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        A contentious Temple conclave brings sorcerer Learned Penric and his demon Desdemona, in support of his superior Princess-Archdivine Llewen of Martensbridge, to the disputed Carpagamon border town of Occo. There, the uncanny pair will tangle with dangerous new intrigues and old histories, that will test their magical skills, their wits, and their hearts.
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      The Temple guardsman leading their cavalcade paused his horse at the top of the rise. His arm swung out in a wide arc, and he announced, sounding like the palace majordomo introducing an important guest, “The town and hinterland of Occo, Learned Penric. We’ll be there before nightfall.” He nodded in satisfaction.


      Penric kicked his mule up beside him and stared out eagerly. They’d spent a long morning descending the last slopes of the high pass between Martensbridge and the duchy of Carpagamo. It was a well-peopled countryside, by no means poor, but offering only farm hamlets and herders to his curiosity heretofore. Their destination made a richer sight.


      Still some distance off across a wide valley, the town’s ochre walls glowed golden in the late spring sunlight; its crowded red tile roofs were equally vivid to the eye. Occo perched among some startlingly steep ochre bluffs, augmenting the walls. At the highest ridge of this hilltop settlement, the fortified townhouses of its noble and merchant leaders clustered around the skirts of the six-sided stone temple and its precincts.


      Occo was the southernmost of a string of five town-ruled domains along the border of Carpagamo and Adria that had lately changed hands, by war and treaty, between the two duchies. This had left the temples of each owing allegiance to the wrong archdivineships for their respective realms. The negotiations to realign these two maps, ducal and Temple, had grown so acrimonious as to threaten to start the war all over again. Hence this delegation to arbitrate drawn from neutral neighbor Martensbridge.


      The princess-archdivine of Martensbridge, Llewen kin Stagthorne, reined in her mule beside Pen’s. Like himself, the aging prelate was dressed in practical riding garments, her gray hair bound up in neat braids wreathing her head. Only her archdivine’s seal ring presently marked her office. Unlike him, she was supported by three mule-loads of baggage entirely devoted to her wardrobe: Temple robes and their regalia, and a noblewoman’s silks displaying the finest Martensbridge manufacture, a local industry she fostered. She regarded him now with amusement. “Excited, Penric?”


      He ducked his head sheepishly, but made no effort to deny it. “I’ve never been north of the mountains before. Nor ever attended a real Temple conclave. Though I suppose Des has. Ah, I’m not sure about the conclave part.”


      His chaos demon Desdemona borrowed his mouth to chuckle. “Yes to both. But I shall not rain on your holiday.”


      Llewen glanced up. In the several years of practice since Pen had entered her service, she’d grown adept at telling the two speakers in one body apart. She addressed Des as much as Pen: “You were due a respite. Master physician Reidel was only supposed to be borrowing you for the Mother’s Order, not stealing you altogether.”


      “The healing work has been very absorbing, Your Grace. And important,” Pen protested. “And I’m learning so much. Disease and injury take no holidays.”


      She shrugged her slight shoulders, unable to gainsay this. “It’s not going to be such a holiday as all that, if that eases your mind. By my estimate, you’re going to be doing four aides’ tasks for me, at the cost of one mule ride. Very frugal, from my point of view.”


      Princess-archdivine Llewen had ruled the Martensbridge-region Temple with a shrewd and even hand for over three decades now; Pen supposed she could calculate budgets in her sleep. He considered her accounting of him, raising one hand from his reins and tapping out his fingers with his thumb.


      “Secretary.” Filling in for her long-time chief secretary, left at home to manage palace and Temple precincts in her mistress’s absence. “Translator.” Among his demon’s gifts to him had been the unexpected mastery of six languages. “Personal physician.” Also among Des’s gifts, as two of her prior sorceresses had been physicians, and under the stimulus of Master Reidel’s tutelage all that knowledge and skill had been pouring into him from her. Physician at need to the rest of their party as well, Pen supposed. He’d brought a well-stocked medical kit in case.


      He glanced back for a headcount. Four big Temple guardsmen in the blue surcoats of the Daughter’s Order for outriders. Four grooms to manage their beasts and baggage. The princess’s maid, along with one of the grooms constituting the other women in the party. This maid, Helgi, was younger and more fit to ride over mountains than Llewen’s principal dresser, who was almost as old as Llewen and had stayed with the chief secretary for her own holiday. Neither the princess’s palace accountant nor his head clerk had been chosen for youth or fitness; Pen wondered what tasks she had in mind for them, to so drag them out of their habitual lairs. But everyone was healthy so far, despite the challenges of the pass.


      The lead guardsman clicked his mount into motion once more, and all followed. The road widening here, Pen fell in beside his Temple superior, their surefooted mules matching strides. He tried to finish his tally. “Court sorcerer for the fourth, I suppose. Assuming you want me to wear my silver braids openly, and not go incognito.” By the pile of formal white vestments and their insignia she’d instructed him to pack, such stealth was not in her mind. Standing by her side looking ornamental at palace and Temple functions had been his duty before, not his favorite service but good for a deal of instructive observation.


      “Ah,” said Llewen. “Make that five. A more apt number, as you are a devotee of the fifth god. And an even better bargain.”


      “What’s the other task?”


      “Bodyguard, dear Pen.”


      He glanced at their sturdy outriders, all suitably armed. “I thought we had those.”


      “Good for the road. The halls will require something subtler.”


      “What protection should you need from a bunch of”—he clipped out such rude modifiers as elderly, or doddering—“senior Temple functionaries?” Pen didn’t think the princess-archdivine, even at sixty-something, was going to be anywhere near the oldest delegate.


      “Don’t underestimate how high tempers are running, or how much potential wealth and the control of it is in play. Particularly the latter.”


      “Surely no one is foolish enough to offend their invited judge.”


      “The bribes have already started. Ah, attempted bribes, to be clear. The rebuffs will have them on edge, each side secretly suspecting the other has bought me.”


      “They’d need to buy all three, well, two out of three of the arbitrating panel.” In addition to the princess-archdivine of Martensbridge, by her eminent royal rank chief of the panel, two supposedly neutral archdivines from neighboring Orbas and Saone had also been roped into this duty.


      “I’m sure someone’s trying,” said Llewen. She didn’t sound particularly scandalized. Or surprised. “Desdemona, have Ruchia tutor the lad.”


      “Certainly, Your Grace,” replied Desdemona tranquilly.


      Temple sorceress Learned Ruchia had been Desdemona’s prior possessor, before Pen had so abruptly inherited her demon at her death. Heart failure overtaking the aging divine on a canton roadside had been in no one’s plans, nor young Penric stopping to try to help.


      Ruchia, though her duties had taken her far and wide, had called Martensbridge home, and had worked for or with the princess-archdivine often in both their younger years. Somewhat younger years; Ruchia had been past thirty when she’d inherited Des, not yet named anything but Demon, from the sorceress-physician Learned Master Helvia. Llewen had been a like mature age when she’d first been appointed archdivine by her father, the Hallow King of the Weald.


      Pen knew the two women had been friends as well as Temple colleagues. “You must have called Des Demon when Ruchia held her,” Pen observed idly. They still had many miles to plod across this wide valley before dinner. At least, Pen trusted dinner would be made available there for the princess-archdivine’s party, howsoever lesser attendees would need to scramble for it. “Was it strange to change?”


      Llewen shrugged. “I liked your new name for her. It helps me to remember that I’m not talking to Ruchia’s ghost.”


      Did she sound wistful? Mournful? Pen offered, “The funeral animals at Greenwell did sign that her soul was taken up by our god. Not sundered.” That being what a true ghost was: a soul that refused or was refused union with their god, doomed to drift and fade, powerless.


      The life-imprints left by her ten prior human riders on Des were anything but powerless, when combined with the chaos elemental that was a demon’s ultimate base. And, of course, with a living body of matter to support it all, in this case Penric’s. It was not altogether wrong, though incomplete, to think of the elemental as life and the imprints as learning. But the whole, Pen thought, was something more complex than the sum of the parts. For convenience in sorting out the messy amalgam, Pen had decided the time-laid layers should retain the name each woman had borne in life. Llewen had picked up the scheme from him. He was glad, ignorant though he’d been at the beginning, that he’d gifted that whole with its own name.


      So am I, murmured Des in their silent speech.


      Llewen nodded. She certainly understood the theology of it all, possibly better than Penric. Though possibly not better than Penric-plus-Desdemona who, through demon-sight, experienced it all more directly.


      “So, Ruchia,” Pen continued aloud in courtesy to the princess-archdivine, “what are you to teach me?”


      The Ruchia-voice, closest to Des’s if only because they both spoke Martensbridge Wealdean, replied, “It’s hard to predict. I expect we’ll have to take the lessons as the need comes up.”


      “Will this be anything like my time in seminary, where none of you ever shut up until I stood for my oral examinations, and then you left me in silence to sink?” Having acquired his Temple demon by accident—though not, Pen sometimes speculated, by mistake—he’d had to take his divine’s training afterward, the reverse of the approved course for becoming a Temple sorcerer.


      “Or swim,” Des, yes that was Des, put in. “Which you did ably, we might point out.” The Ruchia-voice, with its faintly different cadences, went on, “I won’t leave you to sink this time. Rather more is at stake than a nursling scholar’s pride.”


      Pen let the annoying nursling slide; with Des’s combined existence of over two centuries, it wasn’t an argument he could win. Though it didn’t help that Llewen’s lips twitched up at his peeved expression. He smoothed it out.


      They rode on through the westering light.
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      Despite the close-crowded stone houses, the route from Occo’s main town gate managed to resemble a street rather than an alley, though with a few tight turns. The princess-archdivine’s party climbed its slope to the Temple precincts. As no more than two could ride abreast, the senior guardsman and his chief lieutenant led the way, the former chosen as pathfinder because he had visited the town before. Penric and the princess followed next, with the rest of the party squeezed out behind.


      Passing between two houses of a stern height and build suggesting noble ownership, the street emptied out into what would have been a plaza fronting the temple portico, if it weren’t jammed with a prior arrival. Four coaches and their teams were drawn up before the temple. A crowd of horses, soldiers, baggage mules and their grooms, and servants milled about. A wave of men in assorted colorful Temple robes washed up against the temple steps, making a sort of high-water mark to this flood. If not quite an altercation—no one had drawn steel yet, although equipped to—they certainly gave off an air of tense debate.


      The princess and her people were blocked in the street like a cork in a bottle. Llewen’s lips twisted in mild exasperation. “Penric, Captain Thurn, scout ahead and find out what this is all about.”


      Necessarily, the two dismounted. Pen let Captain Thurn shoulder a route through the crowd for them both. If he’d been wearing his whites and braids instead of dusty road clothes, Pen thought he might have done as well or better, but the captain’s blue surcoat, and the badge in his hat securing the blue and white feathers, proclaimed his Order and rank well enough. The broad body helped, too.


      Pen made a quick survey of the plaza’s environs as they threaded past a central well. Flanking the big stone temple to his left was a sturdy edifice marked as the chapterhouse of the Mother’s Order; Pen wondered if its medical hospice was nearby. Next to it lay a similar frontage, with carvings of flowers and young animals around its thick double doors, for the chapterhouse of the Daughter of Spring—their goal, if they could get to it. A narrow alley bordered it, then that mansion with an escutcheon Pen didn’t know, then their entry street.


      On the other side of the temple sat a similar chapterhouse, this one devoted to the Father’s Order, running contiguously into, probably, the chancery. Following around, likely the archdivine of Occo’s… palace might be a misnomer, but it would certainly support the term mansion. Another alley, then the other noble-looking tall house, then their street again. The local chapterhouse of the Bastard’s Order, Pen’s own god, had not secured a prime place on this plaza, though he supposed it had to be nearby.


      They made their way past the last clump of soldiers, who were looking variously tired, resigned, or annoyed. Given that they wore the uniforms of the Duke of Adria, it hardly needed the sigils painted on the coach doors of the Temple of Lodi, Adria’s capital, to identify the big party. Pen and Llewen’s captain rounded the coaches to spot what must be Archdivine Sassu himself. His five-colored robe of office was at this warm moment tossed over his shoulders like a cloak, with the sleeves hanging slack. He was an elderly man, age-shrunken, flanked by a couple of less-elderly fellows in the summer gray vestments of the Father’s Order, and a bulky Adriac army captain.


      They were debating with a welcoming committee: foremost, a sort of superior-looking majordomo with a chain of office around his neck and a bunch of keys at his waist; a couple of senior divines in Father’s grays, though in the style of the Temple of Carpagamo; a scattering at their back of acolytes and dedicats also in Carpagamon tabards standing at the ready to serve, if only someone would tell them what to do.


      Des—no, Ruchia—murmured, sounding vaguely amused, Ah, dear old Sassu. I haven’t seen him for nigh on twenty years. He was head of the Lodi Temple chancery, when I first knew him, still up and coming. He appears to have finally arrived. Time has not treated him kindly, I must say.


      Pen couldn’t help reflecting that time had treated Ruchia’s body even less kindly, moldering these past several years in its peaceful Greenwell grave.


      Sadly true, murmured Ruchia—Ruchia’s image, Pen was sharply reminded. And he then choked as she went on serenely, We were lovers, once.


      That was not a piece of information he wanted just before he was going to have to interrupt the man. Which was going to be his task, if only for his better command of the language; Captain Thurn, having piloted Pen here, stepped back to let the princess’s right hand take whatever brunt was coming. Pen wished harder for his whites and braids. Without them, he would appear only a road-grimed blond young man of no particular presence.


      The majordomo was saying, in the Adriac tongue shared, if in somewhat different dialects, by Adria and Carpagamo, “…Yes, Your Grace, of course your rooms await you and your closest assistants, but there is no way to house such a large troop of soldiers here. They’ll have to camp outside the walls, or find their own accommodations.”


      The Adriac captain snorted like an offended horse. “With seven archdivines and their entourages already occupying every bed in town, how are we to do that?”


      The majordomo was harried into unguarded speech. “If you hadn’t arrived last…”


      The captain snapped, “The foremost archdivine of Adria should not have to find accommodation in Adria’s own lands!”


      “Good evening,” said Pen loudly, in perfect Lodi Adriac. Surprised and irritated heads swiveled in his direction. He stepped forward, and did not bow. “I am Learned Lord Penric kin Jurald, court sorcerer and secretary to Her Grace the Princess-Archdivine Llewen kin Stagthorne of Martensbridge, chief adjudicator of this conclave. Who is presently left standing in the street.” Pen gestured out across the plaza. A slight exaggeration, she was still mounted on her mule watching this play, but the point was made; the majordomo’s teeth set in dismay, and the Lodi crew turned to stare, some rather nearsightedly. “If someone will kindly clear a path to the door of the Daughter’s Order”—Pen glanced significantly at the Adriac captain—“we can remedy this.”


      “Sir…?” said the Adriac captain in a strangled voice.


      His superior, Sassu, waved an impatient age-spotted hand. “Yes, yes, see to it at once!” He shot Pen a curious look from under his pinched white eyebrows.


      The Adriac captain led off, snagging a couple of sergeants on the way, and a passage was shoved around the edge of the plaza between the main street and the Daughter’s Order. Pen and Thurn stayed afoot, to mount the steps and apply the fine bronze knocker in the shape of a lily. They stepped back as first one door, then the other, was swung wide, and an excited female voice sounded from within, “Oh, they’re here, they’re here! Fetch Learned Dovia!”


      Archdivine Llewen had, of course, sent ahead by courier to detail her exact needs and the size of her party, so the Occo Daughter’s Order was made entirely ready for them. They were greeted in the vestibule by the chapterhouse head, her senior officials, and dedicat-servants in blue tabards. Llewen’s grooms efficiently unloaded the baggage mules, and guards, grooms, and animals were led off around the alley to some reserved, hah, accommodation. Pen, the two bookkeepers, the maid, and the female groom accompanied Llewen upstairs to quiet bedchambers with tables already set with basins, scented soap and towels, and ewers charged with water for both washing and drinking. Their baggage followed promptly.


      Pen’s chamber, across from Llewen’s, sported two narrow beds. By the time he’d finished thoroughly washing up, and found and donned his white vestments, with the shoulder braids that marked him as both learned divine and sorcerer, Captain Thurn arrived from having overseen the disposition of his men and animals.


      “Did they finally sort things out in the plaza?” Pen asked him.


      “Apparently. The Lodi officials were all taken in, not sure where. The army has decamped to bivouac outside the walls, which I hear did not please them, and some luckless servants were out cleaning up all the horse manure from the pavement.”


      “And our people?”


      “The grooms have decent pallets in the loft over the mews belonging to the Son’s Order, where all our animals are packed in. I left them reassembling the princess’s portable sedan chair. My men are sharing some servants’ rooms at the Son’s. I’ll have to send a runner over there if the chair is called on, or when she wants an honor guard.” Thurn gazed around their pleasant chamber with the satisfaction of a man not sent to camp in a field. “This is all right.”


      “Glad you didn’t end up in the loft.”


      Thurn snickered. “Hah, let me tell you, there will be duels over stable lofts before this is done.”


      Pen raised his brows. “Among Temple delegates?”


      “Don’t leave out their grooms, servants, and hangers-on, and all their servants, got up to make a show. Not everyone has the sense to travel as light as our lady.”


      “I believe she’s hoping to make short work of this conclave.”


      “And good luck to her on that. This nonsense has been going on for what, a year?”


      Thurn shook his head and hurried to clean his own road dirt, and change into garb suitable for the private welcome-banquet the Daughter’s Order was laying on for their most distinguished royal colleague. To which, as Llewen’s senior officer and a lay dedicat of the Goddess of Spring, Thurn was also invited. Pen waited for him, and they descended the stairs together to find the refectory.
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      The next morning, Llewen called a preliminary meeting of the judging panel, to acquaint themselves with one another and plan their—should Pen think of it as an attack?—approach to the problems set before them. A downstairs room in the chapterhouse normally used for the Order’s business lent itself well enough to the task, although with three prelates, each with secretaries, clerks, and translators, it was rather crowded.


      Llewen’s two fellow adjudicators turned out to be conveniently housed in those two noble houses flanking the main street. Pen wasn’t sure if the expenses of their stay were being paid for by the Occo Temple, or squeezed out of the noble owners as a pious offering—in any case, they reported themselves comfortable. The archdivine of Saone had traveled nearly as far as the Martensbridge party had, though not over mountains. The archdivine of Orbas had come the farthest, including a sea voyage to Lodi, whence he’d traveled overland.


      Llewen had some prior acquaintance with Celliara of Saone, earlier in both their careers, which sped the greetings a trifle. Olov of Orbas was a new face to both, if of an age with them. With a firm hand, Llewen organized the documentation received so far in five logical piles down the table, mirroring the geographic and new political orders of the contested Temples.


      In the most recent war—not the one Pen’s older brother had died in as a hired mercenary, but a sequel—the two northernmost towns had fallen to Carpagamo, and the three southern, as the lines turned, to Adria. Three of the towns had surrendered on terms to their assailants, and were scarcely scarred; two had fought longer, and still bore a certain amount of understandable ire about either the fighting or the subsequent truces. And perhaps hope for some future reversal. Ducal politics, Llewen emphasized, were not the business of this conclave; just the tidying up after, and assuring the continued best pastoral service to the towns’ varied citizens. Whether the towns’ Temples, and their realms’ respective ruling archdivines, saw it this way was yet to be tested.


      Pen was called upon frequently to assist in clarifying translations, as he spoke all three languages in play. Celliara of Saone seemed particularly pleased with his native’s command of Saonese Darthacan, inherited wholesale from Des’s earlier rider Learned Master Amberein, a notable enough scholar-physician from three generations ago to still be remembered in Saone. He was kindly informed that his Cedonian, the tongue spoken in Orbas, was laced with the rural accent of the mountains in the north of that broad peninsula. As his vocabulary proved both wide and sound, he was soon able to overcome that bit of disadvantage.


      Desdemona, pointedly, dozed. Pen was thankful that his demon’s respect for the princess-archdivine restrained her from taking out her boredom in what would appear, to the non-Sighted, as a string of minor mishaps with ink, papers, drinks, chairs, or whatever else struck her fancy.


      The meeting broke up in the afternoon to give time to prepare for the conclave’s official opening banquet, to be held across the plaza at the Occo archdivine’s mansion. Llewen having brought her own bookkeepers, the pair were ruthlessly left to continue examining and breaking down the financial portions of the documents, to be recorded by a clerk each from her colleagues. As this group seemed more intrigued than discommoded, as though absorbed in some strategy game with a bet on, Pen decided not to feel sorry for them.


      The meeting trailed off in a sociable exchange of complaints about the rigors of travel upon aging bodies. Olov of Orbas seemed to win this competition-of-woes with seasickness, although Llewen was able to give him a good run with tales of mountain sickness. Pen, in his role as sorcerer-physician to the princess, found himself volunteered to treat the respective aging prelates’ arthritis, something they could all unite on.


      “Is this the best use of me?” he inquired plaintively of his superior as they mounted the stairs to their rooms.


      “Certainly. It will give you an excellent opportunity to meet with them each in a private, open conversation, and discover… anything of interest.”


      “Spy, in other words? Does this not violate a physician’s duty of confidentiality to his patients?”


      “You can leave that part to Ruchia, if it concerns you. You can just be your usual charming self.” She permitted herself a faint smirk. “Take heart. It could have been worse. I could have led the medical reminiscences onto the subject of piles.”


      Pen snorted, and delivered her into the hands of her waiting maid.
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      The Archdivine of Occo’s welcoming banquet had the air of many formal Temple affairs Pen had attended in Martensbridge at the princess’s side—although her palace could actually support such events. Occo’s more modest mansion was filled beyond capacity by this influx of neighbors and notables. Only the core attendees made it to the main dining hall; their lesser attendants were shuffled off to other chambers or buildings.


      Pen (and Des) normally sat at the princess’s left hand at these things, at her disposal to comment on either visible or invisible matters. Here, Llewen was separated from him on a dais, out of earshot but in sight, and in range of Des’s magics at need. The dais, too, had obviously been a social challenge to their hosts. They had solved it by arranging the platform on two levels. The higher bore the princess in the center, flanked by her fellow judges from Saone and Orbas, and the archdivines of Adria beyond Saone, and Carpagamo beyond Orbas, as far apart from each other as could be managed.


      Below and in front of it, a second dais held their host of Occo in the center and his fellow archdivines of the other four towns, also spread out by some scheme with the best separation of recent enemies. Two long tables set perpendicularly served as many senior officials as could be fitted in; Pen was pleased to be placed, probably not by chance, on the favored end of one closest to his princess. By the time everyone was settled he didn’t think there was anyone seated in the chamber below the rank of divine.


      It could be amusing, said Des in their silent speech, to find what reactions a good loud shout of Your Grace! would elicit…


      Pen suppressed a grin. Hush. Although it was true Pen had never seen so many archdivines in one room in his life, not even at the elaborate naming-day rites for the infant heir of the Hallow King of the Weald.


      Opening ceremonies were not too onerous, their host limiting himself to a few welcoming remarks. As the chamber had no gallery, a five-voice Temple choir was brought in to stand at the far end of the room and sing a fine hymn. The princess-archdivine stood to lead a fairly standard prayer to bless the meal in excellent though accented Adriac, if with a pointed emphasis on peace, amity, and cooperation.


      The Carpagamon-style food and wines were interesting, abundant, and well-served. And apparently not poisoned, a good start, mused Des, which almost made Pen choke. Fragrant flower arrangements tied with blue ribbons graced the tables, in honor of both the Daughter of Spring, Whose season this was, and the princess-archdivine who was formally sworn to Her Order. The only discomfort was the growing springtime heat of the crowded room, which even magic could not avert.


      Pen exerted himself to draw out his nearby tablemates into talking about themselves, in three languages—not including, sadly, Pen’s native Wealdean. Learned divines were present by the cartload, and were no novelty here, but his silver-laced sorcerer’s braids plainly awed them.


      If there are any other sorcerers, Temple sensitives, or petty saints in attendance, they aren’t in this chamber tonight, Des observed.


      Should they be?


      One would think.


      The premier Carpagamon and Adriac curiae certainly ought to harbor some more Sighted, though Pen supposed these lesser towns might not. Not brought along, or out doing errands for their masters?


      Dessert, and a few closing hymns from the choir, rounded out the evening. This was not the sort of party that offered dancing. The formality did break up, along with the crowd, as various people darted about to exchange remarks with others who’d been seated too far away to converse with earlier. The effect of all the different-colored robes, blue, green, gray, red, and even a few other whites, in a variety of divergent local dyes, was of a flock of bright, twittering birds. By this time both the flowers and Pen were wilting.


      It would now be Pen’s task to convey the princess back across the plaza to her quarters, but she was surrounded three deep by would-be interlocuters. As she did not beckon for rescue, he waited patiently, leaning against the end of his table.


      He won an interlocuter of his own, an older woman in the Carpagamon-style robes of the Father’s Order in sober gray. Her shoulder braids gave no indication of specialty, whether law or mathematics or one of the other finicky interests of those who took oath to that most upright god. She turned to present her back to the dwindling crowd, and murmured, “You are secretary to the princess-archdivine, correct, learned sir?”


      “Learned Lord Penric kin Jurald, yes?” Pen replied. He could have done without the lord, as well as the kin-honorific that meant little in non-Wealdean lands, but if Llewen wanted him to be ornamental, shiny he would be. “You have the advantage of me, learned madam?”


      She ducked her head. “Learned Consua, of the Occo chancery. I would very much like to get some private speech with Her Grace.”


      “The adjudicators will be taking testimony from all interested parties over the next few days.”


      She shook her head. “No, tonight. It’s urgent.”


      “My lady has had a very long day, atop a long week’s wearing travel.”


      She bit her lip and stared beseechingly at him, not taking the hint.


      “I’m her confidential secretary. We could go apart and you could tell me now, and I could convey the question to her.” And possibly the questioner, depending.


      Consua shook her head harder. “No. It has to be with Her Grace alone.”


      Penric glanced toward the dais, where he caught Llewen’s eye, plus the brief gesture down by her side indicating that his escort out would be timely. He made a quick mental review of tomorrow’s packed schedule. “If you call early tomorrow morning at the Daughter’s Order, I could get you a short interview before breakfast.” Which was going to be another banquet; Pen wondered how soon his mistress would rebel and start insisting on at least that meal in her room, the better to collect herself for the day’s endless demands.


      More lip biting. “I expect that must do.” Her eye took in Pen-didn’t-know-who among the Temple people across the chamber, looking their way. Scowling, she shook her head again and hurried off without any effort at closing pleasantries, which made Pen blink. Persons trying to butter him up for the favor of Llewen’s ear were normally more effusive.


      Walking his princess-archdivine back across the plaza required no lantern-lad, as it was reasonably well illuminated by all the lights burning dimly over the doors of the Temple houses ringing it. In this brief privacy, Pen reported his conversation with Learned Consua.


      Llewen sighed. “Thank you for putting her off. I don’t think I could deal with one more petitioner tonight. A female divine, you say? I suppose you could bring her up to my chamber when she arrives. After Helgi brings me my morning tea, if you please. You will be present.”


      That… was an order, not an observation, right. “Ah, she seemed to be insistent about speaking to you alone.”


      “If she doesn’t care to speak before us both, she can keep it to herself.”


      “It may be some personal female matter?”


      “You are a physician in all but oath. I will point this out to her, and then we’ll see. But I can’t imagine why she would seek me except for some confidence to do with the matters I’ve been dragged across mountains to settle.”


      “I suppose.”


      “Ah.” Llewen smirked, always a warning sign. “Speaking of petitions for private visits. Sassu of Adria, upon learning you were the inheritor of Ruchia’s demon, was very desirous of a talk with you, at your earliest mutual convenience.”


      Pen coughed. “That might be odd. Des, well, maybe it was Ruchia, was so good as to inform me they had once been, er, intimate companions. I’m not quite sure how long ago.”


      Thirty years, off and on, Des put in helpfully.


      “Yes, I knew that,” said Llewen, far less perturbed than Pen.


      “I mean—whatever does he want me for?”


      “He didn’t say. We’d no chance for more than a short exchange.”


      “Surely he must understand that I contain only an image of Ruchia, not her soul or her ghost, or her, her person. I mean, theologically.”


      “I’m sure he does. In any case, I shall be quite interested in your report, later. Or Des’s gossip, as may be.” As Pen helped her navigate her skirts and robes safely up the steps of the Daughter’s Order, she added, “Actually, Des’s gossip could be better.”


      Pen rolled his eyes and conducted her within.
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      Penric was dressed early the next morning to wait upon the princess-archdivine’s pre-breakfast appointment, but to his annoyance Learned Consua did not put in an appearance. After breakfast in the Daughter’s Order refectory, which took twice as long as needed due to its earnest formality, he and Thurn escorted Llewen across the plaza to the first of the hearings-proper of the conclave. The female groom, promoted to groom-of-the-chamber for the duration, followed to act as page or runner at need; Llewen’s maid was left guarding the actual chamber. Pen wondered if he ought to add lady-in-waiting to his own list of roles, not that he needed another.


      Courtier will likely do, Des assured him, if it will be a sop to your masculine pride.


      Oh, have you all left me any masculine pride?


      Now, now. Don’t pout.


      Point demonstrated.


      The hearings were to take place in the Occo chancery’s largest chamber, which, in keeping with everything so far, was too small for its crowd and quickly became overheated. To keep the press of persons under control, each town’s curia was to be given one day to present its arguments and supporting documents, so the schedule for the next five days was thus set. Even cutting proceedings down to one-fifth-sized bites left the three judges and their assistants, plus the representatives of Carpagamo and Adria as muzzled observers, quite filling their sides of the room.


      The respective—should Pen call them plaintiffs? they were certainly plaintive enough—curiae had complained that this was hardly enough time; the princess-archdivine, supported by her fellow judges, had replied that this would force them all to hew to their actual needs. Pen, taking notes for Llewen, could only be grateful, and thankful that his own Bastard’s Order had nothing to do with legal matters. Rough justice being another subject.


      The break for the midday meal arrived in due course. Again, the parties were divided up to fit the spaces; the three judges and their staffs were sequestered by request together in a minor refectory in the chancery. Pen took the chance to poke around the building and study the interesting architecture. And occupants, mainly acolytes and dedicats in the Carpagamon grays of the Father hurrying about with papers and scrolls. He thus found the small library.


      A middle-aged female acolyte presided, working at her corner table at copying, the Temple equivalent of spinning for any idle hand. Pen wondered if she would be interested in hearing about his sorcerous method for creating printing plates in a fraction of the time and several times the quality of laborious hand carving.


      By way of leading into this, he began with, “Pardon, Acolyte, but would you happen to know Learned Consua of this chancery?” Pen had not spotted her among the busy denizens so far today. “She had been expected to call upon Princess-Archdivine Llewen this morning, but did not appear.”


      “Oh!” The woman looked up, startled and dismayed. “Has no one said? I suppose the news is overrun by everything else that’s going on today. Learned Consua passed away in her sleep last night.”


      “Oh,” Pen echoed, jerked from his plan for this conversation and likewise dismayed. “How unexpected. She seemed perfectly all right when I met her at the welcome banquet.”


      Des, did you notice anything about her health then? Pen had not in that moment called upon his second sight, so critically useful to his physician’s tasks, but Des’s senses were never closed to her.


      Stressed, but body no worse worn than the average woman of five decades. No tumors, heart not laboring in any unusual way. Would it be redundant to point out to you that this death seems suspiciously timed?


      It would. Pen continued to the librarian, “What in the world did she die of?”


      “Some kind of apoplexy, I believe. I’m told they can be sudden. I had to leave the boardinghouse shortly after she was found, when she didn’t come down to breakfast, so I don’t know what else was said.”


      “Boardinghouse….?”


      The librarian cocked her head at him, taking in his whites and braids. “Pardon, Learned, but who exactly are you?”


      “Penric of Martensbridge, secretary and translator to Princess-Archdivine Llewen.” He decided not to list off his other roles.


      “Ah.” She took in this authentication, and went on less hesitantly, “Yes, the unmarried female employees of the Father’s Order share a boardinghouse not far from the chancery, and our work.”


      A typical sort of commune for such mutual support. “I should pay my respects on behalf of the curia of Martensbridge. Where would her body have been taken to await its funeral rites?”


      The librarian’s lips compressed. “Given that she has no family in town, Consua would be expected to lie in honor in the private chapel of the Father’s Order, but with all this going on”—a wave of her hand indicated the invading conclave—“I suppose she will be crowded out. After all her years of service…” The trailing-off implied a sense of injustice over this displacement. The compression, perhaps a sense of the futility of protest.


      “Pardon, but can you tell me her surname? She didn’t mention it last night.”


      “Rozno.”


      “Did you know each other well?”


      “Tolerably. We often walked to work together.”


      “My personal condolences upon your loss, then.”


      She accepted this with a measured nod. “Thank you.” Shaken, yes; prostrate with grief, no, but perhaps she was the sort of woman who did not do prostrate.


      Pen said, “I imagine they’ll know the arrangements by now at your boardinghouse, if anyone does. I should inquire.” She did not gainsay this. He paused, selecting his next question—there were so many choices. “What exactly were Learned Consua’s tasks, here at the chancery? Was she a librarian like yourself?”


      “Oh, no, she works—worked—in the comptroller’s office. Accounting.”


      I think we want to see that body, said Des.


      I think we do too, Pen replied. And the sooner the better.


      In the interests of this, he extracted directions to the boardinghouse, made polite and suitably sober farewells, and went immediately off to find Llewen.


      He found her lingering in the refectory, obviously ready to decamp to the afternoon session. She gave him a look of mild irritation. “You took your time on your little tour.”


      He shook his head and bent to her ear, saying softly, “That woman who was supposed to see us before breakfast was found dead in her bed this morning. I believe I should see her body as promptly as possible. Can you borrow a recording clerk for this afternoon from one of your colleagues?”


      “Oh…?” Llewen kept her expression unsurprised, her voice as low as Pen’s. “Des?”


      “Strongly agree,” murmured Des aloud. “Consua turns out to have been an Occo chancery accountant.”


      “I see.” Llewen rubbed her lips with a thin knuckle. “I suppose you two can practically do an autopsy from standing a pace away.”


      “Certainly we may determine if one is needed.”


      A faint snort. “Well, discover what you can, be discreet, report back to me when you’re done.”


      “Shall done be at my discretion also?”


      “It will have to be.” She made a shooing gesture. Mandate enough, Pen decided.


      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      


      The route to the boardinghouse proved to be along the narrow street at the side of the Daughter’s Order. Pen was interested to discover an associated Lady-school close by, and, not much farther on, the chapterhouse of the Bastard’s Order, smaller and less rich-looking than its sibling orders, conjoined with the orphanage that was one of its traditional responsibilities. Pen hoped he might have a chance to stop in and see how his Carpagamon colleagues carried on, later.


      The boardinghouse was crowded close to its similar neighbors, an ochre stone front three floors high, red tile roof, with a central doorway painted Father’s black but not otherwise marked out. An unlit lantern hung over it, and a bell beside it, which Pen dutifully rang. He’d spent the walk over devising several self-introductions, depending on his reception. He had plenty of time to review them while waiting; he rang again, just in case he’d not been heard before.


      A harried-looking woman of middle age, in sober daywear with an apron, opened the door and stared at him in momentary bafflement.


      “Good afternoon,” Pen began politely, modifying his Lodi accent on the fly to something more akin to the local dialect as his ear had parsed it so far. “Is this the residence of the late Learned Consua Rozno of the Occo chancery?”


      “Aye?” she offered cautiously.


      “May I come in?”


      “This house is for the women of the Father’s Order.” Although she didn’t follow up with any recitation of rules about its being strictly off-limits to men.


      “So I understood.” Wave the princess’s cloak, Des advised cryptically. “I am Learned Penric, secretary and personal physician to Princess-Archdivine Llewen of Martensbridge, chief judge of the present conclave. She has instructed me to convey her formal condolences to the friends of the deceased, and to examine the late learned’s body for her cause of death. Does it still lie within?”


      “Aye…?”


      Pen gestured; the door warden stepped back, less in invitation than surprise, but Pen seized the moment to pass inside.


      The short entryway opened onto a narrow atrium, to let in light and air, very different from the houses of Pen’s country made tight to keep out snow and rain. Two timber galleries circled it, the doors and inner windows of the rooms along them sharing this access. A few stone benches, with a scattering of wooden chairs and stools and tables for work or eating, marked the atrium as a common area, softened by some plants in pots trying, but not quite managing, to evoke a garden.


      They came to an uncertain halt in the middle. Before he could ask her name, the woman motioned him to stay put, said, “Let me fetch the mistress,” and hurried up the gallery stairs.


      She returned in a few minutes with another woman, a little older, in the dress of a superior servant, with keys at her waist and a little gray-and-black rosette pinned to her bodice marking a lay dedicat of the Father’s Order.


      The new woman frowned at Pen. “I’m Aurica, housemother of this commune. Nola says you came about poor Consua?” She waved at the anxiously hovering… maid, cook, assistant? “Is someone on the way yet to bear her to the chapel? She ought to go to the chapel. Acolyte Banna did, when she passed to our god last year, and she’d been retired for ages, and not even a divine.”


      “Not as I’ve heard.” Pen introduced himself and his task again, to much the same bafflement as before, but he did succeed in inducing the two women to guide him upstairs to the deceased divine’s chambers.


      “Has anyone from her Order come to see about this yet?” Pen asked, as they led him into a cluttered but pleasant sitting room. Braided rugs on the floor, latticed windows on both the atrium and outer walls, chests, good oil lamps with glass vases. A very few expensive books in an honored place atop a cabinet. An open door into the bedchamber.


      Housemother Aurica answered, “Yes, three men from the chancery came when we sent word this morning. Learned Erme said it looked very like apoplexy or heart failure in her sleep—his aunt had passed from the same cause.”


      “Did they bring a physician with them?”


      “No, but they did come up to see her. They said we weren’t to take anything away until her will was found, and could establish what was to be done with it all. That we should go ahead and wash and lay her out, but because everything was so disrupted by this conclave, it wasn’t even certain her rites could be conducted at the main temple, but maybe the one on Arbor Street.” Her nose wrinkled at him in faint disapproval, as if this displacement were somehow his fault, and not that of the five Carpagamon town Temples that couldn’t settle their own dispute.


      “Mm,” said Pen neutrally. Without seeking any further invitation that might be denied, he walked on into the bedchamber. Within him, Des came on high alert, though he did not yet tap her demon-sight.


      He’d evidently interrupted the laying-out; a basin, ewer, soap, oils and perfumes, and towels stood at the ready on the washstand dragged over near the bed, and a pile of formal Temple garb, outer robe on the bottom and inner layers atop in order, sat ready on a nearby chest of drawers. Soiled nightwear and bedclothes had been removed, and lay aside in a pile; towels were worked under the woman’s body for the washing. A sheet had been pulled from the used pile and draped hastily atop her when the task had been broken off by the need to answer the door.


      Pen, said Des in a peculiar tone, as he was about to ask her to open their Sight for a preliminary survey, get them to tell you exactly how her body was found. And the things around it. Leaving out no detail, no matter how mundane.


      “Who was it who first found her?” he asked dutifully.


      “Me, learned sir,” said Nola-of-the-apron.


      “Where?”


      “In her bed.” Nola paused a moment, then added, “Lying on her side, curled up.”


      “Has the room been reordered since?”


      “Oh, yes, sir.”


      Unhelpful, murmured Des.


      “By you?”


      “Yes?”


      “How exactly were her things disposed about her when you came in?”


      “Not any great muddle… much as you see?” The maid gestured around in confusion. “Learned Consua was a tidy woman. I mean, we put away the chamber pot before those men came in, and cleaned up around it. She wouldn’t have wanted them to see that. She was very reserved.”


      “Oh, it was out?”


      “I suppose she’d risen in the night to use it, and left it open when her apoplexy overcame her.” Nola made an embarrassed face on Consua’s behalf. If she was or had been a maid whose regular duties included collecting nightsoil and washing out the receptacles for the residents, she was likely inured to chamber pots herself.


      Pen turned to the body, making a respectful divine’s tally blessing over it, which seemed to reassure the two watching women a little. “I believe I mentioned I am Princess-archdivine Llewen’s personal physician?”


      “But you wear no green,” said Aurica, a note of doubt entering her voice.


      “I should say, sorcerer-physician. My primary oath is to the white god, and so I wear His colors, but I do dual duty to the Mother of Summer as well. In Martensbridge, I teach anatomy to the medical apprentices.” Among his many other duties. “Teaching autopsies and medical autopsies come my way often.” Often enough, at least, and preferably in the chill of winter. Having, he hoped, established his authority, he went on, “My next duty is to examine this sad husk, to see what testimony it may bequeath us. I shall require your assistance”— and witness—“so please stay here.”


      All right, Des, give.


      Her spirit does not linger. I checked that first. We’ll get no ghostly testimony today. However…


      As the Sight opened to him, he sensed at once the two things Des had been slyly waiting to share. Oh. Not apoplexy. Nor heart failure. Except indirectly.


      Indeed. Start with the body, she advised. It will make the next revelation more convincing.


      Pen wasn’t sure he needed to convince anyone except Llewen, but he nodded and turned down the sheet with as much politeness as he could muster, bending to examine the nude body closely with both sight and second sight. The waxy stillness of the slight form would have been less disturbing if he’d not seen it alive and breathing last night. The edema and discoloration were not definitive, though her eyes, when he pressed open their lids, displayed a darkening bloodshot haze. What he sought was not on this side. “Please help me turn her over,” he said to the two live women watching him, puzzled.


      As the laying out of the dead had come their way before, if perhaps not often, they were not daunted by this request. Consua’s corpse was still sufficiently stiff that its limbs did not flop about, making it a swift task.


      The mark was obvious enough if you knew what you were looking for, and at: twin smeared scabs and a swollen bruise. Maybe not if you didn’t, and were taken up with a hasty washing and dressing and hair arranging and ornamenting to make the deceased as presentable as possible on her bier. He sighed, and let his fingers trace the bruised score on the cool right buttock. Bastard’s teeth, that was cruel. Clever and cruel. There was someone in Occo that he suddenly disliked very much.


      A sense of strong agreement from Des.


      After that, he hardly needed the internal uncanny inspection of the assorted subtler disruptions created by the venom. “That’s a snakebite,” he announced. “It wasn’t apoplexy, not directly. She died of that snakebite.”


      “What?” cried Aurica. Both women abandoned their muted disapproval of his invasive scrutiny to bend and look more closely at the mark as Pen pointed it out.


      “Asp, probably,” Pen went on. Though, thanks to Des, he wasn’t going to have to guess. “Adder bites are less immediately severe.” And less immediately certain.


      “How?” asked Nola in a horrified tone.


      “Where did you put Learned Consua’s chamber pot this morning? Taken away to clean?”


      “I just set the lid on and shoved it back under the bed. It hadn’t been much dirtied.”


      “Then it won’t have been mixed up with any of the others in the house?”


      “Not yet,” said Nola.


      “They were bought in a batch,” Aurica said, staring at him with widening eyes as the implications rose in her mind, “so a lot of them do look alike.”


      Pen dove under the bed and dragged the commonplace object out: heavy glazed clay, undecorated, muted colors. Its close-fitting matching lid came off with a short twist from little embedded catches. He carried it to the side window and opened the lattice for better illumination, incidentally checking for any impinging tree branches or the like that might provide a route for something as light as a snake, but this view showed only the wall of the neighboring house and the bare paved passage between.


      He tilted the bowl this way and that.


      “What are you looking for?” asked Nola uneasily. “I really haven’t had time to clean it yet.”


      “Which is a good thing. I was hoping for a snake scat or, if we were lucky, snake scale.” The legal authorities Pen had served had always appreciated such useful physical evidence, to support the sorcerous observations he offered. “But it seems not.”


      “You think a snake was in her chamber pot?” squeaked Nola.


      Bet that will make her morning chores more exciting from now on, said Des.


      Pen was not inclined to share his demon’s amusement. “Judging from the position of the bite, yes.”


      “How would it get in there?” said Aurica, her voice almost as squeezed.


      “While one might, at a great stretch, imagine an asp climbing the gallery stairs in the night and slipping through the door—two doors—and into such an inviting den, there is no stretch that may account for a snake pulling the lid back on after itself,” Pen said dryly. “I think we may take it as certain that some human hand put it there, pushed the pot back under the bed, and left it to be discovered in the obvious way. This could have happened at any time after it was last cleaned and replaced. Which was when?” He nodded at Nola.


      “Yesterday morning,” said the maid.


      Which left all day yesterday, plus the evening when Consua attended the banquet, for almost anyone to slip in and out.


      Not quite anyone, Des observed. It would have to be someone not especially afraid of snakes, and deft at handling them. But yes, man or woman or youth of either sex, any rank from divine down to servant, on their own behalf or bribed, all equally possible.


      The method had certainly distanced the murderer from the murder. The result was thus less certain—the agitated snake might not have struck before fleeing, in which case… what? A midnight uproar? Or might it have been taken as a gruesome threat, enough to frighten its target into silence? Which could have seemed a consequence nearly as good, to someone.


      “I’m afraid,” Pen addressed himself to the housemother, “Learned Consua’s body will have to be left just as it is for now, until whatever Occo magistrate’s officer that is dispatched for cases of murder has seen it. He or she will presumably undertake to instruct you then. In a moment you’ll need to send a scullion lad or some other runner to go fetch one. No, actually—send Nola, she’ll be the best to explain it all. But there’s one more thing I need to find in this house first.”


      “What?” said Aurica uneasily.


      “Where the snake went.”


      “You think it’s still here?” She looked wildly around, as if for the creature, or possibly for a chair to climb upon.


      Although Pen already knew, he made a slight show of looking around and under things, to make his magic seem more explicable to his audience. The chest of drawers on short legs holding the waiting funeral garb sat against one wall beyond the bed. He took the precaution of a little shamanic persuasion to stupefy his prey before shoving the chest away from the wall, saying “Ah!” and diving. He came up holding the asp tightly behind its broad triangular head; two feet of black-striped brown body wriggled feebly. Both women yelped and recoiled.


      Pen snorted back his bit of nosebleed, the price of the shamanic spell, let Des strip the snake of its life for a treat—granted it was more murder weapon than murderer, and thus innocent of the vile use to which it had been put—and gave it a good shake to simulate snapping its neck. Because he didn’t want to stop right now and explain the subtleties of uphill and downhill magic.


      “There. Dead. Safe,” he announced, before his witnesses could shriek and run out of the room. “Now, where to store it—oh, of course.” He returned to the chamber pot, carefully wound the snake inside, and popped the lid back on.


      “You mean that horrible thing was hiding under that chest all this time we were in here tending…” Nola’s voice trailed off in consternation.


      “Yes,” said Pen. She gulped. “Do you know where to go to report this to the proper local magistrate?”


      “Yes, learned sir. The one on Old Wall Street serves this neighborhood.”


      Pen gestured to Aurica, Nola being her maidservant, and the housemother nodded and said, “Yes, yes, go at once. Bring them right back up here.”


      Nola nodded and trotted out, not even stopping to take off her apron.


      “You will stay until the magistrate’s people arrive, yes?” said Aurica anxiously.


      “I must. They’ll require my testimony.” And a great deal more besides, Pen had no doubt. He gestured toward the front room, free of disquieting corpses of women or snakes. “We may as well go sit down to wait.”


      “I have so much to do…”


      “Nothing more important than this, I daresay. Taking a few moments to compose your mind can only help.”


      And it will give us a chance to ask more questions before the next parade arrives, murmured Des.


      Exactly.


      The housemother avoided what was probably the late Consua’s most comfortable reading chair, as if taking it might be an offense to her lingering ghost. Pen could have explained that her soul had gone on to her god, or… to some god, anyway, but he wasn’t sure how much that would help. They both set themselves on lesser perches.


      Aurica worried her lip with her teeth. “Do you have much experience in”—she waved back at the bedroom—“this sort of thing, learned sir?”


      “A little. The Martensbridge magistrates bring me cases from time to time, for my opinion on medical points, or if something unnatural is suspected. And when I studied in Easthome I worked a few times with an inquirer for the Father’s Order there, very shrewd man. I learned a lot from him.”


      Her face scrunched. “Is there anything uncanny about”—another wave back over her shoulder—“all that?”


      “Not at all,” Pen assured her. Though, really, if he ever wanted to commit murder by snake, he could see how a shamanic persuasion might do the trick, and be as good as that chamber pot in making sure the snake met its intended victim and no other. Best not to bring that up.


      Indeed not, agreed Des. But there was no residue of any shamanic spell on that snake.


      Pen was almost sorry—it would certainly have limited the pool of suspects. Instead he asked, “Have you been housemother here long?”


      Aurica ducked her head. “About four years. I was a senior maid for a merchant before that, where I learned the managing of a large household.”


      “Those three men who came from your Order this morning in response to the news—do you know them all? Names?”


      “I knew the two divines, I mean, not well, but to speak with. Learned Erme and Learned Lasano. Erme’s the comptroller. I’m not sure of the name of the acolyte, though I’ve seen him around. I don’t get over to the Order itself very often. My ladies do have visitors, from time to time. Or family members drop in, although most unmarried women with families in town would live with them.”


      And what would be more likely, Des put in, than for an anxious murderer to check back that his assassin did the job right, and secretly? That comment of Erme’s about his apoplectic aunt could have been a nice piece of misdirection.


      Or not, thought Pen, by way of caution against premature conclusions. But at least the snake could never confess, later. Quite the advantage in a hired killer.


      Alas, I doubt that poor asp got paid.


      Pen covered his snort in a cough. “Besides cautioning you to remove nothing from the deceased’s rooms, did they remove anything themselves?”


      “Not as I saw.”


      “Were the three ever alone in there?”


      The housemother frowned. “They had sent me downstairs to see if I could find her will among my house papers. Which I didn’t think it was, but I did look. So for a few minutes, I suppose.”


      Time for a fast search, if they knew what they were looking for, said Des. Possibly wanting to remove a snake?


      The snake removed itself. Pen considered. If Consua’s chambers had been much disrupted, these two housekeepers would have noticed. The men might have found what they sought at once. If not, might they be back?


      “The magistrate’s agent will doubtless tell you this, but these rooms should be kept locked up, and no one admitted without the magistrate’s direct supervision. You should note and report if anyone else asks for entry. Or especially if they try to bribe you to admit them.”


      “What if it’s a Temple superior?”


      Which it might well be, all things considered. “Direct them on to the magistrate, which will make it his problem, not yours.”


      Aurica’s brows flicked up in wry appreciation.


      The maid Nola arrived back then, out of breath, leading two people in what Pen guessed were the tabards of the magistrate’s constables: red on one diagonal side, black on the other, and with an applique of the shield of Occo’s ruling town council sewn in the middle. The elder was a woman, Pen was pleased to see—smart of someone, to send a female into such an all-female establishment. She, too, wore a rosette of a lay dedicat pinned to her tabard—also, logically enough, the gray-and-black of the Father, god of justice. Whoever had murdered Learned Consua in that grotesque fashion, Pen reflected, had just given offense to more than merely her friends.


      The young man at the woman’s shoulder was a big fellow—muscle or apprentice or both, Pen construed from his prior experiences, confirmed when they introduced themselves as senior constable Dena and junior constable Ragno. They appeared a little unsettled by Penric’s whites and braids—he guessed sorcerers had not come much in their way before. He called up his teaching voice for the ensuing close examination of the bedchamber and all its evidences, and they grew less wary of him and more serious and absorbed. Well, they’d arrived serious.


      They did seem to ask the right sorts of questions, to which he added a few more, such as the open possibility that the morning’s visitors might have removed some evidence from Consua’s chambers. The pair were as interested as he in his truncated conversation with Consua at the banquet, possibly the last speech she’d had with anyone. In going over it all again, Pen came to the coldly consoling realization that even if Consua had spoken immediately with Llewen, the trap had already been set—nothing Pen could have done differently last night would have saved her.


      Though they might be a lot further forward in figuring out the why of this nasty event. Pen aimed the constables at the Temple chancery for those questions, a target they seemed to find intimidating. Pen suggested that as the murderer had planned his crime to be undetected and utterly secret, the more uproar this produced for him, or them, in the chancery the better. (Des approved this line of reasoning.) Pen very much doubted the murderer could have imagined Princess-Archdivine Llewen’s own court sorcerer popping up and revealing the crime in his first five minutes.


      The upshot was Constable Dena sending her junior to fetch the magistrate himself. The wait for him was longer, as he proved a stout older fellow with a salt-and-pepper beard who wheezed while climbing the stairs. Then the whole story had to be repeated once more.


      As a judge, Magistrate Moglian was, sensibly in Pen’s view, not thrilled by the idea of tangling with the Occo Father’s Order itself, even if the town council and not the Temple was his direct superior. Pen made sure to point out, in his capacity as a divine, the special heinous sacrilege and offense to the magistrate’s god of such a crime originating in the supposed bastion of Justice itself.


      The god might be more offended, Des murmured slyly, but the Order is a lot closer.


      I imagine he realizes both of those things.


      The magistrate, now seated in the reading chair, tapped his fingers on his knee and scowled around at the five persons presently attending upon him. “I caution you all not to gossip about this. It seems clear that the persons with the easiest access to this chamber are Learned Consua’s fellow residents here, and the servants.”


      Nola stiffened in alarm, Aurica in offense; Constable Dena merely nodded agreement, as if pleased she’d not had to say this herself.


      “Apart from the shared employment,” Moglian went on, “there may be no connection to the Occo curia at all. This could be some entirely personal vendetta with some acquaintance right here in this house. Constable Dena will be making those inquiries. I require your cooperation with her.” He favored the two house-women with a stern look.


      Let me take this one, Des—Ruchia?—murmured in their silent speech. With some misgiving—no one here would realize it wasn’t him speaking—Pen let his demon have his mouth. “Those possibilities certainly should not be overlooked,” Des purred. “But then there was Learned Consua’s attempt to contact the princess-archdivine, who has nothing to do with this house, and everything to do with the fate of the Occo curia. In which case, unrestrained gossip in the curia might be the best tool to make this mess burst in the faces of those who made it. If it is a conspiracy, panic could well lead to a scramble to sacrifice each other, which could speed your investigation without your hand having to appear at all.”


      The magistrate’s mouth, opening on some objection, closed at this last observation. He gave Pen a squinty look.


      “So rather than trying to stem a flood of natural human response, which seems unlikely to work anyway,” Des went on, “you might ride it out to some interesting destination.”


      That’s probably enough, Des. It looks like he took the point, you don’t need to belabor it. Pen wasn’t sure if she was trying to help, or stirring the pot toward maximum chaos and disorder.


      Can’t it be both? Des said sweetly.


      In all, Pen was glad this investigation was not his task. He didn’t need a sixth duty on his plate this trip.


      Pen was by this time less concerned with missing the afternoon’s hearings than with missing dinner. At last, after making sure all concerned knew how to find him at or through the Daughter’s chapterhouse, he was able to take his leave.
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      Pen found Llewen just concluding the afternoon session in the Occo chancery’s hearings chamber.


      “Did you learn anything interesting?” she inquired of him.


      “Much, but”—Pen lowered his voice—“not here.”


      Her brows flicked up. “Attend upon me as I dress for dinner, then.”


      There was nowhere more private than the princess’s quarters, to be sure. Pen nodded and trailed her, Captain Thurn, and her recording clerk, whom she turned out to have filched from her bookkeeper, back across the plaza. Pen ducked into his own chamber for a quick washing of the hands that had been handling corpses and venomous snakes, and followed on. Her maid was just divesting Llewen of her five-colored archdivine’s robes—traditional in hue and cut, but in fabric advertising fine Martensbridge silks. Llewen gestured him to a stool, and to begin.


      Aided, or occasionally impeded, by a few interpolations from Des, Pen gave a complete account of his afternoon’s discoveries at the boardinghouse, up to the time he’d left it all in the magistrate’s lap.


      “Any investigation into the identity of Consua’s killer is now his task, in which I trust he has experience,” Pen concluded.

“Hm,” said Llewen, and aside to Helgi, “No, I think the dark blue. More sober, in light of last night’s loss to the chancery.” And to Pen, “If we were dining at the archdivine’s mansion tonight instead of here at the Order, it would be extremely interesting to see who approached you to fish for what you know.”

“I imagine I’ll get that anywhere. Well, among those who learn I was over there,” said Pen. “I’m not sure how fast word about it being a murder is going to get around this evening. Tomorrow, yes, as that dozen or so women from the boardinghouse return to work after being questioned up and down by Constable Dena.”

“The nature of the approaches might be different. I expect you and Des could distinguish idle gossip from more directed inquiries. As curious as I am to know what Learned Consua wanted to say to me, I’d think her killer or killers are twice as anxious to find out what she did say to you.”

“She didn’t have time to say much.”

“But do they know that?”

“Hm.” Though he added, “This case properly belongs to the Occo magistrate, you know.”

“The murder, to be sure. But it seems possible she was killed to prevent her confiding some information to me, a ploy which for the moment has succeeded. That part seems very much our affair. I should like it… not to have succeeded.”

Pen was about to protest that if he was to be dispatched on this sixth task, he would scarcely be able to be at the princess’s side as recording clerk for all those upcoming sessions, when it came to him that were he to be off poking about at all this, he would scarcely be able to be at the princess’s side as recording clerk for all those upcoming sessions.

Thank you, murmured Des, amused. I was just about to mention that.

“Do you have any notions yet what the secret might be?” Llewen continued.

“Many, but nothing yet supported by any evidence. The most urgent might be some conspiracy against the life of the incoming Adriac archdivine—many in this town may not be reconciled to the change of dukedoms. The most likely, given Consua’s work, might be some financial fraud in the chancery of Occo. I really do wonder what those three men this morning might have been searching her rooms for. It couldn’t have been large, as that would have been both easy to find, and hard to conceal about their persons when they left. So it was either something small that they found and took away, or something they did not find.”

Llewen ducked her head to allow Helgi to bring her dress over it without disturbing her elaborate braids. Straightening as the woman tidied the folds of dark blue silk about her, she went on, “Find out where and when Learned Consua’s funeral is to take place, and attend as my representative. And agent. See what you and Des can turn up.”

Des, at least, was pleased by this order, though Pen suspected his demon was thinking more of what they might stir up. “It would be a bold murderer to attend his victim’s rites.”

“Or hers, don’t disallow. Just because the three seen this morning were men doesn’t mean they all are. It might also be telling to find out who should be there but isn’t, although the demands of this conclave may keep some away legitimately.” Helgi held up two necklaces; Llewen pointed to one, a double strand of river pearls with a cloisonné plaque of the arms of Martensbridge appended, which the maid clasped about her neck. “Oh. And Sassu still wants to talk to you, and is being coy about what.”

“Me, not you?”

“I should probably not be seen having private speech with him till the rulings are concluded.”

“As I’m known to be your confidential secretary, wouldn’t that be just as awkward?”

“Yes, but I’m curious. It may be something entirely benign.”

Pen snorted. Llewen’s lips twitched. Des offered no comment, for a change, but Pen caught a sense of amused anticipation.

Llewen turned for the door, turned back, and gestured at Pen’s white vestments, which had inevitably picked up smudges and stains over the course of the long day. “Des, I’ve scarcely left the lad time to change. Could you tidy those up?”

In general, Des resisted being conscripted to do Pen’s laundry, but she seldom resisted the princess. The smudges drifted away from the fabric like faint smoke.

“Thank you,” said Pen politely.

Well, you did feed me that tasty snake a while ago. Seems only fair to balance the disorder.

Pen pressed his smile out straight and followed his superior.
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Archdivine Sassu of Lodi, by custom foremost prelate of Adria, took matters into his own hands very early the next morning by sending a page to invite Penric to a private meeting just after breakfast. (Neither of them, it appeared, were going to be able to escape the formal meals of their hosts.) Getting there was no challenge, as all Pen had to do was bid a fond farewell to the princess and her staff as she went off across the plaza for another day of judging, and walk over one door to the Mother’s Order, where Sassu had been housed.

The Mother’s chapterhouse, chief of the Occo region, was normally an administrative center, not a place of worship or healing—nor an inn, though it did have facilities for visitors, similar to those of the Daughter’s. Pen wondered if there was some subtle jostling for position in this placement; the archdivine of Carpagamo plus entourage was lodged in the mansion of the Occo archdivine, which he suspected was better equipped for such hospitality. Or maybe it was just an inevitable effect of trying to squeeze too many archdivines into too few stalls.

I’d bet jostling, myself, said Des. In which case it’s not that subtle.

Des—no, Ruchia—what can you tell me about Sassu? General background, not, er, intimate images. Memories of the sort that Des, or Des’s many layers, were all too willing to present to his mind’s eye, whether he wanted to know about them or not. Not to mention all the weird disjointed dream-fragments of places he’d never been and people he’d never met.

Spoilsport, smirked Des. The Ruchia-voice took the fore. Sassu Mantia was a typical scion of the Lodi merchant-aristocracy, to hear him tell it. He went on trade convoys in his youth, where he perfected his command of the Darthacan and Cedonian languages, and honed his talents for business and bookkeeping. And got his fill of adventure—there was at least one bad shipwreck. When he fetched up ashore, afterward, he took an abrupt turn to Temple life.

His skills and family connections secured him a place in the ducal chancellery while he was completing his theological studies. He gained his divine’s braids at the late age of forty. From there it was a short hop over to the Lodi Temple chancery. That was about the time I first met him, on one of my errands up that way. Whatever calling had brought him in mid-life from Trade to Temple—or possibly it was frantic promises made to the gods while drowning—he retained his native ambition. It was clear even then that he was slated to rise.

Pen remarked, That he kept those promises later while not-drowning says something.

Yes, said Ruchia, I quite respected that about him.

Pen was conducted up two flights by a senior acolyte, whose gray Lodi vestments and braids marked a specialty in mathematics—so, Llewen wasn’t the only attendee to bring her own accountant. Sassu’s guest chamber was about the size of the princess’s, not large but with a similar side niche for a body-servant’s cot like that used by Llewen’s maid.

The chamber overlooked a quiet back garden rather than the busy plaza. By this open window stood a small round table with two chairs, where their host was seated. The old man’s frame was diminished from some taller and more athletic time, his wispy white hair also seeming the ghost of a better past. He wore only his lighter linen under-vestments, tinted a pale gray; his archdivine’s robes hung from a wall peg. Hinting this was to be an informal chat, or was he just overheated?

“Learned Lord Penric kin Jurald of Martensbridge, Your Grace,” Pen’s guide announced him.

He really ought to add, And Demon, Des observed.

I expect Sassu knows it.

Sassu did not creak to his feet for this junior—or was Des his senior?—but neither did he present his archdivine’s ring for an obeisance. He did wave amiably to the other chair. “Do take a seat, Learned Lord Penric. I’m pleased to make your acquaintance. And, I am told, Madame Desdemona? Perhaps that should be reacquaintance.” His squint at Pen was peculiarly uncertain. He added aside to his underling, “Tell my page to bring the tea now.” Instruction and dismissal in one. The acolyte nodded and slipped out, closing the door.

Not at all sure what direction this conversation was supposed to take, Pen smiled agreeably and waited for Sassu to begin, which he did promptly with, “I understand it was you who discovered that Learned Consua’s death night before last was not natural?”

“Yes, Your Grace.” Pen wondered what Sassu’s sources were for this swift news; the archdivine must have more ears pricked than just his own.

Sassu’s opening hand beckoned, or commanded, him to continue. As this man, in addition to his Temple training, had presumably once been tutored in the details of demonic magic by Ruchia —Oh, yes, murmured Ruchia—Pen at least did not have to delay his tale with a basic demonology lecture as he’d had to do for the constables and magistrate. Pen knew of no reason not to be candid, or at least the princess had made no such request.

Much the best approach, with Sassu, Ruchia confirmed. He’s never had the time or patience for vacillation.

Pen repeated much the same account that he’d given to Llewen last night, grateful he’d had the practice. Sassu listened attentively, seldom interrupting for clarifying questions. There came a short delay when the page arrived with the requested tea, serving it neatly and, at his superior’s dismissing nod, as quietly departing.

Sassu took a sip and set down his beaker, frowning. “The suggestion of serious malfeasance in a Temple curia soon, I trust, to be shifted under my cloak as chief divine of Adria, is naturally disturbing to me.”

Yes, murmured Des/Ruchia, Sassu never liked any chicanery that was not his own. Her tone was… not-disapproving.

“To my princess-archdivine as well,” Pen said. “She’s asked me to look into the matter.”

“Has she.” Sassu’s lips quirked. “That ought to prove interesting, if you have inherited Ruchia’s skills along with her demon. If your experience with your demon is anything like hers, you two—or is it, what, thirteen now?”

Ah, he remembers the count, said Des, or Ruchia.

“I collated the ten women and the mare and lioness all under the name of Desdemona, very early in our association,” said Pen. “So, usually we two. It helps. The different layers of experience, I sort with the name each sorceress had in life.”

“It was nine women, when I knew Ruchia and her Demon. She always seemed to take delight in her ghostly companions.”

“Ghost-like⁠—”

Sassu waved away, while acknowledging, the theological fine point.

“But yes,” Pen continued. “I take delight in Des as well.”

Sassu contemplated him a moment, then said, “I’m glad.”

Was Sassu concerned for the fate of Ruchia’s demon? Des borrowed Pen’s mouth to say tranquilly, “Pen treats us all very well indeed. I did not expect to find by such strange chance a new rider as agreeable to me as Ruchia was, but he has more than proved so.”

Wait, Des was vouching for Pen? Evidently, because Sassu sat back with a satisfied look on his aged face.

“So what exactly was the strange chance by which you—two—found each other?” the archdivine asked. “I’ve never heard the full account of Ruchia’s death.” His head-tilt invited Pen to supply it.

That was another tale Pen could practically recite by rote, of how he’d stopped to try to help the heart-stricken sorceress-divine on that canton roadside while on his way to quite another task. Life.

Sassu’s white brows drew down as Pen’s story unwound. “Was she in much pain? Was she greatly distressed?”

“I think Des can answer that better than I could. I was mainly very confused, at the time.” Pen touched his mouth to help indicate the hand-off of speakers, which Sassu seemed to follow without difficulty.

He’s had practice, murmured Des, then continued aloud, “Pain to be sure. Dying is never easy.”

Sassu’s lips twitched. “You would know, wouldn’t you, Demon.”

“Twelfth time through,” Des agreed. “But she was glad enough to be going to our god, Whose arms were surely as open to her as a parent’s welcoming their beloved child home from a long and dangerous journey.”

“I really wasn’t much help,” Pen confided ruefully. “A feckless nineteen-year-old, and not understanding what was going on.”

“Not so,” denied Des. “Ruchia’s distress was vastly eased by Penric willingly accepting the charge of me. She passed from the world of matter lightened of every burden.”

“Ah,” said Sassu, and swallowed. He was back in stern control of his crumpling face almost instantly. “May we all be so blessed.” He made a brief, but not rote, tally of the gods over his torso.

After a moment, he moistened his lips and continued. “So… how much of Ruchia’s life do you now know? Ruchia always seemed to bring out the most unexpected information from seeming-nowhere, and didn’t always explain. Or ever explain.” A puff of reminiscent humor.

“Only what Des chooses to share, as need arises.” Wait, was Sassu fearing intimate images too? Of himself? Or his younger self, at least. Or not so younger self, Des put in, unnecessarily smug. Pen regathered his concentration. “I don’t possess any of Des’s prior riders’ memories the way I possess my own,” he reassured Sassu, not quite truthfully. “Their skills leak in, steadily, to my great benefit.”

“Ah, yes, all those languages. I always envied that.”

Pen nodded. “And, lately, medicine. It’s like reading a book one has read so long ago it’s now forgotten, but the familiarity coming back again with every page turned.”

“Llewen,” sighed Sassu, “is extraordinarily fortunate to have you at her side.”

“I’m extraordinarily fortunate to be there.”

“So you don’t, say, contemplate any change of employment? For the sake of travel and adventure, perhaps? That seemed very important to me when I was your age. Though I suppose with Ruchia’s demon, ah, aboard, you are not exactly your age, are you.”

Hah, said Des. He’s probing to see if he can hire you away from Llewen. Nice try.

Pen shook his head firmly. “I’m very content in Martensbridge. My duties are wonderfully varied—I could scarcely be busier. No need to look further afield.”

“Ah. Pity.” Sassu sat back, blinking in disappointment.

Des borrowed Pen’s head to cock it, and say in a dry tone Pen would not have used on an archdivine, any archdivine, “You know, dear Sassu, we’ll probably all get out of here faster if you choose to be frank with Penric about whatever it is you are scouting for.”

So far from taking offense, the archdivine vented a little huff of mixed amusement and pain. “Ruchia’s exact cadences, do you know? So odd to hear them coming from a young man’s mouth.”

Pen nodded. “Des’s voice has always seemed closest to hers, especially in our native Wealdean. Adriac as well?”

Sassu nodded. “Ruchia once told me her Adriac was inherited from Mira of Lodi, the famous courtesan from nigh on a century ago. I suppose you have it from the same source.”

“Yes, Your Grace.” Pen inserted the honorific just in case.

“Well,” said Sassu. “I expect dissimulation is going to be futile with you, so let us abandon it. I was wondering if Ruchia recalled a certain interesting will we worked on together some decades ago, when I was senior man in the Lodi Temple chancery. Occo was then sworn to Carpagamo, a few wars back, and so not our charge. Though it was our problem.”

“Oh!” said Des/Ruchia brightly. “The Occo forgery? I remember it well.”

A pained wince. “Yes.”

“Two out of three of us here know what you two are talking about,” said Pen. “Would you care to deal me in?”

Sassu’s lips twisted. “Let Ruchia’s demon—Desdemona,” he corrected, “do so. I’d be curious to hear how she describes it.”

Des snorted, and went on aloud, “Lord Canti of Occo, the largest landowner in the region, had died intestate and without direct heirs. In such cases, the property would go to the Occo town council, if no alternate heirs could be found. With such a huge bequest, they naturally weren’t looking very hard. It occurred to the then-duke of Adria, as Occo was being a particular thorn in his side, that it would not be well for them to be gifted with more resources to buy men and arms to be used against him. How better to assure this than a will leaving it all to the Temple of Occo? The Temple would certainly be willing to contest the town council for control of this fortune, without the duke having to lift a finger. Except to point it at his own chancery to produce a suitable will. Sassu and I worked on it together.”

“You had some very helpful suggestions for verisimilitude,” admitted Sassu, in a tone of fond reminiscence. Briefly forgetting he wasn’t talking to his old lover? Pen wasn’t going to deflect this spate by pointing that out.

“You had by far the better skills for simulating Lord Canti’s handwriting,” Des/Ruchia said in a mutually admiring tone. “I learned a great deal from that venture.”

“I couldn’t have traveled in and out of Occo without being noticed,” said Sassu. “Nor equaled your flair in placing the document where it might most plausibly be found.”

Des/Ruchia added aside to Pen, “I passed myself off as a maid in Canti’s castle. The place was a vast mess, which they were trying to clean up for sale. I very diligently and humbly took the will directly to the Occo curia. Because if I’d handed it to my employers, who were working for the town council, I doubt it ever would have been seen again. And all Sassu’s fine work wasted.”

Pen retrieved control of his mouth to comment, “I suppose it made a better and subtler way to deny an enemy resources for war-making than burning hayricks and girdling orchards.”

“I certainly thought so at the time,” said Sassu. “Although in the end, our plan didn’t help avert much. Temples too often surrender their treasure to the secular authorities in support of wars—or have it forcibly pried from them. Carpagamo attacked anyway, with Occo’s support… if I’m remembering the right clash. It was the other way around about half the time. And all the same destruction followed anyway. I do utterly despise the waste of war. At least in trade, if it’s well negotiated, both sides may come out ahead, if one perhaps more than another. In war both sides always lose something—if one perhaps more than another.”

Pen thought of his ill-fated older mercenary brother, and nodded.

“And how did this serve Llewen and Martensbridge?” Pen asked Des aloud. “As she was your Temple superior at the time.”

“Not at all,” said Des. “But neither did it do Martensbridge any harm, or I should have refused. It was a personal favor.”

Pen firmly kept Des/Ruchia from using his lips to smile fondly at the old man, who was smiling into his lap.

“This is fascinating,” said Pen, truthfully, “but surely very old news.”

Sassu tapped his fingers together. “It is,” he agreed, “except for the possibility that the old document may emerge as part of the present accounting—how ironic to have it all come back to me, thirty years on. So I thought it best to have our stories straight in advance. Since Ruchia’s demon—your demon, now—must be sure to recognize it.”

Best for whom? And whose stories? Sassu, Pen gathered, meant to hold whatever residue of the will remained for what now might become his Temple, granted that unraveling putative ownership through thirty years of changes seemed an accounting nightmare. “My present duty,” said Pen, “is entirely to Princess-Archdivine Llewen. Whose probity is well-known enough for her to be the invited judge for this conclave.”

Sassu took this in without apparent protest. “The ultimate task of the adjudicators,” he said, “is not to uncover every truth, but to bring this conflict to a conclusion. One sufficiently satisfactory to all the complainants as to thwart further bloodshed, of which we’ve surely had enough in my lifetime. Llewen knows this.”

Penric countered, “All here have agreed in advance to abide by Llewen’s judgment. I can do no else.” And nor can you, he did not say aloud.

“Fair,” said Sassu. Which somehow sounded more temporizing than agreeing.

Likely, said Des. Sassu’s grown into a wily old fox. Who used to be a wily young fox, granted. Quite a striking man, back in his forties and Ruchia’s...

Spare me the bedchamber details, please. “All this sounds more… more in my god’s department than yours.”

“Then perhaps I’ve come to the right man. Learned divine of the Bastard.”

Was that last description or address? But Sassu was going on. “At my age, and in my calling, it is impossible not to be aware that I will soon stand before the gods more soul-naked than when I was born. It’s taught that we present our lives at the end to Them as a gift. My life has been much too long for me to feign my gift is unmarred. All feigning will be over, that day. I will only be able to reach out blindly and hope at least One will take me up. Should it be your god’s hand that grips back, and not the god of my oath, I will be just as pleased. Who knows, I may meet… many old friends there.” He nodded. Looking at Pen… no, through Pen.

Ruchia really isn’t in here, Pen wanted to protest.

He knows, said Des. And sorrows for it still. How unexpected. She sounded oddly discomfited.

Without demanding any promises, Sassu then led Pen on to telling a few unexceptional anecdotes about his life in Martensbridge. This lasted until a diffident knock on the door announced Sassu’s acolyte reminding him of his next meeting, and Pen made polite farewells. The archdivine watched him out with pensive eyes.
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Back in his own bedchamber in the Daughter’s Order, Pen threw himself on his cot with a whoosh of breath, and took a few minutes to compose his churning thoughts.

You have to have noticed, he said to Des in their silent speech, that we may have a possible candidate for whatever those three men were searching for in Consua’s rooms. That old will might well have been found. Could it have been pocketed and carried away in secret?

It was once, said Ruchia. It was only one page, as terse as it could be made and still hold up—Sassu was canny about not leaving space for potential additions or substitutions.

I’m not quite sure it’s a sufficient motivation for murder, thought Pen, or who would be motivated by it. I don’t know if the Occo curia would want it publicly falsified, to strip themselves of wealth before its going to Adria, or hidden, to assure the property could not be taken away from them. Revenge, or greed?

Either seems possible, Des allowed.

And I’m sorry, but I have to ask—do you see this as in any way a cause for Sassu to arrange an assassination?

She hesitated for what seemed to Pen a little too long. It would not be his usual style, to be sure.

What does that even mean?

That he was, maybe still is, a very capable man, but the motivation would have to be overwhelming.

Such as being caught out in a forgery?

Mm… I suspect the only personal fear Sassu has at this point is the judgment of the gods, and They already know all.

What about less personal? The welfare of Adria, the orders of his duke?

He would be perfectly able to stand up against ducal commands, if he thought them ill.

Or obeying them, if he thought them good?

The sense of a shrug. I think it’s too soon to start picking out suspects. Apart from that being the magistrate’s task, we haven’t met all the contenders yet.

Which was true. In light of which, Pen hoisted himself back to his feet and went off to discover where and when Learned Consua’s funeral was to be held.
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Learned Consua’s body, it turned out, had been released by the magistrate too late last night to be borne away to the Arbor Street temple, and had only been taken off this morning. Her rites were thus slated for the next day. Pen ended up as Llewen’s recording secretary for the afternoon after all, freeing the clerk to return to the palace accountant, Master Herisan, who was himself facing an ever-increasing pile of documentation to check and had not been happy to be deprived of his trusted assistant.

The town Temple presenting its arguments today was not Occo, which Pen thought would have been much more interesting. He was thankful that the bones of contention were limited to temples, their properties, and their areas of service, mainly around the new borders. Hurt pride at losses in these adjustments, it appeared, could be soothed by monetary compensations. For an assembly supposedly devoted to people’s souls, this conclave seemed to be spending an exorbitant amount of time on their purses, a reflection that made Des snort at him in pity for his naiveté. I didn’t say I was surprised, he thought back.

He was cornered, during the brief breaks, by any number of people who had heard about the shocking murder, and Pen’s discovery of it, but as none were from the Occo chancery there seemed to be no more to their questions than morbid curiosity. The dinner that night was at the mansion of the noble family hosting the archdivine from Orbas, and limited to the panel of judges and their staffs—passing around the expenses? The questioners were much the same type as earlier in the day, though providing Pen a certain amount of ironic observation on how fast gossip and rumor could distort a tale. He gave succinct, plain, truthful answers in counterpoint. Des’s covert inspection of their souls, a sifting of which none seemed aware, yielded no special interest. Paradoxically, a couple were of the misapprehension that a demon could read minds, and so why hadn’t Pen revealed the criminal at once? This won them Pen’s oft-repeated basic demonology lecture, which only some appreciated.
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The first chance for private speech with Llewen was again in her chambers as her maid readied her for bed. As her woman fussed about her, Pen recounted his peculiar interview, dwelling on the matter of the old forgery. Llewen did not much interrupt either of her servitors’ tasks with questions till Pen ran down, about the time Helgi had her seated to brush out her gray hair and put it in a loose braid for the night.

Llewen pursed her lips. “Thirty years ago this was, you say?”

“About that.”

“It seems both very old news, and a matter of purely internal concern to the Occo town and Temple, long assimilated. I suppose we should wait and see if it even turns up, and decide what’s best then.”

“Best justice, or best outcome?” said Pen, reminded of Archdivine Sassu’s comment.

“Always a balancing act. If it has anything causal to do with this ugly murder, justice. If not, the most peaceful outcome.”

“Sassu suggested something like that. I wasn’t sure what to think of it.”

“Did he try to extract any promises from you about this forgery?”

“Strangely, no. Not even for my silence.”

Des put in, “I think he took your measure in the first few minutes, and recognized the futility of such a move. He’s slowed down with age, no doubt of that, but he’s not slow.”

Llewen remarked, rather to the air, “I wonder if a coach ride from Lodi is as much a penance as a mule ride from Martensbridge? Ah, well.” A slight smile turned her lips. “But what I really wondered was if old Sassu was still in love with Ruchia.”

Pen cleared his throat. “Des said they’d not seen each other in twenty years, but—he seemed to still care about her, at least. And, oddly, her demon.”

“Her demon was very much a part of her. I suppose that’s an aspect of what made a canton sorceress seem such an enticing romantic catch to him.”

“Was Ruchia beautiful, when younger?”

“No,” said Llewen frankly. “But arresting nonetheless. A very lively wit, a decisive mind, and, of course, extraordinary magic powers.”

“Sassu always was attracted to power,” Des/Ruchia put in, a touch nostalgically.

“Well,” sighed Llewen, “see what you can find out at this funeral tomorrow. And how the magistrate is coming along with his case. Speaking of outcomes. Much seems to hinge on this one.”

She dismissed Pen to his own bed with fond wishes for a restoring sleep, as sincerely returned.
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At midmorning the next day, Pen tidied his most formal white vestments and found his way along Occo’s narrow lanes to the Arbor Street temple. It proved a typical neighborhood sanctuary, of which Pen understood Occo had several scattered through the town to serve its citizens. In this place the congregation was mostly working folk—the nobler residents patronized the main temple. The temple did manage six stone sides, a domed roof with an oculus, a small building with a courtyard out the back for its functionaries, and a shed beyond that for its own sacred animals.

Consua’s bier had been set before the altar of the Father of Winter. Pen was a little consoled to see her sisterhood at the boardinghouse had laid her out in her best vestments and ornaments, dark hair arranged in neat coils around her head, with flowers tucked about her. No hint of the confusion and pain in which she must have died remained upon her still features.

Despite its modest size the sanctuary did not seem especially crowded. Pen recognized the housemother Aurica, the librarian, what might be half-a-dozen other women from the boardinghouse, from braided divines down to obvious servants, and, at the last, a contingent from the chancery. Pen was able to pick out Learned Erme and Learned Lasano, both middle-aged men, by their formal Winter-black robes with Father’s shoulder braids indicating specialties in mathematics, though he wasn’t sure which man was which. They were trailed by a few acolytes who might be scribes or bookkeepers. Constable Dena, in a high-necked red tunic of some formal uniform displaying a city patch sewn over its breast, with a black skirt and polished boots, stood back from the edge of the little crowd, half diffident stranger, half observer.

Oh, I think she’s all observer, murmured Des. Dena certainly noticed Pen in turn, giving him a wary nod.

Pen, too, stood at the back, if only because of his height. Housemother Aurica spotted him and came to his side.

“Have you been able to find out anything else, learned sir?” she asked him anxiously.

“Not so far.” He wondered if she realized he’d be obliged to say that whether it was true or not, though it chanced to be true. “What all happened after I left that afternoon?”

She made a face. “The magistrate brought in his own physician, some woman from the Mother’s Order he calls on for these things. She said all the same things you did. She sounded peeved when she found out you were actually Princess-Archdivine Llewen’s own sorcerer-physician. I wasn’t sure if it was because she thought her do-over was unnecessary, or because she’d missed meeting you. Something about some medical book in Wealdean?”

Pen tried not to be diverted by the exciting idea that a copy of Learned Ruchia’s book on sorcery as applied to medicine, lately printed from the plates he’d prepared by his new method for the Martensbridge curia’s press, might have made it all the way to Carpagamo. “In any case, was the magistrate satisfied with the confirmation?”

“Seemed to be. He took away the chamber pot and the dead snake, thanks be. But everything was all so late and disrupted in the house, plus everyone upset by the news, and so disturbed by the thought of her body still lying up there… I didn’t let anyone into her rooms, though, just me and Nola to tend to the laying out.”

“Good.”

“We didn’t finish till midnight. It was hard enough in the morning, but it was awful by then, in the shadows, with what we’d learned.”

“You did a fine job,” Pen offered. “She looks”—well hardly applied—“very dignified.”

Aurica blinked rapidly, obviously touched to have her labors recognized. “Thank you.”

While he had them all here, Pen had her covertly point out the three men who’d come to the boardinghouse that first morning of Consua’s death, which got the two divines sorted and the acolyte, Bogano, at least identified.

The Arbor Street divine stepped forward and began the services with a standard prayer, if with special recognition to the god of Consua’s oath, and no more than a passing, vague reference to the lurid tragedy of her death. She followed this by gating in all who wanted to deliver personal eulogies. As senior man, the comptroller Learned Erme took on this duty for the curia, the first to step to the head of the bier. Des opened Pen’s Sight, and the confusing, colorful press of souls overlaid his eyes’ vision.

Erme’s praises were sonorous, unexceptional, and brief, concentrating on the meticulous work Consua had always done for the Occo chancery, and how much it would be missed. His glances barely flickered to Pen and the constable, keenly conscious of these outside watchers while trying not to appear so. Internally, his soul churned with stress.

Unfortunately, it was not apparent even to soul-sight if it was the stress of grief, or the stress of guilt. Or even the stress of public speaking, though as a braided divine he should be inured to that. His gaggle of colleagues showed a range of internal emotions, from a distress equal to Erme’s, and trying not to show it, down to one acolyte who was bored, and trying not to show it.

“I speak for all of us at the Occo Temple,” Erme finished gravely, finally looking at Constable Dena, “when I say that I very much hope she may find the justice of our god.”

Well, he speaks for some of them, Des murmured dryly.

Pen was put in mind of that saying about the Bastard—the god of justice when all other justice fails. He wondered if the chancery crew knew it, or were reminded of it by his silent ghost-pale presence here. He rather hoped so.

Erme’s claim to speak for all at his chancery was borne out when no other stepped forward, though a few women from the boardinghouse did so. Their simple words dwelt on the late Consua’s quiet friendliness, a tale or two of her remembered services to others. They appeared less ambiguously grieved than their chancery colleagues, saddened but not passionately so. Consua seemed a woman who had not inspired passion.

Except from one, Des muttered.

Evidently. Though whether her murderer had been inspired by hot rage or cold fear was still an open question.

Housemother Aurica also ended her remarks with a plea for justice, rather more sternly, and Pen fancied sincerely, delivered.

The sacred animals were led out by their grooms to signal the acceptance of a god to Consua’s soul, each being presented to the bier to make some sign. This could be a moment of surprise at some funerals, so it was no particular wonder when many among the mourners came alert.

Consua was unmarried and childless, so it was expected when the Mother of Summer’s creature, a placid mama cat with a green ribbon around its neck, behaved merely like a cat. The Son of Autumn’s animal, a chestnut hunting dog, showed only interest in the cat, who disdained him. There was a breath of suspense when the sleek blue bird of the Daughter of Spring, goddess of among other things virginity, briefly reacted, but not strongly enough to confirm anything.

Pen and Des were the only ones present who didn’t need outward signs to perceive a god’s whisper of acceptance. When the elderly black dog, muzzle gray, fur brushed to gleaming, was led to the side of the bier, Des shrank at the bright numinous flare, gone almost as soon as it was perceived, of the hand of the Father of Winter. Winter’s dog, anxious and whining, gave every indication of wanting to jump right up and settle down at the corpse’s feet, except he was a little too arthritic to do so.

A fair number of people in the chamber let out pent breaths, if not, Pen suspected, all for the same reasons.

The indifference of the white rat of the Bastard was an anticlimax after that.

So was Consua’s soul accepted because she was innocent of wrongdoing, or because she had sincerely repented of it? The Bastard’s acceptance would have stood as an accusation, though whether of Consua’s honesty or of her late mother’s marital fidelity was anyone’s guess.

The Arbor Street divine gave her concluding blessings, and welcomed those present to leave their offerings upon the appropriate altar. Or, in this frugal place, any altar, Pen suspected. Most of the mourners, Bogano among them, departed after this, leaving only a few to follow the body to the interment.

Consua was wrapped in her heavy burial shroud, dyed gray for her god, a nice touch, and placed on a litter. This was carried outside and set on the flat bed of an open hearse that was more of a pony cart, though at least it would be certain to fit through Occo’s narrow streets. Its decorations were polished tin rather than silver, but gleamed in the soft spring sun almost as well. A Temple groom led off the docile bay pony, well-brushed and adorned with ribbons in the colors of all five gods. And thus equally ready, Pen reflected, for any result from the funeral signings. The people fell in afoot behind the creaking cart, the two black-clad divines, the only remnant of the curia circle, foremost.

Pen was joined at the tail of this parade by Constable Dena, possibly as anxious to talk with him as he was with her.

“I’m glad you came, learned sir,” she began politely. She hesitated. “Did you discover anything here through… through means not available to most of us?”

Another person hoping he could read minds? Going by the way they avoided him, the chancery crew certainly feared so. “My demon’s sight sees souls, somewhat as the gods do I fancy, if less deeply. She doesn’t sense thoughts, well, except for mine, which come to her more directly.”

Des put in, “It’s not necessary to tell any of them that, though.” Which made Dena’s lips quirk in appreciation.

Pen frowned. “Some in the sanctuary were more upset than others, but that’s normal. Nothing more of note has come my way at the conclave. Did anyone find Learned Consua’s will?”

Dena nodded. “It was lodged with her notary. My magistrate has it now.”

“What did it say? Anything revealing?”

She shrugged. “Not that I could tell. She was not a wealthy woman, though neither was she destitute. I would say, not the kind of wealth that inspires a will to be contested, except some people can become wild about absurdly little, sometimes. She made personal bequests to several women from the boardinghouse, clothing and jewelry and furniture. Everything remaining she directed should be given to the Bastard’s orphanage.”

“They always need everything,” Pen agreed.

“Oh, and two gifts of money to a couple of the orphans by name. I expect they’ll be very happy about that.”

Curious. Those children might be worth talking to, later, murmured Des.

Yes, I wonder how Consua came to pick them out from the rest? “Has anyone attempted clandestine entry to her chambers?”

“No, but I’m instructed to oversee the removal of her things to the orphanage.”

“When is that to occur?”

“Tomorrow, probably.”

I think we should check in on that, suggested Des.

Yes.

“Has everyone in the chancery been able to prove where they were the day the snake was inserted into Learned Consua’s chambers? Or at least, show they were someplace else?”

Dena shook her head, more in frustration than certainty. “I’ve tried. There are too many of them, and they all were moving around all day. Either they’re all telling the truth, or some group of them are vouching for each other, and it’s not yet been possible to tell which are which.”

Pen appreciated the doggedness of that not yet. “You might try tracing the snake. There was only one of it. Snakes don’t much lurk inside city walls. Someone had to have caught it and brought it in from the country. How many links… well, at a minimum, one, if the same person caught, brought, and planted it. At a maximum… perhaps one to catch, another to transport, handed to a third who handed it off to the person who had found a way to pass into Consua’s rooms unobserved. The first two might not even have known what was intended with it. A chain of mutual witnesses... one might prove a weak link.”

Dena’s eyes narrowed. “Maybe…”

Pen asked, “Does the Occo Temple have much property in the countryside?”

“A fair amount, I believe.”

“How is it managed?”

“Bailiffs, employed by the Temple.”

“That is to say, by the Temple chancery? How many?”

“Not that many.” Dena was acquiring a shrewd frown. “They’d be the agents to go back and forth most often from the estates to the town, to be sure.”

Pen nodded, satisfied he had no need to draw the line more heavily for her.

The cortege strung out to pass through a small city gate onto the road winding down to the cemetery, which lay below one of the more impressive stone outcrops. Another good reason for the small size of the hearse-cart became obvious as the road turned sharply back and forth down a steep gradient. The followers strung out again to stay farther from the edge, in places an outright drop-off. At the bottom they all closed up at a large plot of ground hedged off with drystone walls, and studded with grave markers ranging from crude slabs chiseled with names or dates, much eroded, to more finished and recent examples of the stonecutter’s art. Not a pauper’s field, but no rich family mausoleums loomed here to lord over the rest.

Beyond the graveyard the land flattened to a shallow valley, strung with busy farm plots and market gardens serving the town above. Perhaps someone would not have had to ride so very far to find small wildlife and the snakes that fed upon it?

The gravediggers had been at work, and Consua’s final resting place awaited her. The diggers, the pony-cart man, and two men in Temple tabards united to lower her shrouded form into it, the Arbor Street divine said a few last words, and those bearing flowers laid them aside for the diggers to place when they were done filling in the grave. The remaining mourners followed the divine as she turned away and began to climb the hill once more, falling into quiet talk with one another. Learned Erme and his colleague Learned Lasano lingered only long enough to hand the traditional purses to the diggers and the bearers.

Uninvited, Pen and Dena joined the pair to flank them on the hike uphill. The men each managed polite nods that fell short of pleased. Pen waited with interest to hear what kinds of questions they would put to him; he had collected, by now, a very good range of examples for comparison. He thought it noteworthy, though of what he was not sure, that no one from the chancery had sought him out for his account heretofore.

Bracketed between equally if differently threatening auditors, the pair grew tenser. But was it from the fear of being accused, or the fear of being falsely accused? They offered him no easy opening, perhaps using puffing up the hill to excuse their silence.

Dena, watching their opportunity diminish with the road, broke first, saying airily across them to Pen, “Have you found any more support at the conclave, Learned Penric, of your belief that Learned Consua was murdered to assure her silence?”

Which made the pair between them twitch, but not blurt. Pity, murmured Des.

Pen returned, “Not so far. But if such a secret exists, it must surely be found in the chancery. The poor woman scarcely went anywhere else.” He waved toward the two men. “Do either of you have any theories? You must; nearly everyone I’ve talked to about this does, and was eager to share. And you were closer observers to Consua than any of them.”

Lasano glanced to Erme, who, thus directly pressed, came up with, “Not so. Consua spent at least as long at her boardinghouse as at her work. So many unmarried women, all closed up together—who knows what rivalries or jealousies may have been brewing there? And poison is a woman’s weapon, they say.”

“It’s true I’ve encountered many jealous women in my trade,” said Dena agreeably. Leading them on, Pen judged.

“So, there you go,” Lasano put in, earnestly supportive.

“Mm, perhaps, but jealous of what?” Pen said, taking up his part in this impromptu play of the constable’s. “Work rivalry? Was there some promotion in the offing? Again we are led back to the chancery.”

“What about a love rivalry?” said Erme, as if trying to be helpful.

“And where would she meet men but at her work?” said Dena.

“Anywhere, about the town,” said Erme. “It’s not as though the women at the boardinghouse are imprisoned there.”

“Spring’s bird, at the funeral, did suggest she was celibate,” Pen said.

Dena’s brows twitched up, but she did not undercut this assertion with the question How do you know?

Erme cleared his throat. “If I dare say it—it might not have been a male love interest. Your god’s concern, I believe, Learned Penric?”

“In that case, my god ought to have had something to say at the rite, and He notably did not.”

“I don’t insist upon it.” Erme shrugged away this failed attempt at diversion. “It’s all a very disturbing mystery.”

They once again passed through the city gate. Erme and Lasano made their excuses to head off in a different direction from Penric and the constable, extracting themselves from further probing.

Pen walked along with Dena. “So what do you think of those two?” he asked her.

She wrinkled her nose. “I think they stink. But I can’t haul any of them to my magistrate for more forceful questioning without more evidence. And not just someone’s say-so—accusations and confessions can be lies, too. My smeller is not cause enough for my magistrate to take on a den of logic-chopping lawyers, especially if enough of them are in this together. I want”—her hands opened and closed, as if grasping at some elusive small animal—“something better.”

“I take it you uncovered nothing at the boardinghouse to support Erme’s last suggestion?”

Dena scoffed. “They really do want us to be looking anywhere else than at their chancery, don’t they? But no. All the gossip at the boardinghouse, and there was a cartload”—this in a beleaguered tone—“was petty.”

Penric hesitated. “I’m sorry, but I must ask… does your magistrate seem like the sort, with pressure from above to reach a conclusion, to seize some lowly servant and torture them to extract a confession?” He pictured Nola in this fork, and wondered how long the woman might hold out, or how soon give in just to make it all stop.

“No,” said Dena firmly, but then weakened this with a more doubtful, “Drop an inquiry for lack of evidence, maybe. Knowingly collude to betray some innocent, no. Unless the innocence was in some doubt, I suppose.”

About to say, Good to hear, Pen held his peace at this last bit.

They walked on another space. Dena burst out in frustration, “So do they imagine our god is on their side? The Father certainly doesn’t seem to have done anything to indicate anything else.” Her hand touched her rosette, then swiped angrily away.

“Well,” said Penric diffidently, “some Someone might have sent me.”

Dena stopped and wheeled to stare at him a moment while she worked this out. “Does that happen? To you?”

“It’s happened before. And not necessarily just on behalf of my own god. They’ve been known to share me around the Family. Granted it’s hard to sort out the nudge of a god’s hand from random chance when one’s Patron is the god of chance.”

“Well,” echoed Dena after a much longer moment. “Pray to Him for me, will you, Learned? I could use some better luck about now.”

“Of course.”

They parted ways soon after, Dena toward her lodgings to change back into her working clothes—not that she hadn’t been working—Pen to the Daughter’s Order for the same task. He was grimly amused, crossing the plaza, to spy Erme and Lasano entering the chancery together from whatever Penric-free alternate route they’d taken.
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At the end of the afternoon’s session, Captain Thurn joined Penric and the princess-archdivine for Pen’s funeral report. They met this time in that downstairs chamber of the Daughter’s Order where all the conclave documentation was spread out on the table, several chairs, and the floor. Stepping carefully around the piles, Pen freed up sufficient seats by some shifting of stacks, to be restored when they’d finished.

Pen told his tale with few interruptions.

Thurn was frowning when he’d finished. “Penric, I’d be obliged if you would inspect the princess’s chamber nightly for, mm, any hidden hazards that might be inserted.”

“I will, certainly, but it seems foolish for any adversary to attempt the same ploy twice.”

“Nevertheless. It would ease my mind.” Thurn continued to the princess, “I’d also like to bring up the rest of my men as your guard.”

“There is scarcely room for one more body in that stuffy hearings hall,” Llewen noted.

“Just so the body isn’t yours, Your Grace. And I’ll be more comfortable having relief men, for those moments when I’m not at your side.”

Llewen waved assent. Then added thoughtfully, “Spare one for Learned Penric, here.”

Thurn sat back, a little surprised. “Does he need one?”

About to deny this, Pen reflected on how useful it might be to have a trusted runner at the ready. “I plan to attend the removal of the late Learned Consua’s things from her chambers tomorrow. I can feign that I brought along some spare muscle to help haul. So as not to be too obvious.”

Llewen said, “Whereas I would like it to be obvious that Penric is under my direct protection, and any assault upon him would be highly offensive to me.”

Pen blinked. “Does that seem likely to you?”

“You are presently acting as my hand to squeeze out… whatever information can be squeezed out of the Occo chancery.” She mimed a closing fist. “Whoever the rot within it may be, they will certainly have noticed you by now.” She added after another moment, “I would like them to notice you yet more, but we need not be careless about it.”

“I… see,” said Pen.

I’ve always liked the way Llewen thinks, murmured Des/Ruchia.

Dinner that evening was at the noble mansion hosting the archdivine of Saone, a repeat of that welcoming banquet if less drawn-out, and lacking nervous informers coming up to Penric. With vague platitudes, he fended off a few nosy persons wanting his gossip. Members of the chancery were notably not among them. Erme was present, watching him and his questioners from across the room, but made no attempt to approach him. Or to get anywhere near him, actually.

Des, disappointed at this lack of opportunity for injecting more chaos, sighed, Well, let’s see what tomorrow brings.
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Pen arrived in good time at the boardinghouse, midmorning the next day, trailed by the bodyguard Llewen had threatened. Guardsman Suo was the youngest of his cadre, only a year or so older than Pen, and had been quite interested in the whole expedition, it being his first venture outside of his natal realm of Martensbridge. He was taller than Pen, canton hair more dun than blond, and wider in the shoulders under his Daughter’s-blue surcoat. Pen wasn’t sure what warnings Thurn had tipped into his ear, but he was very alert.

All the guardsmen accompanying Llewen had been chosen for some command of Adriac, in addition to their road-fitness. Suo’s understanding was good, though his speech was delivered with a thick Wealdean accent. Pen gathered he was glad of this chance to improve his skills.

They waited only a few minutes with Housemother Aurica on the gallery outside Consua’s chambers before Constable Dena also arrived, along with a man armed only with a portable writing set. Dena introduced him as the notary’s clerk, there to take stock of all items enumerated in the will and their distribution. The chamber door was unlocked by the housemother under the constable’s eye.

A few elderly women residents wandered over from their vantages around the galleries, either anticipating their bequests or just curious. Dena firmly excluded them with the word that all such items would be distributed in the order of the inventory, outside the door.

They started with the named furniture, shifting it out onto the gallery for collection by its new owners. The clerk ticked off each on his list as it was received; the house servants and the amiable Suo helped the retired ladies cart it away in a steady stream. Then the articles of clothing, and smaller bequests. Items going to women presently off at work were set aside, or signed for by trusted roommates on Aurica’s authority.

Most of the way through this task, a new face arrived. Or not that new—he was the third man Aurica had named for Pen at the funeral, Acolyte Bogano. He was a fellow of middle height and middle age, with the caramel skin and dark hair common in these parts. He wore a close-trimmed beard; his slight stoop and inky fingers suggested work as a bookkeeper or scribe. He muffled a startled jerk when he saw Pen.

Keep your demonic eye on him, Pen told Des.

Oh, yes.

Though it seemed curious, if the acolyte had helped search the chambers for some secret item that first morning and was back for another pass, that he hadn’t arrived earlier. Relying on the notary’s clerk? Bogano exchanged a wary nod of greeting with the constable, whom he must have met earlier in her investigation, but he addressed the clerk. “I’m here to take charge of the books left to the Temple library,” he told the man.

The clerk ran down his list and nodded in satisfaction. “They’re all stacked on that chest.”

“Thank you.”

Bogano, turned half away, made a little show of looking through the handful of volumes. At a moment when the rest of the party had gone into the bedchamber, Pen deliberately turned his back, leaning against the doorjamb.

Aha. There! said Des.

Did he sneak something out of a book? Why? He has them all. Besides, Pen had checked all the volumes for potential inclusions the first afternoon, and found none. Des had dissuaded him from sitting down and starting to read any.

Not out. In. He took a document from his vest. Wait a moment.

Pen was tempted to make some tart remark on how little devotees of the Father’s Order understood the capabilities of sorcerers, except that members of his own Order were frequently no better informed.

“Oh!” said Bogano, letting the volume in his hand fall open and a paper flutter out. “What’s this?” He bent to pick it up and stare at it. “This doesn’t belong here! Constable Dena, could you come here a moment?”

Dena emerged from the bedchamber, giving Pen a side-eye in passing. “What have you found, Acolyte?”

“This is a document from the chancery archives. Learned Consua certainly shouldn’t ever have removed it from there!” He handed the page unhesitatingly to Dena.

Pen shifted to read over Dena’s shoulder. Des gave a silent hoot of laughter. What a delightful bit of false evidence to choose to plant here, now!

A quick glance down the page identified it. That’s your forged will?

The very child. I’m glad to see the Occo archives have taken good care of it, all these years.

Bogano and his colleagues could have pulled out any confidential item they liked. Why that one?

Can’t wait to find out. Des settled back like an eager audience member at a marketplace puppet show. Let him run on a bit before you yank out his bung.

“What is it?” Pen obligingly asked, trying to remember if Dena had noted his prior search of the books. At least her squinty look was being aimed at Bogano and not Pen.

“It’s quite an important old will,” said Bogano, going to Dena’s other shoulder and making a play of looking down at it.

“What makes it so important?” said Pen. Which was not a question Dena would be likely to ask; she doubtless thought all wills important.

“It’s for the Canti estates, left to the Occo Temple a generation ago. A very rich bequest.” Bogano looked up, blinking ingenuously. “Do you suppose this was what Consua was trying to bring to the princess-archdivine’s attention, the night before she was killed?”

“Who would it benefit?” asked Dena, properly. “Or harm?”

“I’m not sure,” said Bogano. “If it were to be successfully contested, it could do notable damage to the Occo Temple.” Bogano frowned. “I never got the sense that Consua was so enraged at her betters, but she was a very reserved woman. Secretive, you know.”

“In what way?” asked Dena.

“Well, that’s just the problem.” He feigned a moment of reluctant inspiration. “Or there might be bribery involved, or, dare I say it, blackmail. Somebody out there might be very interested in this!”

Yes, let us by all means slander the dead, murmured Des dryly. Who have no voice to protest.

The mouth, Pen noted back, is the bodily signifier of our god. He tapped his lips with his thumb, and waited.

“I believe you should take charge of that will.” Bogano nodded virtuously to the constable. “Present it to your magistrate, see what he can make of it.” He sighed, gesturing at Pen. “At least this answers one question, what she was trying to confide to you that night.”

Suo arrived then back from his last lugging. Pen cast him a nod, which brought him quietly on the alert.

“Alas, it doesn’t,” said Pen. “Because I just saw you take it from your vest and tuck it into that book yourself. It wasn’t there before.”

Bogano stifled a gasp, straightening in outrage. “I most certainly did not! Besides, your back was turned. You couldn’t have seen a thing! …Even if there had been anything to see.”

“Leaving aside why you noticed which way I was facing—my demon was watching you closely.”

“Your demon! How could you even prove that assertion? Demons can’t speak for themselves.”

“Mine does. Quite a lot, in fact. She’s very opinionated, as anyone who has come to know her could tell you.”

Des cut in to remark, “True, but you might have phrased it more tactfully, dear Pen.”



“Well… well, a demon certainly couldn’t give testimony,” Bogano protested. “For one thing, who is to say if it is speaking, or you are?”

“The same way any other person’s verity is vouched for. Long acquaintance.”

“I’ve known the pair of them for two years,” Suo put in helpfully. “It really doesn’t take you much to learn to tell them apart.”

“And if that isn’t enough, Llewen has known this demon for longer than I’ve been alive, being old gossips with her prior sorceress Learned Ruchia. I don’t think you’d get very far just now trying to slander her judgment.”

Bogano, who had opened his mouth to perhaps try, hesitated.

“A more interesting question for us all,” Pen went on, “is what secret someone wants to make me stop looking for. So much so that they’d throw out this diverting lure. And also, if they’re still looking for it as well.”

“I didn’t even know you’d be here!” Bogano said indignantly.

Pen eyed him. “You know, I believe that’s the first true thing you’ve said. You certainly meant this”—Pen ticked the page in Dena’s hand with the back of his fingernail— “to go to the constable and her magistrate, however, where it would have been brought to my attention eventually, and more plausibly. What I’d like to know is why, when you discovered me here, you didn’t just abandon your ploy on the spot and go back to your colleagues for something else.”

Dena refolded the document and tucked it into her own tunic. “This will certainly be going to my magistrate. As evidence of what, we’ll have to see.” She favored Bogano with a vulpine smile. “You may come along with it. To guard it. Seeing as how, one way or another, it belongs to your chancery.”

“Would you like to borrow my guardsman?” Pen asked her. “To help guard it.”

“We’ll see. Acolyte, you may have a seat over there till this task is done.” She nodded to a remaining stool. Slowly, Bogano sank onto it. He looked rather ill. Suo took up an alert stance beside the door.

The clerk finished his list of named bequests, all but the purses to be delivered to the Bastard’s orphanage. The residue consisted of some chests and stools, trumpery jewelry, and assorted older clothing—all the divine’s vestments and insignia had gone to fellow women in her Order. While the clerk had scant interest in the non-monetary remnants, he lingered as it was all loaded upon a hand cart out in the street, in order to follow it to its destination.

Dena parted with the clerk to escort Bogano to her magistrate, Pen kindly offering her Suo to go along, “To be sure nothing is lost upon your way.” Bogano shot him a look of dislike. Dena blandly thanked him, and accepted the loan.

Pen wondered what lies and persiflage Bogano was going to come up with for the magistrate, and how quickly he could form them. Would the magistrate see through them, would he accept his constable’s report?

Hesitating outside the boardinghouse door, Pen was briefly uncertain whether to follow Dena or the cart. He wanted to visit the orphanage, and this was a good chance. He was equally curious to see what the magistrate would do, which seemed a more urgent matter. With a slight pang, Pen fell in beside Suo, who gave him a look of gratitude that he wasn’t to be caught between conflicting orders from his assorted superiors about sticking to Pen’s side.
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Magistrate Moglian’s office, court, and dwelling lay on a side lane off Arbor Street. If Occo was like other towns Pen had seen of similar size, the magistrate’s area of service followed the same boundaries as that of the neighborhood temple. The building was again the common yellow stone and red tile, with a double door painted black propped wide for the day. It was flanked on one side by a large bell, and on the other by a large constable in his red-and-black tabard, acting as porter. Dena’s presence seemed password enough, because he gave her a respectful nod and waved them through without questions, though he did reach over to give the bell a ding by way of announcement.

Bogano had made no attempt to break away, so Suo had not been required to strong-arm him. All feigning a politeness no one was feeling, they shuffled through the short entryway into a small courtyard that was literally a court.

The magistrate was seated on a bench at the far end behind a table, with a recording clerk at his right hand. The rest of the space was a crowded cacophony.

A side bench held a woman and a girl, the girl sniveling. A female constable waited nearby, presumably for some order from the magistrate about them. A pair of battered, belligerent drunks were slumped on the pavement by a pillar, snarling slurred insults at each other, watched over by a constable with a truncheon and a stout, peeved man in a taverner’s apron. A man in town garb and a ragged youth were standing before the magistrate’s table, the man complaining loudly, the lad squirming in another constable’s grip, whining.

An older townsman, flanked by a man in the surcoat of an ordinary legal advocate, began angrily to Pen’s party, “Wait your turn, sirs!” His shaking fist was restrained by the advocate, whose glance had taken in Bogano’s curial status as advertised by his tunic and emblems, and—his eyes widening—Pen’s. He shook his head emphatically, frowning at his… client? and the man fell back at the advocate’s tug on his arm, quelled.

“Is it always this noisy?” Pen whispered to Dena.

“No, some days it’s much worse,” she returned, her lips tucking up on one side. “Nobody’s even trying to stab each other. Yet.”

Des commented in their silent speech, You wouldn’t find this much delicious chaos in Llewen’s court. Have we been following the wrong god all these years?

Shh.

Suo stepped back and found an unoccupied pillar to lean against, folding his arms as if to say Not my courtroom, not my god, not my problem. He did keep a dutiful eye on Bogano and the other people near Pen, for all that this seemed an unlikely venue for an assassination attempt.

Dena circled to the end of the magistrate’s table. He looked aside at her, brows rising in inquiry. To which she reported only, “Issues, sir.”

His glance swept her party, and he grimaced. A sort of right, you’re next wave sent them all to stand at the side of the courtyard.

The complainant, with a glare at the interruption, continued his rant. “Surely it’s time to take the little thief’s hand by now! Although I don’t think even that would slow him down. You might need to take both.”

The youth stuck out his tongue at the man, earning him a perfunctory shake from his controlling constable, and yelled, “I’d find some way to set your whole stupid stand on fire with my feet, try me!”

Moglian snorted in exasperation. “Third time for you two, I believe?” He looked at his clerk, who checked his notes and replied, “Yes, sir.”

The magistrate continued sternly to the lad, “You are skirting the tolerance of the law and the mercy of the Father, Tebbi. Failing just twice more to learn your lesson willbring down the ax on your wrist.”

The youth—Tebbi?—hunched and glowered, though prudently at his feet and not at the magistrate.

Pen murmured aside to Dena, “What’s the tale, here?”

She replied in a matching tone, “Repeated pilferage from the fruit and bread stand in the Arbor Square market.”

“Does he steal it to sell on?”

Dena shook her head. “To eat, I expect. On days he can’t earn or beg a coin. Street orphan, you know. I expect that’s only the third time he’s been caught, not just the third time he’s done it.”

“Shouldn’t your Bastard’s orphanage take him in?”

“Too old. Fourteen. That’s the age most orphans are turned out.”

“To apprenticeships, normally?”

She shrugged.

Unrequested, Des gave him a flash of deep Sight of the sort Pen used for medical diagnoses—centered, oddly, on the raided fruit stand owner.

What…? Oh. Unfortunate man… ah. Pen sighed. That one’s too far gone for us to do anything about, even if he were my patient. Kinder to say nothing.

As a physician, maybe not. But perhaps as a counseling divine?

Counsel unasked for is generally not well received.

Orphan, Des riposted slyly.

As are all those who live long enough.

And thief atop. Making the lad a double helping for your pastoral duty. Very parsimonious.

He thought a bad word in Wealdean at her, which won only the sense of a demonic grin, and stepped forward to the judge’s bench.

“If I may contribute some counsel, sirs?”

The stand owner looked at him in bafflement, the magistrate in wariness. But Moglian waved permission, though muttering under his breath something that sounded like, As long as it’s not another snake.

Of like lethality, perhaps. Nobody was going to enjoy this, with the possible exception of the thief. Pen moistened his lips and turned to the stand owner. “My name is Learned Penric, and I’m the private sorcerer-physician to the princess-archdivine of Martensbridge. I’m very sorry to observe that you are afflicted with an advanced tumor in your lower gut. You will want, of course, to visit your own Mother’s Order about this.” Not that they could do anything either.

Both the owner and the judge were taken aback. The young thief plainly had no notion what Pen’s words meant, though he stopped squirming, frowning in confusion at the reaction of the others.

“Spiritual counsel likewise should come from your own divine”—that overworked woman at the Arbor Street temple, probably—“but I’ll offer this for today. As you hope for mercy and charity from whichever of the Five holds your heart, in the next months it might be well to practice the same, in Their honor. And for the clarity of your own soul, that you will lay at Their feet. There is no special judgment in this advice—it applies equally to all alive, at all times.”

He spared a glance at Bogano, who was definitely not appreciating this little sermon at all. Bogano’s return scowl was acidic.

“Months?” the owner echoed in alarm. “What…?”

Pen cast the man a formal tally-blessing, and stepped back.

There was this benefit at least; the shopman left off complaining to the magistrate in favor of peering down in worry at his own belly. Moglian gave Pen a less-than-grateful look, and continued, “Right, we’re done for today. Constable, administer the usual caning. No—add five strokes.” He leaned forward to address Tebbi, who raised his chin in unconvincing defiance, “Because I don’t want to see you back here, and I especially don’t want to see you back here twice. Mend your ways.”

“It should be flogging,” the shopman began, then abruptly ran down, staring uneasily at Pen.

Hm? Pen thought to Des.

Caning for the young, flogging for adults, in this country, she filled him in. Adria the same, so it hardly matters which duke claims this city. Young Tebbi is right on the age boundary for that dubious privilege. Moglian is being merciful—fruit of your sermon?—though he’ll doubtless go for the flogging next, in hopes of avoiding a fifth, and the ax.

Think the lad will learn in time?

Learning or no, if hunger is driving Tebbi’s thievery, he won’t stop till it does.

But the clerk was making a note, and the magistrate was waving the group away. Moglian turned to Dena, gesturing her to step up.

“More on the snake-murder case, sir.”

Moglian’s lips twisted. “Not concluded, I take it.”

“Not yet.”

An interested eyebrow-twitch.

Bogano had unfortunately recovered his bravado on the walk over. “It’s nothing at all,” he proclaimed.

“I’ll be the judge of that,” said Moglian, more than a little dryly. “Dena?”

“Learned Penric observed the acolyte inserting this chancery document into one of the dead woman’s books that he was collecting.” She drew the old will from her tabard and handed it across. “He then made a great show of pretending to discover it when it fell out onto the floor.”

“He observed no such thing,” said Bogano, “and neither did you. He claims his demon saw it. By magic, I suppose.” Bogano added a sneer to underline the implausibility of this.

“That is correct,” said Pen. “Though I think demon-sight is rather too passive to be called so. Term-of-art distinction.”

Des put in, aloud, “Five gods avert, don’t get Pen started on those. We’d be here all day.”

Moglian blinked, then wisely chose to ignore the interpolation.

Dena continued, “The acolyte then imputed the document’s presence to Learned Consua, and suggested it was what she was trying to tell Princess-Archdivine Llewen about, the night before she was murdered.”

“Thus attempting to settle my superior’s interest in the case,” Pen put in, “and the purpose of my own inquiries. Though he’s managed the opposite.”

“You’re putting words into my mouth!” Bogano objected.

“If I were doing that,” said Dena, “it would be a full confession.” They exchanged glowers.

“I could not have put that snake into poor Consua’s chambers! We went over all that the day before yesterday! No man could have wandered in and out of that boardinghouse without being noticed.”

Moglian made no comment on this. There came a general pause, while he read down the old will. “Interesting.”

Interesting document, choice, story? A maddeningly vague remark, anyway.

“Regardless,” he continued, “this obviously does belong to the chancery, and should be returned there.”

Bogano did not at once take it, though he glanced left and right at his unwanted auditors. “Yes, if it were to be contested, the Temple might lose a very large estate to the city of Occo.” He met Moglian’s gaze with a most pressing look.

Ooh, there’s a subtle attempt at a bribe, Des commented. Nicely done.

Moglian gave a slow frown, as he took this in. “I see.”

Pen held his breath.

Moglian leaned forward and proffered the will back to Bogano. “You are a member of the chancery, working for the comptroller, I believe? Then you are certainly the man to restore this to its proper place. With my compliments.”

Bogano accepted it, a strained look on his face at this second failure to cast a false lure.

“It might be well to question Acolyte Bogano more closely here,” said Dena, in a deliberately sinister tone. “Perhaps overnight.”

“Nothing of what he has been observed to do, howsoever it was observed, is illegal,” said Moglian. “Whatever chancery rule he may have violated in removing the document from its archive is a matter of internal Temple discipline, not mine.”

“Lying?” suggested Dena.

“Only if it were under oath. Or else the entire town would need to be converted to a prison.”

Bogano looked as if he wasn’t sure if this was a triumph or a trap. Pen shared the sentiments.

Over in the corner of the courtyard under the gallery, a series of yelps punctuated the ordered caning, impeding further debate.

The magistrate gestured dismissal at Bogano. “Done for today. Off with you.”

Bogano opened his mouth, then changed his mind. He gave a sharp nod of farewell to the magistrate, though none to Dena or Pen. Clutching the old will, he retreated from the noisy chaos of the court. Or fled, perhaps.

Dena watched him out with disapproval. “I was sure we had something there, sir.”

“I don’t doubt it, but it’s still not enough,” said Moglian. “We know where to find him again. Unless he panics and attempts to flee the city, which might be useful, who knows. If he has confreres in all this at the comptroller’s, his tale of today will certainly not soothe them. Meanwhile, let’s give Ragno a chance to turn up something more substantial.”

“Your Constable Ragno?” Pen inquired.

Dena nodded. “I sent him to try to find out where the snake came from. He’s ridden out to the countryside today.”

“Ah.” Pen added to the magistrate, “I thank you, sir, for not taking his bribe.” Just in case Moglian hadn’t noticed.

Oh, he seems a pretty noticing fellow, Des put in.

A grimace and a twiddle of Moglian’s fingers waved this away. “Really, I do wonder about the Temple chancery. He at least ought to have made his effort in private.”

“I think that was spur-of-the-moment,” said Pen. “Trying to save his plan. If it had all gone as he’d pictured, you would have received that document in private.” With plenty of time to think it through. There seemed no way to politely inquire, Would that have made a difference?

“I don’t exactly know what you’re doing, Learned Penric⁠—”

That makes two of us.

“But whatever it is, keep doing it.”

A jerk of the magistrate’s head invited, but did not quite command, Penric to leave now. The two drunks were still arguing, and the man with the advocate was shifting impatiently from foot to foot. At least the girl had stopped sniveling. Another ding of the bell announced a new supplicant at the door. Penric took mercy upon this overtasked court, and a polite farewell. Suo unfolded from his pillar and fell in at his shoulder.

“See you around,” called Dena.

Pen turned to walk backward a step. “I trust so, Constable.”
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Out on the sunny street, Pen spied Tebbi again. The youth was crouched in a doorway a few steps along, trying to rub at his back through his grubby thin tunic, red-faced and sniffling.

He made an unprepossessing figure, too gawky to be a child, too undersized to be mistaken for a grownup. He had the usual tan skin and brown eyes common to this region, dark hair ragged and either overdue a cut or not long enough to braid. He reminded Pen of a half-grown gosling, its body stretching out, with its chick down looking mangy as new feathers straggled and struggled to grow in.

Pen motioned Suo to stand back, then half-knelt in front of the lad, first checking to be sure his white-clad knee was landing on dry pavement. “Hello.”

Tebbi scrunched up his face. “What,” he said, in a repelling tone.

“I’m Penric. I’m sworn to the Bastard’s Order, and one of my god’s mandates is the care of orphans.” Not that Pen had time, with the four or five other jobs normally on his plate. As now. “Why hasn’t the orphanage here taken you in?”

“I’m not going there,” said Tebbi in scorn. “My parents were married! To each other!”

“My Order takes in any bereft child, not just foundlings and bastards. Mine is a very flexible god.” He thought a moment, and tried, “My parents were married to each other, too—I’m their seventh child. But I still became a learned divine in the white god’s service.”

Tebbi managed to look unimpressed. “Got nothing to do with me.”

“Do you have any brothers or sisters?” Probably not, or they’d be ganging together for some kind of mutual aid. And indeed, Tebbi shook his head.

“How long have you been on the street like this?” Pen continued. In this mild country, winter probably didn’t kill beggars outright.

A shrug. “Half a year, maybe? Papa died just after Mid-Autumn Day. Lung fever. But the rent on our room lasted a month after that.”

“And no neighbor offered to take you in?”

Another shrug. “Old lady Hanna, but she wanted to make me go to the Lady-school.” He made it sound like being sold into slavery. Now leaning against the nearby house wall listening to this, Suo, even though a devotee of the Lady of Spring, smirked in sympathy.

“And no one suggested the orphanage?”

“I’m not a baby. And anyway, they make you go to the Lady-school, too.” Tebbi snorted derision.

Pen remembered noting the two institutions as lying conveniently near each other, along the street to the boardinghouse. “The white god’s orphanages are usually good about fitting their charges for some adult work. Something better than begging or stealing, at least. I’m too much a stranger here to promise, but it’s possible I could get you a place there, despite your age, if you’re willing to try it.”

“Don’t want to,” muttered Tebbi.

“Talking to you,” Pen said after another frustrated moment, “is like trying to give water to a man dying of thirst, who won’t hold out his hands to receive it.” He cupped his hands by way of illustration, then turned them over and let them flop, fingers waggling loose. “Still harder if the person only has one hand for the task, I observe.”

Tebbi just sniffed.

Pen shifted, preparing to give up, pass the youth a coin for a meal, and go on to his next five tasks, though it made him think glumly about all those conclave banquets he’d been consuming lately.

Don’t waste an opportunity along with the coin, Des advised. Offer to give it to him if he’ll accompany you to the orphanage and listen to your next sermon.

He needed to report the latest developments to Llewen, but the orphanage did lie on his route back to the Temple plaza. Pen made a quick tactical reordering of his tasks, rose, and looked down. “I’ll buy you a meal, but I have an errand to finish first, if you’ll come with me.”

Tebbi’s mouth opened, shut. He said suspiciously, “Where?”

“The orphanage, as it happens. That poor woman who was murdered by snakebite left some things to it, that I was overseeing.”

Tebbi’s beginning recoil was arrested by this second and more exotic remark. “Snakebite? Really?” He hovered in indecision.

“I promise you,” said Pen dryly, “that they are not so hard up for orphans there that they kidnap them off the street.” He considered for a moment. “Wet nurses, now, they’re always begging for wet nurses, but you’re not qualified. You’ll be safe from their charity.”

His nose wrinkling in non-appreciation of Pen’s wit, Tebbi reluctantly climbed to his feet. “All right. If it doesn’t take too long.”

“I’ll try not to keep you from your next pressing appointment.”

Surly but at least moving, Tebbi fell in next to Pen. Suo brought up the rear.

After a couple of minutes, Tebbi, whose face had become increasingly pinched with cogitation, asked, “So... did they catch the snake? What kind of snake was it? Will it be executed?”

“An asp, quite venomous. I caught and killed it, or rather, my demon killed it for me. Though I wouldn’t call it an execution for the poor snake’s part, more of a misfortune. It was no more guilty than a knife is guilty of a stabbing someone. It’s the hand that wields it that bears the blame. In this case, the hand of whoever hid it in Learned Consua’s chambers.”

“…Demons can kill snakes?”

Not the part Pen would have expected Tebbi to seize upon, but at least the boy was talking. “Demons can kill any animal.”

“How?”

“Through a rebalancing of chaos and order, trading the disorder of death for the order of life. Life contains the highest degree of order there is, so the trade is, so to speak, very favorable for supporting chaos magics.”

“Can demons kill people?”

The inevitable next question. “In theory. But my god would take its demon back through the gates of death along with the soul of the victim, and dissolve it in His hell of pure chaos. Crime and punishment in one step, plus the sorcerer would lose his demon and its powers. Not recommended.”

“So… so you’re really a sorcerer?”

“For the last eight years, since I contracted my demon.” Pen touched the silver cord in his divine’s braids looping at his shoulder. “I was nineteen.”

Tebbi fell silent, digesting this as he trotted in Pen’s long-legged wake. Pen was reminded he needed to give the boy something more substantial to digest, but next things first.

Threading through Occo’s narrow streets, they once again passed the boardinghouse. Pen reflected that Consua and her colleagues must have walked this route twice a day, most days. Not far beyond, the orphanage shared a walled compound with the chapterhouse, the buildings separated by a courtyard large enough to be an actual garden. Both had doors onto the street; the garden had a gate of wavy wrought-iron bars. Pen didn’t spy the handcart anywhere. The notary’s clerk must have finished his task and gone off.

Pen walked down and peeked through the iron gate. The garden harbored practical food plants and herbs, not flowers, and several espaliered fruit trees. Beyond the raised beds lay what seemed a small outdoor space for children’s play, judging by the simple plank seesaw and a few scattered wooden toys, and the bit of grass struggling to survive being trampled. On stools in the narrow shade of the orphanage’s wall, three older girls sat spinning and chatting.

A couple of younger children were weeding among the herbs, accompanied by a woman, probably a lay dedicat, in a stained white tabard. They looked up curiously at Pen, looking curiously in at them. The woman rose and came over.

Pen had been going to present himself formally at the front door, but this might do.

The woman took in his whites and braids, identity enough even if not in the local style. The tidy Suo in Daughter’s blue was perhaps less explicable, and who knew what she made of Tebbi. “Can I help you, learned sir?”

“I hope so, Dedicat. My name is Learned Penric of Martensbridge. I was charged with overseeing the late Learned Consua’s bequest here”—in a self-appointed sort of way—“but I was delayed. I wonder if I might have a few words with the two orphans, Aira and Denzen Valla, to assure that their part was received, and answer any questions they might have.”

Neat, very plausible, murmured Des. For all that you intend the questioning to go the other way.

Softly, yes.

“Oh,” said the woman, “yes, that.” Good, it appeared she’d already heard of the events, although in what garbled form Pen couldn’t guess. “Do come in, Learned.”

She opened the gate for the three of them, and called over her shoulder toward the girls spinning, “Aira, go fetch your brother. This visitor wants to talk to you both.”

All of the girls had stopped spinning to stare, dividing their interest between Pen and Suo. One of them waved acknowledgment, wound up her spindle and fiber, and darted inside.

The dedicat gestured doubtfully at the stools. “Will here do?”

“Yes, quite well,” Pen assured her.

She shuffled the other two girls off to find another perch, made a head-count, and pulled out a bench from the wall. In a few minutes, the girl returned, trailed by a shorter boy. Pen judged her age to be near twelve, not yet budding into womanhood, her brother a couple of years younger. Both with skinny, whippy builds, but seeming from activity, not malnutrition. They shared the common local coloration with Tebbi, though the girl’s hair was a lighter brown, and the boy’s skin a darker tan. Decently dressed in what appeared to be refitted and mended charity castoffs, mismatched but relatively clean. They regarded Pen back with more interest than caution, a hopeful sign.

They all settled, the siblings taking the bench together. Suo lifted his stool over to put his back to the wall, with a clear view of the garden and its assorted entries. Tebbi sank onto the remaining stool, his hands twisting uncertainly between his knees. Pen adjusted himself to be facing the children.

The dedicat hesitated, glancing between the group and the unsupervised little hands in the herb garden, and evidently decided the plants needed her protection more; she bobbed a curtsey at Pen and returned to her charges, though with a prudent, “Call out to me if you need anything, Learned Penric.”

Penric introduced himself to the pair on the bench, and asked if they’d received their purses from the notary all right. They both nodded vigorously.

“The housemother locked them in her coin chest for us,” said Aira.

Tebbi, whose opinion had not been asked, snorted. “You’ll be lucky to see them again, then.”

Aira looked indignant. “Housemother’s not a thief!”

Pen rubbed his lips, wondering which of them was right. “Nevertheless, if you should have trouble later, go to”—ah, if it came to that, another grownup inside the orphanage might be no better—“Constable Dena. She knows all about this business.”

Surprisingly, Tebbi nodded endorsement of this plan. “Aye, Dena’s all right. For a magistrate’s dog.”

“Who?” said Aira.

“Oh, has Constable Dena not spoken to you two yet?” The Valla children’s names on the notary’s distribution list had rather jumped out to Pen’s eye as an anomaly begging explanation, but perhaps Dena just hadn’t had time to get to them. It sounded as if the comptroller’s tight-lipped crew were giving her difficulties in plenty over in the chancery.

Aira shook her head.

“She’s the constable charged with finding Learned Consua’s murderer,” Pen explained.

Aira’s breath caught sharp. “She was murdered? They said she’d died in her sleep!”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” said Pen, wondering if he should backstep. No, there was no softening this. “That was thought at first, but it turned out she’d been bitten by an asp, that someone had deliberately inserted”—all right, they didn’t need the ugliest parts—“into her bedchamber.”

Tears sprang into Denzen’s startled eyes; Aira gasped, “That’s awful!”

“I agree,” said Pen. “So we’re trying to find out everything we can about Consua, especially recent events. Can you two tell me how long you’ve known her, and how you met?”

“A couple of years, I guess?” said Aira. “She would stop and talk to us sometimes at the garden gate.”

“She was nice,” offered Denzen. “Sometimes she brought food, if there was extra left over at her boardinghouse, or at where she worked.”

“And she came to the Bastard’s Day celebration last year, and helped give out the prizes. She said she was going to come this year, too.” Aira gulped.

“Did she talk much to you elsewhere?”

“Not… not really,” said Aira.

She was nudged by her brother. “What about…?” he whispered urgently.

Aira looked across at Pen and moistened her lips. “Everything she gave us, we’re supposed to keep, right?”

“Any gift or bequest, certainly.”

“So… all right, then.” But her reassurance did not seem entirely complete.

“What else did she give you? Lately?” Pen kept his voice even.

“There were those books,” said Denzen.

His sister shoved him. “We weren’t supposed to talk about them!”

“I don’t know why you’d want to keep those. They aren’t any good. They don’t have any stories in them or anything.”

“When did she give you these books?” Pen asked placidly, proud of himself for not leaping up and yelling. Internally, Des was squeaking too, but Pen made sure her reaction didn’t surface.

“Last week,” said Aira. “She was coming back from the Temple, late in the afternoon, and I was out in the garden spinning. She asked me if I would keep them for her, till she came back for them. She handed them through the bars, one by one. They were kind of big and heavy. I thought… maybe she just didn’t want to carry them so far?”

“You didn’t think this strange?”

“Well, yes, but… I don’t know what I thought. It seemed like an easy favor.”

“May I please see these books?”

Aira hunched defensively. “Are you going to take them from us?”

“I have no idea, till I can examine them.”

Denzen eyed Pen critically, looking him up and down. “He’s not one of them. He’s one of ours. White not gray. Maybe he’s not who she meant.”

“Maybe…” said his sister, obviously torn by doubt.

“I won’t take them from you without your permission,” promised Penric.

“Well… all right…” said Aira. The pair rose and went inside the orphanage.

Tebbi twisted on his stool, and scoffed, “They’re gullible.”

“Watch and find out,” Pen advised, unoffended.

The picture painted itself in Pen’s mind. The anxious Consua, scurrying back from the chancery clutching… something not so easy to hide as a single-page will. Something dangerous. Something hard to secure in her own rooms, which could be all too readily penetrated by the other occupants of her house, and who knew who else. Provably, in the event. Passing these children as she’d done a hundred times before, waylaid by some cheerful greeting… What better place to perfectly hide a bulky secret than not in her boardinghouse at all?

The conspirators or their agents could search the place from top to bottom and not find it. Which led to the question, were they still searching?

The pair came back in a few minutes, each carting what were obviously chancery ledgers, Aira holding three and Denzen two. They dumped the stack on the bench, and Aira brought the top one over. The two disposed themselves at Pen’s shoulders, watching him in mixed curiosity and mistrust as he opened the volume.

Rows and rows of accounting entries. They were as opaque to Pen as a book in a foreign language not of Des’s gift, but fortunately the princess-archdivine had brought a trusted translator in her palace accountant. Who should see these forthwith, Pen decided.

“I need to show these to another man,” Pen told the siblings, who stiffened. He couldn’t just seize the volumes, after his promises, and he certainly couldn’t take the children along to guard their treasure—he shuddered at the risk of exposing their heretofore-unsuspected existence to anyone at the chancery.

Buy them, Des advised simply.

Pen’s brows twitched up. Huh. “I probably won’t be able to bring them back,” he continued. “So in that case, would you sell them to me, instead?”

“For money?” asked Denzen, sounding thrilled.

“That was what I had in mind, yes.” Pen made a rapid review of the present contents of his purse, hung around his neck safe from pickpockets like, probably, Tebbi. It was hard to set the fair market value of used ledgers, worth anything from wastepaper to light fires to… a woman’s life. “All five, so… five Carpagamon silver dinars?” New ledgers of this size would be maybe half that price at a stationer’s.

Denzen bounced on his seat, but Aira’s eyes narrowed. “Does your another-man wear Winter’s grays?”

“I believe he’s a lay dedicat, but he works for the princess-archdivine of Martensbridge, not for the Occo chancery. Did Consua tell you not to talk to her fellow workers there?”

Aira nodded.

“I hope that these”—Pen tapped the ledger in his lap—“may help to find out Consua’s murderer. I must think this would please her departed soul better than any other use.”

“Oh,” said Aira faintly. She took a breath, nodded. “Then, yes.”

Tebbi looked rather outraged. “What a waste of money!”

Aira blinked at him, and said aside to Pen, “You let your servant talk to you like that?”

Pen’s mild, “He’s not my servant,” crossed in the air with Tebbi’s much more vehement, “I’m not his servant!”

Aira’s brow wrinkled. “What is he, then?”

“Like these books, his value will be decided later,” said Pen. He realized, belatedly, that letting Tebbi witness all this had just given him a whole new problem.

“So, how have you two liked living here under the white god’s cloak?” Pen asked, to buy time while he fished out his purse and counted his coins. Ah, better make that six, to be evenly divided between the pair. Which cleaned him out, but he could restock from his superior later. “Do they feed you enough?”

He led them on to talk about their modest lives here, hoping it might do double duty to intrigue Tebbi. They were willing to be led, but Tebbi, stonily, resisted being intrigued.

Yes, but he’s having to work at it, said Des, amused.

When they all seemed calm again from this mundane chat, he asked if someone could fetch him a piece of old cloth, to wrap up the books to keep them from getting dirty. Actually to keep anyone he passed from noting him walking into the Daughter’s Order carrying a stack of Temple ledgers, not that similar items hadn’t been circulating across the plaza all week. Aira came back with a length of cloth that might once have been a skirt, now on its way to its final fate as a cleaning cloth or a rag rug. It sufficed.

Was removing these ledgers enough to remove all danger to the children? Pen wasn’t sure. “Consua was right about one thing,” he told them. “You absolutely should not talk about these to anyone else, not even the good people in this house, not for a long time.”

“How long?” asked Aira, practically.

“Till after the murderers are hanged, ideally. And maybe not even then.”

Pen stood, hoisting the wrapped ledgers. They were heavy. “Ah, Suo.” He extended them toward the guardsman.

Suo advanced dutifully, but observed in Wealdean, “This will tie up my sword arm.”

“Should we be attacked, I give you permission to drop them. Or hit somebody with them, whichever seems more useful. I doubt our hidden opponents are swordsmen.”

Suo snickered, but accepted the burden. Though he added, “Men with money can hire all the bravos they want. Including entire mercenary armies, on the high end.”

“Mn, a point. Though should we encounter one of those, we run.”

“Good choice, learned sir. I’m a man of the Daughter, not the Son. Don’t care to switch.”

Which left the now-much-more-thorny question of what to do about the inadvertently witnessing Tebbi. Pen put this off by telling him, “Come along with us to the Daughter’s Order. I’ll feed you there.” And himself and Suo, while they were at it—the morning’s tasks had run far into the afternoon.

Pen bade farewell and thanks to the Valla orphans, with a sincere tally-blessing, and had the dedicat let them out through the gate again.
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Back at the Temple plaza, Pen glanced at the angling sun, and said to the doorwoman admitting them to the Daughter’s chapterhouse, “Please let Princess-Archdivine Llewen know I need to see her immediately when she returns from the afternoon hearing. I’ll be in the conference chamber with her palace accountant.”

Tebbi stared a bit wide-eyed around the elegant entry, not a place he would ever have been likely to step into without his escort. Pen took the wrapped ledgers back from Suo, and told him, “Take the boy to the kitchens, and get yourselves both a meal. In Llewen’s name, if they question anything.” He went on in a lower tone, “Feed him all he can eat, and don’t let him get away. I need to talk to him later.” Suo nodded understanding.

Pen trudged on through the chapterhouse to the now-familiar lair of the conclave judges’ cadre of clerks. The documents were piled higher than ever, and the earlier air of people solving a fascinating puzzle had been replaced by a somewhat bleary-eyed grim determination.

Llewen’s man Herisan, by her primacy and his own seniority and experience, had become the leader of the group. Pen plopped down his package on the big table before him with a thump, though he didn’t yet undo the cloth wrapping.

Herisan eyed the present without favor, and said in their shared Wealdean, “Now what?”

“A task of utmost urgency,” Pen returned in the same language.

“As are they all.” Herisan waved at his many piles. “Set it over”—his glance around found neither spare table nor chair space —“on the floor by the wall.”

“Ah, no.” Pen turned to the handful of interested other clerks disposed about the room with quills, papers, and counting frames. “Gentlemen, ladies, take a break and walk around outside for a few minutes. Find something to eat, perhaps.” He repeated the instruction in Adriac, Saonese, and Cedonian.

Some were willing, the rest resentful at having their concentration interrupted, but they all rose and shuffled out, looking back in curiosity at Pen.

When the door shut, Herisan observed, “Most of them don’t speak Wealdean, you know. Is this necessary?”

“Not known yet, but if it is, it could be lethally so.” Pen folded back the wrapping cloth. “These ledgers were taken from the Occo Temple comptroller’s office, and hidden by Learned Consua the day before her death. People from that office are looking for them, and being very, very quiet about it. I suspect they contain the secret of why she was murdered, and I need you to figure out what it is.”

Herisan’s brows climbed. He opened the top ledger to a random page, and glanced down it. “It appears to be quite ordinary. This may take some time.” He added a bit peevishly, “It would help if I could have my clerk back from your secretarial duties.”

“You will,” Pen promised. “You two are the only certainly trustworthy men to do this. Though we may want to bring in the other adjudicators’ people in due course. The two ways of defanging a secret are to keep it close, or to tell everyone as soon as possible. That will be Llewen’s decision—as soon as she has your report.”

Herisan’s lips twisted in thought. “Then we’d best go over it in private, initially. Our bedchamber will have to do.”

“That will work for tonight. Should these ledgers’ original owners suspect we have them, it’s very hard to predict how they’ll react. They could become dangerously desperate.” Dena’s inquiries were putting pressure on them as well, and Bogano’s report of his failure today wasn’t going to calm anybody involved. “Their conspiracy must break soon, though whether in peaceful surrender or some wild action… and no telling if they’ll all break in the same direction. Or even how many are involved. Ugh.”

The door opened then, and Pen drew breath to repel interruption. But it was Captain Thurn escorting Llewen, her clerk trotting at her heels bearing the day’s teetering stack of notes and documents. He looked around for a place to put them down, then, with a shrug, chose the yet-unoccupied space on the floor that Pen had spurned.

Pen hastened to draw out one of the clerks’ vacated chairs for his superior. She settled with a sigh, disposing her five-colored robes about her.

“So, dear Pen. What have you and Des discovered?”

Pen pointed at the stack of ledgers before Herisan, who was just reseating himself after rising to bow to the princess. “Learned Consua’s secret, evidently. Possibly the one she died for.”

A twirl of her hand commanded him to go on.

As briefly as he could, Pen described the events of his long day: Bogano’s effort to plant the old will, the visit to the fortunately principled, if overworked, magistrate, and the unexpected prize found at the orphanage.

“Depending on what Herisan finds upon a close examination, these ledgers should reveal a great deal of… proof of something, anyway,” Pen concluded. “Or at least Consua seemed to think so. And judging by their activity, some of her colleagues in the comptroller’s office agreed.”

“Proof,” said Llewen, “would be a very welcome commodity.”

Thurn rubbed his chin, eyeing the pile of ledgers very much as if it were a coiled snake.

Pen went on to Llewen, “How did things go at today’s hearing?” Which he’d so profitably missed.

She held out a hand and tilted it to and fro. “Not too badly. It seems the four lesser towns’ assorted demands for compensations are going to balance out well between Adria and Carpagamo, which will settle them. If they don’t match I swear I’d throw in the last coins from my own purse, just to be done with it.”

Herisan put in, “I’m fairly sure we can arrange the sums to be very close.”

“Exactly equal would be”—Llewen’s lips drew back on a thin grin—“wonderfully to the point.” Pen fancied it was a point she’d like to see stabbed into somebody, by now.

“The clog,” Llewen went on, “is, as it always was, Occo. They’re demanding compensations from Adria above anything Sassu is likely to favor. Even for war damages, which are the business of the duke, not the Temple. I gather that the Occo curia really wants to stay under the cloak of Carpagamo.”

Pen frowned. “Why do they care so much? The gods don’t. They take souls one by one all the same, not in political groups. If Occa is such a thorn, why not let the archdivine of Carpagamo have it?”

“That option is on the table.” She glanced dryly around at the scattered piles. “Somewhere. But if this murder case of yours⁠—”

Constable Dena’s, Pen wanted to protest, but… he realized if Llewen ordered him to put down this puzzle now, he would resist mightily.

“—proves to have some bearing on the tangle, the sooner we understand it, the better.” She opened a hand toward Herisan, who straightened up in a posture of loyal willingness. Llewen did have that effect upon all her people, Pen reflected.

And demons too, Des conceded.

Llewen continued to Herisan, “Address yourself to these at once, please, and stay on it till you have something certain. Pen, Thurn, and I must dress for the next dinner, but come to my chamber to report your progress when we get back.” She turned to Penric, “It’s the Occo archdivine’s mansion again tonight, so his people should be there in force. Needless to say, you and Des should be on the alert for whatever you can find.”

“Or that finds us?” suggested Pen.

“That could be as revealing, to be sure.”

“Should I bring the rest of your honor guard, Your Grace?” asked Thurn. Pen was fairly sure that translated to I bloody well want reinforcements.

“No. I’ll have Pen and Des, after all. Set your spare men here in the chapterhouse to keep a discreet watch on Herisan and his task.”

Herisan, after a surprised and then thoughtful moment, very much did not object to this.

Llewen rose, and all present rose with her. Herisan rewrapped the ledgers and gathered up his clerk. Pen opened the door to discover most of the rest of the adjudicators’ bookkeeping crew had returned, lingering in the hall like cats outside a fishmonger’s. They filed back in as soon as the princess-archdivine’s party cleared the room.
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When he and Thurn arrived back at their shared chamber, Pen was not too surprised to find Suo and Tebbi waiting. Tebbi was stretched out on the floor, looking more replete than restive; apparently Suo had not allowed the grubby street lad to occupy either of his superiors’ cots. A prudent choice, though Des could easily exterminate any bodily vermin the boy might shed. Suo sat on the room’s lone chair, but rose to give a quick tap to his forehead, a Daughter’s salute, to his captain.

While Pen took first turn at the washbasin, Thurn gave a quick rundown of his evening’s new guard duty to Suo, easy enough since Herisan and his clerk were in the room next door.

Baffled by the Wealdean, Tebbi had nervously scooched up to sit against the wall. Suo cocked his thumb at him, and addressed Pen. “What should I do about this one?”

Pen wondered how much the boy might be in danger of being silenced as an inadvertent witness to the ledgers. A street rat was all too easy to make disappear. Though Pen and Suo were certainly not. Pen also wondered if Tebbi would think of betraying this news for some payment, though he doubted the boy would know who to approach. Which would also bring him to the attention of a dangerous group of panicked people who did not presently know he existed, and could just as soon lead to the first result. Either way, it was best to keep him close for the moment.

Pen toweled his torso dry and turned the washstand over to Thurn. Switching to Adriac for Tebbi’s sake, he said to Suo, “Tebbi must stay here for the night. Add him to your charge. Get one of the house servants to bring him a floor pallet, or whatever bedding is readily available.”

Thurn raised his brows at this addition, but did not object. Aloud.

Well fed, Tebbi was no longer so tied to Pen. “But I want to go home!”

“Is there anyone there who would miss you?”

“…No.”

“Where do you normally lodge?”

“I can usually find a cubby, till someone finds me and turns me out. Got a nice one right now on the roof of—” he hesitated. “Someplace.”

“There will be a very fine breakfast here in the morning,” Pen noted, as a more positive inducement. Should he go on? Des, opinion?

Yes. We should see how he reacts.

“Meanwhile, this is about the safest place you can be. Our targets have already murdered once to keep their secrets. I don’t want to tempt them to twice.”

“Oh…” said Tebbi, a little blankly. Streetwise the lad might be, but the arcane doings of curiae were evidently above his mental horizon. “Um, learned sir…”

An unusual outbreak of politeness. While he fished his best tunic out of the wardrobe shared with Thurn’s uniforms, Pen gave him a nod of encouragement over his shoulder.

“What did you mean, back in the court today, when you said something about a tumor, that made everybody shut up?” Tebbi’s brows drew down. “What is a tumor, anyway?”

“A growth inside the body that shouldn’t be there. Some don’t do anything much. Others spread and kill. Unfortunately, your fruit-stand friend has one of the bad kind, in his gut.”

“He’s not my friend…” Tebbi hesitated. “You mean he’s going to die?” To his credit, he did not appear pleased. “Can anybody get one?” He glanced down at his own belly.

“Yes, but they’re more common in the old than the young. You don’t have any,” Pen correctly identified the boy’s chief new concern. “There was only one death sentence handed down in that court today, and it wasn’t to you. He’ll not live six months more, I estimate. When I told him to look to his soul and not his purse, I was… deathly serious.”

Pen sat down on the chair, and quickly combed out and started rebraiding his pale hair, using the blue silk ribbon that was a silent salute to his princess’s goddess. Also, Des liked it.

“Do people really go to the gods when they die, like the funeral animals say?”

“Yes. The second sight my demon gifts to me allows me to see it directly. It’s a deeply daunting thing to witness. It changes the way you look at the world, and at people.” He hesitated, went on: “Still more to meet a god face-to-face. That changes you forever.”

“Have you ever?”

“Yes. Three times so far. Once more for certain, as the Son of Autumn once told my shaman friend Inglis.”

Thurn, Suo, and Tebbi all gave Pen long stares at this. “Well, that explains a few things,” muttered Thurn.

As Thurn exited to knock on Llewen’s chamber door and report themselves ready for their next duty, Pen paused. With no time for food since breakfast, Pen was actually looking forward to this evening’s culinary excess. And whatever else the banquet might bring him. Still, one more word might be wise.

He turned back to Tebbi. “Should you have the extreme bad judgment to refuse the Daughter’s good hospitality and hare off, be aware that my demon can find you wherever you go.”

Maybe, said Des, but it would be an enormous pain right now.

Shh.

Tebbi grew wide-eyed, so this caution likely had taken. Pen added to Suo, “And teach the lad how to wash up, before he occupies the chapterhouse’s bedding tonight.”

“I know how to wash!” Tebbi said indignantly.

“I’m delighted to hear it. Demonstrate your expertise to Suo, later.” Suo looked amused rather than put-upon at this new duty, good.

Pen tapped his lips twice with the back of his thumb, for luck and farewell, and followed Thurn.
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The banquet that night in the archdivine of Occo’s mansion was an abbreviated repeat of the welcoming feast. The large throng made an accurate headcount difficult, but Pen had the distinct impression that gray robes from the Occo chancery were in short supply. Hunkering down, colluding in secret conference, locating fast horses for flight to some border? All of the foregoing? Consua’s fate seemed a compelling hint that they were not necessarily unified.

So far from anyone approaching him, Pen was noticeably avoided by their host’s people, though he did get friendly greetings from the Saonese delegation, happy to have someone to talk with in their own tongue. Questions about Consua he fended off with vague references to the magistrate’s office knowing more than he did. Which they might, at this point. He didn’t think Constable Dena was tolerating much delay. He bore some penetrating looks from Sassu, up on the end of his dais, and was highly tempted to speak with him more about today’s ploy with his old forgery, but it seemed premature. And in any case Llewen was better positioned to tell him whatever she thought he ought to know. She did not appear to be doing so.

By the time he, Llewen, and Thurn made their way back across the lantern-dim plaza, Pen was jittering.

They gathered again with Herisan and his clerk in Llewen’s chamber—Thurn retrieved a couple of extra chairs from Herisan’s room. Llewen and Pen crowded close on seats around the little table by the window on which Herisan laid out the ledgers.

The palace accountant fingered them, drawing breath for his report.

“As nearly as I can make out, this is a set of records from the last three years of monies changing hands through the Occo comptroller’s office. It’s my belief that they are a shadow-set of illegitimate transactions. Embezzlement almost certainly.”

“Whyever would someone stealing money from the Temple keep meticulous records of it?” said Pen. “It seems absurd. Better to pocket it without a trace!”

He and Herisan exchanged looks of mutual incomprehension.

“Of course they must,” said Herisan, “if it’s being divided, or it’s meant to be cleverly hidden, or if the sources are complex. Which these are.” He tapped the page open in front of him. “Full proof is going to require a proper audit of the whole chancery.”

“Hmph,” said Llewen. “And of course the first thing that should happen, when a Temple changes overlords, is a thorough audit of the prior records. If the incoming prelate is competent, which Sassu is. Which suggests a second and more personally pressing motivation for all the foot-dragging in this transfer.”

“Not just surly loyalty to the previous dukedom?” asked Pen. “Leaving aside the murder, I could imagine some Occo townsfolk feeling it was a duty to deny all they could to Adria.”

“It would be an interesting defense,” said Herisan, “except that these records go back too far. This scheme was ongoing when Carpagamo ruled.”

“Then the archdivine of Carpagamo himself can’t be part of it, since he was being robbed-from.” Pen pursed his lips. “So… how far up through the Occo Temple does this rot extend?”

“To the comptroller, certainly,” said Herisan. “To the chancellor, possibly. To the archdivine… unknown. How many under the comptroller are complicit will be a thorny problem for someone to sort out. Not us, I hope.”

“So had Consua lately discovered the thefts, and was trying to report them,” Pen wondered, “or had she long been party to it, and had repented?”

“A close study of the handwriting might give some clues there,” said Herisan. “Not something my eyes are up to tonight, I’m afraid.” He stifled a yawn in the room’s dim candle-glow.

“Repenting in the face of the whole scheme collapsing, perhaps,” said Llewen, less charitably. “Or a unilateral attempt to save herself by betraying her colleagues.”

“The actions of the funeral animals would seem to say otherwise,” Pen pointed out diffidently. “I don’t think the Father of Winter would have taken her soul up had her heart not been sincere in its remorse.” Died trying had to count for something.

Her gaze sharpened. “Did He? No tampering with the animals?”

“Des and I observed His hand directly.” If briefly. More would have been overwhelming.

“Ah.” Llewen made a conceding head-tilt. “I do wonder why she was trying to bring her evidence to me and not the archdivine of Carpagamo, or even to Sassu.”

“If she was in on it, Carpagamo would be no refuge for her. She didn’t know Sassu. Maybe you seemed the safest haven,” Pen speculated. “A neutral port in the coming storm, so to speak.”

“The storm’s going to be breaking soon. Occo makes its presentation to the adjudicators tomorrow. I wonder if I should place this first on the agenda”—Llewen’s spread hand fell on the volume in a claiming gesture—“or last?”

Pen sat back. “They know they don’t have these ledgers. They can’t yet know we have them, I don’t think, or that we’ve managed to read their import. I want to speak to Constable Dena first thing tomorrow morning—she and her magistrate need to know about them, since they’ll give basis for actual arrests. We’ll be obliged to hand them on shortly.”

“Yes, that’s a traditionally tricky clash of legal jurisdictions, Temple and Town,” said Llewen. “I imagine your Magistrate Moglian will want all the support he can amass.”

“But will he be doing it in conflict with Carpagamo’s Temple, or with Adria’s? Or in alliance with either? Will that make any difference?”

“That is actually what my panel’s ruling will decide,” said Llewen. “I wonder which will generate the optimum outcome? Not for this pack of inky murdering thieves, needless to say.”

“And sacrilegious, don’t leave out that,” Pen said.

“Theft and murder among folk sworn to the god of justice Himself? Sacrilegious indeed.” Llewen puffed agreement, tapping her forehead for a Daughter’s blessing upon them all. Pen tapped his lips in echo, for all that his god’s blessing was more ambiguous. And so, in this moment, apropos?

Their midnight meeting disbanded on that note. Thurn set up a watch rota with Suo, to guard the princess through the night. This did the dual duty of also secretly guarding the ledgers she’d kept by her. They retired to their own chamber too quietly to wake Tebbi, asleep on the floor in a nest of blankets at the foot of Pen’s cot. Another problem Pen was going to have to find some way to deal with.

Tomorrow, said Des firmly. This day and you are both spent.

Pen couldn’t stay awake long enough to argue.
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Pen, Suo, and Tebbi breakfasted at dawn in a corner of the busy chapterhouse kitchen. On their way out, they crossed Llewen in the entryway, coming down with Captain Thurn at her shoulder for the more formal meal in the refectory.

“Ah, Pen and Des, good.” She beckoned them over, lowering her voice as Pen drew near. “Going to see your magistrate?”

“Yes, Your Grace.”

“I plan to turn your ledgers over to him at the end of this afternoon’s hearing. Make sure he’s there to receive them. I’m going to let the Occo people present their pleas as they expect to do this morning. I’ll be having a closed session with my fellow adjudicators at lunch, to apprise them of this new information—I hope Herisan will have made more headway by then. Be back in time for it. I’ll want you to report to them all that you’ve witnessed of this mess so far, and whatever you discover this morning.”

“I’ll see what we can do, Your Grace.”

“I look forward to it.” She tapped him on the cheek and passed on.

“Stick to him, Suo,” Thurn added, following her.

“Yes, sir. Wouldn’t miss it.”

Tebbi looked puzzled by all the Wealdean passing over his head, in all senses, but was too full to take much alarm. It seeming hopeless to protest that it wasn’t his magistrate, nor his ledgers, Pen led out.

It had rained late last night, and the cobbled streets were still wet, if slightly cleaner. The warming air hung close and humid in the cloud-veiled light. Pen followed the now-familiar route winding past the orphanage, the boarding house, and the Arbor Street temple to the magistrate’s building. They entered to find the magistrate, not yet dressed in his robes of office, standing in his courtyard talking to Dena, Ragno, and one other burly constable, all kitted out for riding.

“Oh, good,” said Dena, spying him. “Learned, you’ll want to hear this.”

“I have critical news as well.”

“Eh?” said Moglian. He eyed Tebbi. “And what’s the boy done now?”

“Nothing, sir,” Pen assured him, also reassuring his new tailpiece with a friendly pat to his shoulder, not especially appreciated judging by the flinch. “I’m keeping him by me for a few tasks.”

“Oh? Keep track of your purse, then.” He waved to his two men. “Go fetch the horses. Dena, stay.”

Pen, Suo, and the chary Tebbi followed Moglian to the benches under the gallery.

Dena seemed quite bright-eyed for this hour of the morning. She sat, clapping her hands together between her trousered knees. “I think—I hope—we’ll break open the comptroller’s tight little conspiracy today.”

“Oh? Did Ragno manage to trace the snake?”

She shook her head. “Unfortunately not through the bailiffs. The scent came from the boardinghouse end, when I finally sat down and went through it all again. Process of elimination. A woman clerk from the comptroller’s office, Dedicat Fernelle, went off to her home in an outlying hill village, the morning after I first questioned her along with the rest of the residents. Sick sister was the story. Leaving me a blank harder to break than any stammered alibi.

“Erme, Lasano, and Bogano were right when they claimed that no man could have visited the boardinghouse unobserved, and that their own whereabouts were fully witnessed all that day and evening. I spent too long working that out. But Fernelle was too lowly to have been invited to attend the welcoming banquet. No one much noticed her at all, whether absent or present.”

“Seems promising,” Pen conceded. “Meanwhile, yesterday I managed to find the secret documents that Consua had actually hidden, and in a most unlikely place.”

Dena gave a pleased gasp; Moglian grunted and sat up straighter.

Briefly, Pen recounted his profitable trip to the orphanage, and Master Herisan’s preliminary midnight analysis of the ledgers’ meaning. Both Moglian and Dena had the most predatory expressions on their faces when he finished.

“Because of how all this impinges on the matters of the conclave, the princess-archdivine is keeping the ledgers by her today to present to her fellow adjudicators. She would however like to give them to you today at the end of this afternoon’s hearing.” Pen held up a hand at Moglian’s beginning objection to this delay. “The town Temple presenting its claims today is Occo. It’s possible we may be able to stir up something useful to you as well.”

“As soon as they know those ledgers exist, they’ll try to seize them back,” said Moglian. “And probably destroy them, if they have their wits about them at all. These conclave sessions of yours are taking place right in the Occo chancery itself, are they not? That seems meeting the enemy on their own ground.”

“I expect three sworn senior adjudicators and their staffs will be able to hold onto them for you. There’s also the open question of just which archdivineship is going to possess Occo by the end of the day.” He added after a moment, “And I’ll be there by Her Grace’s side.”

“Hm.” Moglian sat back, eyeing him in what speculation Pen couldn’t guess. “It must do, I suppose.”

The other constables arrived back then with the horses. Moglian trudged up the gallery stairs at a call from, probably, his wife—at any rate, a graying middle-aged lady who matched him in sternness and stoutness, leaning over the wooden railing—to come eat while he could, and his robes were ready!

Pen and his hangers-on followed Dena out into the street, where a small cluster of variously agitated townspeople were already waiting by the bell, restrained by the door guard.

Pen obligingly gave Dena a leg up onto her horse. “Good hunting,” he wished her, with a double tap of his thumb to his lips by way of blessing upon her endeavor.

“I hope so,” she sighed. “Assuming this woman Fernelle hasn’t yet mustered the mother-wit to flee the duchy. If she’s relying on the rest of that comptroller’s crew to protect her secret, she’s leaning on a very thin reed.”

“You might point that out to her, when you catch her up.”

“Oh, I intend to.” She reined her horse around and led her clopping cavalcade off.

[image: ]





Suo—good-looking, polite, with an exotic accent, and a lay dedicat of their Order—had quickly made himself popular with the women of the Daughter’s chapterhouse kitchen. Pen delegated to him the task of placing Tebbi there, on the promise the boy would do scullery chores, and making sure Tebbi knew he would earn a few coins by his diligence. Pen hoped this, and the attractions of the food, would keep him safe there for the day.

He and Suo then made their way back across the plaza to the chancery, where Pen found the morning session well along. He slid into his place by Llewen’s side, displacing the clerk she’d borrowed from the Saonese archdivine, who gladly returned to her own party.

The Occo Temple chancellor was presenting his arguments under the anxious eye of his archdivine. At the moment he was reciting a lot of dreary details of Temple property robbed or damaged by the Adriac ducal troops the prior year. Most of it in Occo’s hinterland—the town council had changed its mind about resistance when the army had encircled their walls, and surrendered in time to avoid the horrors of siege and assault. The hinterland, Pen gathered, had not been best pleased with this belated prudence by their betters. Sassu himself had today joined his Lodi delegation to bear witness, and was listening without much expression.

Even Des’s demon sight didn’t reveal to Pen if either the archdivine of Occo or his chancellor were involved in the embezzlement and murder, only that neither were happy. More unhappy were the comptroller Erme and his chief lieutenant Lasano, helping hold down the complainants table facing the threefold judges’ panel. Their glances back at Penric were wary in the extreme. Of Bogano there was no sign.

After the requisite quill-scratchings and exchange of documents, the session broke for lunch.

In the chancery refectory given over to the judges and their staffs, Llewen allowed the food to be distributed. Upon the arrival of Thurn, Herisan, his clerk, and a cloth-wrapped package, she ordered the servants excluded and the doors closed. Guardsmen from Saone and Orbas were placed outside to make sure they stayed that way.

Llewen rose; the room quieted, apart from some munching.

“The unfortunate recent murder of the Occo chancery accountant Learned Consua has developed aspects that impinge directly on the business of this conclave. As my court sorcerer Learned Lord Penric has been instrumental in uncovering them, I’ll let him give his witness of the affair, after which we will discuss. Penric, please.” She sat down.

Pen gulped and stood up. Come now, it’s no worse than your oral examinations, Des encouraged him.

Beginning with Consua’s approach to him at the opening banquet, Pen summarized his inquiries and observations of the past several days, trying to stick to plain facts, and noting his speculations as such. Though a little of his outrage at the whole greedy, cruel, pointless, and sacrilegious episode doubtless leaked through.

Not to mention, Des mused, all our years of having to listen to those upright folk from the Father’s Order disdain the Bastard’s Order for our service to a most disordered god. Is this outrage, or is it glee?

I’ll leave the glee to you. Pen gritted his teeth and forged on. He finished, “Constable Dena is riding out of Occo today to arrest a suspect and witness that she thinks will greatly advance her inquiries, but I don’t yet know how that’s going to go. Magistrate Moglian has undertaken to come to the afternoon session to collect the ledgers, which are a necessary part of his evidence.”

Which should liven things up quite a bit, Des observed.

So I hope. Now hush. “The adjudicators should take this chance to examine them, and extract whatever you need to know from them for your upcoming decisions.”

Pen, thankfully, sat down; Herisan stood up, and repeated his own findings. They were not in essence different from last night’s, though he’d spotted a number of corroborating details, most of them only of interest to other accountants. Named names had been scant, mainly deduced through initialed checkings-off, but he’d managed to extract a few.

The three judging archdivines then put their heads together to plot their afternoon’s strategies. In between helping clarify translations, Pen seized the chance to bolt some food, which he barely tasted.

At length, the adjudicators concluded, the doors were unlocked, and the whole mob of them filed out. Penric placed himself firmly at Llewen’s left hand. This was one session that he absolutely didn’t want to miss.
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At the start of the afternoon, Llewen told the Occan Temple chancellor, “I would like all of the senior members of your comptroller’s office to be present for this part of the hearings.”

There followed a short delay while a page went to fetch those named who weren’t there already, a man and a woman acolyte, both bookkeepers. They looked bewildered and nervous to be fetched out of their tasks for this.

Pen leaned forward and said, “I don’t see Acolyte Bogano. Is he absent from work today?”

Erme and Lasano exchanged a look. Erme came up with, “Yes, he’s out on a family matter.”

“Is his family here in town?” Pen asked.

“Uh, yes,” said Erme.

“Good.” Pen sat back.

Think he’s run away all on his own? said Des. Because those two were guessing, just now. And sweating.

I hope they sweat buckets.

Pen lifted his quill in readiness, and Llewen gestured Erme, scheduled to take up his chancellor’s delivery where they’d left off before lunch. The man had notes, or Pen thought he wouldn’t have been able to remember his place.

No, that’s just us, said Des. Five gods but these people are long-winded.

Comptroller Erme stood and continued with the list of complaints, now back to boundary adjustments and their defects, in even more excruciating accounting detail. A great deal of what had seemed weirdly inconsistent about the Occo chancery’s whole stance through this, Pen decided, was clarified by realizing what crimes they’d been trying to conceal. If Consua’s death had actually passed as an apoplexy, could they have succeeded?

They had no alternate plan for that failure, it seems clear, Des observed. Had their craft given them the idea that there can only be one right answer?

Possibly, Pen returned. But I will say, if I ever plot a crime, I’m not going to consult a committee. After a moment’s reflection, he amended this to, Except for you all, I suppose.

At least you would be better advised than this sorry crew.

Erme came to the end of his list and turned to his supervisor, the Occan chancellor. “That concludes the report from my department. May we be excused now?”

“Not quite,” said Llewen, before the chancellor could answer. “There is one more member of your department who has something to say.”

At Llewen’s gesture, Pen retrieved the rewrapped stack of ledgers from the floor by her skirts, setting them on the table at her right hand. It was revealing to note which of the crew were riveted by this—their number included the chancellor, but not the witnessing archdivine. Llewen did not at once have Pen unwrap them. Which was a little cruel. Pen approved.

He took up a stance at her shoulder as Llewen laid a fine-boned hand atop the package. “As some of you know, the evening before her death Learned Consua approached my secretary wanting to confide something to me. She did not keep her morning appointment to do so. I commissioned Learned Lord Penric to discover it. While a sorcerer can sometimes make the lingering dead speak”—oh, an interesting flinch ran through the comptroller’s crew at that reminder of Pen’s powers—“Consua’s soul had already been taken up by her god. Shrewd footwork had to substitute. Fortunately, Penric’s sufficed.”

With a nice sense of theater, Llewen undid the cloth and let it fall, revealing the stack of ledgers. Pen took a moment to share Des’s enjoyment of the utter dismay seizing Erme, Lasano, and a couple of the others present.

“Where did you find those?” Lasano began angrily. “Those belong to us!” Erme gripped his shoulder hard to silence him.

“I am happy to hear you say that,” said Llewen. “Although internal evidence has already confirmed their source.”

“Many ledgers look alike,” said Erme, with a distancing flutter of his hand. “Only the closest examination could prove ownership. And then there is the question of forgery. The late Learned Consua would certainly have had that skill.”

Oh, he’s quick, said Des, sounding rather approving.

“Close examination, happily, I was able to supply.” Llewen gestured Penric to sit, and Herisan to stand. “Master Herisan, please repeat your analysis for those newly present here.”

Herisan licked his lips and began a recap of the presentation, in his accented but clear Adriac, that he’d just given privately to the trio of adjudicators. Shortly into this, the senior Carpagamon deputy asked for a pause while he sent a page to fetch his own archdivine. While they waited, a couple of delegates from both sides of the room, including the Adriac accountant Pen had met the morning of his interview with Sassu, took the chance to come up and look through the ledgers more nearly.

Sassu himself watched from his chair on the right-hand side of the room with half-closed eyes, which looked anything but sleepy. The chancery crew, reseated directly across from the panel, had gone silent and sick-looking. The chancellor and Erme exchanged some very low whispers, furious and muffled.

The Carpagamon archdivine hurried in then, still adjusting his robes, and was given a hastily vacated chair on the left side of the room. His head bent together with that of the Occan archdivine, giving some quick and apparently rather scrambled summary, curtailed when Herisan resumed his report.

When Herisan sat, the Carpagamon archdivine spoke up. Although the listening ducal delegates were not supposed to intervene at this stage, that being saved for the summing-up at the end of all five towns’ presentations, Llewen did not enforce the rule, perhaps because this entire part of the hearing had veered so very far off the path anyway. He said, “Please explain to me where and how these ledgers were found.”

A reasonable request for those who’d come in late, in several senses. Llewen nodded permission and gestured to Penric.

Wildly grateful for his recent chance to practice, Pen stood and repeated the account he’d just made to the adjudicators, shorn of extraneous details like Tebbi and all of Pen’s false casts and speculations. It made a bald but, Pen fancied, more forceful tale.

When he’d finished, he sat down with relief. I am so glad, he confided to Des, that I never had a calling to the Father of Winter’s work. I am entirely unsuited to all this immoral accountancy.

I share your pain, Des murmured back. Accurately.

The chancellor tried to argue that as the ledgers were Occan Temple property, they should be surrendered to him at once. Erme again tried to slander them as possible forgeries. Lasano attempted to excuse himself to visit the garderobe, which Llewen allowed, but sent Captain Thurn with him as escort “Lest you become unaccountably lost on your way back.” Lasano swallowed fear-fueled rage, but went. And returned in due course. On the left side of the rooms, the archdivine of Occo and his superior the archdivine of Carpagamo carried on an undervoiced argument that seemed to put the Occo templeman into even more disarray.

Listening to Erme squirm, Pen reflected on the man’s smooth, hypocritical speech at Consua’s bier and allowed his anger to burn, hot coals under cool, disguising ashes. Des basked in the heat.

A chancery page entered, and cautiously tapped Pen on the shoulder. “Learned sir? There are some townspeople at the door demanding entry. When the door guard told them the chancery was sealed for the conclave, they asked for you.”

Moglian at last? Llewen gave him a nod of permission, saying, “See to it, Pen.” Led by the page, Pen threaded the short corridors to the entry hall.

Standing in the plaza beyond the step was Magistrate Moglian, his robe of office flung on over his town garb. Backing him up behind was a large cadre of constables—more than his neighborhood court could support, so presumably borrowed for this occasion from his neighbor-judges. Pen imagined them swapping men back and forth at need like housewives trading eggs. Far too many to guard a stack of ledgers, however incendiary; had Moglian come prepared for a mass arrest this very afternoon?

To Pen’s hot satisfaction, standing with him were Constables Dena and Ragno, their burly compatriot of the dawn, and, between them with her hands manacled in front of her, a new woman. Thin, dark-haired, maybe in her late twenties; she wore clothes suited to a well-off countrywoman: skirt, blouse, a buttoned vest, short boots. Pen did not mistake her for a countrywoman.

As cruel murderers went, Acolyte Fernelle did not exactly look the part. Angry and frightened, to be sure. Ready to confess and accuse? That would explain the preparations.

More to Pen’s surprise, between two other constables stood Acolyte Bogano, dressed for riding. He looked much the worse for wear, his tunic torn, a deep bruise up one side of his face, hair in a tangle, standing more hunched than usual. A third constable stood behind with some heavy saddlebags slung over his shoulder.

“You made excellent time, Constable Dena,” Pen told her with grim pleasure.

“We arrived back just as the magistrate was starting out,” said Dena. “With what we brought, we had to rearrange some things”—she tilted her head toward their armed followers—“but Acolyte Fernelle had quite a lot to say.”

Pen gestured to Bogano. “And where did you find this gentleman? He was much missed at this morning’s session.”

“I’d imagine so,” said Moglian. “My men caught him at the east gate, about to leave town with scant belongings, but two large sacks of coin.” The constable holding the saddlebags jiggled them by way of illustration, grinning. “Just exactly who these coins belong to, I expect will set off some debate in your council.”

“It is my own money, and I am falsely arrested!” Bogano tried. It came out a little muffled through his bruised mouth.

Stole it fair and square, eh? Des quipped.

“Fernelle lies!”

“Well, one of you does,” said the magistrate dryly, weary experience coloring his tone.

“I gauge my conclave is now ready for the testimony of these witnesses,” said Pen. And, likely, their furious spates of accusations and counteraccusations. He gave Moglian a sincere tally blessing, if one reduced to a quick checkmark over his torso, for bringing them both along to do so much work for him. “I’ll take you into the hearings chamber, sir, where we have the ledgers and most of the people you are going to want to see. The space is already crowded, so I suggest you leave the bulk of your men here to guard the door. Except”—Pen remembered Lasano’s aborted attempt to remove himself—“best spare a few for the other doors. Detain any chancery members trying to leave, though you can let the servants and other templefolk pass freely.”

These arrangements made, the magistrate, the three constables hauling Bogano and his bags, and Dena and Ragno with their prisoner marched between them, all followed Pen within. The effect of their entry to the conference chamber through double doors pulled wide had all the drama Des’s demon heart could wish, Pen thought.

And yours too, I daresay, said Des.

Oh, yes.

Upon recognizing Fernelle, a horrified stir ran through all the comptroller’s crew seated across from the adjudicators. The formerly most-controlled Erme actually lurched from his chair, and had to scramble to reseat himself. Lasano grimaced, his hands clenching on his knees. Their chancellor regarded them all with the utmost exasperation on his face, melting into a rigid sort of despair as his gaze swung to Fernelle. None, it seemed, were counting on her to lie to defend them.

Pen thought this belief well-placed. Fernelle’s glare swept her assembled colleagues like a woman with a blazing torch assailing wild beasts. No wonder they had rushed her out of town. Out of the duchy would have been an even better plan, but perhaps there had not yet been time.

Their scowls at Bogano were less surprised. Their scowls at his saddlebags were more infuriated. Speaking of rushing out of town.

Moglian twitched his black robes straighter and turned to the empaneled trio of judges, bowing. “With your permissions, Your Graces, I will declare this a preliminary inquest, to determine what persons connected with the murder of Learned Consua will be brought to trial in my court.”

Llewen, Celliara, and Olov bent their heads together for a brief consultation, mainly to be sure what Moglian had just said was equally understood by all. A certain question of Temple jurisdiction was cut through by Llewen pointing out that she, as senior templewoman present, was actually giving the permission here. That settled, she gave Moglian her best regal nod, and said, “Continue, Magistrate.”

“Acolyte Fernelle has already confessed to me that it was she who put the venomous snake into Learned Consua’s chamber pot,” Moglian began.

Confessions normally simplified and sped murder trials, but Pen suspected this one was going to be an exception.

“She wasn’t supposed to die,” wailed Fernelle. “Teran the miller was bitten by an asp, and he was only sick for a week.”

Pen considered the size of a large young man compared with a small aging woman, and the necessary adjustments of tricky medications such differences entailed. The death is in the dose, as the old apothecary’s saying went. Fernelle had apparently never heard it, for her protest was soul-sincere. He might be the only one present able to perceive that, as a truly murderous woman would no doubt be saying the same things.

“Bogano said it would only frighten her to silence.” Her shaking finger swung to point at her fellow acolyte. “Or anyway sicken her until other persuasions were made. All those years, and now she decides to grow virtuous, rushing for absolution at all our expenses!” She panted for breath and wrath.

“I did not!” Bogano cried. “She’s making all this up!”

“If I may ask,” Pen began.

Moglian’s glance flicked his way; after a moment’s contemplation perhaps of all that Pen had brought him thus far, appreciated or not, he said, “You may, Learned.”

Pen addressed Fernelle. “Where did you get the snake?”

“Bogano brought it in from the country,” said Fernelle, voice gone truculent. “In a leather bag. He said he’d caught it himself.”

“Why did you decide to plant it in her chamber pot?”

“It would never have stayed in her bed, which was Bogano’s stupid idea. It kept writhing around. I actually put it in my own pot, to keep it till she went out to the dinner. Then I realized I wouldn’t have to touch the vile thing again if I just switched pots.”

“And how did you get into Consua’s locked room?”

“Oh, that was easy enough.” Fernelle actually shrugged. “She’d given me her spare key to keep two years ago, in case she ever lost hers and was locked out, and couldn’t find the housemother. She never asked for it since—I don’t even know if she remembered.”

And so all Pen’s maddening puzzles fell out so very simply—when seen from Fernelle’s end. He set his teeth, reminded of how sometimes one last impromptu question made all the difference in diagnosing a baffling patient.

“Who came up with the idea of using the snake?”

“I told Bogano about Teran the miller. He thought it was a perfect weapon, needing no man’s hand upon it, and he knew just where to catch one. He persuaded me to set it in Consua’s chamber in a way that would make it sure to bite her, because if I didn’t, we were all of us set to lose our right hands to the executioner’s ax.”

“Did only you and Bogano discuss this plan?”

“I know he went to consult with Erme and Lasano. I don’t know what they said to each other. But it was all done in a hurry, because Consua had to be stopped.” She shot a bitter glare at the named men. “And now, instead, we’ll all hang.”

Erme cried at once, “Acolyte Bogano never said a word of this to us!”

Red-faced, Bogano took a breath, clearly torn between wanting these two men to fall with him, and the realization that to accuse them would convict himself with them. He half-bent, shaking with this dilemma, his breath remerging as wordless huffs of rage.

Pen, remembering all the man’s endless lies, wished him well of writhing on this sharp-tined fork. And his colleagues along with him.

The magistrate’s lips drew back on his teeth in not-a-smile. “We will certainly be asking him more about that.” Not what the agitated Erme wanted to hear, for he hunched, briefly—Pen expected it would be briefly—silenced.

Llewen put in, “Magistrate Moglian, I suggest you take the comptroller and all his department into your custody for your ongoing investigations. Further complications of your case are not ours to settle. You may remove them from this conclave now, and take these ledgers along for evidence. Keep them safe, for they’ll be required for the archdivine’s coming audit.” She did not say which archdivine. She added after a moment, “It will probably save you steps to take the chancellor as well. The Occo Temple will just have to find a substitute for his tasks in finishing this conclave.”

The chancellor looked as if he didn’t know whether to protest, or be grateful for the escape from all the irate eyes upon him.

“Shall I assist the magistrate?” Pen asked her in an undervoice.

“It might be well, yes.”

Pen was just about to push back his chair, when Lasano, who had been growing increasingly frantic and enraged, jumped to his feet, yanked out his belt knife—normally used for cutting bread and meat at dinner, but people were meat, too—and rushed at the manacled Fernelle.

“You doghearted baggage! You’re going to kill us all!”

Fernelle might have been able to fend off the knife with her iron chains, which she raised in front of her. Instead Desdemona stopped the assault short with a bolus of chaos shot into Lasano’s fists. More elaborate magics, such as Pen’s favorite, heating the knife hilt to branding temperature, were not required. The knife clattered to the floor. Lasano bent over his spasming hands, bellowing in pain and bewilderment.

Llewen blinked. “Ah. Thank you, Desdemona.”

“You are entirely welcome, Your Grace,” Penric’s demon replied. She had well-earned her smugness. Pen did not object.

The room had erupted into utter cacophony. It took half the turning of a glass for Moglian to call in his constables and round up the entire comptroller’s department to march from the chancery and on toward whatever the town of Occo used for a lockup. Pen saw them all out the door. He won at least as many frightened glances as the armed constables.

Truly, Pen thought, contemplating the receding mob of chaos, its angry voices fading with the distance, the Bastard has blessed this council. He tapped the back of his thumb twice to his lips by way of a prayer of gratitude.

It only lacks something on fire, agreed Des, delighted. Well done, dear Penric.
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The afternoon session limped to its conclusion. Llewen muttered to Penric that she wished she could deliver the judgment right now, and ride for home tomorrow morning, but they were obliged to keep the original schedule. For one thing, all five towns’ templefolk plus their overlords from Carpagamo and Adria needed to be present, and for another, the only space that would hold the whole crowd was the banqueting hall in the Occo archdivine’s mansion. Pen wondered if the man would still be archdivine by that day’s end.

He expected the Occo prelate was wondering the same thing. Whether blindsided by his chancery’s peculation, as Des guessed, or party to it, which the coming audit must reveal, Pen doubted either dukedom would welcome him to stay on. By the sickly look on his face, as everyone gathered up their belongings to depart this chamber for the last time, the Occo man didn’t think so either.

Pen took a moment to be profoundly thankful to whatever gods cared that he would not have to stay for the murder trial. Moglian would be the one who’d have to gather up all the required documentation, testimonies, and evidences, and listen to all the talk and talk and talk the accused would doubtless present in their own defenses. Except for Consua, Pen supposed, silenced again. At least Moglian’s physician would be as able as Pen to speak to the validity of Fernelle’s cries about the expected lethality of snakebites, when the subject came up for the final rulings. Whether Fernelle was a murderess or just a clever fool, the court and the gods, not Pen, would be the arbiters of her fate.
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The dinner that evening was at the mansion hosting the archdivine of Orbas. The guest list was curtailed to just the adjudicators and their key staff, that they might use the time to settle details of tomorrow’s ruling. Pen, as usual, was deployed as Llewen’s majordomo, scribe, and clarifier-of-translations. So far from being annoyed at the disruptions Pen had brought to their councils, the other judges seemed pleased with him, Orbas’s chief clerk Stobrek even going so far as to thank him outright. Pen wasn’t sure if it was for his work, or for the entertainment he’d inadvertently supplied.

Back at the Daughter’s Order, Suo followed their party upstairs. Thurn saw the princess-archdivine safely into the hands of her maid, and Pen warranted her chamber free of venomous wildlife or any other inserted hazards. In their own room, Pen again discovered Tebbi in his blanket-nest at the foot of Pen’s cot.

Pen had almost forgotten the orphan in the press of today’s events. The boy sat up and rubbed his eyes in the dim light of Thurn’s candle in its glass vase. From across the room, Pen waved his hand and lit the brace of candles on the washstand, which made the boy jump and stare, and which Thurn and Suo, used to him, ignored.

“I expect I need to do something about him, too,” Pen groaned in Wealdean.

“About that,” said Suo, regarding the boy with amusement. “I may have an idea or two, if I could beg leave to spend tomorrow exploring them.” He looked at Thurn, who looked to Pen.

Suo had probably spent more time with the boy than any of them. Had he come upstairs just to check on him? “Please do,” said Pen in gratitude. Thurn waved vague assent.

Suo switched to his heavily accented Adriac to ask Tebbi, “So how was your time in the kitchens today?”

Tebbi shrugged. “It was all right.” His voice grew cheerier. “The ladies fed me a lot.”

Yes, the lad was probably more used to being pelted with stones by strangers than with food. At least whatever scrubbing he’d been put to had left his hands clean.

“Good. I’ll find you there tomorrow,” Suo told him, a promise that made Tebbi blink, but not make to bolt, so it was likely all right.

They all turned in, Pen and Thurn to their cots, Suo to his first stand on the watch rota, because despite today’s arrests, Thurn was still suspicious of Occo in general. Pen had to grant, it had proved a knottier town than he’d expected, a week ago.
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The banquet hall of the archdivine of Occo was somewhat rearranged for the final hearing the next morning. Only the three judges were empaneled on the higher dais, their chief assistants along the lower. This gave Pen, seated centrally below his princess, a fine view of the seven contesting archdivines lined up behind a long table facing the adjudicators. The depressed-looking Occo prelate, not yet replaced, occupied the central seat; as before, Adria and Carpagamo held down opposite ends.

Llewen moved the rulings along briskly by assigning many of the details to written memoranda, which a bevy of scribes had been up all night copying out. These were distributed to their recipients, or maybe Pen should think of them as targets, as each town’s issues were brought up.

The four lesser towns, which Llewen disposed of first, were all reasonably happy with their rulings, all of them getting most of what they’d asked for. The judges’ joint bookkeepers had indeed been able to bring the totals to exactly equal sums to be billed to the respective ducal archdivines, which left them with nothing to complain about. Or that they dared complain about. By the brief grin stretching his seamed lips, at least Sassu appreciated the spear-pointed irony.

“This brings us to the Temple of Occo,” Llewen went on, “which over the course of this conclave has been revealed to be in the most extraordinary shambles. Given the corrupted accounting of its chancery, it is presently not possible to justly value any of its demands. We the adjudicators therefore set its value at null, and award the Temple of Occo in its entirety, and all its problems, to the Temple of Adria. We pray that they may restore a proper and more holy order there.”

Sassu vented a snort, not in gratitude. The archdivine of Carpagamo rubbed his face in exasperation, no doubt balancing the loss of future revenues with the cost of present reforms, and finding the balance as hard to calculate as the adjudicators had. But—and Pen could almost see him brightening—cleaning up Occo wasn’t going to be his problem now, was it?

“This concludes the rulings of we oath-sworn adjudicators, and of this conclave.” Llewen leaned forward for emphasis. “I will remind all present of our prior agreement that we will not be taking appeals.”

Llewen then led a concluding prayer, with a special blessing for the soul of the late Learned Consua, and the five-voiced choir reappeared for a reprise of hymns.

Llewen had managed to time her finale—deliberately?—quite late for lunch, so she had the stomachs, if not the minds, of a great many attendees on her side for it. Despite the clamor of gossip that promptly swamped the chamber, the closing meeting broke up without fistfights, knife fights, or any other acrimony. Pen was deeply impressed.
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Pen did not encounter Suo and Tebbi again until late afternoon, when he was dividing his attention between packing, and getting ready for an unexpected dinner invitation. The pair, evidently aiming to make report of their day’s doings, found him up in his room. Tebbi was simmering with excitement. Suo looked pleased.

“I rode a horse!” Tebbi announced.

“That’s… good?” Pen looked to Suo for enlightenment.

“Found out the lad had never had a leg across a horse in his life. Town-bred, eh. So I took him over to the Son’s mews where we’re all stabled, and gave him a little lesson on my own horse.”

“I was so high up!” Tebbi confirmed this.

Suo grinned. “Having found he had no trouble with big animals, I then tracked down where the Occo Daughter’s guardsmen have their quarters. It’s a small troop, here. They have a farm just outside the walls, turns out, to keep men and mounts both. We went down and talked to them. They say they might be able to make room for a new lay dedicat, there. And work for his hands.”

“I thought the only thing men did for the Daughter’s Order was teach at Lady-schools,” Tebbi put in. He made a face to express his opinion of this, then gestured toward Suo. “I didn’t know they did things like him.”

“Flattered, Suo?” murmured Pen.

Suo shrugged, his mouth crooking up ruefully.

“And I never wanted the Son’s Order,” Tebbi went on. “They all go into the army.”

“Wise of you, for a lad so young,” Pen agreed. But then, Tebbi had glimpsed armies at work in this region lately. No wonder he’d decided they were a fate to be avoided, in all senses. “I was sworn to the Son of Autumn in my youth because my family expected it, but I found a more congenial god by sheer good luck.”

You stopped to help, murmured Des. Fortune could only fall on you because you first put yourself in its range.

Suo switched to Wealdean and continued to Pen, “The Daughter’s troop here needs an apprenticeship fee, of course. I thought I could take a collection around our party, spread it out. Orphans being your trade, you should be good for a portion, eh?”

Pen sighed. “All the money on me comes from the princess through Herisan at the moment, but I’ll see what I can do.”

“Oh, I’ll be begging them next.”

“Start with the princess. That will thwart Herisan from balking too much.”

“I’ll take your advice, learned sir.”

In Adriac, Pen said to Tebbi, “You’re still going to have to learn your letters and numbers, mind. Guardsmen have to be able to read maps, and orders, and sometimes manage purses for those they conduct on Temple travels. Suo, here, can read and write in two languages.”

Tebbi shot Suo a look of admiration. “Then… maybe I can learn one?”

“I started with one,” Suo told him. “So I expect you can.”

This expression of faith in Tebbi’s possibilities seemed to strike the lad hard. He twisted himself up in inarticulate delight. Pen imagined such trust had been a rare food, in his recent life.

If nothing else, Pen reflected, he owed something to Magistrate Moglian for the canny diligence the man had shown in the matter of the murder, which would not have been dropped upon him without Pen and Des. He suspected not being compelled to cut off Tebbi’s hand for some future thievery would be a recompense truly welcomed by the man.

Pen’s god was the master of balance, as well as disorder, Pen was reminded. He hoped this day’s work made an offering fit to lay at His feet.
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Penric escorted the princess-archdivine the short distance from the front doors of the Daughter’s Order to the Mother’s. There, the smiling porter conducted them through the building to the back garden. Pleasantly dry weather on this late afternoon had allowed their host Sassu to have a table set up there for his private dinner invitation. This tidy space was, unsurprisingly, given over mainly to medicinal herbs, but the spring season saw many in bloom, scenting the soft air.

A round table sporting a white cloth was set under a pergola. The new leaves on the grape vines that its arch supported made a dappled shade. Places were set for four. Sassu rose from one, exchanging tally signs with his two learned guests. Three guests, to be more precise; the invitation had included Desdemona by name.

Sassu’s own page, standing at the ready, held chairs for Llewen and Pen, disposing Llewen at Sassu’s right hand, and Pen directly across from him. At the fourth chair, the place setting held a silver plate displaying a lavish arrangement of spring flowers, most looking fresh-gathered from the garden around them. The white roses had to have been fetched from some flower-seller, though.

“Do we await another guest?” Llewen inquired, nodding at the empty chair.

“No, we are all four present,” said Sassu. He smiled crookedly across at Pen. “Or fifteen, depending on how one counts it. I fancied laying a place for Demon—Desdemona now, rather—although what repast to set before a disembodied spirit was rather a puzzle. I hope my solution pleases.”

Ah, murmured Des privately to Pen. Hence those roses. And the other herbs mostly have meanings of friendship, in the language of flowers. And wishes for good health, unsurprising in this house. Sassu always was smooth and subtle. Aloud, she addressed their host: “It pleases us very much, dear Sassu.”

He nodded satisfaction, assured that his messages were read.

The page, and another dedicat in a Lodi tabard, then began bringing out the food for those in fleshly bodies. Prepared by some cook in the Mother’s kitchen, presumably, unless Sassu had brought his own.

Very possible. His digestion had grown a bit finicky, last we met, Des commented. I doubt the years since have improved it.

How many years, exactly? Pen asked in curiosity.

A doubtful pause for calculation. Ruchia’s last trip to Lodi, let us see, was… nineteen years ago. A little matter of covert messages, and some observations of certain military preparations in the shipyards. And an exchange of manuscripts with the Temple library. Sassu was still Lodi Temple chancellor, not yet advanced to archdivine.

Pen would have been—he also had to pause for arithmetic—about seven years old, growing up in his canton mountain valley that had been the whole world to him.

Over the soup, Sassu nodded across to Penric, but addressed Llewen. “Your court sorcerer has made this a most memorable conclave. I was most strongly reminded of what happened whenever Ruchia took a hand in matters.”

“The result must please you, surely,” said Llewen, her tone falling somewhere between falsely demure, and amused.

“The Occo Temple mess I was awarded was not the one I was anticipating, quite, but yes, I suppose so. A complicated cleanup awaits my people. While you all run off over your mountains. I again recall Ruchia.”

“Is there any sense yet,” Pen asked Sassu, “of where all the stolen money went?”

“I expect the local court will be weeks squeezing out those details from that chancery crew,” sighed Sassu. “I’m told Learned Lasano had recently bought a country house. A certain amount must have been buried deeply when Occo was under threat of siege last year, and perhaps not yet dug up. On the whole, though, they seem to have been a remarkably self-controlled pack of thieves, saving the bulk of their takings for whatever departure they’d ultimately planned. Or else spending out of sight, not to attract unwanted attention.”

“If Consua’s share should surface…” Pen moistened his lips. “I would note that her will directed that all the residue of her estate should go to the orphanage.”

Sassu favored him with a wry eye. “Normally, recovered property is returned to its owners.”

“It was still hers at the time she died, though. Stolen money legitimately spent is not so normally recovered.”

“What are you arguing? Or is that Ruchia?”

Ruchia’s voice put in, “No, this start is all Penric. Though I don’t disapprove.”

“I am thinking,” said Pen, “that Learned Consua died for her attempt to recover her honor, and that we should honor that in turn.”

Sassu rubbed his chin, eyes narrowing as if contemplating Pen alone. Not that Pen ever was. “We’ll have to see. First, if her cache is found, next, its amount, and after that… we’ll see.”

“Do write to us of the result, Sassu,” Llewen put in. Level-voiced, neutral, except… it was the voice of the princess.

Sassu’s lips tweaked back in appreciation of all the nuances. He ducked his head in something as close to surrender as he was capable of. “I will do so. But enough of the conclave. It is done.”

“Five gods be thanked,” Llewen agreed fervently, perhaps both for the conclusion of the conclave and for the change of subject. “Let us talk about anything else.”

Sassu made a hum of wry agreement. His questioning gaze fell on Pen. Or… on someone within Pen. “You know, I had written to Ruchia soon after I was appointed archdivine. With an invitation to become court sorceress in Lodi, either to myself or to the duke. I wasn’t sure what bribes would entice her away from her adventures on Martensbridge’s behalf, so I left it blank for her to name her own. I was thinking that at least the warmer winters in Adria must attract. Damp as they are.” He sighed. “But my letter was returned unopened, with a bald note in some clerk’s hand informing me of her recent death.”

“It must have come through Tigney’s office,” said Llewen. “I would have returned you something better.”

Sassu made a little no matter now wave.

Pen yielded his mouth to Des, since it seemed plain this was actually to her address. “The warmer winters would indeed have been a compelling offer,” she said. “Worth one last trip over the mountains. But Ruchia’s failing heart was already giving us a deal of trouble by then. A quiet retirement, not a challenging new appointment, would have been more of a draw.”

“That, too, could have been arranged,” said Sassu. His white brows bent down in contemplation. “The regret for words unspoken to those who die before us cannot be eased in this world. Except by prayer, I suppose, but I’ve always found that very one-sided and unsatisfactory. A failing in a man of my calling, but it is so.” His searching gaze rose to Pen, as if he wore an unexpected mask hiding once-familiar features. Which Pen supposed he did, in a sense.

“One-half of the Ruchia you knew still remains in this world,” said Des. “More close to us than any next-of-kin. We would accept your words on her account, if you wish to unburden yourself of them.”

“It would be a most peculiar confession.” Sassu’s lips quirked up. “And a stranger absolution. But I am not, at this stage of my life, in a position to turn down any solace.”

“Speak, then, and be consoled.”

“I did love you once.”

“You did. After your own Sassu fashion. We knew that.”

“I don’t believe I ever said it aloud.”

“You didn’t.”

“Would it have made a difference?”

Probably not, thought Des, but strengthened it aloud to a simple, “No.” She added, “Ruchia would never have entrusted her future, however short or long, to any man’s hands, despite how much they delighted her. Which yours did. It was a relic of having been left as an infant to a Bastard’s orphanage, I believe. It was a good orphanage, as such things go, and fitted her for a good life. Which grew more extraordinary after we two came together over Learned Helvia’s deathbed.

“I chose her, you know. And she knew I could never abandon her till death. A certainty beyond human trust. No man could ever match it, be he never so true.” She tipped up Pen’s lips, dropping his voice to a lower, in both senses, register. “Which you weren’t, either, as I recall.”

Sassu shrugged, reflecting her amusement. “We’d exchanged no vows.”

“Quite. We’re not complaining.”

“Did that Easthome shaman you spoke of ever… no, leave it.”

“He’s passed too, by now.”

“I suppose.”

The table talk turned then, to Pen’s relief, to less fraught subjects than the sorrow of death snatching away one beloved’s hand from another’s too-late outreach. The wear and tear of road travel upon aging bodies made a fruitful source of anecdote between Llewen and Sassu; he expressing proper sympathy for the discomforts of mountain mules, she returning it for the rattling of coaches over bad spring roads. The next course arrived, excellent Carpagamon noodles in a delectable sauce, and a new wine to match it. Discussion of same improved the conversation vastly, in Pen’s view.

Comparing the maddening vagaries of managing archdivineships, and an exchange of clever tips for handling them, brought the diners amiably to a fruit compote and the close of the meal. The creeping shadows of evening had turned the soft air gray when Pen and Llewen at last arose to return to their packing for tomorrow’s journey. Sassu rose with them.

“I must apologize to you, Learned Penric, for subjecting you to all those unrequested intimacies, earlier,” said Sassu.

Pen shrugged forgiveness. “It’s not the strangest conversation that’s happened to me since I acquired Des, I can assure you.” Though it definitely ranks in the top handful.“I’m growing used to it.”

“Demon—” Sassu began.

“Desdemona,” Pen started to correct, but Des cut him off with, Sassu may call me anything he pleases. Hush.

“It seems unlikely we two shall ever meet again, in the flesh or out of it, as I understand the fates of demons.”

Des gave this a grave nod. “We expect not.”

“It was… an honor to think of you as a friend. However odd the liaison may seem to outside eyes.”

Still mulling on words unsaid, was he? Des hesitated, marshalling her own. “It was an honor to have you as one. We will not forget.”

“Ah. I suppose that’s truer for you than for any other person.” Sassu’s farewell tally-sign seemed a more focused blessing than usual, or maybe just more grateful. Even if Pen suspected he was, in the old man’s eyes, only Des’s baggage-mule, he felt warmed to accept it.
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Riding out of Occo early the next morning with Llewen’s troop, Pen turned in his saddle to give its receding walls one last look.

Llewen, astride her mule beside him, watched him with interest. “Wishful to emigrate, Penric?”

“Not to this town,” he said firmly. “Despite Sassu’s tales of warmer winters in this duchy. He was angling to hire me away from you, back in our first meeting, did I mention that?”

“And were you tempted?”

“Not at all. Though mention of the winters did not come up then. I think…” He hesitated. “At first I thought he coveted my powers on his behalf, but now I wonder if he was… trying to buy back a friend?”

She vented an odd little hmpf, considering. “I could understand that. We start to lose them, at our age, pieces of our particular world cut out one by one. Some try to hoard them. Others try to let them go early, choosing loneliness instead, as if that could avert the pain of parting.”

Pen found this remark somewhat baffling. Des murmured Oh, it’s very plain to me.

And which camp are you in?

For now, still the first. Though we are in the singular position of not actually having to let all go. After a moment she amended this, Rather, I may hoard a few of them, even in the teeth of death. Twelve, at present count.

Pen scarcely knew how to reply to this, if reply was needed.

It’s not, said Des. You’ll understand in time.

Pen shook his head, and said to Llewen, “Let’s go home.” He turned his face toward the distant mountains, and kicked his mule to a brisker pace.
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      Note: almost all of my titles are widely and instantly available both as ebooks, and as audiobook downloads.


      


      The Fantasy Novels


      


      My fantasy novels are not hard to order. Easiest of all is The Spirit Ring, which is a stand-alone. Next easiest are the four volumes of The Sharing Knife—in order, Beguilement, Legacy, Passage, and Horizon—which I actually numbered, as this is one continuous tale. The novella “Knife Children” is something of a codicil to the tetralogy.


      


      The first three novels in the World of the Five Gods could each be read separately, but The Curse of Chalion and Paladin of Souls are more closely connected, an optional duology better read in that order. The Hallowed Hunt is more of a stand-alone, taking place in a different realm and earlier century and not sharing characters (apart from the gods) with the others.


      


      In terms of internal world chronology, The Hallowed Hunt would fall first, the Penric novellas perhaps a hundred and fifty years later, and The Curse of Chalion and Paladin of Souls would follow a century or so after that.


      


      The internal chronology of the Penric & Desdemona subseries is presently:


      


      “Penric’s Demon”


      “Penric and the Shaman”


      “Penric’s Fox”


      “Testimony of Mute Things”


      “Masquerade in Lodi”


      “Penric’s Mission”


      “Mira’s Last Dance”


      “The Prisoner of Limnos”


      “The Orphans of Raspay”


      “The Physicians of Vilnoc”


      The Assassins of Thasalon


      “Knot of Shadows”


      “Demon Daughter”


      “Penric and the Bandit”


      “The Adventure of the Demonic Ox”


      


      (“Demon”, “Shaman”, and “Fox” are collected as paper volumes in Penric’s Progress; “Mission”, “Mira” and “Limnos” in Penric’s Travels; and “Lodi”, “Orphans” and “Physicians” are collected in Penric’s Labors.)


      


      Other Original E-books


      


      The short story collection Proto Zoa contains five very early tales—three (1980s) contemporary fantasy, two science fiction. The novelette “Dreamweaver’s Dilemma” may be of interest to Vorkosigan completists, as it is the first story in which that proto-universe began, mentioning Beta Colony but before Barrayar was even thought of.


      


      Sidelines: Talks and Essays is a collection of three decades of my nonfiction writings, including convention speeches, essays, travelogues, introductions, and some less formal pieces.


      


      The Gerould Family of New Hampshire in the Civil War: Two Diaries and a Memoir is a compilation of historical documents handed down from my mother’s father’s side of the family. A meeting of time, technology, and skillset has finally allowed me to put them in sharable form.


      


      The Vorkosigan Stories


      


      The debate around the ‘best’ order in which to read the Vorkosigan saga mainly revolves around publication order versus internal-chronological order. I favor internal chronological, with a few adjustments.


      


      It was always my intention to write each book as a stand-alone, so that the reader could theoretically jump in anywhere. But as the series developed it acquired a number of sub-arcs, closely related tales that were richer for each other. I will list the sub-arcs, and then the books, and then the duplication warnings. And then the publication order, for those who want it.


      


      Shards of Honor and Barrayar. The first two books in the series proper, they detail the adventures of Cordelia Naismith of Beta Colony and Aral Vorkosigan of Barrayar. Shards was my very first novel ever; Barrayar was actually my eighth, but continues the tale the next day after the end of Shards. For readers who want to be sure of beginning at the beginning, or who are very spoiler-sensitive, start with these two.


      


      The Warrior’s Apprentice and The Vor Game. The Warrior’s Apprentice introduces the character who became the series’ linchpin, Miles Vorkosigan; the first book tells how he created a space mercenary fleet by accident; the second how he fixed his mistakes from the first round. Space opera and military-esque adventure, The Warrior’s Apprentice makes another good place to jump into the series for readers who prefer a young male protagonist.


      


      Borders of Infinity (3-novella collection) should be read before Brothers in Arms. Containing three of the six currently extant novellas, it makes a good Miles Vorkosigan early-adventure sampler platter for readers who don’t want to commit themselves to length, but it will make more sense if read after The Warrior’s Apprentice. Its three stories are short, not slight, and introduce some elements that are revisited later in the series.


      


      (These novellas are also available ala carte by title as ebooks, as listed below so readers can see where they fit distributed in the timeline, but the collection is the preferable format. Even its little frame story has a few payoffs later on.)


      


      After that: Brothers in Arms should be read before Mirror Dance, and both, ideally, before Memory.


      


      Komarr makes another alternate entry point for the series, picking up Miles’s second career at its start. It should be read before A Civil Campaign.


      


      Falling Free takes place 200 years earlier in the timeline and does not share settings or characters with the main body of the series. Most readers recommend picking up this story later. It should likely be read before Diplomatic Immunity, however, which revisits the “quaddies”, a bioengineered race of free-fall dwellers, in Miles’s time.


      


      The novels in the internal-chronological/recommended reading order list below appear in italics; the novellas (officially defined as a story between 17,500 words and 40,000 words) in quote marks.


      


      Shards of Honor


      Barrayar


      The Warrior’s Apprentice


      “The Mountains of Mourning”


      “Weatherman”


      The Vor Game


      Cetaganda


      Ethan of Athos


      Borders of Infinity (3-novella collection)


      “Labyrinth”


      “The Borders of Infinity”


      Brothers in Arms


      Mirror Dance


      Memory


      Komarr


      A Civil Campaign


      “Winterfair Gifts”


      Falling Free


      Diplomatic Immunity


      Captain Vorpatril’s Alliance


      “The Flowers of Vashnoi”


      CryoBurn


      Gentleman Jole and the Red Queen


      


      Advisories:


      


      The novella “Weatherman” is an out-take from the beginning of the novel The Vor Game. If you already have The Vor Game, you likely don’t need this.


      


      The original ‘novel’ Borders of Infinity was a fix-up collection containing the three novellas “The Mountains of Mourning”, “Labyrinth”, and “The Borders of Infinity”, together with a frame to tie the pieces together. Again, beware duplication. The frame story does not stand alone.


      


      “Winterfair Gifts” and “The Flowers of Vashnoi” have been collected in the Ingram Spark indie paper-only volume Two Tales, and are available individually as ebooks and audiobooks along with the rest of the series.


      


      Publication order:


      


      This is also the order in which the works were written, apart from a couple of the novellas, but is not identical to the internal-chronological. It goes:


      


      Shards of Honor (June 1986)


      The Warrior’s Apprentice (August 1986)


      Ethan of Athos (December 1986)


      Falling Free (April 1988)
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      Borders of Infinity (October 1989)


      The Vor Game (September 1990)
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      “The Flowers of Vashnoi” (May 2018)


      


      Happy reading!


      


      — Lois McMaster Bujold
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