regal festivities, or squat ships warmed the walls, while the floor between them was piled with rugs more welcoming than my poor mattress. To one side of my



covert, curtains nominally intended to conceal a bed which could have pleasured a party of twelve had been drawn aside to convey an impression of invitation, though to my certain knowledge they had never been closed. And everywhere was light. Forenoon sunshine slanted to the rugs from a number of high windows, and its effect was embellished by an abundance of lamps burning scented oils. Altogether the chamber proclaimed itself a place in which any secret which did not fear illumination could be unveiled freely.


The irony may have been impenetrable to many of the men with whom Inimica Phlegathon deVry conversed here. It did not mislead me. I had learned that my Queen spoke here when she particularly wished her lies to be believed—or when she wished those who spoke with her to believe that their own lies were indistinguishable from truth. Therefore she stood so that the sun’s light dazzled other faces than hers.


As for the Baron himself, Glare Estobate, I was uncertain of his penetration. Foppish in attire and coarse in manner, with a thick snarl of beard that concealed his mouth entirely, thereby distracting attention from the hard glint of his eyes, he called to mind a wild boar playing the part of a sycophant. Unsure of him, I suspected that he courted others only as a means of courting himself.


Rumor said of him that his lusts were dark—and that they were painful to endure.


Making a leg, he presented himself. In a growl which may have been a failed simper, he proclaimed, “Your Majesty, I have come at your command. Three nights and six horses I have spent



on the road, such was my haste to obey your summons.” Without pausing for her reply, he continued, “Your herald’s words were explicit. ‘Your hopes await you.’” His growl became overt. “But I rode past the harbor. No ship of mine sits at anchor. No vessel of any baron sits at anchor. Only the boats and coracles of fishermen.” With apparent effort, he remembered courtesy. “Your Majesty.”


Resplendent as ever, Inimica Phlegathon deVry faced the Baron. As I had often observed—at some cost, I might add, in sweated sheets and twisted dreams—she was a magnificent woman. Ripe of breast and slim of waist, she dressed to accentuate some few of her many advantages, displaying an expanse of bosom and her regal carriage. Silks thin as gauze draped her form as though at any moment they might waft away. Held by a string of fine pearls, a ruby worthy of Indemnie’s Queen rested in the delicate hollow of her throat. As for her features—well, her skin was flawless, her mouth and nose as delicate as works of art, her lips a moist pink, her brow apparently incapable of displeasure or doubt. The light of the sun crowned her auburn hair. And the brown luster of her eyes promised that they would warm to any desired word or touch. All in all, she was so finely wrought that even a careful study of her person might fail to discern that she was not in her best youth—or that she had been some fifteen years a mother.


“My lord Baron,” she replied in a voice like liquid music, as self-harmonized as a madrigal, “my herald’s words were indeed explicit. They were also honest. Yet I confess a woman’s wish to provoke you. My summons did not refer to the vessels which



you have kindly commissioned to search the seas surrounding our friendless isle. Rather it concerns your other ambitions.”


A variety of emotions confused Glare Estobate’s visage. References to his ships inspired one response. Comments concerning a woman’s wish and ambitions surely evoked another. To which should he give prompt response? For a moment, he forgot himself enough to knot both fists in his beard and tug in opposing directions. On one side, the three ships which he had contributed to my Queen’s questing had been a considerable drain on his treasury. On the other, anything that Inimica Phlegathon deVry said of his ambitions might be equally expensive. She was known, after all, for her whims—and for her happy willingness to inflict their price upon her barons.


I could have counseled him to put his ships from his mind. By my arts, I knew them utterly lost. As, indeed, did my Queen. Also history was against him. Full of pride, his vessels had sailed from Indemnie’s harbor on varied eastward headings. From the direction of the sun’s rising, no ship ever returned.


However, it was not my place to speak in such an audience. I remained hidden and watchful.


With an effort, the Baron mastered his hands. Squinting fiercely, he retorted, “Your Majesty, you confuse me. My ships are my ambitions. Only their success will appease—” He caught himself. “I mean gratify my liege.”


My Queen granted him a smile that would have ravished an ox. “You place too little value upon yourself, my lord Baron,” she observed lightly. “Both your deeds and your person are more worthy in my sight than you know.




“Are ships truly the sum and limit of your ambitions?”


Glare Estobate’s face became a scowl, beard and brow and all. His eyes flicked a glance at the canopied bed, then returned to confront his monarch’s gaze. Clearing his throat, he replied in a congested tone, “Speak plainly, Your Majesty. I have ridden hard and long to no visible purpose. Innuendos will not relieve my confusion.”


Inimica Phlegathon deVry’s smile became yet more ravishing. “Then I will be plain, my lord Baron.” Musicians relished their melodies in her voice. “I wish to make of you my husband.”


The Baron did not appear appropriately surprised. Nor did he evince quick eagerness. Rather his scowl threatened thunder. It threatened wild lightnings. “To what advantage?” he demanded without pause for consideration. “Do you conceive that my ambitions will be sated by a place in your bed? I am not such a fool. You see some advantage to yourself. You do not desire my person. And you have already secured the succession. Wedlock with you will not provide for my sons”—he muttered a curse under his breath—“or indeed for my daughters.”


In contrast, none of his mistresses would complain of it if his attentions were directed elsewhere.


“Where does your advantage lie,” he concluded, “Your Majesty?”


“Advantage, my lord Baron?” The Queen granted the word an inflection of amusement. “It is true that I have secured the succession, as did my mothers before me. That is as it must be. Still I am surprised to hear your ambitions so simply named. Do you not crave stature among your fellow barons? Do you



not desire a voice among my counselors? Do you not yearn for influence, Glare Estobate?” She let the corner of her mouth twist humorously. “And are you truly incurious to taste the pleasures of my bed?”


Though I heeded closely, I did not hear her reveal where her advantage lay.


However, the Baron did not pursue that query. He barked a laugh. “My confusion grows, Your Majesty.” His mien said otherwise. Now he looked avid as a pouncing cat. “Less than a fortnight has passed since my friend and ally, Baron Thrysus Indolent, informed me that you have proposed marriage to him. Proposed, he assured me—and was accepted.”


His beard bristled with triumph. “Will you wed us both, Your Majesty? Will you dare such mockery? If you do, all Indemnie will cry out against you.”


For my part, I heard him as though I had received a blow. That my Queen had proposed wedlock to Thrysus Indolent—and had been accepted—was known to me. I had been present on that occasion, as I was now. And I was not unduly struck by her offer to Glare Estobate, though I had no conception of her motive. I had been likewise present when she had engaged herself to three other barons before Thrysus Indolent. That the toll of the land’s lesser rulers was now complete did not unsettle me unduly.


But that Baron Indolent had confided in Glare Estobate—! That was a blow indeed. To my mind, Thrysus Indolent was much the sharpest, and therefore the most dangerous, of my Queen’s subjects. Of his predecessors in courtship—if her



machinations may be so styled—I would more readily have expected indiscretion from Praylix Venery, who could not have kept a secret if it were locked in a vault. As for Quirk Panderman, his dedication to wine was so profound that his engagement to his sovereign might well have escaped his mind. And Jakob Plinth was too dour and self-contained to betray ambitions of any kind. When he had accepted his monarch’s offer, he had done so with an ill grace, indeed with an air of duress, apparently fearing the fate of his present wife if he refused. Assuredly he would not have spoken of his coming nuptials until—or unless—events compelled him to confess them.


In contrast, if Thrysus Indolent had indeed spoken—and had confided in Glare Estobate, of all men the one most likely to take violent umbrage—he was playing a deeper game than I could then explain. One deeper than I could justify.


However, Inimica Phlegathon deVry’s game was likewise deep, as it had been from the first. I had labored until my eyes watered and my brain ached to find and refine the auguries she sought. And when I was not cutting and prodding and interpreting, I had studied her seeking itself, hoping thereby to improve my ability to answer her. Yet I could not apprehend her lies and reversals, her demands and rejections, her constant play of openness and concealment. She remained as hidden from me as I from the Baron. Glare Estobate’s challenge did not disconcert so much as a hair on her head.


As though she could dismiss Thrysus Indolent’s revelation with a twist of her hand, she countered, “Must I conclude, then, my lord Baron, that I am refused?”




His beard positively bristled with triumph. “You must. Thrysus Indolent is my ally and my friend. Should I accept, I will be gravely disadvantaged by the loss of both friendship and alliance. It has perhaps escaped Your Majesty’s notice that such bonds have become precious in Indemnie. I cannot suffer the consequences of your proposal.”


“And you do not consider,” she asked lightly, “that you will be disadvantaged by the loss of my friendship? My alliance?”


Glare Estobate snorted. “Your offer is surpassingly expensive, Your Majesty. My treasury cannot bear the price of a wedding—and certainly not the price of standing at your side while you turn all Indemnie against you.”


To this charge, my Queen replied with a sigh which would have melted a pillar of salt. “My lord Baron,” she returned, “I am not fickle. Nor am I deliberately unkind. I have indeed proposed matrimony to Thrysus Indolent. But his was merely the fourth of my offers. Now you alone are not pledged to me. By this test, I determine the disposition—I may say the loyalty—of men who name themselves my subjects.” Her manner suggested that he now stood higher in her estimation, although her words implied otherwise. “The consequence of your refusal is that I must now try you further. I will amend my proposal.


“If you will grant a provisional acceptance, an acceptance dependent solely upon the outcome of my dealings, I will devise some means to sway you.”


Again his fists grappled with his beard. Again his visage threatened storms. The extremity in his eyes suggested that



words did not suffice for him. Doubtless he would have preferred to face Inimica Phlegathon deVry with a saber.


But while he wrenched his thoughts to and fro, his monarch defeated him. Where beauty did not serve her, words were entirely sufficient. Her response dismembered his turmoil like the flick of a blade.


“The succession, my lord Baron, is perhaps not as secure as you suppose.”


That utterance unmade the Baron’s resolve. His various indignations were transformed. His resistance fell from him like a snatched cloak. For a moment, he gaped, almost visibly attempting to voice the cry which was obvious to my mind. Not secure? Do you intend to disinherit your daughter? But his temerity did not extend to such a query—I may say, to such an affront. Rather he croaked unsteadily, “Provisional?”


Inimica Phlegathon deVry wore her assurance as though it could not be sullied, either by doubt or by threat. “Provisional only, my lord Baron. Until I have demonstrated my sincerity.”


Glare Estobate’s beard shuddered. His mouth could not muster the strength to express his view of her sincerity. Instead he could only ask, “How?”


Draped in silks and sunlight, she appeared irrefusably regal. “How?” she echoed. I saw a teasing glint in her eyes. Perhaps she considered feigning incomprehension. If so, she discarded the notion. With more crispness, more authority, than she had heretofore allowed herself, she announced, “Spring is upon us. On the summer solstice, I will host a great ball in the Domicile. Every personage of note will attend.




“Upon that occasion, I will name my betrothed for all to hear.”


Before Baron Estobate—or indeed I—could so much as begin to estimate the purposes and perils of her intentions, she concluded with drums beating in her tone like a march to the gallows, “At that moment, my lord Baron, your acceptance will cease to be provisional.”


I did not scorn his consternation. Hidden, I shared it. She offered wedlock as a test of loyalty? And she proposed publicly to spurn four so that she might reward one? If it were not errant folly, it was plain madness. She hastened one of Indemnie’s dooms. Indeed, she might bring it upon us in a single stroke.


And yet she was my Queen. In that respect, if in no other, my dismay was greater than the Baron’s. He risked only his head in a game he lacked the penetration to play. I hazarded head, heart, and all in her service.


Glare Estobate had rediscovered wrath. He may have wished to roar. Certainly he appeared primed with outrage, poised to hurl vituperation at the walls. Yet the untroubled polish of Inimica Phlegathon deVry’s demeanor closed his throat. He found no chink in her perfection. At the crisis of this encounter, his wits failed him—his wits or his courage. Rather than cry indignation, he could only writhe in frustration as he dropped his gaze.


“Provisionally, then, Your Majesty,” he gasped as though he had suffered a beating. “I accept.”


Graceless as a marionette, he made a leg and withdrew like a man routed.


Snared within myself, I remained where I was until my



Queen asked softly, “You heard?” Then I had no choice other than to emerge from my concealment like a boy caught in a shameful act.


She lifted an eyebrow at my plain disconcertion. “What think you, Hieronomer?”


I swallowed several times. “I am scarce able to name my thoughts, Your Majesty.” Questions crowded my throat. Have you taken leave of your wits? Did you not hear that Thrysus Indolent has already betrayed your machinations? What gain is there in setting the barons at each other’s throats?—a tinder keg which may well take flame ere your demented ball turns every hand against you? How are you able to imagine that such false dealing will forestall the doom—indeed, the dooms—which crowd close upon us? Yet I had no words for such demands. The only query that I was man enough to utter was, “Did you speak truly? Is the succession threatened? Do you mean to disinherit your daughter?”


To shield her daughter’s place from challenge, she had commanded the child’s father murdered in his bed.


My Queen frowned at me, when she had only smiled for Baron Estobate. “Hieronomer,” she replied, “we have spoken of this.” In her tone, an as-yet distant vexation swelled. “Or if not of this explicitly, of other matters similar enough. Your knowledge of my dealings does not concern me. In truth, I require it. It will aid the accuracy of your auguries. But I fear your grasp of my intentions. It will make you dangerous.”


Though I knew how she would answer, I could not stifle a protest. “How so, Your Majesty? I am your servant in all things.”




“We have spoken of this,” she repeated more sharply. “You confessed it to me when you entered my service. I merely heed your counsel.


“You must know of my doings. You must be cognizant of the deeds and forces which shape Indemnie’s fate. But should you apprehend the policy which guides my dealings, you will either approve or disapprove. In either case, you will continue to serve me. And in either case, you will serve me falsely. The honesty of your auguries will be distorted, perhaps fatally, by the judgments of the mind that scries.


“I must rely on you, Mayhew Gordian. You have uttered that to me which cannot be recalled. At your prompting, I have considered futures which cannot be turned aside. I must not now undermine your gifts. I will not.”


Fearing that her ire might draw nearer, I bowed my contrition. “I am chastened, Your Majesty. You well recall my counsel, as I recall the terms of my service. I must trust that my surprise,” indeed, my dismay, “will serve you, should it transpire that your daughter is set aside.”


My Queen did not hesitate. “Then I return to my inquiry.” To that extent, she trusted me still. “Glare Estobate has revealed much which may cause Thrysus Indolent to grind his teeth. What think you of these gambits?”


There I stood on surer ground. I met her gaze well enough to say, “Your deeds as they stand foment rebellion, Your Majesty. Now we have learned that Baron Indolent seeks to weaken your rule for his own purposes. He stirs the hot cauldron of Glare Estobate’s heart. Whether he guessed that Baron



Estobate would blurt his revelation is an intriguing detail, but of secondary import. The central point is that Baron Indolent plots some harm to you—or to the realm. So much has been made overt.


“Alas, I cannot determine the nature of that harm by words alone.”


Indeed, I doubted that I would be able to determine the truth of Thrysus Indolent even in my laborium. The greatest frustration of hieromancy, and also the greatest peril, is that it answers specific questions with generalities. Only general questions receive specific responses.


Briefly Inimica Phlegathon deVry mulled my assertions. “Rebellion?” Then she shook her head, scattering auburn intimations through the light on her hair. “I think not. The barons of Indemnie are small men. Those clods and sheep-tuppers have not the manhood to act against me.”


In response, I invoked what small dignity I possessed. “In this, Your Majesty, my arts assure me otherwise. The signs are unmistakable.” I yearned to convey the scale of her peril. “Only the form that the rebellion will take remains obscure.”


However, she appeared impervious to my alarms. With a glance toward the tapestry from which I had emerged, she indicated her readiness to dismiss me. “Return to your den, my fox of the unknown. Glean what you can concerning Thrysus Indolent’s plots. And scry again regarding ships. I crave tidings from any quarter, but in particular from the east. We will speak again when you have some report.” A small catch flawed the music of her voice. “I fear the east.”




Having no other recourse, I bowed again and gathered myself to withdraw.


As I neared the tapestry, she commanded like a sting, “Sacrifice a child if you must.”


With those words, she swept all thought of self-preservation from my head. I wheeled on her as though I were armed. “I will not.”


Through the clamor of my heart, I heard her as though from a distance. “You will if you must.” She was a woman speaking in some other chamber. “Inquire of Slew. He will obtain”—she lifted her shoulders—“what you require.”


I stood before her trembling, deprived of voice. From the windows, the sun cast a blur across my sight. Slew was known to me, a man whose visage of gnarled oak presided over the arms and thighs of an ox. He performed an array of unsavory tasks for his sovereign. I believed him the slayer of the man who had fathered Inimica Phlegathon deVry’s child.


By increments, she appeared to return as though her mind had wandered far. As she assayed my silence, she frowned once more, but slightly, a sign that her displeasure was not yet grave.


“Mayhew Gordian,” she informed me, “I do not fear your disapproval of my deeds. You are aware that I must know the unknown. My need is extreme.”


Then the small tightness of her brows eased. Now she appeared to regard me with a sympathy which she customarily reserved for men whom she meant to mislead or betray.


“I am not unfeeling, Hieronomer. It has not escaped my notice that I make hard use of you. Perhaps you suffer the pangs



of a need for which your straits preclude satisfaction. Food and wine you have in plenty. Lodgings, garments, warmth. The rooms and implements necessary to your arts. Any sacrifice that you desire. And I have offered both attendance and aid—even my own—but those comforts you have declined. Nevertheless some common need remains to plague you.


“If you will but name it, it will be assuaged.”


The thought that she now offered the use of some hapless woman or man for my pleasure—or indeed of some girl or boy—exceeded endurance. I did not regard myself highly, but I had not yet sunk to such depths. Nor were the tattered remnants of my conscience so readily suborned. With an effort, I recovered my voice, though I spoke hoarsely.


“I have seen too many entrails, Your Majesty. I have no common needs.” More clearly, I conceded, “Should no other augury suffice, I will consider a child,” though I hoped that I would be man enough to cut my own throat first.


Then I turned away again. Thrusting aside the tapestry with hands that shook, I effected my departure from the boudoir.


I believed that I could have sacrificed Slew without quaver or qualm. Alas, every hieronomer knew that the entrails must be young. An excessive experience of life introduced too many conflicts, too many knots of passion, wrong, and failure. Only the viscera of the innocent spoke truly.


Still I preferred to contemplate disemboweling Slew as I descended to my laborium. His blood would not make me regret my existence.
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When I gained my chambers, I found the door unlocked.


This did not alarm me. I was too much distracted for ordinary fright. And I knew of one other key. For that reason, I was not taken aback to discover a woman waiting in my laborium.


I knew her for a woman by no sign other than her possession of a key. Though she was seated upon a stool and must have expected my return, her face was entirely hidden by the hood of the dun wool cloak which also concealed every detail of her form. Under other circumstances, the young delicacy of her hands might have exposed her, but now they were covered by her sleeves.


Yet I was sure of her. When I had swallowed the taste of my exchanges with Inimica Phlegathon deVry, I said gently, “Your Highness,” bowing though she could not see me past the rim of her hood. “You are ever welcome here.” I did not add that I was especially grateful for her presence now. “How may I serve you?”


Straightening her back, she lifted her head without revealing it. In a tone too arid for her years, she replied, “You do not serve me, Hieronomer. I serve you.” Then she added less drily, “How often must I insist that I wish to be addressed by my name? If you do not, I must continue to call you Hieronomer.”


I smiled. She had that power over me despite my recent distresses. “Very well,” I answered, “Your Highness. I make no



future promise. For the present, however, I will deny you the dignity of your title. Excrucia, you are very welcome.”


She was Excrucia Phlegathon deVry, my Queen’s daughter—and presumed heir.


She sighed. “Ah, dignity. You and no other man considers me worthy of any title. Still I am pleased, Mayhew. Your name suits you.”


I smiled more broadly. “Then accept my thanks. Among my few pleasures, I regard your use of my name most highly.” I did not cite the comfort of her friendship, or the value of her aid.


“Most highly,” she echoed. Now she sounded like a land in drought. “You are not often thus fulsome. You must have returned from yet another opaque audience with my mother.”


In my turn, I sighed. For a moment, I scrubbed my face with my hands, striving to efface my Queen’s command from my features. Sacrifice a child—When that expedient failed, I slumped to a stool and seated myself near my visitor.


At once, she adjusted her posture so that still I could not gaze upon her visage.


I knew the cause of her modesty or shame—knew it, and was deeply vexed. At other times, I had respected her reluctance to be seen, doing so because I had no wish to discomfit her. Now, however, Her Majesty’s instructions had provoked me out of my customary circumspection. Goaded by an unfamiliar ire, I elected to confront her daughter.


“Excrucia Phlegathon deVry, you are widely considered the plainest and dullest woman in the land. That is unfortunate.” Who would not appear both plain and dull beside Indemnie’s



ruler? “But it is your further misfortune that I do not find you plain, and to my certain knowledge you are far from dull. Also I am desperate. Therefore I ask of you deeds and dangers which my service to your mother will not permit me to perform.”


Indeed, I relied upon Excrucia’s common repute to render her unworthy of notice, perhaps even of refusal. Such qualities might ward her where I could not.


To my relief, she laughed. “Now you mock me, Mayhew. I have incurred no perils in your name. Rather the tasks which you request provide only fascination.”


That happy condition would not endure. Nonetheless I silenced my wish to speak of future hazards. She was not the cause of my anger—or of my alarm. Also her presence assured me that she had much to relate.


“Your Highness.” I faltered. “I mean to say, Excrucia.” Then I summoned my resolve. “Your perils are perhaps greater than you suppose. I have come from eavesdropping upon an audience between Her Majesty and Baron Glare Estobate.” Reluctant to inspire condemnation of Inimica Phlegathon deVry in her daughter, I revealed only that which I deemed compulsory. “In the course of their converse, Her Majesty suggested to the Baron that the succession may not be entirely secure.”


There I halted, awaiting some response.


My ally granted me a glimpse of one eye past her hood. “I suppose Mother is wise to caution the barons. Certainly they will be wise to fear her wrath.” Her voice resembled bleached bone as she added, “There has been an attempt on my life.”


In an instant, my world reeled. In a day of unpleasant blows,



this jolt snatched me to my feet. Indemnie was not a realm in which attempts were made upon the lives of daughters—or indeed of sons. We were too prosperous, and had been too long at peace. Trembling again, and unable to speak, I stood over Excrucia. Another man would surely have demanded, Who dares? I was able only to knot my fists and stare.


She did not flinch. Doubtless for her own preservation—I mean her emotional preservation—she had learned a measure of her mother’s self-possession. Also she did not fear me. In a tone devoid of emotion, she explained, “Five nights past, I awoke well before dawn. Some sound, or perhaps some current in the air, must have disturbed me, though I do not recall it. Opening my eyes, I found a dark form near my bed. It approached with its hands raised. I saw the polished sheen of long knives.”


Within her cloak, she shrugged. “Fortuitously Vail’s saber swept the assassin’s head aside ere the knives plunged.”


Gaping, I croaked like a toad, “You suffered no hurt?”


Her hood shook a negative. “Mother was irate that Vail did not preserve the assassin’s life. She wished my intended slayer questioned. She wished him tortured. However, Vail outfaced her displeasure. After a time, she conceded that his quickness was apt.


“Doubtless she is wise to hint that the succession is endangered.” Here Excrucia’s voice suggested the breaking of brittle twigs. “And doubtless also she is wise to do no more than hint. Through Glare Estobate, she informs the barons that she is aware of betrayal while leaving them uncertain as to the extent of her



knowledge, or even of her suspicions. They will do well to hear her hints as threats.”


I found that I had not the strength to remain upright. Seating myself once more, I slumped like a broken thing. I had acted inconsiderately when I first sought her aid, but I was not yet so devoid of scruple that I could contemplate harm to her person without faintness.


Vail, I thought, shaken as aspen leaves high on the Fount Peaks. Damned, blessed Vail. He was Slew’s comrade—almost Slew’s brother in appearance—but his tasks were not Slew’s. He served as Excrucia’s bodyguard. In Indemnie! An isle where even household guards were no more than a formality. I had long distrusted him, but now I was weak with gratitude for his diligence in his duty—and also for his skill.


“Well,” I breathed, endeavoring to calm myself. “Well. It is plain that events have proceeded further than I knew.” Hieronomy suggested future movements and outcomes, but was notoriously imprecise concerning when those developments might occur. “Hazards I foresaw, but I had supposed them distant,” certainly no nearer than Inimica Phlegathon deVry’s coming ball. “Now I confess my folly.”


Sinking inwardly, I said as well as I could, “Your Highness, I must cast you aside. I no longer require your service. That you are already endangered is insufferable. I will not allow your peril to be increased in my name.”


“Nonsense,” she retorted. Beneath the dryness of her tone ran an unexpected trickle of mirth. “You do not endanger me. My heart is not made to flutter by my efforts at your behest.” She



sounded remarkably untroubled for a girl who had come near to death. “And my name is Excrucia. Should you neglect it again, you will earn my regal displeasure.”


When I looked up at her, she laughed openly, allowing me to see her face.


Well.


In the ordinary course of events within the Domicile, I had seen Excrucia’s features often enough. My Queen did not permit her daughter to attend public occasions hooded or veiled. Still the sight of the girl’s face did not fail to strike me.


She might justly be styled plain when she regarded her world and those who inhabited it without expression. Her skin did not glow. Her features were blunt and irregular, with somber eyes too near-set and mouth too wide—and all dominated by a prominent nose. Moreover, her appearance was not improved when she frowned, which she did often, in concentration or social discomfort. At such times, she might have been no more than a young fishwife.


Ah, but when she laughed—when humor or sarcasm or indeed kindness ruled her—when interest, curiosity, or eagerness struck their sparks—she was ignited to beauty. Then her mien was transformed. She concealed herself when she could because she knew too well that she was plain—and perhaps because her mother’s example, or her mother’s disappointment in her, caused her shame. But our colloquies in my laborium were often blessed by such reminders as she now presented—reminders that she was not as she customarily appeared.


Her face was one that a better man than I could have loved.



Her laughter and her smile enabled me to forget for a moment that I was angered by my Queen, dismayed by her deeds—and altogether baffled by Indemnie’s plight.


Sadly the moment passed. Recalled to my straits, I spoke with a measure of asperity.


“Excrucia, then. Your service itself does not endanger you. That I grant. Rather my fear is of your mother’s disapproval.


“Oh, she does not wish you ignorant. Mere study will not incur her ire. But that you pursue your studies at my bidding—” I swallowed anxiety. “Excrucia, your aid will infuriate her. That you will be barred from further contact is certain.” With difficulty, I refrained from adding, That she will have my head is probable. More quietly, I explained, “She relies upon my ignorance. She requires it absolutely.”


My words banished Excrucia’s smile. Instead she frowned—a frown that I was unable to interpret. And she did not relieve my uncertainty. Her tone revealed only restraint as she offered, “Yet you seek to defy her.”


Beyond question, I should have sent her from me. I should have refused all further converse. She was my Queen’s daughter and heir. I had no claim upon her, no right to cause her the slightest discomfort. Nevertheless I deemed myself desperate. Moreover I was too much alone with my dreads and doubts. I could not hold back.


“I seek to understand her.”


Excrucia started in surprise. “She does not wish to be understood? She does not wish her Hieronomer to understand her?”


I ground my teeth, striving to silence my unruly heart. Any



utterance might prove fatal, were it reported to Indemnie’s ruler. But I found that caution no longer ruled me. Inimica Phlegathon deVry had proposed marriage to all five of the island’s barons. She urged the sacrifice of a child. An attempt had been made on her daughter’s life. And that daughter was my only ally. Common fears were forgotten.


“She believes,” I replied with some care, “that comprehension will falsify my auguries.” Quick to clarify, I continued, “As I once did myself. But now, Excrucia—” Being unable to both grind my teeth and speak, I squeezed my hands between my knees. “I have come to the end of what viscera and pooling blood can tell me. I have sacrificed chickens, piglets, lambs, and calves without number. On one occasion, I gutted a stillborn infant.” The memory set my bowels squirming. “I have gazed upon Indemnie’s dooms until I yearn for blindness, yet I find no outcome that is not ruin. And still—”


I suppressed an oath. “Guided by my poor efforts, your mother wrestles with our fate, she confronts it daily in her chosen fashion, but I am able to glean no reason for her deeds. She is Indemnie’s ruler. I cannot credit that she desires ruin. Yet her dealings hasten our end.


“I must serve her. She is my Queen. I am helpless if I do not understand.”


These protestations my companion absorbed with no more than a deepening of her frown. In my present state, I would not have been surprised had she elected to revile me. She was her mother’s daughter and heir. I considered it implausible that she did not aspire to her mother’s assurance and hauteur.



Certainly she must remain loyal to her mother—or if not to her mother, then to her place in the succession. Yet when she spoke, she conveyed no disapprobation. With an air of impersonal concentration—indeed, with an apparent irrelevance, as though she had not grasped the import of my concerns—she observed, “She dreams that our ships will return with hope.”


By her manner, Excrucia startled me to sharpness. “Yet they do not. Those that quest northward encounter only ice. They return with rime still in their rigging. To the west, they wander until their stores are depleted to no purpose among barren atolls defended by jagged reefs. In the south, they are met with storms which challenge their best seamanship, and some are lost. And from the east no vessel finds its way homeward. No ship commanded to that heading has ever returned.”


By such signs, as by my own scrying, I was certain that one of Indemnie’s dooms would come upon us from the east.
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