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Battle Royal

    "Prince Lon! Prince Lon!"

    A hissing whisper. Was it real, or the remnant of a
dream?

    He opened one eye, then the other, and immediately raised
his right arm to shield against a blast of sunlight in his face.
Tah! It was full day, the court would be buzzing already, and
here he lay in someone else's bed.

    Whose?

    Kardl rose on one elbow and regarded the woman beside
him, who was snoring lightly. Her back was to him, a coil of dark red
hair falling across one creamy shoulder. Well, that narrowed it down.
It was either Marsi or the Countess Kleg. He lifted the sheet gently
and examined her back.

    Ah. Just above the left buttock was a little tattoo. A blue rose.
Kleg, then.

    Double tah. Her husband could be a bother. He'd
better get out of here.

    "Prince Salac-Lon Kardl!"

    The whisper again, not a dream, and serious about
getting his attention. A little scratch at the window screen.

    The count? God! He glanced wildly around for something he
might use as a weapon. But after a moment he realized the count had
a key and would hardly come to the window and announce himself.
He rolled out of bed—Powers, his head hurt!—and padded naked
across the room. Squinting against the sun, he saw his valet, Pordua,
crouched below the window and glancing around, small nervous face
screwed into a frown.

    He rattled the screen lightly. "Pordi! Thanks for warning me!
I'll be right out when I find my clothes. Head him off, will you?"

    "No one's after you. Not yet, anyway. But there's a count
looking for you."

    "Not this count?"

    "Not yet. The one looking for you is Kendrac. Salac-Tal
Kendrac."

    "Who's that? Never heard of him."

    "Of course you have. I'll tell you when you get out of there.
Come on."

    "All right. You come to the hall door and we'll meet there.
If…mmm. If it looks like trouble, talk in a loud voice and I'll go out
this way."

    Kardl found his trousers on the floor, stepped into them,
pulled the tunic over his head, and scooped up his shirt, drawers, and
stockings. Where were his sandals? Oh. Over there in the corner
beside that empty wine cup, their straps tied in several complicated
knots. Kleg had done it for a joke, he dimly remembered. He picked
them up, slung them over his shoulder, planted a silent kiss in the air
above the sleeping countess's ear, and hurried out into the hall,
where Pordua waited. Alone, thank God.

    "Here, hold this stuff for a minute." He thrust the bundle of
underwear into his servant's hands and pulled the door shut,
wincing as the latch snapped into place.

    "For God's sake, put on your shoes."

    "Can't. They're tied together, and what if I'd have to
run?"

    Pordua rolled his eyes. "All right. Come this way. We'll go
out to the gardens."

    "Why not just go home? To my suite, I mean? I need to
bathe. And have some breakfast, and—"

    "I told you, Count Tal is there, waiting for you.
    Salac-Tal. He's a prosecutor or something in Darzo Gan. Never comes to
court. I told him you were out enjoying the sunshine. You can use
one of the bathhouses by the lake. There's nobody down there this
early."
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