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      Breaking into the Bishop of the White Rat’s office was far more trouble than it had any right to be, and Marguerite was a bit annoyed by it.

      To start with, the room where the Bishop saw petitioners was not actually her private office but a suite of rooms set aside specifically for that task, so Marguerite spent three days staking out the wrong room entirely. Secondly, her actual private office did not have windows, but instead a series of ventilation slits that could not have been infiltrated by anything larger than a ferret. (Not that Marguerite wanted to break into a third story office from outside. She had done such things before, but they did not rank among her fondest memories.) Thirdly, the only way to reach the office was to go through the offices of a whole cadre of staff, all of which were fanatically loyal and most of whom worked late.

      All of these issues might have been surmountable, if Marguerite could have, say, bribed the cleaning staff, but even that proved difficult. The Temple of the White Rat solved problems. That was their god’s entire purview. They were staffed with lawyers, social workers, healers, and organizers.

      Apparently one of the problems they had solved was bribery. You couldn’t bribe a Rat-priest. (Well, you probably could, but only by offering to donate the money to the poor.) They were all genuinely good people who wanted to make the world a better place, and how obnoxious was that? You might be able to blackmail one, but Marguerite suspected that the Bishop already knew exactly who had skeletons in their closet and had taken steps to quietly remove the skeleton and brick up the closet door for good measure.

      The general cleaning staff was made primarily of people fleeing terrible domestic situations, who were given a place to stay, food, and a wage as long as they needed it, and not even Marguerite was enough of a monster to try to blackmail one of those wounded souls. And the Bishop’s private offices were cleaned by the head of Housekeeping himself, who felt that no one else on earth could be trusted to clean the Bishop’s desk without muddling her papers, and who would have cheerfully slit his own throat if he thought it would make the Bishop’s life easier.

      Really, it was enough to give an honest spy heartburn.

      After examining the problem from all angles, including the roof of the nearest building outside the temple compound, Marguerite gave up on her initial approach. She’d hoped to rummage through the Bishop’s files first, but it looked like she was going in cold and hoping for the best.

      Her next thought was to break into the Bishop’s bedroom, but that proved equally fruitless. The Bishop had a perfectly normal suite of rooms, guarded by an anteroom full of old women who sat in rocking chairs, knitted and played cards. They were delighted to see visitors, they were happy to chat for hours about their grandchildren, and they would not let a stranger inside the Bishop’s door for love or money. You couldn’t out-argue them and you couldn’t outlast them. If you tried, you were just the entertainment for the day. It was positively fiendish.

      A trained guard costs a decent amount of money. A trained guard you can’t bribe costs an indecent amount. Or you could get a dozen old ladies, give them a warm, comfortable room to sit and play cards all day, pay enough that none of them have to worry about where their next meal is coming from, and you’ll still come out ahead.

      It was such a Temple of the White Rat solution: Take two problems and use them to fix each other. Marguerite would have been in awe if she wasn’t ready to scream.

      At one point, she actually sank so low as to consider making an appointment like a normal person. It offended her sense of craftsmanship. It’s also just a bad negotiating tactic. If I start out asking instead of telling, I become a supplicant, not an equal.

      Eventually she gave up, disguised herself as one of the cleaners, snuck into the suite where Bishop Beartongue saw petitioners, and hid under a desk for three hours.

      At least it was a nice desk. The wood on the underside had been sanded to velvety smoothness and then oiled. Marguerite found herself petting it. She was a sensualist at heart, and she had always had a weakness for interesting textures.

      Still, she was glad when all the cleaning sounds had faded and she was able to stretch her legs and stand up. By the time an aide came in to make sure the lamps were lit, Marguerite was sitting behind the desk, in the big chair.

      “Tell Bishop Beartongue that her morning appointment is here,” she said.

      The aide looked like the sort of person who would correct your grammar while you yelled at him that the building was on fire. “But the Bishop doesn’t have a morning appointment today,” he said.

      “She does now. Tell her that Marguerite is here to see her. Yes, that Marguerite.”

      “But—”

      Marguerite tilted her head back so that she could gaze down her nose at the aide. “The Bishop is a very understanding woman,” she said, in a tone that implied that this was not a trait that Marguerite shared. “I am certain she’ll understand that you, personally, kept her from receiving information that she has been waiting for…eagerly.”

      The aide squeaked and fled.

      

      Ten minutes later, the door opened again. The first person through was a big, mild-faced man with thinning hair and spectacles. This must be the Bishop’s private secretary. If Marguerite’s inquiries were correct, his name was—

      “Rigney, you’re blocking the door,” said Bishop Beartongue from behind him.

      Bishop Beartongue herself was a tall woman in her early fifties, with short, iron gray hair and the quiet confidence of a woman who knows where the bodies are buried. Her robes were the same material as Rigney’s and the aide’s, with only a narrow scarf-like vestment to indicate her rank.

      “I am concerned that she may be an assassin, Your Holiness,” said Rigney. He filled the doorway, not letting her pass, while his eyes traveled over Marguerite. Spectacles or no, Marguerite suspected that he didn’t miss much.

      The Bishop sighed. “If she was an assassin, I’d probably already be dead by now, Rigney. The only reason I’m alive is because I’d be so much more trouble for everyone dead.”

      Marguerite put her hands flat on the table. “If you’d like to search me for weapons, you may. I’ve got a knife strapped to my left calf and a bodice dagger. I feel underdressed without them, but I’m telling you they’re there as a sign of good faith.”

      Rigney narrowed his eyes. The Bishop thumped his shoulder. “There, you see? Gesture of good faith.”

      “Also exactly the sort of thing that someone would say to make you let down your guard…Your Holiness.”

      “Then she’s done so much homework that she knows exactly how much trouble I’ll be dead. Come on, Rigney. Marguerite and I are old…ah…what would you call us, my dear?” She smiled over her secretary’s shoulder. “We were not adversaries. I don’t know that we’re even acquaintances, given that we’ve never actually met. But you did me a very good turn once, and I have not forgotten.”

      “Colleagues?” asked Marguerite, who had found herself in similar positions with other operatives in the past.

      “Colleagues,” said the Bishop, inclining her head. “I like that. Move aside, Rigney, if she murders me, you can say ‘I told you so’ to my corpse.”

      Rigney’s sigh conveyed a vast amount of information about his approval, lack thereof, and the things he was expected to put up with. He stepped inside and held out his hand. “If you could remove the knives, for my own peace of mind.”

      “As you wish.” Marguerite extracted the bodice dagger, while the secretary gazed politely at the ceiling, and then the one strapped to her calf. (Her hairpins were also more than sharp enough to kill a man, but she left them in place. There was no sense in giving everything away.) She placed them on the table.

      “And now,” said the Bishop, “I believe you’re in my chair. May I trade places with you? And then you can tell me why you are here, when you have been content to be officially dead for the last three years.”

      Marguerite took a deep breath and rose. “I need your help,” she said.
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      If the Bishop was surprised, she gave no sign. She sat down and leaned back in her chair and steepled her fingers together. “It is very likely that your intervention saved the lives of my borrowed paladins, once upon a time. I had been wondering when you would call in that debt. Nevertheless, we serve the Rat and even if a debt is owed, we cannot go against His will. I will have to know more.”

      “I thought as much.” Marguerite had researched Beartongue quite thoroughly some years back. She was ethical to a fault, although her ethics were occasionally ruthlessly utilitarian. “I do not propose to keep you in the dark, although there are some limits on what I can say. I will not lie, my plan may put your people in danger. But I believe it is worth it.”

      The Bishop made an inviting gesture with one hand. “I’m listening.”

      “Well. I’m not sure how much of my history you managed to ferret out, but I took the name Marguerite from a fellow operative in Anuket City. I used to work for a consortium there, powerful merchants who…let us say…did not feel that the Merchant’s Guild was entirely representing their interests.”

      Beartongue’s lips quirked. “I take it that matters did not end well, if you had to flee and take on a dead woman’s identity.”

      “An understatement for the ages. My patron within the consortium was found hanging from a beam. It was ruled suicide, but it was not. His information network was thrown into shambles, and several were picked off before we knew what was happening.”

      “And you’re certain it was murder?”

      “I would bet my own life on it. And yes, I understand that when someone commits suicide, everyone stands around wringing their hands and saying, ‘But he would never have done that!’ But Samuel truly would not have. His sense of duty to his operatives would never have allowed it. He would have crawled over broken glass for one of his people, and too many of us were left exposed by his death.” It required no effort for her voice to fill with cold anger. The best roles had real emotion behind them, and this emotion was as real as anything she had ever felt.

      Beartongue’s lips made a flat line. You understand, Marguerite thought. You would be right there on the broken glass beside him. You would never leave your people out to dry. And unless I have lost my touch completely, it’s one of your fears, too—that someday you will become so politically inconvenient that an assassin puts a knife in you, and what will happen to your people then?

      She took up the thread of her story again. “At any rate, we were in disarray. We fled in all directions. Some of us took jobs with other groups. I did so myself. It was only later that I discovered that I was working for a branch of the very people that had killed my patron, and that there was still a price on my head.”

      “I can see how that would be uncomfortable, yes.”

      “You have no idea,” Marguerite said dryly. “I was actually doing quite well in my new position when another branch of it showed up and tried to kill me. It was quite a shock to my employers as well. Fortunately I was able to escape while they were still thrashing out the details.”

      “Are you at liberty to tell me the name of this group?”

      Marguerite licked dry lips. And here is where you throw the dice and hope that the good Bishop is not already compromised. Though if they can suborn the head of the White Rat’s temple, what chance do you possibly have? “The Red Sail.”

      Beartongue frowned, but not in a hostile fashion. “The merchant fleet company? I thought their primary business was supplying salt from Morstone’s Sealords to the rest of the continent. I can well believe that they want to keep abreast of Anuket’s dealings, but I am surprised that they maintained a dedicated spy network in this area.”

      Her puzzlement seemed genuine. Marguerite relaxed slightly. The bishop might be a very good actor—almost certainly was, in fact—but if she had been in the Sail’s pockets, she would likely have chosen a different tactic than ignorance. And she was entirely correct in her assessment. Anuket City, the fabled city of artificers, was arguably the greatest power in the region, but the Red Sail had access to dozens of regions and had only a passing interest in a small group of inland city states. “It was not what I’d call a dedicated network until fairly recently. I was the only one in Archenhold, so far as I know, and they were content to keep it that way. I passed information from here to the Sail, and if they did not tell me otherwise, on to a few old contacts in Anuket City. When things became a trifle…ah…heated here,”—Beartongue’s lips twitched in acknowledgment that she had been some of that heat—“I became a traveling trader, moving among courts and sending information back. At least I did, until someone realized that ‘Marguerite Florian’ was a loose end and decided to kill me.”

      The Bishop frowned. “Obviously I’m sympathetic. If you need help getting away, or assuming a new identity, I suspect I can be of service. But I confess, Mistress Florian, that I don’t see what the Temple can do for you that you could not just as easily do for yourself. Particularly since if we do it, there will be a paper trail and a dozen people who might accidentally let something slip.”

      Marguerite was already shaking her head. “That’s not why I came. I’ve tried that. I’ve even tried simply going to my contacts in the Sail and asking for amnesty. They were suitably appalled and tried to help, but the Red Sail is an immense organization. There are a dozen individual fiefdoms who are all scrabbling for power. If one group wants me forgiven, another will want me neutralized simply to spite them.”

      “The right hand does not know who the left is killing,” murmured Rigney.

      “Precisely. And unfortunately, the group that wants me dead have seen their star ascendant recently, so…” She spread her hands.

      Beartongue sighed. “Just like politics between religious orders, then. Still, as fascinating as all this is, I am certain you did not break into my office merely to complain about a merchant company’s organizational flaws. Although given a bottle of wine, I’d be happy to expound on a few flawed organizations I know as well.”

      “No, not just for that,” said Marguerite. Although I suspect that would be a delightful conversation. “Something is happening. The Red Sail has sent delegations here recently. Very recently. And it isn’t regular trade they’re after.”

      Beartongue glanced at her secretary. Rigney shrugged. “There was a trade delegation from Morstone to the Archon last month, Your Holiness. We thought nothing of it at the time. Archenhold only produces a few things that they would be particularly interested in trading, and none in any great volume.”

      Marguerite nodded. “I doubt they did anything of note. But it and a half-dozen others were cover for a much more serious delegation to Anuket City.”

      “I don’t particularly like them,” said Beartongue dryly, “but it’s not a crime to trade with Anuket City. They have a great many things we don’t. So why would they require cover?”

      Marguerite leaned forward. “Word has it that an artificer there has invented a device that will convert sea water into salt…and do it far more cheaply than the Sealords can beat it out of their populace.”

      She watched the Bishop’s face as the implications sank in. Beartongue’s secretary let out a low whistle. “That would destabilize the Sealords…the trade fleets…”

      “Half the continent,” said Marguerite crisply. “Enormous political upheaval. More than a third of the income of the Toxocan Confederacy comes from salt taxes imposed on vessels passing through their strait. If the salt trade stops, they, too, will be scrambling to survive.”

      “And they’re the haven for half the pirate fleets in the south. That tax is protection money as much as anything else.” Beartongue’s gaze became unfocused. “The Sealords are monsters…if they could be removed from power, I can only consider that good…but when a trade network fails, people starve. Violence breaks out. The cure may be as bad as the disease…and yet…” Her voice was soft, as if she was talking mostly to herself. Then she seemed to remember where she was. “Very well. I understand why the Red Sail wants it stopped. What do you want?”

      “I want the Red Sail to be in such hopeless disarray that they stop bothering with minor players like myself.” Marguerite met Beartongue’s eyes squarely. “I want to have friends again without worrying that I’m painting a target on their backs. I want the Sail confused, bankrupt, and out of commission.”

      And I hope you believe me, because that is the actual truth, and if you try to ferret out something behind it, we’ll both be disappointed. She ran her fingers over the surface of the desk. It was polished to glass smoothness here, unlike the oiled softness of the underside.

      The Bishop pursed her lips. “So your solution to one faction of an enormous organization hunting you is to destabilize the economy of half the world.”

      “I did try to find a civilized solution first.” When the other woman snorted, Marguerite added, “Honestly, if I hadn’t been in Anuket City and quite literally overheard someone in the Artificer’s Quarter talking about it, it would never have occurred to me to try. But when something like that falls in your lap…” She spread her hands. “This is an extraordinary opportunity. But I can’t do it alone.”

      Beartongue stared off into the distance. “Rigney. How much does the Temple spend on salt?”

      “I do not have the exact figures, Your Grace, but it is a significant expense, both directly and in terms of spending on food.” He ticked off points on his fingers. “We must salt our food, of course, and items such as cheese require salt in their preparation.” One finger. “Anything being stored or transported any distance must be pickled or salt-preserved.” Two fingers. “Although it is likely a small quantity compared to the other two, livestock require salt in their diets, particularly over winter. Most of our wool comes from upriver, and the farther into the hills you go, the longer the winters. Sheep require salt blocks, and that is reflected in the price of wool.” Third finger. “Industrial processes. Tanning leather, making soap, and papermaking all require salt. We use leather as much as wool, and we go through truly epic quantities of soap and paper.” Fourth finger. “Well over a third of our parishioners ascribe to the folk belief that the dead must be buried with a handful of salt to keep evil spirits from inhabiting their bodies, and it has been the policy of the Temple to provide this for the grieving who cannot afford it.” Thumb. “Finally, we tithe five percent of our annual income to establishing other temples of the Rat and offsetting their operating costs. The temple in Morstone has been soaking up the lion’s share of that for a number of years, largely because of the unbridled power held by the Sealords.” He dropped his hand. Marguerite waited to see if he was going to start in on the other hand, but he did not.

      “God’s whiskers,” said Beartongue, passing a hand over her eyes. “How much money would we save if salt was cheaper?”

      Rigney began to scratch numbers on a ledger. “I cannot even begin to calculate without knowing the cost of the technology, but assuming the cost of salt was halved…leaving Morstone’s Temple as an unknown quantity…mmm…”

      Marguerite and the Bishop exchanged looks and waited.

      “Based on reduction of shipping costs and the lack of the Toxocan salt tax, we might well see a three to five percent savings in total annual food expenditures across all our temples in this region.”

      “That,” said Beartongue, after a long pause, “is real money.”

      “Indeed, Your Holiness. And there is the additional effect, though difficult to quantify, that if salt is less expensive but prices remain stable, many smallholders will turn a larger profit and thus require less assistance from the Temple for major investments.”

      The Bishop turned back to Marguerite. “All right, you’ve definitely got my attention. And I can see why the Red Sail would want this invention suppressed. So is this device real?”

      “They believe it is. They went so far as to blow up the artificer’s workshop over it. She’s gone into hiding now, but they’re hunting for her.”

      “Do you think it’s real?”

      Marguerite smiled. “That is what I’m hoping you’ll lend me a couple of paladins to find out.”
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      “Paladins?” Beartongue’s eyebrows shot up. “Why—forgive me, but if you were planning a covert spy mission, I don’t think our paladins would be my first choice.” She considered this. “Or my second choice. Possibly not even my third.”

      “There is a certain bull-in-a-pottery-shop quality to the late Saint’s chosen,” Rigney observed.

      Marguerite sank back in her chair. She’s interested. She’s going to help me. It was important not to show the depths of her relief. The Sail had been baying at her heels for so long that even this first small step felt like a victory. “People are already trying to kill me,” she said. “Ruthless people with very deep pockets. When they learn that I’m trying to get to this artificer before they do, I imagine that it will get even worse. What I need are people who cannot be bought and who are very, very hard to kill. People that I can trust.”

      Beartongue grunted. “Well. When you put it that way…the paladins it is.”

      

      The two paladins were as different a pair as Marguerite could imagine. One was a woman a bit taller than she was, and—there was no getting around it—rather dumpy. Frizzy hair, soft chin, muscle and fat in equal quantity. You would not look at her and think paladin. You would likely not look at her and think much of anything, until you noticed that she was carrying an axe strapped to her back. Marguerite was immediately delighted.

      The other one was tall and well-muscled, rather more like her stereotypical view of paladin-kind. His eyes were a blue so pale they were almost white, and the rest of his face had been devoured by a beard that had passed scruffy and was firmly lodged in regrettable. Like many blonde men, his beard had come in red. It was not a good combination. It looked as if a woodchuck had latched onto his jaw.

      “Shane and Wren are both paladins of the Saint of Steel,” said Beartongue smoothly.

      “Former paladins,” said Shane. His voice was deep and very calm, despite passing through the beard.

      “Your god may be dead, but you still serve,” said Beartongue. “Do not make me break out a theological argument, Shane, I’ll do it.”

      Wren grinned. “We’d never argue with the bishop of a god of lawyers.”

      “Never? That’s news to me. You argued with me last week.”

      “Yes, and I was right, too. You should have let me kill him.”

      “Everyone gets a fair trial, Wren.”

      “We caught him eating that old man’s face! I saw it with my own eyes! So did you!”

      “It was,” said Beartongue heavily, “a particularly eventful trip to the library.”

      Shane’s beard assumed an expression of saintly forbearance. Marguerite did not wince, although it was a near thing. Well, you wanted a paladin. Looks like you got one. Complete with stick in uncomfortable places.

      “At any rate,” said the Bishop, “you will be accompanying Mistress Marguerite to the Court of Smoke. Wren, I apologize for what I am about to ask you to do, but do you think you can impersonate a noblewoman at court?”

      “Technically I am a noblewoman,” said Wren a bit dryly. “I can’t say I relish revisiting it, but in a good cause, certainly. What do you need?”

      Beartongue gestured to Marguerite, who said, “Information. We are trying to locate an artificer who has done a very impressive disappearing act. We know that artificer has a patron at the Court of Smoke, and that they have thrown themselves upon said patron’s mercy. Unfortunately, we do not know who that patron is. They are likely to be the only one with knowledge of the artificer’s current whereabouts.”

      “Hmm,” said Wren. “I can definitely pretend to be an airheaded noblewoman and listen for gossip, but the sort of circles that I’d be moving in aren’t necessarily going to have the information you want.”

      Marguerite nodded. “It’s a long shot,” she said. “But I don’t need much. Even a bored wife dropping a line about how her husband spends his money hiring artificers could be enough to set us on the right track. I’ll be there as well, in my usual role as perfume seller to the rich and idle, but I move in…ah…slightly different circles.” She nodded to the male paladin. “Which is where you come in.”

      He lifted an eyebrow at her, waiting.

      “Shane, you will stand as Mistress Marguerite’s bodyguard,” said Beartongue. “You’ve attended me at court often enough that your manners are impeccable and you won’t cause an international incident. Also, of course, you’ll be spying on her in case she decides to double-cross us.”

      “Naturally.” Marguerite had suspected as much, but having it out on the table was oddly refreshing. She recognized the same impulse that had her setting out her weapons as a show of good faith. “Though I’d be a great fool to let something incriminating slip in the presence of my bodyguard.”

      “Naturally.” The Bishop raised her mug of tea in a gesture that was more than half salute.

      Shane cleared his throat. “I do not wish to second-guess you, Your Grace,” he said, “but I suspect that I am familiar to those at court who have seen me in your retinue. If any of those attend the Court of Smoke, will they not recognize me?”

      “Not once you shave off that disgusting mop you call a beard,” said Beartongue. “And the barber will do something with your hair. The people who will recognize you after that are few, and they would likely learn that the Rat is involved in this venture by some other method anyway. I shall leave it to Mistress Marguerite, in the moment, to decide what use to make of that.”

      Shane’s beard looked dismayed. Wren slapped her fellow paladin on the back. “Don’t mope,” she said. “I’ll probably have to wear a dress. Which reminds me, Bishop, I haven’t got a dress.”

      The indefatigable Rigney coughed politely. “We can arrange a certain amount of travel clothing,” he said, “including what might be considered appropriate for a minor noble from—forgive me, Lady Wren—a small backwater holding.”

      “It’s fine,” Wren said, wrinkling up her nose. “It’s all true. It’d be strange if I showed up looking fashionable. Come to think of it, I’m not sure if I’d recognize if I was fashionable or not. How long should we expect to be gone?”

      “Court lasts three months,” said Marguerite. “If the gods are kind, we won’t have to stay that long, but if we receive a good lead on the artificer’s location, I’ll want to leave from the Court and go there directly.” She glanced at Beartongue, who nodded. “Can you both ride?”

      The paladins exchanged glances. Marguerite raised her eyebrows.

      “Technically,” said Wren. “I used to, anyway. Horses don’t care for berserkers much, so it’s been a while. Shane?”

      “I was trained in riding in my youth,” said Shane. Marguerite placed him in his late thirties, possibly even early forties, but his hesitant manner of speaking made him seem oddly young.

      “We will find you reliable horses,” said Beartongue. “You’ll only need them for a few days up river anyway. Court is in the western mountains this year, and I presume you’ll go by boat most of the way?”

      Marguerite nodded. The Court of Smoke was where the elite went when the weather got too hot to stay in the city. Those who had chateaus or estates somewhere more pleasant went to them. Those who could not afford such, or who did not wish to leave the glittering swirl of court life, went instead to the Court of Smoke, which was held in a fortress in the highlands and hosted by whichever courtier was currently most fashionable and wealthy enough to afford the extravagant expense. It was a summer-long party that hosted the scions of multiple nations. A spy could hardly miss it. Too many deals were brokered there, alliances made and broken, fortunes lost and won and lost again.

      Marguerite had attended almost every year, in her guise as a perfume broker, and even though by mid-August she was ready to chuck the whole job and become a dirt farmer, by the next April she was already planning her journey again. The past two years, she hadn’t dared risk attending, and the knowledge of how much she must be missing itched at her like a nettle.

      “Make your preparations,” said the Bishop. “Be ready for a long stay. If there’s any duties here that need to be handed off, you know the drill.” And as both Wren and Shane moved toward the door, “And for the Rat’s sake, if you need new equipment, tell someone. I realize complaining is practically anathema to you people, but if your boots are about to wear through, we can fix that!”

      Wren chuckled. Shane’s beard looked martyred.

      The door closed behind the paladins. Marguerite transferred her gaze to Beartongue, who had the fond look of a teacher whose pupils have performed well. “I think they’ll do fine,” she said. Better than fine. I might actually be able to sleep if I know those two are on guard. “But tell me, Your Grace, is there anything I should know about them in advance, to make this all go more smoothly?”

      Beartongue steepled her fingers. “Not a great deal. They’re both superb fighters, of course, but you presumably know enough about the Saint of Steel to know that once the battle tide takes them, you won’t get them back easily. So don’t point them at anything you don’t want turned into mince.”

      Marguerite thought of Stephen, the gloomy but good-natured paladin that her dear friend Grace had fallen madly in love with. “I’m familiar with the type, yes.”

      “Then as to specifics…Wren will never tell you if she is injured or overmatched. If you ask her to fight an army singlehandedly, she’ll salute and march out to do it. Shane will tell you if he thinks she’s suffering, but that is probably the only thing he will volunteer information about. He is actually a far keener observer than he gives himself credit for, but he will not offer his opinion unless you ask.” The Bishop tilted one hand back and forth. “He is polite, self-effacing, apologetic, and you’ll probably want to throttle him before too long.”

      “Oof.” Marguerite rubbed her eyes. “Well, good to know. But decent court manners, you say?”

      “Impeccable, and he keeps his mouth shut. Like a very polite shadow. Although he’s a terrible liar, so do not put him in a situation where he has to flatter someone.” She grimaced. “I learned that one the hard way.”

      “Oh dear.”

      “Other than that…well, they’re both loyal unto death, but that goes with the territory. They cannot be bought, they cannot be intimidated, and I assume that’s why you wanted them in the first place.”

      Marguerite traced a circle on the polished wood of the desk, feeling the smooth gloss under her fingers. “If you were up against an enemy who could meet almost anyone’s price, who would you want to watch your back?”

      “Precisely. That said, you will have to pull rank if you want to do something…ah…expedient...in front of them. They will argue with you, but they will probably obey.”

      “Probably?”

      “There are some things that a wise woman doesn’t ask a paladin to do,” said Beartongue. The Bishop held her gaze and Marguerite had the feeling that they understood each other very well indeed.
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      “So that was the famous Marguerite,” said Wren, as she and Shane descended the stairs to the courtyard.

      “So it seems.” Insomuch as Shane had ever thought of the woman who had saved all seven of the Saint of Steel’s paladins a few years earlier, he had pictured someone rather like the Bishop, a tall, spare, civil-servant type. He had been very wrong.

      Well, no surprise there, is it?

      This time, though, it was a pleasant surprise. Marguerite had tawny skin and dark, blue-black hair, and to say that she had curves was an understatement that bordered on a venial sin. Her breasts were nearly the size of his head. Individually. He wondered if she frequently found herself having to repeat things to men two or three times, or if people often walked into walls and doorframes when she was around.

      The less-pleasant surprise had been how nervous she was. Perhaps it had been Shane’s imagination, but when the door had opened, her eyes had shot to it like a woman expecting armed warriors to pour through. Which, in fairness, we did, but she knew that we were coming.

      It was odd. The legend of Marguerite, who had locked horns with the Bishop and gotten away with it, did not quite mesh with his first impression.

      Though my impression is more likely to be wrong than not, Dreaming God knows.

      “Wonder why we’re trying to track down this artificer,” mused Wren.

      “I imagine we’ll be told the reason in private. Or as much of the reason as the Bishop thinks we need to know.”

      “Probably.” Wren rubbed the back of her neck. “I can’t believe I’m going to have to wear a dress again.”

      “I can’t believe I’m going to have to shave.”

      Wren grinned. “It’s been so long since I saw you without that starving badger attached to your face that I may not recognize you.”

      Shane sighed deeply. “Why does no one like my beard?”

      “Do you really want me to answer that?”

      “…no.”

      Wren hooked her arm through his. “Between my skirts and your bare face, we’ll take the court by storm. You’ll see.”

      Shane knew that neither he or Wren was the sort to take a court by storm—unless charging in with blades flashing counted—but thinking back to Marguerite and the lazy gleam of assurance in her eyes, he suspected that there might be one brewing nonetheless.

      And I am no longer the man to hold back the storm. Possibly I never was. Perhaps I should go to Beartongue and ask her to assign someone else. Someone who is not so unreliable.

      He doubted that she’d let him get out of it, but fear of failure churned in his gut. He had not yet failed the White Rat, as he had failed two gods before Him, but perhaps it was only a matter of time.

      I can ask. And when she tells me no, I will respect her judgment.

      It is bound to be superior to my own.

      

      Marguerite bit her lip. She was, for the first time that day, nervous.

      If the audience with Beartongue had gone badly, she would have been annoyed, frustrated, and facing a great deal of extra work. If the Bishop had been in the pay of the Red Sail, she would have been downright terrified. But neither one of those things would have hurt.

      If this meeting went badly, though…

      It’s been three years. And you didn’t come to her trial, even though you tried to make it right.

      She’d had to leave. It wasn’t safe. The memory of what had happened to her patron had been too fresh. She’d made herself too obvious, and if she didn’t cut and run, it was only a matter of time until someone realized who she really was. At the time, she hadn’t known that the Red Sail was behind the attack on her patron, and the world had been full of faceless enemies. Then it had turned out that having a face to put on the enemy didn’t help. I had to go. There was too much danger to Grace if I stayed.

      Guilt stabbed at her. She bowed her head.

      This is what comes of caring too much for people who aren’t in the game. Either they become targets or you cut them off because you know what happens to targets. Her patron had taught her that lesson and its corollary: that you must care for your own operatives and use them ruthlessly nonetheless. She had broken the first rule three years ago, and it haunted her still.

      The door to the room opened, and Grace stepped through, her head turned to speak to someone over her shoulder. “Fine, I’m going, but this better be important. I was in the middle of a distillation and…”

      “Well,” said Marguerite, “if you’re in the middle of distillation, I can always come back later.”

      Grace’s head snapped around so fast that Marguerite heard vertebrae crackle. “Marguerite?!”

      Grace charged into the room. Marguerite braced herself, not sure if she’d earned a warm embrace or a punch in the jaw but willing to accept either.

      Grace’s arms went around her and the knot in Marguerite’s chest loosened. She hadn’t broken things past mending. She’d left before Grace became a target, and Grace had forgiven her. She took a deep breath, smelling the scent that her perfumer friend was wearing, something tantalizingly familiar that she couldn’t quite put a name on.

      “What on earth is that perfume?”

      Grace’s laughing sob, or sobbing laugh—Marguerite doubted that she knew herself—broke against her shoulder. “It’s supposed to be petrichor.”

      “Isn’t that a level of hell?”

      “No, silly.” Grace stepped back, wiping at her eyes. “It’s the smell right before a rainstorm. You know it.”

      “Oh.” Marguerite leaned in and sniffed. “That’s it. How on earth did you make a scent like that?”

      Grace shook her head. “Never mind any of that. You’re here! You’re back! Are you staying? I’ve moved into the upstairs, but there’s still a bed in my old room.”

      “No, no. I’m only here for a day or two. Until the Bishop has her people ready to ride.”

      “Will you stay with us until then?”

      Marguerite winced internally at the hope on Grace’s face. She hated to say no, but the thought of that small, narrow room, with only one door, and no way to escape if someone came through… “I’m sorry. I’d love to, but I have to be here for all the last-minute arrangements, not sending runners halfway across the city.” She grasped Grace’s hands more tightly. “But tell me everything that’s happened with you!”

      “Me? I haven’t done anything special. I work, I make perfumes, some of them sell, some of them flop. I have a deal with a minstrel who attends all the fancy parties and takes orders, but he’s not half the agent you were. Tab is the same as ever. He gets into Stephen’s yarn and rolls around and makes a horrible mess, and Stephen sighs and extracts him again.”

      “And are you still happy with your paladin, dear heart?”

      “Yes,” said Grace. “Gloriously, foolishly happy.” She smiled down at her friend. “I go about my work and I sell perfume and everything is normal and then he turns up and I think my god, I love you so damn much. And it’s just…easy. I know that everyone says that love is hard work, but when I compare it to what life used to be like…” She shook her head.

      Marguerite knew that Grace had been in a particularly dreadful marriage with a particularly dreadful man named Phillip some years earlier. She had also arranged for the information of Phillip’s death to be brought to her friend last year. (She hadn’t arranged for the death itself, although she’d certainly considered it.)

      “I was grateful for your letter,” Grace said, as if reading her mind. “Not just to know about Phillip, but to know that you were still alive. We worry about you, you know.”

      Marguerite waved her hands. “I’m fine. Always am.”

      “Yes, but I don’t know that!”

      “I’d rather not bring anything down on your head,” said Marguerite. “You know what kind of business I’m in. The fact that I lived here for so long is trouble enough. It had to look like a clean break. I’m sorry.”

      Grace sighed. “I know,” she said. “Or rather I don’t know, but I know you’re doing what you think is best. And you would know. So, what do you need?”

      “Some samples. They don’t have to be anything you actually want to sell. It’s just my cover story. I’m peddling perfumes to the nobility again, and fell in with a noblewoman who needed an escort to the Court of Smoke. That’s Wren.”

      “Oh, that’ll be delightful,” said Grace, laughing. “You’ll like her. I like her, anyway.”

      “Right. And I’m taking another one along as a bodyguard. Tall fellow, regrettable beard.”

      “Shane.” Grace nodded. “I can’t say if you’ll like him. He’s…very paladinly.”

      “What, clanky and judgmental?”

      “Oh no, not at all. More like apologetic furniture. He doesn’t talk and when he does, it’s usually to apologize for interrupting.”

      Marguerite groaned. “Joy. Still, what I want is an obvious bodyguard for the court, and apparently he’s good at that.”

      “Yes, very. The Bishop takes him everywhere. And I hear that he’s the one most likely to overrule the Bishop on matters of her own safety.”

      “Not that apologetic, then?”

      Grace grinned at her. “Eh, I’ve seen you charm customers who were ready to burn the building down. I’m sure you’ll have no trouble getting him to warm up.”

      Marguerite accepted this statement as her due. “I’ll see what I can do.” She hooked her arm through Grace’s. “Now tell me more about how Tab is doing. I haven’t seen my best civette boy in far too long…”

      

      Shane climbed the steps to Beartongue’s offices. The outer rooms full of clerks and civil servants, all working with great intensity, still seemed familiar and foreign all at once.

      In the Temple of the Dreaming God, there were also scribes and clerks, many engaged in the work of writing and copying, reading reports on demonic activity, and dispatching paladins and priests to deal with it. His father had been one such clerk, and one of Shane’s earliest memories was of rooms of pale stone, the scratch of quills and the murmur of voices, and in the far distance, the sound of the litany being chanted.

      But there the similarity ended. There were twice as many clerks here, many of them sharing desks, and three more rooms just like this one, plus a cadre of lawyers and organizers with quarters in the White Rat’s temple compound. The Rat had bigger problems than the occasional demonic possession. The Dreaming God’s people carried themselves with an air of solemn purpose, whereas the Rat’s always seemed to be cheerfully bailing the tide.

      He waited outside the Bishop’s chamber, listening to the familiar sounds of reports being issued and reviewed.

      “…says we need another healer assigned south of…”

      “…ten gold will fix the problem…”

      “…haven’t got enough. I can send an apprentice with her on rounds…”

      “…lawyers don’t grow on trees, you know. Not even around here…”

      After about five minutes, the door opened and two servants of the Rat came out, holding thick folios in front of them. He slipped in behind them. “May I request a moment of your time, Your Holiness?” It occurred to him belatedly that he should probably have asked for an appointment.

      “Not if you’re going to ‘Your Holiness’ at me,” said Beartongue. She gestured to a seat, then leaned back in her chair, sharpening a quill with a pen-knife. “Is there a problem?”

      “Ah…not exactly a problem, but…” He sat, wondering how to phrase the question.

      Her eyes moved over him and she sighed. “You’re wondering why I’m sending you off with Marguerite and not someone else?”

      Shane ducked his head ruefully. “Am I that predictable?”

      “Desperately so. It’s part of the reason I’m sending you. I predict, in fact, that you will do brilliantly, succeed in circumstances that will likely prove far more muddled than anyone hopes, and bring yourself and Wren back in two pieces.” She cocked an eyebrow at him. “Second-guessing yourself all the way, of course.”

      “Ouch. Would you like to stab me in the heart as well?”

      Beartongue grinned. “Am I wrong?”

      Obviously not, or I wouldn’t be here. It was simply a little embarrassing to be so transparent. Shane muttered something into his beard. After a moment he asked, “Do you trust her? Marguerite?”

      “Trust,” mused Beartongue. “A complicated notion, isn’t it? I trust her to be acting in her own best interests. I trust that she is a very intelligent woman. And she and I both know that she proceeds with the understanding that, should her actions reflect badly on the Rat, I will claim to have been grievously misled.”

      “Istvhan always says that trust is faith plus predictability,” said Shane. He missed his brother-in-arms a great deal, and more so lately. Istvhan could always make everyone laugh. The day we are dependent on my sense of humor to carry us through is the day that we will all be in a great deal of trouble.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t have a sense of humor. He did. It was just that he kept it to himself rather than inflict it on other people.

      Beartongue’s face softened slightly at the mention of Istvhan. “He’s not wrong. Let us say that I have a good deal of faith in Marguerite’s goodwill, but very little in my ability to predict her. Which is why you are perfect for the job, as you are, as we have established, very predictable.”

      “Istvhan would be better at this than I am.”

      “I wish he were here,” she admitted. “I know that you are not comfortable in this role. But he is happy in the north, traveling with his lady friend, and any word I send will take weeks to reach him.”

      “What about Marcus?”

      “There is a chance that he would be recognized. And since he has chosen to let his family believe he is dead—well, I do not agree with his decision, but I respect his wishes.”

      Shane sighed. “Stephen, perhaps?”

      “Working with Galen and Piper to track down more information about the death of the Saint.”

      He bowed his head. Galen’s husband, Piper, was a lich-doctor, possessor of a rare wild talent. If he touched a dead body, he could relive their last moments. A few months earlier, he had laid hands upon the altar cleared from the rubble of the burnt temple of the Saint of Steel, and to the shock of everyone, he had felt the god’s death from the inside. Since no one knew how or why the Saint had died, they were trying to unravel as much as they could from that flash of insight. “I suppose there is no information to be gleaned about that at the Court of Smoke?”

      “If you mean, are nobles likely to be casually discussing dead gods in the corridors? I shouldn’t think so. Then again, stranger things have happened. Keep your ears open, but don’t blame yourself if you don’t hear anything relevant.” Beartongue’s gaze lingered on him sympathetically. The only remaining paladin, the one that they had not mentioned, was Judith, and she had simply left after the revelation of the god’s death. Looking for something, perhaps. Running away from something. No one knew for certain.

      He grunted.

      “To that end,” Beartongue said, ignoring the grunt, “I have a message for you to deliver. Lady Silver dwells at the Court of Smoke for most of the year. She is favorably inclined to the Rat, and I have reason to believe that a message to her might not go amiss.” She slid a fresh sheet of foolscap in front of her and wrote quickly. Her hand was neat and clean, a testament to early training as a scribe, and Shane looked away so as not to risk reading the words.

      “Deliver this to Lady Silver,” said Beartongue, sprinkling sand on the letters to dry them, then sealing it with wax. “Whether or not you tell Marguerite of this, I leave to your discretion.”

      My discretion? I’m a berserker. I hit things with swords until they fall down. That is not discreet.

      His alarm must have shown, because she smiled. “If you truly don’t know, then it rarely hurts not to tell everything you know.”

      Shane groaned. “And then I will—”

      “Feel guilty?”

      His sense of humor was well-buried, but not completely dead. He gave her a wry look. “I was going to say, ‘worry that I am withholding vital information.’”

      “Well, it’s always a concern.” She leaned over the desk and patted his hand. “You are the only possible choice,” said Beartongue. “And you are far more competent than you believe yourself to be.”

      Shane squared his shoulders. “I pray that I may not fail you, Your Grace.”

      “You won’t,” she said. “In that, I have faith.”
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      Dawn’s gritty grey light was spilling over the courtyard when they assembled to travel north and west. Five horses awaited them, along with a groom to care for them. Four were saddled, and the last horse was clearly a pack animal.

      Marguerite was not a particularly skilled rider as such things went, but she had learned to judge horseflesh because you could often tell a great deal about a person by their mount. These animals were well-cared for, sturdy, and no noble would be caught dead on any of them.

      “Dreadful beasts, aren’t they?” asked Beartongue cheerfully. The Bishop had come down to see them off, although Marguerite suspected that the woman had already been up and working. “It’s the berserker problem. You have to get a horse so placid that they don’t care that the person on their back smells like violence.”

      “Does violence have a smell?” asked Marguerite.

      Beartongue shot her a wry glance. “You know it does.”

      “Mmm,” she said noncommittally. Yes, it does. When you cut Samuel down from the beam, you could smell it on his skin. You’ve smelled it too many times of late. It lingers in some places. If it’s not a smell, it’s something close to it.

      “So we end up on plowhorses,” she said, turning away from that line of thought. “Fair enough. I’m not such a magnificent horsewoman that I’ll complain.”

      “Indeed.” Beartongue lifted a hand to wave to two people approaching. They both wore leather and chain and carried weapons. Wren had an axe and a cheerfully bloodthirsty expression, but Marguerite almost didn’t recognize the other paladin.

      As they came closer, she frowned, trying to place him. He had a massive sword slung across his back, the hilt sticking up past his ear, and a shorter blade at his waist. They’d definitely met before, but surely she’d remember someone who looked like that. He had a square jaw and a full lower lip and truly elegant cheekbones. Marguerite had always been an admirer of good cheekbones.

      It was the pale, pale blue eyes that finally tipped her off. This is Shane? Really? And he deliberately went around looking like…like whatever that was?

      “Good god,” she said, eyeing him with frank admiration. “Are you sure you’re not one of the Dreaming God’s people?”

      He flinched. She hadn’t expected that. But still, absent that regrettable beard, the man was downright beautiful. And if you see a beautiful paladin, odds are good it’s one of the Dreaming God’s. But clearly that touched a nerve.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, with her most contrite smile. “I just put my foot in it, didn’t I?”

      “I served in the Dreaming God’s Temple until my eighteenth year,” he said. “But the god did not see fit to take me into service.”

      Ouch. From what Marguerite knew of paladins, which admittedly wasn’t a great deal, this was akin to being jilted at the altar, only by your god instead of your bride. She wondered how long ago that had been. Without the beard, she reassessed his age. Mid-thirties at most. There was the slightest suggestion of lines at the corners of his eyes, but that was all.

      If the god didn’t take him, it certainly wasn’t because of his looks. But I don’t think I’ll say that out loud.

      “That temple’s loss is clearly my gain,” she said, instead. “Glad to have you with us. Both of you.” She nodded to Wren, who now had a fashionable haircut and appeared to resent it.

      They both saluted. Marguerite winced. “Oh yes,” said Beartongue, as the pair went to their horses, “they’re saluting types.”

      “I really should have guessed.”

      “You are their commander.”

      “I don’t want to be their commander. I just want to be the one in charge.”

      Beartongue laughed at that. “I have been saying that for years now. Let me know if it works out any better for you.”

      Marguerite shook her head, eyes still following Shane. “Damn, he cleaned up nice.”

      Beartongue leaned over and murmured, for her ears only, “It would be a gross violation of power to force an underling to modify their appearance for my amusement. So believe me when I say that I have wanted an ethical excuse to make him shave that miserable beard for years.”

      “You don’t have a barber, you have a miracle-worker,” said Marguerite, at roughly the same volume.

      “Your Holiness,” Shane called.

      The Bishop looked up inquiringly. Marguerite watched the paladin stride toward them, then drop gracefully to one knee before her.

      “I request your blessing, Your Holiness.”

      “Rat’s tail,” said Beartongue. “You know you don’t need to get on your knees for that.”

      An almost imperceptible smile crossed the man’s lips. Marguerite suspected that she was the only one at the correct angle to see it.

      “Very well,” muttered the Bishop, holding out her hand. “May the Rat walk with you and clear the way before you, and may your problems contain the seeds of their own solutions. And for the love of all that’s holy, don’t die.” (Marguerite suspected that last bit was not actually part of the formal blessing, but then again, the Rat was very practical, so she couldn’t swear to it.)

      Shane rose as gracefully as he had knelt. She filed that away in the back of her mind. She did not know a great deal about the Saint of Steel, but she knew that His paladins were not generally knighted. Nevertheless, something about the way Shane moved, the practiced ease of his deference, made her think of the knights that she knew.

      Well, if he was in the Dreaming God’s temple, he may well have been. They do tend to knight their people, if only because it makes life easier for someone to have secular authority when a demon shows up.

      He went over to where the other paladin was standing next to a horse, and knelt again, offering her his laced hands as a stirrup. She climbed onto the animal with the set expression of a woman climbing a very tall ladder to a very great height. Shane stood up and said something to her that Marguerite didn’t catch, but which made Wren laugh.

      Were they lovers? They seemed absolutely comfortable with each other’s bodies, but it was impossible to tell if that was from the intimacy of battle or the bedchamber.

      “Oh, I should warn you,” said Beartongue, as she turned to leave. “One last thing.”

      Marguerite braced herself. There was a glint in the other woman’s eye. It wasn’t quite malice, but it was definitely mischief. “Yes?”

      “Shane can do the voice really well.”

      “The voice? What voice?”

      The glint became a gleam. “I suspect you’ll find out.” And then she was gone in a swirl of vestments, while Marguerite stared after her, wondering what on earth she was talking about.

      The first leg of their journey was deeply uneventful. They took the road by slow stages for the riders who were not accustomed to time on horseback. Marguerite felt her nerves slowly settle. The Red Sail’s attempts to murder her had mostly occurred in places where they were already established. While it would be simple enough for someone to lie in wait with a crossbow, it would require them to know which road she was taking or to stake out every possible road. Marguerite was quite certain that she simply wasn’t worth that kind of effort. She was a loose end, not an active target.

      Being a loose end is quite unsettling enough, thank you very much.

      Wren was cheerful and chatty and Beartongue had been right—she really didn’t complain. Even when she was slapping about in the saddle with her teeth gritted and lines of pain around her eyes, she didn’t ask for stops. Marguerite found herself calling for an early halt out of pure sympathy.

      Truth was, she was grateful for the frequent stops herself. While she often worked with the mounted nobility, riding out for a few hours of flirtation was rather different than day after day on horseback. She was not exactly sore, but she was certainly very stiff.

      Though not as stiff as some people I could name. Her eyes drifted to the tall blonde man beside her.

      Shane was courteous, answered her questions politely, and volunteered nothing. Marguerite’s attempts to draw him into conversation failed utterly. He was from a town southeast of the Dowager’s capital. Had he grown up there? No. Had he been back? No. Did he miss it? No. Was the landscape similar? Yes, but the trees were different. Whenever she left a silence and waited for him to fill it, he allowed the silence to grow.

      He didn’t laugh at her jokes. (She didn’t take it personally because he didn’t laugh at anyone else’s jokes either, and their groom, Foster, made quite a good one about a chicken.) He watched everything and said nothing unless spoken to.

      She didn’t think that he was unintelligent. It seemed more like he was paying very close attention to the world and filing it all away somewhere behind those ice-colored eyes and simply had nothing to say.

      For many people, this might have made him unreadable, but Marguerite had made her life’s work out of reading people, and the day that she couldn’t read a silence was the day that she retired and took up goat farming. The key was usually the eyelids. People say the eyes are the windows to the soul, but windows don’t actually have expressions. But you can sure tell a lot by how someone closes the blinds. The little twitchy muscles in the lower lid, the fine lines at the outer edge, the startled blink—those were the tells that she watched for.

      Sadly, it was extremely difficult to watch someone’s eyelids when you were both on horseback, on different horses, facing the same direction.

      I’ll figure it out. I’ve got a week, and we won’t be riding all the time. And in the meantime, I can just ask Wren.

      The first night on the road, she bespoke two rooms, one for Wren and herself, one for Shane and Foster. “Forgive me,” she said to Wren. “I was hoping to have you in the same room at night, in case someone comes through the window, but I realize that might be awkward with you and Shane. Are you two…ah…?”

      The other woman looked blank. Marguerite made explanatory hand gestures.

      “Oh. Saint’s balls, no. He’s like an older brother. They’re all like older brothers. All six of them. Including Judith.”

      “Having that many older brothers sounds exhausting.”

      Wren put her head in her hands. “You have no idea.”

      Marguerite smiled. At least one of the paladins was easy to read. “I’ll have a tray sent up,” she said. “I’m guessing you would rather not brave the stairs down again.”

      “I can if I have to,” said Wren, who could not currently stand without her legs trembling.

      “Yes, but you don’t have to.”

      “It’s no trouble.”

      If Marguerite had not been familiar with berserkers, she would have been worried that she might end up guarding her bodyguard. Absent a full-blown berserk fit, though… She decided to try diplomacy. “Actually, I wanted to get a tray for myself, so if you don’t mind eating with me? Rooms full of strangers are a little…ah…dicey at the moment.”

      “Oh, that’s different. By all means.”

      “Won’t be a moment,” Marguerite assured her. “Let me just check on the boys.”

      She checked to make certain the hallway was empty, then hurried to the stairs down. The taproom was bustling, which was a relief. It was surprisingly easy to murder people in a crowded room, but not when you had a paladin with you.

      “How is Wren?” asked Shane, the first question that he had asked directly all day.

      “Sore,” said Marguerite, joining the two men at the table. “She tells me it’s been years since she was on a horse, and that was an elderly pony.”

      Foster nodded, wiping foam from his ale from his upper lip. “Doesn’t matter how fine a shape you’re in,” he said sympathetically. “All the wrong muscles used in all the wrong ways on a horse.”

      Shane nodded. Marguerite rubbed her sore thighs surreptitiously under the table. “We’ll take it easy on the road to the river,” she said. “There’s no point in hurting ourselves for an extra day or two. Everyone arrives fashionably late to the court anyway.” And the longer the patron is there, the more chance that they’ll let something slip that we can pick up from someone else later. Like most spycraft, Marguerite was happy to let someone else do the work for her whenever possible.

      Shane nodded again. Marguerite thought about trying to engage him in conversation, decided that it had been a long enough day already, ordered two trays, and went to go eat with Wren.
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      “So how did you wind up a paladin?” Marguerite asked two days later, when Wren was comfortable enough that she wasn’t clinging to the saddle horn with an expression of impending doom. (Her horse ignored this. Her horse had, so far, ignored everything that did not involve food or Foster.)

      Wren’s lips twisted. “You mean, how does someone who looks like me become a paladin?”

      “As a fellow member of the society of chunky women, I trust you’ll take that in the spirit that it’s offered.”

      Wren gave her a frankly skeptical look. “Except that you’re gorgeous.”

      “No, I just dress well and have large breasts. It’s not the same.” She looked Wren over. The other woman was less an hourglass than a muscular apple. “I won’t lie, your shape isn’t the easiest to work with, but a good tailor could do work that will astound you.”

      “It would still be me inside the clothes,” said Wren, gesturing to her relative lack of endowments.

      “Well, yes. Attitude is very important.”

      “Exactly. And you carry yourself like you’re gorgeous.” Wren shook her head. “I don’t know how.”

      “You are my sister-in-arms,” said Shane behind them, “and it is my honor to fight beside you.”

      Did he just say that? Marguerite stared briefly heavenward and thought about letting it pass but…no, there were times you just had to intervene.

      “Shane,” she said, turning to look at the paladin, “when a woman is lamenting that she doesn’t feel attractive, you’re supposed to tell her she’s beautiful. Not that you’re honored to kill people with her.”

      He looked at her blankly, then said, “Oh.”

      If she’d had any remaining doubts that he and Wren were not lovers, they would have been put immediately to rest. He had the exact expression of a man whose little sister has hit puberty while he wasn’t looking. She should probably have let it go there, but it offended Marguerite’s sensibilities that Wren was tasked with killing enemies of the gods and had to do it while feeling unattractive. “Now start again. Try, ‘Wren, you are beautiful.’”

      “Wren,” said Shane, as grimly as if he were pronouncing a blood-feud upon an enemy, “you are beautiful.”

      “Very good.”

      “And I will fight anyone who says differently.”

      Well, that’s progress, I suppose.

      Wren giggled helplessly. “Right,” Marguerite said, nodding. “Next time, we’ll work up to a specific compliment. Perhaps something about your eyes.” Shane looked appalled, which was a vast improvement over inscrutable. “Now then, you were saying?”

      Wren wiped her eyes. “Ah…what was I…oh, right! Well, I was twenty and went out to take some medicine to a crofter. The neighboring clan are a bunch of low-life thieves, and a group of wolfsheads…uh, I don’t know what you call those here…Shane, help me out.”

      “Criminals cast out of their clans or tribes, who were either too well-connected to execute or who fled the axe. Frequently deserters will end up there as well. Or those who are simply unlucky and must fall in with criminals or risk being their prey.”

      “Yes, that. Well, the wolfsheads knew that the neighbor clan chief would turn a blind eye to them if they raided everybody else’s lands and left his alone. They were making enough of a nuisance of themselves that the Saint of Steel had gotten involved—they burned a monastery and you just don’t do that—and unbeknownst to any of us, they’d chased the group practically to that poor family’s doorstep. We heard fighting and the mother was trying to bar the door and the grandfather was yelling to get him his sword, he could still fight if she’d just prop him up in the doorway. And then the battle tide rose for the Saint’s chosen.” She spread her hands. “And the next thing I knew, I grabbed the old man’s sword, went out through the window, and was charging across the field at the enemy. I was in skirts and I’d never held a sword in my life.”

      Marguerite felt her eyes go wide. “You must have been terrified.”

      “Not in the slightest. The god was with me, you see. It was all this marvelous golden fire and everything was…right.”

      The soft noise behind them came from Shane. It sounded like pain.

      “Anyhow, the tide ran its course and I came to surrounded by corpses. I’d killed a couple of them myself. My arms hurt so badly I could barely lift them. Fortunately all the other paladins had seen baby berserkers before. Istvhan—have you met Istvhan? No? Pity, you’d like him—he bundled me up and took me back home and explained the whole situation, both to my husband and me.”

      “Husband?” Somehow it was hard to picture Wren as having been married.

      “Of convenience,” said Wren cheerfully. “Poor fellow married me to secure water rights from my father, and didn’t know what to do with me, I’m afraid. He’s dead now. Err, from fever, not anything I did.”

      “Good to know,” said Marguerite. “And so you decided to become a paladin?”

      “Not much deciding involved. The Saint takes you and that’s the end of the matter. Next thing I knew, I was being assigned weapons and a bunk and spending my days learning how to swing a sword without wanting to die the next day.”

      Marguerite ran the reins through her fingers, grounding herself in the grain of the leather and the raised bumps of stitching. I wonder if all the Saint of Steel’s people had a similar experience, simply going into a battle rage with no idea what’s happening. And how did they come out of it after?

      Did some of them never come out again?

      She glanced back at Shane, riding behind them. His expression was very still. She wondered how it had happened for him, and what scars it might have left behind.

      “And now you work for the White Rat,” she said, carefully skipping over the awkward intervening bit where the Saint of Steel had died. “That always struck me as unusual, I admit, though it obviously worked out well.”

      “They needed us,” said Wren, shrugging. “I mean, I love the Rat’s people, but the vast majority are so busy fixing things that it doesn’t occur to them that they might be in physical danger.”

      Marguerite thought of Beartongue’s surprising security. “Mm,” she said noncommittally. “Well, if you ever get tired of working with the Rat, I’m sure you could set up as bodyguards.”

      “We owe them,” said Shane.

      Marguerite turned to look back at him. “Beg pardon?”

      “We owe them,” he repeated. “When the god died, they cared for us. Dozens of us fell into a stupor. Most didn’t wake up again.”

      Wren stared at her hands. Marguerite thought, So much for skipping over the awkward bit. “They’re good people,” she said aloud. “And you can’t tell me that Beartongue kept some kind of ledger for that.”

      “God, no,” said Wren, making a gesture as if to avert the evil eye. “She would never.”

      “Still,” said Shane quietly. “We owe them. For the living and the dead.”

      You cannot buy that kind of loyalty. If I were to turn against the Rat, these two would cut me down without thinking twice. On the bright side, it also means that no one is going to be able to bribe or suborn them against me, so long as I stay on Beartongue’s good side.

      “All right,” said Wren, obviously changing the subject. “Now your turn. How does one wind up an…er…?”

      “Operative,” said Marguerite, lowering her voice. Spies generally did not lie in wait on deserted stretches of country road in hopes of overhearing something incriminating, but old habits died hard. Foster was riding a few lengths back, not that Marguerite was really worried about him, either. “I fear it’s not nearly as exciting a story as yours.” She sorted mentally through a half-dozen cover stories, and settled on one that was more or less true, though it glossed over some of the grimmer details. “I was a page in the Merchant’s Guild in Anuket City. Most of the pages there are by-blows of the various members, so presumably I was as well.” This was true, in fact, although she knew exactly whose bastard she was. Her grandfather had been a shipping magnate, and when his son had the poor taste to sire half a dozen children on the wrong side of the sheets, they had all wound up as pages. It was a way to care for them without having to acknowledge anyone, and if any of the youngsters showed talent, they were within easy reach.

      Marguerite had indeed shown talent, although not for business. At least, not for the business of trading physical goods. “I was very good at listening. Pages are nearly invisible, and even people who should know better let things slip in front of us. Eventually that talent attracted notice from certain factions within the Guild. First they pay you for information, then they start sending you out specifically to collect more information…” She lifted a hand from the reins and waggled it back and forth. “There’s not a specific point where you wake up and realize that you’re an operative. You just keep going along and meeting more people and chatting to them and learning who is interested in buying what information, and then it’s twenty-odd years later and you’re off to the Court of Smoke, trying to figure out where a stray artificer has gotten off to.”

      This was also true, so far as it went. Mostly. If you squinted.

      Wren cocked an eyebrow at her. “I doubt it’s as simple as you’re making it sound.”

      “No, but I doubt learning to swing a sword was that simple, either.” Wren’s expression made Marguerite want to laugh. “Honestly, being an operative is frequently very boring. For every time you’re smuggling information out of a powerful warlord’s bedroom, you spend a month sitting and watching one particular bar, waiting to see who shows up.” (This was not a lie, but the truth was that these days, Marguerite paid people to sit in bars for her.)

      Shane surprised her by offering a comment. “We often marched a great deal,” he said, “and waited a great deal, merely to be in place for a battle that might last less than an hour.”

      “Yes,” she said, turning to nod at him. “Exactly like that.” Internally, she exulted that she’d gotten the man to talk at all. Perhaps he simply needs time to warm up to new people. He might even be shy.

      A shy berserker. Well, why not?

      She would have liked to draw him out more, but unfortunately the road grew busier as they approached a market town, and they went back to riding single-file.

      They were passing a drover with a line of bored-looking cattle when disaster struck.

      A dog came out of nowhere, barking at the cows. Most of them ignored the animal, but one youngster made a deep sound of alarm and kicked up his heels. The drover turned to get him back in line when the dog darted forward and nipped savagely at another cow’s hocks.

      The cow jumped forward, startled, swinging her head to look at the dog. Marguerite’s mare was sufficiently placid that neither the sound nor the motion bothered her much, though she did manage a rather graceless sidestep. Marguerite tightened the reins just as the cow kicked out in a panic.

      The cow’s aim was good, if slow. The dog was fast enough to dodge, but dodging put it practically under the mare’s hooves, and suddenly there was a barking dog and a kicking cow and the mare was no longer feeling placid at all. Marguerite had time to think, Oh shit and then the horse went up on her hind legs to avoid stepping on the dog and crow-hopped sideways and the dog went nuts and the cow kicked again and the drover was yelling and she lost her seat on the saddle and the horse came down and Marguerite fell off and the ground came up to meet her.
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      “Easy…” someone said in her ear. “Easy. Don’t move. I’m right here.”

      Marguerite wanted to say that she was fine, she hadn’t even lost consciousness in the fall, but her head was still ringing and adrenaline was a cold wash through her veins. She wasn’t quite sure how long it had been. She didn’t think she’d blacked out, but there had been a long few seconds when the world was going whommmmm around her and she had been carefully not moving, in case it didn’t stop.

      The horse hadn’t stepped on her. That was the important thing. It would be extremely annoying to have dodged the Sail for several years, only to have her career ended with a badly placed hoof.

      “Easy,” he said again. A man, but she didn’t quite recognize his voice. “Easy. Hold still. I’m going to check your neck. Don’t move. It’s okay. I’m right here.”

      Of course you’re right there, she thought. She would have been annoyed but there was something incredibly soothing about the way he spoke. She could not remember the last voice she’d heard that was so gentle, so trustworthy. She wanted to trust that voice, to believe that everything really was okay.

      Strong fingers moved down the back of her neck. “Does this hurt at all?”

      She tried to shake her head and the hands immediately locked into place, holding her head still with unexpected strength. “No, don’t do that. Tell me. Can you talk?”

      “I can talk,” she said. Her mouth was full of sand and more got in when she opened it.

      “Good, good.” That voice made speaking sound like a great accomplishment. “You’re doing good. Tell me if anything hurts.”

      “My knee hurts like the devil.”

      A deep, sympathetic noise. “We’ll get there in a minute. Can you wiggle your fingers?” Marguerite wiggled them obediently. “Good girl. Does your head hurt?” He slid his hands across her skull. “Any sore spots?”

      “There.”

      He fell silent, fingers gently working over the soreness. “Nothing soft,” he said after a moment. “Nothing bleeding. Can you focus your eyes?”

      He’s a healer. Of course. I should have realized before. That was the kind of voice it was. Calm and kind and absolutely in control of the situation. Marguerite could recognize it now, but that didn’t stop her from enjoying it. There was a nagging familiarity to it, though. Had they met before? And where were the paladins when she was lying injured on the dirt with a strange man poking her head?

      “I can focus just fine,” she said. “There’s a pebble in front of me shaped vaguely like a goat. I can’t say it’s terribly interesting. Can I move yet?” She hadn’t slept on her stomach since she was thirteen and her breasts were squashed in uncomfortable ways.

      “Just a little longer. You’re doing very well.” She felt his thumbs settle on either side of her spine, moving lower. His forearm brushed her back. There was nothing remotely sexual about his touch, but Marguerite was incredibly aware of his presence. Those hands…and that voice. Damn. He’s got to be taken. Men who sound like that never stay on the market for long.

      She really wanted to see his face. Maybe she’d be lucky and he’d have a face like a frog’s ass and the other women in his life had all been terribly shallow and she could sweep in and prove to him that looks were all a matter of attitude anyway and what mattered was who you were on the inside and…dammit all, we’re on a deadline, we have to go save the world’s economy, I don’t have time for dallying along the way. Crap.

      “I don’t feel any breaks,” he said after a moment. He took her left arm and stretched it out. “Does this hurt?”

      “Angle’s a little awkward, but no.”

      Wren’s voice intruded. “Foster caught the horse,” she said, from somewhere over Marguerite’s head. “Is she okay?”

      “She’s doing fine,” said the healer.

      “Hi, Wren,” said Marguerite. “I fell off my horse.”

      “Yes, I saw. It was pretty spectacular. You did an amazing shoulder roll.”

      “Did I?”

      “Does this hurt?” Her left leg this time, though he wasn’t rubbing his hands over it the way he had her neck. Damn.

      “Nope.”

      “Yeah, it was really impressive,” Wren said.

      “I bet. Is everyone else okay?”

      “Oh, yeah, fine. You just got unlucky. The drover’s very sorry.”

      “Does this hurt?” Right leg. He was coming up on the right side now. She rolled her eyes down to see if she could get a look at him, but the angle was still bad. Then he hit a sore spot and she hissed.

      “Easy, easy…” He rolled up her trouser leg and those strong hands settled on her calf. “Here?”

      “That’s the spot.”

      He worked his way along the shin. Marguerite had not previously considered the erotic qualities of the human shin. Okay, yeah, that’s definitely the adrenaline. Nobody’s that into shins. Maybe I can convince him to check a bit higher.

      “No breaks that I can feel. You may have a bruise there.”

      “How’s my horse?”

      Wren shrugged. “Still a horse? I dunno. Foster says she’s fine too.”

      “Oh, good.” And where exactly is Shane in all of this? Giving that dog a very stern look?

      “I’m going to lift you up,” the healer said. “Tell me immediately if anything hurts, or if anything goes numb.” He got his hands under her armpits and picked her up. She helped as much as she could and found herself sitting upright with her back against his chest as he knelt behind her. “There you go,” he said. She could feel that voice rumbling against her back, a very agreeable sensation. “How is your head?”

      “Sore, but I think I’m fine.” She looked ruefully at Wren. “Now where did Shane get off to? He’s supposed to be my damn bodyguard.”

      Wren’s eyebrows shot up. The healer went very still.

      Did I just put my foot in it?

      “Errr…” said the healer. His voice was suddenly a little less deep and much less soothing. It sounded apologetic. More than that, it sounded familiar.

      Fighting a sudden sinking realization, Marguerite wriggled around to see the man’s face.

      One arm still around her shoulders, close enough to bite or kiss, Shane looked down into her eyes.

      

      “Well,” said Marguerite. “This is awkward.” She got hastily to her feet, slapping dirt off her backside. “I…ah…didn’t realize it was you.”

      Shane inclined his head and said nothing, but his jaw was drawn so tight that she wondered if he was in pain.

      “Must have still been a little dazed from the fall.” She swallowed, looking down at him. He was so tall and she was so short that the difference in their heights was actually rather less when he was kneeling. “I apologize. I shouldn’t have implied you were shirking your duties.”

      “No,” said Shane. “No, you are correct. It is my place to keep you from harm, and I have already failed.”

      Wren winced. Marguerite’s sinking feeling intensified. Oh god, only the third day on the road and I’ve already set off the paladin’s self-loathing. “What could you possibly have done? Leapt off your horse to break my fall? And I didn’t come to harm, so it’s fine.”

      He rose to his feet. “I can only assure you that I will do everything in my power to keep it from happening again.”

      “But this wasn’t really within your power.”

      He turned away. Foster was holding the reins of her horse, looking as embarrassed as Marguerite felt. Wren looked from one to the other and sank her teeth into her lower lip.

      “Welp, I’m an ass,” Marguerite said out loud, to no one in particular.

      “You’d just been hit on the head,” said Wren. “I don’t think you can blame yourself for that.”
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