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      Barhopping in Darthis is an art form. The inns and taverns and wineshops of the Middle Kingdoms’ black-towered queen city are as endlessly varied as the people, both nobility and commonalty, who frequent them.

      In that city there’s room for a splendidly luxurious and decadent drinking establishment managed by a Lord of the Forty Houses to stand right next to some seedy hole-in-the-wall joint where the boozing-cans are full of astonishing vintages over which City oenophiles would break their hearts. There are staid old stonewalled establishments founded by kings’ daughters whose chief delight was drinking their clients under the table. There are ramshackle dives where what comes out of jars stamped “Jaraldit ’44” is actually more like forty-four minutes old, and flavored with salts of lead. There are noble old watering holes like the Buried Dragon or the Eagle and Block—and then there are places like the Stuck Pig.

      That was what its regular patrons called it. The tavern’s arms—possibly noble once, though it seemed wildly unlikely that anyone would care to claim them now—were painted on the damp-bubbled plaster of the front wall in peeling rubric-carmine and brass-powder “gold”. Sable, a boar argent pierced by a spear or, bleeding gules, the phrasing would have been, to those of the clientele who knew or cared about any sort of high-heraldic jargon. Those would have been few. Most of the people who came sauntering or staggering down Potboilers’ Street in the shadow of the old second wall hardly noticed the arms, being far more concerned with the alleviation of their hangovers (or the fostering of them). A superstitious few might nod at the Pig in salute as they came in. Some would salute it in a more liquid fashion on the way out, the gutter being, after all, right there and handy.

      It wasn’t precisely a dangerous place, unless you let skinny Mer the bartender talk you into one of his mixed drinks, or a game of chance with his knucklebones (well known by the regulars to be, at best, unreliable). It wasn’t precisely a safe place, either. “Safety,” the owner sometimes said when he stopped in, “is for sheep.”

      But no one took him too seriously; indeed, most of the regulars thought he might be a bit soft in the head. You’d have had to be, to give up a good job as one of Darthis’s biggest wine jobbers and run off and marry the Queen. True, things in the Pig tended to stay quiet, and the customers behaved themselves, on the two nights every tenday when Wyn came in to do the accounts and have a drink with his staff. It was only common sense not to provoke a man whose wife, if annoyed with you, might (so gossip had it) turn you into a frog. But for other, less quiet evenings, the one who maintained the Queen’s peace was Iras, the bouncer.

      Iras enjoyed her work. It wasn’t overly dangerous; people tended not to get murdered much in Darthis, even outside the second wall. After all, these days the city was even more a hotbed of Rodmistresses than usual, and when a woman with the Fire could smell an incipient knifing a week or a mile away, there was just no percentage in it. Of brawls there were plenty, but Iras didn’t mind those; stopping them (or at least managing them until they could be stopped) was her job. Iras’s smile might be gappy in places, and yes, her children teased her sometimes about the way her nose had healed from the last time it was broken. But her family ate well and regularly, and Iras’s life was interesting. That was more to her, in its way, than mere food or coin.

      From her comfortable chair by the curtain between the front and back rooms, Iras could keep an eye in the whole place, and also chat with her extended family, the Pig’s regulars. She was handy to the front hearth there, too, and took care of the dirty-bread, a specialty of the Pig: slices cut off slabs of sour bread racked up beneath a spitted flitch of bacon, so as to soak up the dripping. She would turn the sizzling flitch every now and then, and carve slices off it, and chop up the onions roasting in the embers to pile on the bread with the bacon and hand out to the patrons. “Thank you, little mother,” they’d say to her, only half teasing—Iras was only a few ells tall, barely eye-high to a Dragon, as the saying was—and she would cuff them affectionately upside the head, acting the part and telling them to be sure they finished every bite, while also being careful not to spill their wine.

      She knew them all well. Iras felt it was her business to, since a friend can break up a fistfight quicker than a stranger. Her regulars were all kinds of people—merchants and grifters and clandestine nobility and joysellers of all kinds and sexes; and other working folk too, ditchdiggers and scriveners and seamsters and blacksmiths and cooks. Iras knew what they drank and how much of it they could hold; she knew her regulars’ housebeasts’ names and their families and and how their love-lives were. The things that cheered or worried them were as familiar to Iras as the scarred wooden tables or the Pig’s vile-tempered cat or the battered silver spittoon, an extravagance of Wyn’s, that sat on the floor at the end of the bar.

      These days the things that came up most often in conversation at the Pig were the same ones, Iras suspected, that one might have heard in the Black Palace up the hill. Darthen was at war again. “Again,” someone at the bar muttered, rolling their eyes, because the last one was supposed to have been the end of wars for a good while—the Shadow seen off smartly with a stinging arse, it was said, after Arlen’s young runaway king joined forces with Darthen and made the old usurping mercenary-backed faction in Arlen change its tune.

      But now here they were again, and it was Steldin this time. “Bloody southerners feelin’ left out or something,” Hran the carter said for about the hundredth time that week, “as usual.” Iras could have strangled him for the way he kept repeating himself, but she had to agree.

      “Other stuff worse than that, lately,” Liri said to the carter. “And a lot closer to home.”

      Heads up and down the bar nodded agreement. All the news up from the wars down south last year had been bad; famines, food shortages, and then the armies had begun moving and all other news had been drowned under the rising terror of the War—the Young Lion’s War or the Queen-Eagle’s War, depending on whether you were talking to an Arlene or a Darthene about it. It had been bad for everybody: so many young men and women killed in both lands, countryside despoiled by the coming and going of mercenaries too well-paid or not well-paid enough; crops late going into the ground or not going in at all.

      Not even all the Queen’s magics had been able to do much about last year’s harvest, or the toll the lack of it took on the country people, who even with repeated doles from the royal granaries had too little corn to keep too many people’s bellies full in the aftermath. The Winter of the Small Loaves, they’d been calling it in those parts of the midland countryside that were inconveniently far from the granaries that hadn’t been raided in the war—right up by the Queen’s City or down in the high south against the mountains. For many weeks bitter stories had trudged northward through the snows to match the bitter cold.

      But for all its remarkable chill the winter had seemed to loosen its grip on the land with surprising speed this year, and Spring had come into its own far earlier than normal. “Herself, most likely,” Darthis people said, nodding up the hill at the Black Castle. Eftgan d’Bort was the first Queen for some generations of the Darthene royal house to be a Rodmistress as well, and people were both proud of her and a bit uncertain of her. Everybody knew about the royal magics, and in a general way people knew how they worked, but what the Queen actually did and how she did it was another matter entirely.

      “True enough, but how’s that our job to deal with, hey?” Hran said, and shrugged, and had a drink of his hot wine and ginger. “What’s the Queen for, anyway? She does her job, keeps the Shadow out of things and lets people get on with life? Then good luck to her and may the Goddess swive her sideways when they meet. If she doesn’t—” He jerked a thumb toward the front door, the one that was hardly ever open (because everyone came in the side one, out of the wind): the door opening onto the little plaza that, through a narrow alley piercing the old second wall, gave onto the Blackstave’s Court. “There’s always that, and a new King or Queen who’ll do it better.”

      Iras turned away from the bar toward the nearby hearth, so her sigh wouldn’t be heard or seen. I know where this is going, she thought, if I don’t head it off. Hran was surprisingly easy to distract when the distraction was hot and had fried onions on it.

      She pulled a spare tin plate off the stack on a nearby table and split a trencher of the sour bread on it, then piled the bread with onions and got the knife to slice a few more good chunks of bacon off the flitch. As she went to the bar and put the plate down for Hran, the front door-curtain flipped open and a man came in, pausing just inside to look around.

      Iras looked him over. Maybe thirty summers old or a touch shy of that; tall and on the slender side, dark-haired and light-skinned with the narrow fine-boned features of a North Darthene… someone from the eastern side of things, maybe. Muscular about the shoulders, but not tan enough to be a workman. Plainly dressed in white linen shirt and a leather vest over, dark breeches underneath it all, everything a bit worn but of good quality. And the giveaway: slung over his shoulder in a roughly stitched and crossgartered cowhide sheath, a hand-and-a-half broadsword, the workmanship of the round disc-pommel and narrow simple crossguard looking a bit plain and rough; grey steel with a blue sheen to it.

      Hedge-nobility, Iras thought, slumming. Smithying as a hobby, maybe? Especially considering the cost of Darthene Masterforge steel these days: a lot rarer and harder to get than it used to be before this last war. …But the scabbard looked respectably worn-in, on one side more than the other, mostly in places above the scratched and dented brass chape where it would have rubbed against a saddle and its tack.

      Been to the wars, then, Iras thought. All right. Trouble or not? We’ll see. Enough part-time soldiers came in here for a night out regaling others with their past exploits—sometimes even real ones—or intent on finding something more physical than just drink to help them exorcise some bad memory.

      The newcomer’s eyes had been resting for a moment on the regulars at the bar, who predictably looked up at the swish of the curtain, didn’t recognize the man, spent a second looking him over, weren’t particularly impressed, and turned away again, back to each other’s business. The man smiled at that and then his glance went to Iras. “Madam,” he said, “evening.”

      “Herself’s greeting to you, friend,” Iras said. “Come in, make yourself at home.”

      He nodded to her, glancing toward the back, and the back of the bar, to examine the possibilities. But the bacon on the hearth plainly caught his notice: he sniffed.

      “Food first if you like,” Iras said.

      “Think I might wait on that,” the man said.

      “Another guest coming? No problem,” Iras said. “At your own speed.”

      Mer leaned over the bar as the man wandered over. “Guest of the house, what’ll you have?”

      The man looked thoughtful. “Do you have Chavint white?”

      “Cold or hot?”

      “In this weather? Hot makes more sense.”

      “Wouldn’t argue,” Mer said, reaching down for the stoneware jug to poker the wine in. “Still a bit of chill in the air once the sun’s down. Spice with that?”

      The man considered. “Do you have alewood, by any chance?”

      Definitely an easterner, Iras thought. It was what they used instead of hops out that way, in places where it was too dry or cold for them to grow. “Yes we do,” Mer said. “Honey?”

      “No thank you, straight’s fine,” the man said.

      “Water?” The man nodded. “Well or river?”

      “Well, please.”

      Mer nodded. “Blackie’ll bring it over for you. If you’re chilly, draw up by the fire.”

      “Just what I was thinking,” said the man. He glanced around at the other patrons. “Nobody’s usual spot, is it? Wouldn’t like to deprive them.”

      “Oh no,” Iras said. “First come, first served around here.”

      “That’s fine,” the man said; “thank you.” He nodded to her and wandered over toward the inglenook corner.

      Iras raised an eyebrow as she turned her attention back to the bacon on the spit. Seems like there’s always a quiet one in the corner, she thought. And sometimes they were even actually quiet. At least he was taking up the space that one of their more troublesome regulars like Thack or Dellast might have tried to bull their way into if someone less prepossessing was sitting there.

      Blackie the pot girl paused her scrubbing long enough to come out from back of the bar with the man’s drink in one of the better goblets, setting it down in front of him without any particular fuss. Earlier in the day, Iras thought, she might have paid him more attention; right now she was at that age where everybody who came in the door was likely to be either assessed as a potential catch or dismissed as grossly unacceptable. But she’d had a long day and it was late for her, so Blackie simply glanced at the sheathed sword the man had leaned up against the inglenook wall, said “Nice,” and wandered away once more to her work.

      Not too late for others, though, Iras thought with a smile as Liri watched the man stretch out his legs and lean back in his chair and sigh, taking a long draft of the Chavint. She exchanged an amused look with Liri. You never move before the first few swallows, Liri had told her some while back. Let them get good and comfortable first. Give that time to set in, and the comfort rubs off on you. Then you can work.

      So the fire burned and the newcomer drank his Chavint a while and the talk went on at the bar: family, work, meals in new cookshops eaten and loved or hated, companion-beasts lost and found. It was perhaps a quarter-hour before Liri pushed away from the bar, fluffed out that ridiculously abundant and glorious red hair of hers, and strolled over to the table by the fire.

      Its occupant looked up from his reverie and nodded to her.

      “Are you perhaps looking for company this evening, young gentleman?” Liri said.

      His expression told Iras that he knew exactly what Liri had in mind. “Mistress,” he said, “company may indeed come along; the question is whether I’m fit company for it myself. I’d pray you hold me excused. Though it’d be my pleasure to stand you a cup of what you like, in hopes that it might dilute the disappointment.”

      “You’re a fair-spoken lad, no mistake about that anyway,” Liri said, “and I’ll take a drink and thank you kindly.”

      “And how much will this cost me? For the worker deserves her hire, and all unwitting I’ve made you waste your effort.”

      It was asked with as winning a smile as if something else entirely was being negotiated. Liri chuckled. “No more than yours.”

      “Then drink and be welcome,” the young man said, “and Herself smile at you from the cup.”

      Liri stretched out a hand to him. He took it and bowed over it. Liri dipped him a little mock-curtsey, took the coin he handed her, and strolled back to the bar.

      Iras turned away from this exchange, amused. His accent’s interesting… It was a city accent, more Arlene, Iras thought, but every now and then she thought she heard a much more eastern drawl come through. Brightwood, then? Or maybe up by Cythoer someplace. Well, who knows. The voice itself was a light rich baritone. Wonder what it might sound like singing? Maybe we should hand him the lute. But right now he was already studying the inside of his cup with an absent expression that suggested he’d fallen into a study that was drawing his thoughts far away.

      Possibly this was just as well, because up at the bar things were starting to get a bit broken loose. “Who does he think he is,” Hran muttered, “seeing you off like that? Stuck-up prig.”

      “He was perfectly nice about it,” Liri said, having a drink of the Jaraldit the guest had bought her, and pushing the cup a little toward Hran as if to emphasize its presence. “Even put something in toward what he didn’t get. You’d be surprised how many don’t.”

      “Maybe so. But look at him sitting there like he knows all kinds of things we don’t. Fucking townies…”

      Iras, back at the bar after more onions, frowned at him. “Hran, usually it’s at least an hour on before I have to tell you to put a scruple in the jar. Starting early tonight?”

      “Sorry, mother,” he said, but there was no missing the edge in his voice.

      “All right then, but be warned.”

      Hran made a sour purse-lipped face as he dug into his belt pouch for the little coin, tossed it into the cracked beer-pot down at the end of the bar with the M-for-misbehavior rune on it, and then ostentatiously looked away.

      Iras sighed as she gathered up the bacon and made her way back to the hearth, turning her attention back to the bacon. It was a shame about Hran and his husbands. One, the younger, seemed well-balanced and sweet-natured enough, but the other, elder one seemed to be becoming a bit of a bad fit these last couple years. The two of them appeared to be always at odds, and Hran was in here a lot more, or in much worse moods, or both, than he’d used to be.

      Meanwhile Blackie had been going around to some of the empty tables, picking up candles that were still burning where earlier patrons had left them, and pinching them out. One last one she picked up from a table on the other side of the fireplace and brought over to the man in the corner, put it on his table.

      Iras, glancing at her, noticed that she’d taken time to brush off her dark tunic and hose before she came out. O ho, Iras thought. Just a slight change of heart… She was careful to turn before she smiled at this, since any fraction of an expression that looked wrong to Blackie could set her off in a rush of chilly adolescent invective that would leave everybody a bit singed around the edges.

      “Something we can call you by when you want another?” Blackie said. “So we don’t have to shout ‘Hey curly.’”

      The man grinned—a look that his face was well used to, judging by the lines. “I go by Dusty sometimes. Will that do?”

      “Much more dignified,” Blackie snickered, and took her little wiry self away behind the bar again.

      Iras tended her fire and brought a couple more servings of the dirty bread up to the bar, and matters settled again: or mostly. Hran at least had found another subject to play with, after Marit the drover mentioned running into some Arlene wagoners that morning, coming into town with several herds of the shaggy North Arlene cattle breed, the first seen on this side of the Darst since the Queen-Eagle’s war began.

      “World’s changing if the stories are true,” Marit said, rubbing one hand through his iron-gray hair. “And it seems like they are.”

      “According to the cowherds,” Hran muttered.

      “Oh come on, Hran,” Liri said. “That last big battle by the Arlid, the Eagle came back…”

      “Well, it was the Queen after all, what did you think, she was just going to sit around and let everybody else do the work? Not her style, really.”

      “But so did the Lion.”

      “Why not?” said Hran. “Eagle and Lion go together.”

      “But so do they and the blue Fire,” Marit said. “And there was more Fire than just them, apparently. One more man. The Lion’s friend…”

      “Western tales,” Hran muttered. “All claptrap and cow-stale.”

      Here we go again, Iras thought, glancing at Mer.

      Mer didn’t look up, but Iras saw his sigh as he paused a moment, then went back to wiping the far end of the bar where Blackie’s newly washed beer pots were stacked.

      “Oh come on, Hran,” Marit said, “he was here. Last year, at the Hammering. Everybody there saw him.”

      “Everybody there thought they saw him,” Hran said. “Who’s to say it wasn’t some plan of hers? She was in enough trouble then. What, two or was it three people tried to kill her that day?”

      “And everybody says he was one of the ones who helped save her. Seriously, Hran,” Liri said, “you’d think it offended you somehow that a man should have the Fire. What’s the problem?”

      “The Flame’s a woman thing,” he said.

      “But it wasn’t always. Used to be everybody had it.”

      “Used to be the Dark ran the whole world,” Hran said. “Just because it ‘used to be’ doesn’t make anything a good thing, necessarily.” He had another drink of his beer. “Anyway, do you know anybody who was there? You know anybody who saw it? Because only so many people can fit in that tiny little square, and to hear people talk about it you’d think the whole city was in there somehow!”

      He had another drink. “It’s always somebody who knows somebody who knows somebody else…! And as for Arlen, sure, a thousand stories come back after they get a decent king on the throne for a change. Suddenly you’ve got all kinds of royalty getting married to all kinds of other royalty. And why not, because it was bad there for a while, Arlen with no proper king, their army getting all confused and attacking us. So spreading the descent around a little, making sure there’s enough in each country for both countries, that makes sense enough. But the rest of it—”

      Hran shrugged expansively. “Even if it’s true: one more man with the Fire—what’s that going to do? But you’d have to be a bit of a fool to believe it all, with some of the stories flying around out there.” He snickered. “Magic fire beasts. Dragons.”

      “Come on, Hran, you’ve seen the Dragon,” Marit said. “Right up there on the Square Tower, big as life.”

      “Haven’t been close enough to it to tweak its tail,” Hran said. “And Her Majesty Up The Hill has the Fire, and you know you can make anybody see anything with that. How if it’s all just a story she wants to have people think is true? Makes sense if you don’t want anybody attacking you. The people down in Steldin now, if they think she’s got a Dragon in her household, they wouldn’t dare keep on making trouble. What she ought to do is get it off the damn Tower and drop it on top of King Dariw’s castle keep. That’ll sort him out proper…”

      “You’re full of it, Hran,” Liri said. “If the Goddess Herself walked in here you’d probably tell her she wasn’t believable enough! Like the man in the story. And as for Steldin, what they need is to have a decent sized army show up on their doorstep and tell them if they want swords to rattle then here are some—”

      Everybody’s an expert, Iras thought wearily, though not without humour. Who here was able to do anything about a war except try to second-guess it, and hope it wouldn’t ruin your life in some way you’d never expected?

      The gent by the fire, Dusty, was watching all this with the kind of expression of innocent enjoyment you saw on people who’d missed something simple and homely for a while and suddenly found themselves in the midst of it again. If this kind of quarreling isn’t something he gets at home, he’s lucky, Iras thought.

      Then she was distracted by a sudden edge in the sound of the conversation that hadn’t been there before. “—and that’s exactly why it’s a good thing you’re a bodyseller and not the Queen,” Hran was saying. “Why you can’t just relax into a good comfortable living and not try pretending you know about things you’ve got no grasp of—”

      Liri stared at Hran, the shocked look on her face plainly saying she was debating slapping him. “Hran—”

      “Hran,” Iras said sharply, “is there even any point in trying to be nice to you in this mood? Put another scruple in the jar.”

      “Oh for fuck’s sake, Iras—”

      “Two more,” Iras said. “And hurry up about it. The word you called her! You’d make the Goddess blush, she’d be that ashamed of you. And the nerve of you, mocking Liri’s brains. Hers are as good as yours any day. Twice as good, with the people she’s got to please to make her living, and good at it she is too, it’s a pleasure to confabulate with her when the mood moves. Two in the jar this minute, before I put you out in the gutter. And say sorry to Liri.”

      Everyone in the bar was looking at Hran, waiting to see which way he would jump. Herself knew, it wasn’t a question of the money, tiny coin that a scruple was. Sometimes Hran was just in from payday and still decided to be stubborn. Now he locked eyes with Iras and tried to work out how serious she was.

      She knew better than to blink. “Remember the last time?” Iras said. “You were lucky that time, Hran. We’d had a dry spell. Don’t think you’d find it so pleasant sitting in that gutter tonight, not after this last rain. It was butcher’s market up the hill this morning, the runoff’s still coming down…”

      Iras was aware of eyes resting on her from the corner, alert: and on Hran. No fault to what’s his face? Dusty? Iras thought. He hasn’t seen this happen here before, doesn’t know how it’ll go…

      But she did. She waited.

      “…Sorry,” growled Hran in the softest volume at which it was possible to speak the word, and started feeling around in his belt pouch for the necessary scruples.

      Just for that moment Iras’s glance went back to the man sitting by the fire, and his gaze crossed with hers; an unusually martial look, one warrior saluting another on a successful passage at arms. Then he got interested in his wine again.

      “Good,” Iras said. “Now have another of the breads: do you think I’m making these for my health?”
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      Wouldn’t it be lovely, thought the Prince-elect of the Brightwood and consort to the Throne of Arlen, if every confrontation ended so sensibly. Power meets power and the lesser of the two sees sense.

      And then Herewiss laughed helplessly at himself. Which is exactly what’s probably not going to happen to me today…

      He sat back and drank more of his wine, luxuriating in having the pleasure of listening to such unvarnished and total cynicism, the kind that no one would normally dare express in front of even minor royalty. But then it really does help that no one here has any idea what that man in the Square looked like last year, he thought. Though even if someone here had been there, the odds aren’t great that they’d recognize me now. The fellow they saw was in a fancy surcoat and wearing the WhiteCloak, and had a big fiery sword over his shoulder. He smiled. Put that man in worn leathers and linens, and even if you saw his face before, now you’ll squint at him and try to remember who he reminds you of.

      At any rate, right now it was enjoyable to hear people explaining how he was probably a myth, or if a reality, a useless one. But he needed the distraction from what he really was at the moment: a bait, like the unfortunate scapegoats hunters would tether down by some dry-country hide to tempt in a rogue lion that had been making a nuisance of itself.

      I am the goat, Herewiss thought.  …Perhaps more than usual. For the Goddess Herself had not scorned to use him so. And more to the point, when Herewiss realized that, he had acquiesced. And still am doing so, day by day…

      As a result of that—or one of many results—here he was, all alone in a city where he was much more used to being accompanied; and moving in secret again, where that was a habit he’d thought he’d have been able to finally put aside after far too many months of it. But he’d had no choice, considering what was going on at home… or rather, in all of the three places he thought of as home just now. This is the trouble with being so very married, he thought, and in so damn many directions. Somebody says ‘Let’s go home’ and you have no idea whether they mean the Woodward, or Darthis, or Onolí, or—

      He stopped himself. He was veering too close to the cause of his business here— specifically the thing he did not dare think about, the thing he must prevent himself thinking about at all costs.

      And even with the fear of that riding him—the terror of self-betrayal—it was better far to go on the offensive than to wait. Even if the offensive looks like sitting still and doing nothing. Even when it looks like offering yourself up as easy prey. Because it was—no matter what other gloss he might put on it.

      Taken one way, it had been the sheerest folly to do this without telling any of them what was at the bottom of his mind. But what more than one person thought was likely to attract the Shadow’s notice… and for his extended family, that went double.

      …How do normal people do this, I wonder, Herewiss thought. Cope with their fears, their hopes, day by day? This is all so new, and there’s not a lot of help to suggest how to handle it…because there’s never been a family like this before, as far as I know. I mean, honestly: who marries Dragons? Or fire elementals? Yet the answer would seem to be ‘me’. He laughed soundlessly into the wine, shook his head.

      Though having become part of such a family—every one of them a power in their own right—what do I do? Leave them all behind. Here I am, all by my lonesome, a long while done with my breakthrough… alone here with all the Fire I’m ever going to have, these days.

      And will that be enough to do what I have to, now?

      He drank again and gazed over to one side, into the flames. We’ll find out soon enough.

      The motion down on the floor off to the left of him broke Herewiss’s concentration. Coming toward him along the edge of the inglenook fireplace’s broad hearth was surely one of the most disreputable felines he had ever seen.

      It was a faded tortoiseshell that appeared to be held together mostly by scar tissue—its nose crisscrossed with old deep-marked slashes and its ears in tatters. It had that slightly tottery straight-legged gait and the spiky, harsh-looking fur—”starting”, his father would have called it—that spoke of considerable age. The cat sat down on the hearth a comfortable distance from the fire, gazed meditatively around the room, and finally bent its head back far enough to peer up at him, a judging sort of look.

      Herewiss kept any sign of a smile off his face. From the point of view of the Middle Kingdoms’ cats, judging humans was a significant portion of what they were here for. “Goddess’s greeting to you, brother,” Herewiss said.

      Its eyes narrowed. “Swive yourself straight off in some other direction and don’t bother me,” the cat said under its breath. “Life’s too short to waste talking to tourists.”

      “Sorry about that,” Herewiss said, and leaned back in the chair again, tipping it a little onto the back legs so its back came up against the wall. “Won’t trouble you again.”

      The cat sniffed down its nose at him, then got up, turned around, sat down again, and started scratching furiously.

      Well, Herewiss thought. Plainly neighborly conversation isn’t on the bill of fare with him tonight. And the humans are busy with their own. Let’s see what I can find to amuse myself with while I wait for…

      …what I really wish wouldn’t happen—and desperately hope that it will. And despite the fire, Herewiss shivered.
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      Iras sauntered over to the table by the fireplace corner with the plate of dirty bread in her hand and put it down in front of the man who sat there apparently lost in thought, gazing over at the bar. “You know you want some of this,” she said. “Go on!”

      He looked up at her with a kind of brief bright smile that Iras had seen before, on people who didn’t want their business pried into. His, though, had a more courteous quality to it, guarded but not brittle. “Madam,” he said, “my thanks.”

      “Iras,” she corrected him.

      He nodded. “Dusty.” And unconsciously his eyes flicked rightwards, briefly regarding the door with a sort of idle alertness.

      Iras put her eyebrows up. “Waiting for someone in particular?”

      He gave her a whimsical look. “Does it show?”

      “Not at all.”

      He laughed softly, reached down and tore up one of the pieces of dirty bread, folding it between finger and thumb and pinching up a couple of the juicier bits of bacon in the fold. After eating it, he nodded, appreciative. “Those curly-coated pigs?” he said.

      “Those are the ones. A trouble to get them up here from the south, but we’ve got a swineherd who brings us new stock every year.”

      “I bet everyone comes in here and gives you their recipes…”

      Iras laughed. “And every other kind of advice, once they’re a regular and feel themselves entitled. Only one recipe we need here, though.”

      “I imagine everyone feels differently about that.”

      “Oh, absolutely. You take my husband now—”

      “Must I?” Dusty said. “I’ve got two already and they’re more than a handful, I’m telling you.”

      “All right,” Iras said, “go on and tell me then.”

      He looked surprised. “Are you sure you have time for this?”

      “I work in a bar,” she said. “It’s my job to have time.”

      Dusty glanced briefly in Hran’s direction. “Well, I’d have thought from the sound of things you spend a fair bit of that time throwing some people out…”

      She smiled. “Or, as you saw then, finding ways not to have to throw them out. Because if we keep chucking them out in the road, then they won’t drink any more of our wine, will they?”

      “I take your point.”

      “And you’ve kind of been nursing that one,” Iras said. “Running a short tab  tonight?”

      He smiled down into the cup. “Oh, no. There’s just no particular point in rushing.”

      “It’s going cold, though. Let me get the poker.”

      “If it’s not too much trouble…”

      “In this weather?” She shivered a little as Marit headed out into the alley to do the frequently necessary, and a breath of the evening’s chill came through the curtain. “You wouldn’t be kidding about that wind off the river. How cold air runs uphill I’ve never understood. Isn’t it supposed to go down…?”

      She put the poker down in the fire to heat. “So go on. Bore me about your husbands.”

      “Well, one’s shorter than I am,” Dusty said. “Fair like that gentleman up at the bar, but much slighter. Impulsive. The other… he’s dark. And very…” he paused as if trying to find the right words. “Tall. Though strictly speaking, I don’t know if husband is the right word…”

      “Oh, a wayfinder?” Iras said.

      “Sorry?”

      “No no, my fault; I used the north Darthene word. People down here would say a neither-nor, these days, or an otherWise. Up north we say, It’s someone who’s finding their body’s or their mind’s own way, so they can tell Herself about it.”

      “That would fit,” Dusty said, nodding. “They don’t often see eye to eye, these two…”

      At this point Blackie came out from behind the bar with a pot containing his next serving of wine and put it down on the table, pausing to trim his candle’s wick. Dusty nodded to her, a straight-faced I-take-you-seriously look that amused Iras greatly and made Blackie stand a little straighter and almost strut a little on her way back to the bar.

      “She reminds me of our spouse who mostly stands between them, explaining each of them to the other one,” Dusty said, while Iras bent down to retrieve the poker from the coals. “Or of her when she was a lot younger,  I mean. She’d have looked like Blackie there: thin and sharp, all angles…” He paused for another drink of the  Chavint. “She used to live down this way, in fact.”

      “What, Darthis?”

      “Yes, but I meant down this street.”

      Iras frowned a bit, not sure what or where he might be thinking of, as she carefully slid the poker into the pot and the wine hissed and bubbled. “It’s mostly shops down here,” she said, “and the joyhouse down the end of the road, and one of our Lady’s little temples.”

      “Oh, this would’ve been years ago,” Dusty said. “When the neighborhood was a bit different, I imagine. The family sold up and moved out a while back.”

      There was a creaking noise from the bar. Iras looked up at the sound of that particular bar chair pushing back, and with some surprise saw that Liri was heading for the door. “Done for the night already?” she said.

      Liri shook her head, sounding a little surprised herself. “No, just an easement,” she said. “Might as well take advantage. Leg’s a lot better than usual tonight…”

      Iras nodded, pleased enough by that; Liri’s joint-ague was usually troublesome for her in this weather. For some reason or other, Dusty looked pleased too.

      “So your turn now,” he said.

      “Mine?”

      “To bore me about your husband.”

      She laughed at that. “He left our marriage some years ago,” she said. “And what’s strange is I see far more of him these days than before. He works up at the castle, but he’s down every other night to see the children. With them now, in fact.”

      Dusty shook his head. “It’s strange…”

      “A lot of things about marriage are,” Iras said, “and the older I get the more of them I see. You take Hran there—” She spoke softly as the man himself headed out through the curtain to piss. “Never a dull moment with that one and his spouses. But comes a time when you start wondering, is that what the partners want, maybe? He and his elder husband, back and forth, back and forth all the time. One night sweet as honey, whispering in each other’s ears, and the next?” She shrugged. “Should have been in here a tenday or so ago. Fistfight started in here, spilled right out into the road, took forever to stop it.”

      “What started it?”

      Iras shrugged. “A little too much sharing with other people on one side, a little too little on the other? Depends on which of them you talked to and how much he’d had to drink. Anyway, they sorted it before the night was out. Sad that they’re both the kind who seem to speak most clearly in blows, but…” She raised her eyebrows.  “Once they sorted it, wouldn’t have taken as long as it takes to down a cup of wine before they were in each other’s arms swearing eternal love again.”

      “Eternal?” Dusty said, looking both a little amused and (for some reason) a little sad.

      “Well, it’s held since then, anyway,” Iras said, and smiled slightly. “So far, so good. But it’s the best way to take eternity, I suppose? A tenday at a time?”

      Dusty smiled. “The only way She lets us take it, I suppose,” he said. “Maybe we should be thankful...”

      Iras nodded at him, then made her way back to the hearth and gave the bacon a turn in its iron cage, thinking I wouldn’t mind spending some more time finding out what’s going on in that head… The man had an odd air of secrecy about him; a secret he wanted to tell, but didn’t dare. And it was no accident, she thought, that he let me do most of the talking…

      Mer had gone into the back wine store for something; Iras went behind the bar for the moment, and noticed that their somewhat-regular Desmit, sitting down at the bar’s end by himself as he so often preferred, was getting low on his barley wine. “Des? Another?”

      Desmit looked down at the cup, shook his head, shrugged. “No, I’m fine for the moment—”

      Iras blinked. That was unusual: she couldn’t remember Desmit ever turning down an offered drink. Maybe this was going to be one of those rare nights that he didn’t need Mer to help him halfway home when they shut for the night.

      She looked up, feeling eyes on her, and saw that Dusty was gazing over at Desmit with the slightest smile.

      An odd kind of night it’s getting to be, Iras thought; and she was getting a hunch that it might get odder yet. At least it won’t have much longer left to do that. We’re getting on towards closing time…
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      He sipped at the newly-heated wine. The scent of it, the sharpness of the white and the different edge of the alewood, reminded him instantly of the last time he’d had it quite this hot, tasting just like this. The beach house up on the North Arlene coast, one of the grace-and-favor dwellings that the Northern Crown offered to the royal family of Arlen as a courtesy between monarchs. Lorn loved being there, where the Arlid met the Sea, even in foul winter weather. They’d been there after the Dreadnights last year, with grey sleet blasting sideways on the wind from the north and salt bergs crushing up against the shore, and Lorn and Berend had—

      He stopped himself again. It was surprisingly hard not to think about something that you knew you must not think about. He’d done it before, sometimes under most trying circumstances. But that had been…

      Herewiss squinted down into the wine, thinking. Not even a year ago, he thought. Some ways it seemed far longer. He would have sworn, right after it was all done—the war ended, the rightful King on his throne—that that whole long period of wandering, trouble, danger, and what then seemed (once it got started) endless battle, would have engraved itself on the forefront of his mind to the point where it would interfere with all other memory, as an unwashed windowglass cloaks every new day’s view in a reminder of old dirt.

      But it hadn’t. It surprised him, even though his life was completely changed, how life became all about dealing with its newest aspects—life in a palace, not as a guest but as the nearest thing to its master: life as the partner, not to a prince on the run, but to a king settling into his power with exceptional speed, almost as if he’d been born to it—

      Herewiss smiled into the wine again. “As if,” he murmured. Because after all, Lorn was. The shadow of the White Lion fell over everything he did in Prydon Castle. People’s hair sometimes stood on end when they came before Freelorn on his throne and felt that cool, ancient, venerable regard bent on them, through him.

      But, despite that unquestionably propitious beginning, then other matters had failed to fall in line. Life in Arlen—in terms of its rule, anyway—began indicating a preference for going on just as it had gone on previously, before the Lion and Eagle had returned and men were beginning once more to use the Fire. Change, whether small or earthshaking, kept being resisted. In fact the Earth seemed to have done all the shaking it was  planning to do for a good long while, and everything settled down…

      …not into something joyously new, but something trying very hard to be boringly old.

      It took months for Herewiss to understand the peculiar feeling of resentment that kept ambushing him and taking him by the throat. It was disillusionment, plain and simple. A sense of having done all this work, suffered so much, battled and won the battle… for what? For life, and the world, to stand up afterwards and assert their right to have everything keep on going exactly as it had been for decades, even centuries?

      The political mulishness had been easiest to understand, in the short term at least. Lords and landholders who had spent significant portions of their lifetimes learning to navigate one specific set of political shoals, depths and troubled waters were never going to be best pleased that someone had come along and dredged the river.

      But no one else seemed to have got the message that the bedtime story had come to a satisfying conclusion, that this was supposed to be “and then all things went well”. Commons and nobles alike, everyone just wanted things to be quiet now. Hadn’t there been enough trouble? What call was there to run around making more?

      And as for him…

      Herewiss sighed. So much for being the hero of the story, he thought. That time’s done. Now I have to learn to be content with being what makes other people’s stories come true. The friendly beast, the creature out of legend… I’m the Hilarwit, or Lady Ferrigan’s Pook, or someone’s Moonsteed or Phoenix, that helps the heroes get the job done and be ‘happy till life’s or times’ end’. And no one cares what happens to them, to the helpful magical critter, after the story’s over.

      And then Herewiss couldn’t help it, but had to start chuckling at himself. If there was one thing he’d been learning from Lorn this last year—their first one as a truly settled couple—it was his beloved’s impatience with Herewiss’s low moods, brief though they tended to be.

      They’d surprised him when they’d started, a little while after the Battle of Arlid Fields. After the formal coronation, after the bustle and ceremony of it all, after the army was sorted out and troublesome elements of it dismissed or reassigned, after the King’s new council was settled in and looked to be working correctly, after the hundred things that needed to be handled at the beginning of a new reign were, one by one, handled… Herewiss suddenly found himself feeling at a loss. And the feeling grew, day by day, until there were some days he found it difficult to get out of bed… especially when Lorn had so much less time to spend in the bed than he’d used to. “My father used to grumble about surprising the Dawn with its nightshift still on,” Lorn moaned to him any number of times in the early morning, “and I’d tease him and make fun of him. This is his revenge from the far side of the Shore. Oh Goddess!”

      But for all his own grumbling Herewiss discovered that Lorn would have no pity on himself as he steadily broke himself to a King’s harness. And though he was sorry for Herewiss’s discomfort, he didn’t have much pity on him either. “Here you are the first man in a thousand years to have the Fire,” Lorn said repeatedly, with great love but no mercy, “and this is what you waste your precious time with? If the usual uses for you are running out, then hush yourself up and go find some new ones. Isn’t that what She’d want you to do? Aside from the hushing up part; even half asleep you’d talk the back legs off a Dragon and there’s no hope of stopping that—”

      “Another wine?” Blackie said.

      “What? Oh,” Herewiss said. “Yes, thank you.”

      The pot girl came and went without further notice, and Herewiss himself failed to notice how brief a time that last wine had lasted him.

      “So the Goddess and the Lovers walk into this bar…”

      Herewiss picked up the cup and hurriedly hid his smile in the wine again. Back at home—at least one of their more public homes—not many people tried to regale the Royal Consort with jokes, or felt it would be wise to waste his time listening to them when they could be talking politics with an eye to either finding out what Freelorn was thinking, or trying to get him around to their way of thinking.

      The joy of listening to normal people, of being around those who were not chosen out by the Goddess for ridiculous fates beyond the ken of humankind… it was tremendous. These were the sort of people who got up in the morning and had a wash and a bite to eat and then went off to work somewhere, in the fields or in a shop or in a street sweeping up. Then they came home afterwards and had a bite and a sup with their family, and afterwards went out to the bar and had a few stoups of something not too expensive and then went home to lie in a bed with someone who loved them, and went to sleep without expecting anything unusual to happen between then and the morning. Whose dreams aren’t dire warnings, Herewiss thought, or veiled descriptions of the next thing they’re going to have to do to save the world.

      Not that these people were those people, truly—the fantasy people that Herewiss was imagining. He knew better, just looking at them. But the Fire told him far more about them, made them concrete and real in nearly unbearable ways, almost just by looking. He looked, for example, at Hran and saw, felt, the difficulties and pains of not being sure that you were enough to be worthy of the people who had declared themselves to be your lovers, your beloved.

      Yet he also knew—because the Fire in him instantly spoke to the Fire in the other and knew the truth of the matter—that though Hran seemed troubled and pained outside, though his whole conversation was mutters and groans and complaints, nonetheless this dour seeming was hardly the whole story. The uplands of Hran’s mind were often actually a sunlit place, where he was light-spirited and ready to see the joy in things… except that without warning that sense of life would depart him. Hran lived his days caught between that hidden joy and the hunger for it, and the pain that inevitably befell him when he forgot himself and trusted it, and it went away. So that he spent most of his days warding that joy off, for the fear of losing it, and setting out to find the worst in everything, because there at least the world would never betray him: the worst was always there, somewhere, waiting.

      Herewiss looked away. After he’d broken through into his Power, Herewiss had discovered that sometimes the Fire itself would know what was wrong with something and tell him what he needed to do to put it right. But for some troubles the blue Flame had no solution, no answer for him… and all Herewiss could do was view those troubles and feel useless.

      Seeing people like this… he thought. Hearing them, underhearing them when outside of that there’s no real connection… ‘Berend was right. Sometimes you’d like to just find a way to make it stop.

      But there was going to be none of that for him. He was now what he had always wanted to be, and he was going to have to deal with it.

      Up at the bar, “No, no, I’ve got a better one,” said Hran, apparently in better sorts now that he’d eaten enough to properly keep his wine company. “The Shadow walks into a bar, right? And everybody looks at him and knows who he is right off, and everybody in the place runs away. Except for this one little old gent who sits right there and drinks his drink, and doesn’t turn a hair. So the Shadow’s surprised by this, as you might expect, and he goes over to the man and says, ‘Why aren’t you afraid of me?’ And the man looks up from his drink and says, ‘I’ve been married to your sister for twenty-five years: why the Dark should I be scared of you?’”

      Some snickering at the bar, loudest from the round blond man Liri’d brought in from the street and who was now cuddling up next to her. Herewiss smiled again, sitting back into the shadow by the fire, and thought about what Lorn would have said. “You call that a joke? I was telling better jokes than that when Elinádren hadn’t let you out of the nursery in the Woodward yet. Now listen to a master…”

      Herewiss breathed out, sitting there by himself in the corner, and found himself wishing he could be home,  uncertain as he sometimes was where home was, these days; listening to one of Lorn’s jokes (which in truth were usually pretty terrible), listening to Hasai or Sunspark attempting to get him to explain them, listening to the good-natured mockery in Segnbora’s voice—

      He sighed, as that wasn’t a line of thinking he could afford to follow any further, not right this minute. He pulled himself away from it again.

      “So the Goddess is walking down the street and she sees this duck—”

      Herewiss lost the thread of that one, distracted by a movement down in the shadows. There was that vile-tempered cat again, sitting under Liri’s bar stool and scratching like crazy.

      Very possibly the reason for the temper. Well now, Herewiss thought. This shouldn’t take but a moment—
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      Iras looked up from the hearth, wondering how she kept running out of onions so quickly, and glanced over toward Dusty…

      And froze. There he sat drinking in the dimness (for the inglenook fire, which hadn’t been stoked in a while, was starting to sink gently into its embers). He was looking absently off in another direction, at the floor under Liri’s bar stool. And his sword, which had been leaning there up against the wall and looking so innocent, was suddenly more than just grey steel with an odd blue sheen to it.

      It was glowing.

      Up high, where it leaned against the wall and only its pommel and grip and crosspiece showed, the effect was almost impossible to see. But down near the floor, in the darkness cast by the plank-feet of the table, Iras could see faint blue light seeping through the gaps in the scabbard’s stitching.

      Oh Goddess, Iras thought, going cold. What the Dark have we done to deserve this? He’s not just some nicely-mannered hedge-nobility, after all. We’ve got ourselves a sorcerer.

      Without moving from her spot by the hearth, she did her best to catch Mer’s eye. Unfortunately he was oblivious at the moment, down behind the bar and rummaging through the box of “slightly imperfect” pots in search of one with an imperfection slight enough that it would still hold beer for pokering.

      She hissed at him. He didn’t hear her.

      Iras stole a glance back at Dusty, who was still gazing off into the distance and turning his goblet around and around on the table. Now what? she thought. This hadn’t happened here, before… but then any sane person in this business routinely prayed Herself to keep such away from you. The Pig had always seemed to be lucky that way. But now it looked as if the luck had run out.

      Iras knelt there pretending to be keeping an eye on the onions, but her pulse was pounding in her ears. So this explains the quietness, she thought, the waiting around. He’s lying in wait for somebody, and when they get here, all Dark’s going to break loose— And worse than the threat of what was going to happen was her distress at having misjudged the man in the corner so badly. I can’t believe it, he seemed so nice!

      She shifted her eyes rightward to steal a glance at him… and found him looking back.

      Dusty’s eyebrows went up, and he started to turn enough to look downward under the table, then stopped. His expression went half abashed, half apologetic, but he didn’t look away from Iras. The light from inside the scabbard, however, shut itself off as sharply as a lantern shuttered dark.

      Fine, she thought, increasingly annoyed. Play it calmly. See where it gets you.

      She finished what she was doing with the onions, scraping some of the errant bacon dripping into the dipped recess where the onions cooked. How many years, she thought, of people other than me, scraping and scraping, went to make this? Her thought went irrationally to some of the older stairs up into the top of the town, hollowed down at their centers from centuries of footsteps, worn to a dull shine now and slippery in wet weather. But how quickly it can all go away without warning…

      Iras stood up, looking down regretfully at the onions where they softly sizzled. It wasn’t her part, normally, to start a fight. But sometimes one had to be started, lest something worse happen.

      She levered herself up off her knees and paused by the bar, wondering how far to go with this. Mer could overreact if he was in the wrong mood, and she could tell that dealing with Hran earlier could leave him a little frayed.

      He wandered over to her, drying a beerpot. “Something?”

      “Just a draft with some citron in it.”

      Mer nodded and got it for her without comment: but his gaze flicked toward the man in the corner. Mer was nothing if not expert at picking up on her signals by now. “Anything for him?”

      She opened her mouth to say “no”, then changed her mind. “Give me one of those little pitchers with a fill of Brightwood white.”

      Mer nodded, again without comment, and fetched it for her. She picked up the pitcher and her pot of barley draft and went over to the fireside table. Dusty glanced up out of his reverie and as she put the pitcher down on the table, maybe a little harder than necessary.

      Dusty watched the wine slosh in the pitcher, and glanced up from it to her. “Ah,” he said. “I am out of your good graces, then.” He sounded mildly disappointed. “So soon? I’d hoped they might at least last out the night.”

      He looked back at the pitcher, then up at her again. Iras felt like glaring at him, except that his earnest young face took all the anger out of her before she could put it to good use. She sighed. “Go on,” she said.

      Dusty poured out into his cup and bowed his head over it for a moment, inhaling. “Three years ago?” he said. “A nice vintage. Not much of it got further west than this, back then.” He reached the cup out across toward the fireplace and tilted it, twisting it to that just a drop’s worth of libation fell to hiss on the hearthstone. He lifted the cup to salute Iras then, and drank.

      “Dusty,” Iras said, “tell me: do you come here often?”

      He gave her an amused look as he put the cup down. “And here I thought that after Liri asked, nobody else would need to.”

      Iras waved the answer and the attempted joke away. “Darthis, I mean.”

      “I’m in and out often enough, the last few years anyway.”

      “Ever stop into a place called the Black Hart? Inside the third wall, north side of the ring across from the upper weir.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t recall.”

      “Then you never were, because you’d remember it if you had been.”

      “Must drop in some time, then, if you recommend it.”

      “I don’t, and you won’t,” Iras said, “because it’s not there any more.”

      Dusty’s eyebrows went up.

      “Six years ago come this summer,” Iras said. “The twelfth of Summer, actually. The Hart was one of those big old taverns, not just an eating and drinking house but a hostelry too; you know the kind. Lovely evening, everything quiet in the place—” She had to stop and take a drink of her draft, remembering Dellin, their head cook, who’d been a friend. “But a couple of sorcerers came in there that night. One had gone looking for the other to settle some kind of disagreement, don’t ask me what it was. Things got out of hand. And when it was finished, the Hart just wasn’t there any more. It got all burned out inside, the walls half-melted to slag, a couple of the people who worked there dead. A couple of the guests, too. A lot more of both got hurt.”

      Dusty gazed up at her in horror. Iras shook her head, put her drink down on the table; she realized she was shaking. “Afterwards all the staff who survived had to find new places. The owners were ruined. All their savings had been sunk into the contents of the cellarage… but it was all perished in an hour, for the sake of some stupid sorcerers’ duel.”

      “The Crown,” Dusty said, “wouldn’t have stood still for that, surely.”

      “Of course he didn’t,” Iras said. “The King had both the sorcerers thrown straight into Blackcastle’s dungeons, and right there they stayed under mindfetter for days and days until they couldn’t do sorcery enough to make a spilled drink run downhill. Then the King had the Rodmistresses in to strip the knowledge of the sorcerers’-tongue out of their minds, Narred or whatever it is—”

      “Nhàired,” Dusty said.

      Iras’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not helping yourself here,” she said. “When the ladies were done with them, the King turned the sorcerers out into exile, and that was that. But it wouldn’t bring back the people who died in the Hart, or make any single tavern or bar in this city think much of seeing so much as a glimmer of sorcery on one of their guests. Let sorcerers go out of the city to some country tavern if they want neutral territory to have their duels and disagreements in. They’re not neutral for us, and we won’t have the Hart happen again. I’d have the city guard in here right now if I didn’t know right well that I could throw you out the front door myself.”

      Dusty had turned his eyes away some moments before. Now he looked back up at her and said, “I grieve with you, mistress.”

      That brought her up short, for she hadn’t said a word about Dellin. After a second Iras reached down for her draft again, had a drink of it, and said, “May our pain someday end. But right now I need to know that you’re not going to be a problem before the night’s out, or I will put you straight out that door. Even a minor dustup can be a disaster for a little place like this when sorcery’s involved—”

      Dusty had at least the grace to look embarrassed. “Of your courtesy,” he said, “if I may, let me finish what you’ve been kind enough to bring me, and pay up: then I’ll save you the trouble of putting me out.” He started rummaging about him for something, probably a coin pouch. “I had no intention of making anybody uncomfortable, and I wish I’d been better advised about coming here.”

      “Advised—”

      He looked at her calmly, with just a touch of ironic humor riding over the sorrow in his eyes, like oil on water. Something in him was seeing her side of the situation, and in more depth than she would have expected. “I am sorry,” he said. “But you were recommended to me. A place where a man could sit and have a quiet drink, and get his thoughts in order. And where the clientele and the staff would, well, keep him grounded.”

      Iras glanced back toward the bar. Hran and Marit were engaged in an ever-more-complicated discussion of best-practice cavalry tactics. Liri was deep in whispered negotiations with the round fair-haired man who she’d just brought in from the street. Desmit, losing track of his prior decision not to have just one more drink, was in the act of putting down him a cup of that concentrated Steldene firewater that the regulars called “liquid carpenter” because after just two you’d spend the next day hearing nothing but pounding. And Dusty was regarding them all with a most unnerving expression of approval, except perhaps in Desmit’s case; for him, Dusty’s brows pinched briefly together.

      “He also said, the gentleman who told me about this place,” Dusty said, “that there was not a bar in town where the people would be more likely to come out of it well should trouble arise in their midst.”

      “Lovely,” Iras muttered, briefly distracted by the sight of Desmit putting the liquid carpenter aside. “Always nice to be complimented on the taste of your meat by the wolf that’s got its teeth in your leg. And just exactly who are you waiting for?”

      “I’m not sure,” Dusty said. “There’s nobody in particular I’m looking for. But it’s possible that someone might nonetheless find me.”

      “I’m just overjoyed.” Iras gritted her teeth. “And by the by, what’s a sorcerer even need a sword for, if he’s so good at what he does?”

      His eyes widened. “I— Wait. Sorry? You think I’m a—”

      “Well, what the Dark am I supposed to think, with that doing what it’s doing under there?”

      “Iras,” Dusty said, sounding for the first time a touch unnerved. “Language.”

      “Screw my language sideways,” Iras said. “Let It hear me and welcome. You, meanwhile—”

      She stopped in mid-flow as a flicker of light from the side, one that hadn’t been there before, caught her attention. At some point in time while she’d been upbraiding him, Dusty’s sword seemed to have lost its scabbard.

      Iras’s jaw dropped. How’d that happen without anybody noticing? she thought. More to the point, how’d that happen without me noticing? She gulped, unnerved. “You answer my question straightway, Dusty, or in two winks your butt will be soaking in the gutter. I thought sorcerers weren’t supposed to need swords. What’s yours for?”

      Dusty’s eyes flickered to the door, and otherwise moved not a muscle more — just went bowstring-taut all over. “Her,” he said.
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      No one put on a look like that just to end a conversation. Iras looked over her shoulder at the women who’d cast the door-curtain aside and was strolling into the Pig, gazing casually about her as she came. She was tall— Iras thought she’d never before seen a woman that tall— but that was the least of what made her notable. She was well dressed, far more so than Dusty, in silks and velvets, somber but rich in a black jet-beaded overrobe and a twilight-violet shift. She was handsome, even striking—long dark hair bound back and falling in waves down her back, dark eyes, features that were unusually regular and sharp.

      But that did not alter the fact that her face could have soured milk in the cow or blighted fruit on the branch. Iras found herself very glad that none of the pregnant working damosels from the joyhouse down the road were in tonight: she’d have been terrified that they’d miscarry. The newcomer’s face was still and chill; the eyes were cold. Every muscle that moved did so with smooth mechanical  efficiency, nothing extra or left over, no swing or ease or comfort in the movements. The woman moved with a grace that was too perfect, to the point of inhumanity… a sheer horror.

      Those eyes fastened on Iras. The look on the face was outwardly calm; but the expression was fixed, a deathmask with eyes that saw, and hated what they saw. Something that despised life too completely to waste more than minimal time mimicking it was using that simulacrum of a face, and the smile that assembled itself on its lips was the perfectly-carved creation of a cruel and demented sculptor that wished its subject dead.

      Out of sheer reflex Iras opened her mouth to do what she’d normally do and give the stranger the Goddess’s greeting. Then she shut her mouth again, suddenly clear that this was a bad idea, utterly and completely the wrong idea, if she wanted to live out the night. Indeed her prospects of living much past the remainder of the hour, or of anyone in this room doing that, seemed low at the moment.

      She found herself wondering whatever had made her think that Dusty was any kind of threat.

      Bizarrely, she heard his voice in her head. At least it seemed most likely to be his. Though it sounded to Iras like her own thought, the words, the meaning, were someone else’s.

      So here it begins. Whatever you do, stay out of this, Iras. I know you’re good at your job, but this customer outweighs you. Maybe outweighs both of us. So if I don’t make it through… thanks for your hospitality.

      Meanwhile, leave It to me. I’ll take it from here.
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      So the Goddess and Her lovers walk into this bar, Herewiss thought, his mouth going dry.

      But of course the joke was sometimes framed very differently. Other aspects of Deity were just as likely to walk into a bar, and the jokes about them were far less funny. Hran’s, for example.

      Or this one.

      Herewiss took a deep breath; and then he rose, because that was what you did when a guest who’d traveled to see you finally turned up.

      “Madam,” he said, and sketched her a bow.

      “‘Dusty,’”she said, and dropped him a mockery of a great lady’s small dip-o’-the-skirt curtesy, enough for the hem to brush the ground but not a sandal-lace’s width more.

      “You do me honor,” Herewiss said, “by coming all this way. Will you take a cup of something for your health?”

      “With thanks, my host,” she said.

      The two of them bellied up to the bar, in the empty space between Liri’s evening’s-joy and (on the other side) Desmit. Herewiss and his dark guest eyed each other, and little by little—without having to look—he could feel the others at the bar gently, gently edging away.

      “It was folly,” the Shadow said, “coming all these hundreds of leagues alone away from your home and thinking you wouldn’t be noticed.”

      “Yes,” Herewiss murmured, “I can see where it would seem that way.” He glanced over at the frozen Mer, standing by his post though plainly terrified out of his wits, and said, “Let me take a wild guess. Blood wine?”

      “Half right,” the Shadow said. “But blood wine will do.”

      Mer was a statue. And under the circumstances, why wouldn’t he be? Herewiss thought. “And another Brightwood for me,” Herewiss said. “Don’t bother mixing it. Citron if any’s handy.”

      It took Mer a moment to look away from from the two of them and go rummaging hastily among the bottles. No one else at the bar was moving a muscle; all eyes were looking their way, though everyone was trying hard not to look as if that were the case.

      And now we play the game in its cruelest form, Herewiss thought.  Yet I must also make very sure none of this spills over into reality. None of these people deserve to have their lives or livelihoods destroyed on my account. There’s been enough damage to the innocent all this last year. Some of it’s going to take decades to put right as it is.

      What was about to happen here needed to be kept here, inside him… and that, like swallowing poison and keeping it from killing you, was going to be the challenge. Of course, that was a challenge he’d overcome, once or twice. But this was a different poison entirely, the world’s own poison, the time-deep malady that the whole world was sick with. The odds of swallowing that all by himself and surviving were less certain.

      Yet he still had this certainty to put his mind’s back up against. Doubts or no doubts, I wouldn’t be who I am—I wouldn’t have survived what I’ve been through this past year, and then come out the other side—to die in a bar fight with that one. She means me for far more: a lifetime of it. She built me, I have to think, to meet the challenges that would be part of that lifetime… and some of them would inevitably be something like this. For It’ll test me again and again, waiting for me to get careless… expecting that sooner or later I’ll slip.

      He swallowed. Not, I hope, today.

      He picked up his winecup and drank off the last swallow in it. We work hard for this stuff, he heard his father saying the first time Herewiss had worked on a vintaging: he must have been about nine. In an eye-blink of memory Hearn was showing him how one of the big wine-presses worked, how the levers and the big ratcheted screw went, how the older boys and girls and young men and women they were working with were groaning and straining to tighten the press-plate down against the big iron-hooped canvas sack full of squeezed grapes, the “cheese” as they called it. It was down to just the oozing now, drop after drop trickling and running down the sides of the cheese into the big round bucket underneath. We do not waste a drop, his father was saying, and the afternoon light was gilding that iron-silver hair of his and turning it the color of his inlaid dress armor upstairs. Every mouthful is sun and rain and these lads’ strained muscles and your backache from helping pick the grapes. All our care and our passion and our pain, spent for joy’s sake. So never waste. She hates waste, and the Shadow loves it. For that one, everything wasted is a slap in Her face.

      So he took his time. He put down that last gulp of wine even though the taste of it was proving the old saying right, that when the Shadow appeared directly in human life, the mere act of Its doing so could sour the wine in the cask. Brassy-edged and brackish the wine had gone in his mouth. Though that could just be my fear. But the feel of the sun on his back out among the vines and the sound and scent of the rain pattering down on the Brightwood’s leaves was still in the cup, and those he would not waste.

      And even through his nervousness—for who, looking into those nearly-empty eyes over the rim of the cup as he was, could help feeling fear—Herewiss still had a moment to spare for a rush of fierce enjoyment. His foe had embodied, and by indulging its desire to experience his demise more enjoyably by taking physical form, it had limited Its own power. It was the old quandary—to affect the world, you must be in the world, on its own terms—at least somewhat. Such an embodiment meant you had Its full attention.

      And so this worked. This worked.

      Now let’s see if the rest of it will…

      “Now, my guest,” he said, “let me thank you as you deserve for the courtesy of your meeting.”

      He swallowed, reached out… and put his hand on the Shadow’s.
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      Darkness.

      For the first few moments they stood in a dark place that was like the tavern in shape and furnishings. All around them stood shadowy statuary of human life—caught motionless out of time, or rather out of the time that the two of them presently occupied. A human hand lay on an inhuman wrist, gripping it, holding it still.

      The hand beneath it turned, gripped back, and the cold of it lanced through Herewiss like all a winter’s ice in a moment.

      I told you it was folly, said the soft voice in his ear as he sought to master the dark and the cold. But you’re too used to working in company these days. Of your own will you’ve given up what once made you strong: the lone battle, the single and singular everyday challenge of death and lonely pain. In the wake of what you abandoned, time and change have had their way with you already. You never suspected how quickly, I think. Too late; now you’ve found out. Whatever folly tempted you to challenge me alone, apart from those whose support has made you what you are, now your folly’s results will visit themselves on not just you, but all of them too. All their lives will be blighted by your loss… by never knowing to the end of their bitter days why you left home and never came back.

      Even as they swayed and strove together, even as he felt for any weakness in the dark mind that was presenting itself to him here—for so embodied, it had to have a weakness, It had to—even so Herewiss felt a brief breath of triumph. It still didn’t know why he’d done what he’d done. That much of his mind, his soul, he’d been able to protect, even here, even now.

      And still you don’t realize how fatal an error you’ve made, the Other said to him. It’s not you who’s locked Me into your mind. It’s I who’ve locked you into Mine. And Mine holds more than you can possibly understand. More possibilities. More outcomes. And all the outcomes that chance and the help of others kept from befalling you—here, they’re real, and you will die of them.

      Did die of them. Many times. As here—
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      The doorway rose before him, hewn out of that grey stone that would have had a faint sparkle of light in it, during those times when through one of the old Hold’s strangely positioned skylights, the sheen of sun (some sun or other) arrowed down into the empty gleaming space. But no such light was there now. There was just the faint star of a rushlight down by his feet, the light he’d been using to find his way by. And out of the door, something came blooming at him from a space entirely other.

      Claws. Long mismatched legs waving, barbed, razory, ichor-slicked, scrabbling and clawing out the door at him. Behind them a bloated knobby body, a mouth where a head should have been, full of teeth like knives, and glittering in a light that wasn’t really there. And then after that body, mindlessly hungry for him, came another; and another. And another.

      He turned to run, but there was nowhere to escape to… not quickly enough. No one was there to help. Between Herewiss and the outer world lay nothing but cold gray stone, every hall like every other, inescapable.

      Sunspark!

      No answer. It was somewhere else right now, or never there to begin with. Only the star of rushlight, trodden on by something wet, extinguished like a lost hope.

      Herewiss fled, but to no avail. The hralcins’ claws quickly caught him.

      They did nothing so direct and merciful as tear him straightforwardly apart. His anguished death, dragged from one universe into another where time functioned much differently, never really ended.
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      Gasping, shaking off the pain— It didn’t happen!

      But it could have. And maybe it will yet. Merciless, the cold hard hands were locked around his wrists, holding him in place and in time.

      Or possibly this—
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      Snow whirling about the cliffside, ruthless winter assailing those who’re trapped there. A young Queen and a would-be King kneeling together under a rain of black arrows out of the storm blasting around Lionheugh. Two knives delicately slice into royal flesh and shed royal blood to rekindle the kingly bindings between the Two Lands—

      But the blast of hatred coming from the Fyrd and the Reavers charging up from the valley douses Herewiss’s Fire untimely. Segnbora takes a black Reaver arrow through the eye and falls dead in the snow before she can summon her Dracon shadow into reality. The ancient and the newly dead, rising again and again as they are struck down, overrun the Darthene forces on the Heugh and kill the Queen and Freelorn before Herewiss can do more than raise Khávrinen with intent to defend them. Within moments Fyrd fall upon him and tear out his throat. Herewiss’s blood leaps out to stain the snow and drown forever the hopes of a world where men have the Firr—
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      No, no, no!

      Herewiss swayed against the one who fought him for control, grappling, gasping. Strong, his opponent was so strong. But this should have been no surprise. Were it not so, the Goddess in Her might would have dealt with the Shadow, with the Dark Lover, long ages of the world ago. But not all Her power would have sufficed for that. She had been forced to lock It into the universe with Herself and all Her creation, and until all that was brought to nothing at the end of loves and times, so it would remain.

      And here we are. He had no such strength as Hers. Sooner or later Herewiss would go down under this onslaught, for no mortal could survive this many deaths. The Other would eventually wear him down into accepting one of them as real, and then he’d be extinguished like a pinched-out candle flame, as if he’d never been. I shouldn’t have come out alone, he thought, desperate. That far, It’s right. My pride…

      First man with the Flame in a thousand years and more, the Other whispered in his ear, laughing low and dark as if at a joke that’s finally paid off. And the last. See again how you end. This time for the last time, I think, for you’re entirely too good at imagining what will happen, and already your strength is fading—
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      And then: Arlid Fields. The last desperate sunset falling across those torn and bloodied lands as the Fyrd crash into the Arlene and Darthene lines in great waves, as the royal sorceries give way, as the Gnorn appears on the stricken field and drives all who behold it mad or strips the lives out of bodies unable or unwilling to bear its sight. Queen Eftgan falls beneath crowds of Fyrd. The Dragons, as their Emissary and the DragonChief soulbound to her both die of horror, are gripped by an anguished terror they have no power to withstand. As one they turn and flee upward into the vast dark Void above the air, never to return to the lands of humankind.

      On the stricken field, Freelorn son of Ferrant, last of the royal line of Arlen, falls before his divine Ancestor is able to rekindle his spirit in the newly-offered body, and is lost and killed beneath an onslaught of Fyrd who rend him limb from limb. Witnessing this disaster, unable to stop it, one man with a blue-burning sword is left with nothing to live for. When his grief and the sight of the Gnorn drive his wits from his brain, he falls on that burning blade and ends both himself and it at once—
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      The hand around Herewiss’s  wrist was now two hands, and then not around his wrists, but his throat. Herewiss struggled against them in the darkness, for air, for light.  Folly, he thought, she was right. And pride: that too. But I have one thing left. Deathword. Right now It’s physically rooted in the world, and if I die pronouncing its doom, what I pronounce will be binding. All my loved will be safe from It, ever more… if I’m willing to die to buy them that safety.

      It was possible: doable. He heard, through an old memory of Lorn’s shared after he came to his throne, the question, too soft to be heard by anyone else, and barely audible to him, down in the depths of his soul: Will you pay the price?

      To keep my loved ones safe? To let them live the lives they must in order to become what Her plan says they may yet be?

      A long breath in the cold and the dark.

      Yes.

      The two shapes, the woman filled with darkness and the man filled with Fire, leaned and swayed and struggled against one another in the empty shadowy silence.

      Let it be so, then. For their sakes, in Her name: let it be—

      And Herewiss prepared to pronounce, for the last time, the word only five others knew.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      What do you mean it outweighs me!

      Iras was outraged.  Bar fights were not won by weight, and they were not stopped by it. They were won, and stopped, by brains and balance and the art of anticipation; by being somewhere else than where you were expected, and being where your opponent was when they didn’t expect it. She’d long lost count of the customers who thought such a little woman couldn’t stop them doing whatever they wanted with other people, or her.

      She hissed out breath between her teeth, seeing that she was going to have to teach somebody else that lesson tonight. And she grinned, since at that business she was very good indeed.

      For the moment, Iras made what she could of what was before her. The Dark Lady and the curly-haired young man leaned together on the bar, touching, as all around them her regulars stood frozen in terror and as still as so much statuary. The inglenook fire had sunk to nothing. Every candle burned low.

      All right, Iras thought. All right. Not here. Not in my place! Let’s get this sorted.

      Quietly she slipped up beside Dusty. She might have no more knowledge of him than half a night’s observation, but she was entirely clear she’d sooner be on his side than the other’s.

      Iras set herself, balancing against the bar, her feet under her in the way that would help her if she had to move fast…

      And then she reached out and took Dusty by the wrist.
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      Everything flashed dark, flashed bright.

      Her own bar, her own Stuck Pig: this was it, but dark. Everyone who was there in the light was now sitting or standing there like dark shadows of themselves, frozen, wide eyes gone pale with horror. And somehow here was that damn sword, too, still leaning by the wall but flaming like a firebrand; flaming blindingly blue.

      Who knows what it means, who cares, how do I stop this?!

      Because at the center of the stillness was combat. Here the shape of the dark woman and the shape of Dusty stood staggering together, struggling; hands about one another’s throats, one streaming Flame and the other streaming a darkness that was trying to put it out, each trying to end the other…

      The sight filled her with terror—how not?— but also something Iras wasn’t quite expecting, something ingrained: profound annoyance. How dare you idiots start something like this in my place, and right in front of me! At least her regulars usually had the sense to pretend they hadn’t noticed she was there, thought she was out of the room for a moment or something. But this? She couldn’t remember having felt so disrespected in a long time. Iras tried to say loudly “What are you doing, stop that!” —but found that she had no voice in this darkness.

      Growing more furious by the moment, she moved toward the two who were brawling… but moving was strange, more like pushing through fast-flowing water than anything else. Nonetheless Iras made for them, got close, reached out and thrust her hands into the darkness—

      —and pulled them back stinging. What the—! That darkness was as hot as the fire on her hearth, but it wasn’t her hands it burned: it was her mind, and she flinched back, clutching at her chest as if she’d been stabbed there.

      The memory flushed over her sudden and terrible: the feel of the blade going home between her ribs, all that time ago when she was young and stupid and forgot, just that once, to make sure the man in the cloak didn’t have something sharp tucked away before she closed with him. The blood running down, the sheer unbearable wait-how-is-this-happening shock of it. And the satisfaction, before she collapsed, of tripping the man as he turned to run, and the sound of him crashing to the floor, as she did the last thing she had strength for and stepped on his back, hearing the crack of it just as she collapsed.

      She’d felt no guilt about it, then or later (and lucky for her that a Rodmistress had been within call nearby, just up the Hill: otherwise there’d have been no ‘later’). The Crown was not kind to such blatant would-be murderers, and Iras knew that if she’d spared the man he would’ve either been left to her mercies once she’d recovered, or had his soul scried and the way opened for it to take itself out of the world at best speed. Either way his body would have wound up nailed in bits to Bottom Gate for the birds (and eventually the river fish) to pull apart.

      And that’s how this will be, Iras thought. You burn me? Fine. For she was well used to burns, working at the hearth all day. Better enjoy that now, because that’s all the fun you’ll get out of this.

      Iras moved in again, furious and cultivating that fury, for sometimes it was useful in a fight. The shadow burned, so  she tried reaching in through the fire instead. That burned her too, but the quality of the burning was different, less painful. Through it she grabbed at the two struggling figures to pull them apart—

      Shocked, both of them turned to look at her, and while she was touching them, Iras saw them.

      She thought she’d never seen anything so clearly, not her old husband and loved, not her first loved’s face the day he died, not the face of her firstborn when the midwife had just cleaned him and put him to her breast. The woman-shape was ineluctable darkness, pain and ruin and death in a human form, fixed and cold and terrible in its hatred of the one it was trying to strangle. The half-unseeing look of its eyes as they glanced sideways to hers made Iras’s own eyes burn in their sockets. She felt sure that cruel regard would have burnt her right to ash under other circumstances. But something was stopping It. For this moment, It was prevented.

      And the man, in this moment of clarity, was like fire, a conflagration of it locked under his skin—though the fire was starting to flicker dim, choked for air, already dwindling as if toward smoored hearthside embers. He was the one who prevented, who limited the other. It had come for him, to take him, to kill him, while both he and It were alone.

      With sudden shattering clarity a truth was borne in on Iras by the way the dark Other’s attention was utterly fixed on this man, as if chained to him by Its rage and hatred. An old line came to her: Is this a private fight, or can anyone join in? This fight was meant to be private. And the Other, Iras suddenly knew, would never have come in the first place if It wasn’t sure It could win.

      Except there are no private fights in here. Once they step over the threshold, they’re mine to do with as I please.

      … and then she moved. Because this was just a bar fight. And she knew what to do about bar fights.

      She pushed away from them for a moment and just watched what they did. Always the strangling, Iras thought. It’s either that, or punching, or hitting with something! So predictable. —But one of these two had drunk her house’s hospitality and been cordial to her, and she was not going to let him just be strangled by darkness made real!

      He was holding his own for the moment, which was good; Iras needed a moment to devise a strategy, choose a weapon. As she glanced around, Iras got a better grasp of what else was in this darkness with her. Behind the two struggling figures, nearly the whole bar glowed; the jugs and casks all full of liquid fire, malt-floor-warmed life lingering in the beer, sun in the wine, shining through the containers like life through skin.

      The two struggling figures were oblivious to her. And that’s just fine with me, Iras thought as she sidled around them, through the clinging shadows, back behind the bar. The shadow-Mer paid her no mind: could he even see her?—but then the conflict taking place in the middle of the Stuck Pig’s floor was enough to rivet anyone’s attention. Blackie, sensibly crouching down in her pot-washing spot behind the bar, was trying to look in all directions at once but didn’t seem to see Iras either.

      There, Iras thought. That’s what I want. He’ll be furious with me, but at least we’ll all still be alive to clean things up afterwards.

      It was Mer’s monthly firkin of Doromael, a North Darthene wine that no one but him in the whole city seemed to want—a wine that made their buyer roll his eyes and go oh all right, whatever you like when Mer ordered it. It was harsh-edged stuff, resinated, red enough to give sensitive people a headache. Mer was not sensitive. His only concession to local sensibilities was to drink it when no one could see him doing it.

      And since he got in new supplies of the stuff every month, and the new order had just come in, the firkin was almost full. Here in the darkness the wine remembered the sun, the harsh Darthene coast wind, the blinding light off the sea in the summer months. It burned like a brazier, like a whole hearthful of coals, a riot of mute and obstinate certainty that what had looked like death wasn’t, not really, once you’d been through it with your heart in the right place.

      Iras waded behind the bar to get it. Suddenly the going was harder. Cold eyes were on her, suspecting what she was about; but they were distracted by the resistance of the man fighting for his life, and others’. Iras ignored them, got back to the firkin and picked it up. She had to struggle to get it up over her head, it was suddenly inexplicably heavy, too heavy for her to lift, she staggered under it—

      Those cold, dark-burning eyes were on her. She felt the strength running out of her like beer from a cracked jug. But No, Iras thought, no, I am not going to drop this—!

      Someone jostled her, bumped sideways into her. Iras was too busy concentrating on the firkin, knew without understanding how that she must not drop it. But suddenly other hands beside hers were on the firkin, helping take the strain; that shape of fading fire having let go of its enemy’s throat and now sagging against her, but still helping her hold up the cask—

      Across from them, those dark eyes were locked on hers, suddenly not just furious but desperate, willing her to drop it, sucking her strength away—

      But Now, said the shape beside her, right now!

      Iras set herself, gripped the cask tight, and along with her companion plunged forward and brought it down hard right on the woman-shaped darkness’s head.

      The cask broke. Wine, flaming like sunlight made molten, splashed and sprayed everywhere. Other fire, blue, mixed and mingled with it, blinding. In the flare of liquid light the darkness’s limbs flailed out and it went down like so many dropped rocks, sprawling crooked and limp on the slaty floor.

      The two of them—the shape of blue Flame, and Iras—stood there shoulder to shoulder, gasping, collecting themselves.

      “What is this?” Iras demanded.

      “One of the inner worlds,” Dusty said. “Or the outer ones. Yours? Mine?” He shrugged, and staggered. “The real question is, what’re you doing in here?”

      “I was angry at you!” It was the first thing that came out of her mouth, and she wasn’t sure why.

      Dusty laughed, a rueful sound, and rubbed the back of his head. “Well, so’s everybody else going to be pretty soon, if I’m any judge,” he muttered, “so why shouldn’t you be?” He sighed. “But thanks for that. And now I think you have another problem.”

      She stared at him. “Oh sweet Goddess, the onions are burning—”

      He glanced up, sniffed. “Oh, that’s what that is. All right. But that wasn’t what I meant.” His gaze dropped to her hands.

      She looked down then too, and went rigid with shock as she saw what he did.

      “Oh no,” she said, at the sight of the Flame running down her wrists, wreathing about her fingers, actually dripping from them like something liquid. “Oh no!”

      He regarded that ruefully, too, but nonetheless he was smiling. “Sorry,” he said.

      Iras glared at him, indignant. “No you’re not!”

      “Ah. Well.” He rolled his eyes. “I suppose. Iras, this is what I’m for, apparently. What I was sent into the world to be, if things went right. Which, despite appearances, it seems they have.” He looked at her and all of a sudden there was that very young expression again. “But don’t you see? Everybody knows this. We’re all taught it young, that every man and woman on earth has at least a spark of the Fire in them somewhere. For a long time now the world’s been maimed, it’s been broken, people haven’t been able to get at that Fire to turn it to their use. But now they can—”

      “When you come along and start meddling in their lives!”

      Dusty sighed again. “Yes,” he said, apparently not entirely to Iras, “see, that’s how it’s going to be for me from now on, isn’t it?” His gaze, which had gone distant and abstracted for a moment, locked back on her again. “I really don’t remember agreeing with Her about this. Yet here we are.” He tilted his head, interested. “So what will you do with it?”

      She shook her hands as if she’d just been washing dishes and desperately wanted to get rid of the dishwater. “For Goddess’s sake, I’m not going to leave my good job and my children and run off somewhere and become a Rodmistress!”

      Dusty blinked at her. “Whoever said you had to?”

      Iras stared at him. “But—”

      Dusty shrugged. “Seems to me that a lot of the pressure for women to become Rodmistresses has been because so few had enough Fire to focus. But that’s going to change.” And he grinned. “Is changing. Look at you!”

      She did, turning the burning hands over and over again, and wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      “It’s funny,” Dusty said. “I thought at first that I was going to have to share myself with people for this kind of thing to happen.” He glanced in slight dry amusement at Liri. “Seems, though, that there are some kinds of sharing that’ll be quicker. That’s a realization I have you to thank for. You’ve made my job a little simpler.”

      And he chuckled. “Who knows whether I’d ever have come to understand that, or how long it would have taken, without what you’ve taught me tonight?”  He rubbed the back of his neck again, looking embarrassed. “I really am rather a slow study sometimes. I wonder that She puts up with me…”

      Iras regarded the sudden look of much-more-carefree youth that had come over him… He had looked older, when he’d come in. But now the burden seemed somewhat lifted. Still— “You’re young to have this thrust on you,” she said.

      Another shrug. “I accepted it,” he said. “Too late for me now.” And he sighed, glancing around. “Now I just have to figure out how to tidy all this up…”

      “What, the wine?” And the Shadow? she was about to say, but looking around, Iras saw that that once-worthy being had removed itself, possibly out of embarrassment.

      Dusty raised his hands, let them fall. “I’ve repaired some unusual things in my time,” Dusty said, “but wine… It’s complicated. And can wine even be repaired, after what it’s just gone through? We might just have to send up to the castle for some more.”

      “Oh, like we normally buy from the castle,” Iras said, scoffing.

      “I know who you buy from, Iras,” Dusty said. “Who do you think sent me here? The wine may not come from the castle… but he does.”

      Her jaw dropped.

      “Wait,” she said. “Didn’t he—didn’t they just get married again? To—“

      “So I hear,” Dusty said.

      And from some distance—as if from the back room—Iras heard an unfamiliar voice say:

      Dusty? Dusty!! It’s a girl!

      Dusty made an amused face. Am I supposed to have forgotten that somehow? he said. We’ve known that since after Barachael.

      Well, she’s out, finally! And where the hell are you? Out drinking again? Do you have a problem?

      Dusty rolled his eyes. Lorn, he said, kiss them for me and I’ll be back in a bit.

      He turned to Iras. “Kind of dark in here,” he said. “Shall we get out?” And he held out his hand.

      She took it.
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      And a blink later the bar was the bar, and the locals were sitting looking at them, frozen in relief: and Iras needed answers. She swung on Dusty. “Who are you really, and what was that?”

      “My good lady Iras—”

      “None of that eyelash-batting and blathering from you!” Iras said. “Not to me, and not after that! It wasn’t sorcery, nothing like it. It looked like Fire. And if it was—”

      Dusty nodded, but there was something slightly weary about it. “It was.”

      “Then you’re one of those…” She stopped. She didn’t know what to call it, or him.

      “I know,” he said. “There’s not a name for my kind yet. Maybe I’m what you called it before: a wayfinder. But a different kind. As for names, well… word in this world takes a while getting around, but first you have to work out what the word is…”

      “May take some doing.”

      “Yes. One time someone suggested ‘Rodmister.’” He chuckled at that. “Not sure how far that’ll take us. Because this means everything’s changing.” He nodded at Khávrinen. “The wand and the sword are no longer so much at odds… at least theoretically. When other men start focusing, who knows what tool or focus they’ll choose? Not mine to say. This is just how it went for me when I broke through.”

      And then there were footsteps outside, and the front-door curtain was thrown aside. In hurried a little dark-haired man with a face like a handsome hawk’s, deeply lined, the eyes sunk deep too, grey and clear and oh so clever. And right now they were practically screwed shut with annoyance.

      The little man strode straight over to Herewiss and grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him the way a terrier shakes a rat; and Herewiss stood there, grinning, and took it.

      “Always a nuisance,” Wyn said under his breath, “junior husbands. I cannot, cannot take you anywhere, can I? Or send you, it seems. Honestly, what am I supposed to do with you? I told her you were going to be too much excitement. And here she thought it was going to be Lorn.” Wyn rolled his eyes.

      “Not tonight,” Herewiss said. “Anyway, I have to buy you a drink.” He waved at Mer.

      Mer gave him a look. “What?”

      Herewiss jerked his head in Wyn’s direction. “His usual?”

      Mer turned back to the bar as Herewiss turned back to Wyn. “And why is Mer’s horrible wine all over the floor? And what has all this been in aid of?” Wyn said.

      “You honestly don’t know?” Herewiss said. “Well, maybe not, Goddess knows none of this has been running to the usual schedule. Congratulations! You’re a father.”

      Wyn’s eyes went wide as Blackie brought him over his cup, a battered pewter thing that looked to have been bought in a joblot with the spittoon. “Seriously? Finally? Tonight? Why in the Mother’s name aren’t you there?”

      “Because being here,” Herewiss said, “was how I could make sure that It wouldn’t be there.”

      Wyn’s eyes narrowed.

      “You’re worse than Tegánë, I swear,” Wyn muttered. “But they’re all right?”

      Herewiss nodded. “Mother and daughter are doing fine.”

      “What a relief,” Wyn said. “Glad that’s over with. Seems like she’s been pregnant forever.”

      “She still is.”

      Wyn’s eyes went wide again. “What??”

      Herewiss snickered. “Sorry,” he said, “I shouldn’t tease, not tonight. The other pregnancy.”

      “Oh.” Wyn sagged back in his chair, shook his head. “Not sure I understand how that’s supposed to work…”

      “No one understands how it’s supposed to work,” Herewiss said. “Least of all the two participants. Apparently when you’re with child by a Dragon—”

      “Or with egg…?”

      Herewiss waved his hands helplessly. “Don’t ask me! It doesn’t happen quickly, anyway; not the way we’d reckon quickly. Seems like the offspring has more choice about when it’s ready than the parents do. All she and Hasai seem able to agree on is that when it’s time, they’ll know and be able to give us some kind of warning. Months from now, or years…” He shook his head.

      “Reassuring,” Wyn said, “I suppose.” He had a swig of his drink—then stopped, looking alarmed: stared into the cup. “What the Dark— Did we get a bad keg or something? Mer—!”

      Herewiss reached out, put a hand on his arm. Then he shivered.

      Wyn looked at him with concern. “Dusty, you all right?”

      Herewiss breathed in, breathed out, though he shivered again several times. “I will be,” he said. “By and by. But look: it won’t be Mer’s fault, I think. When you have a guest like that come in for a drink, it’s possible the drink will suffer. Mine did…”

      “Well, fine. Lacking Eftgan’s advice, you’re the expert in all this weirdness. So now what?”

      Herewiss gave Iras an impressed look. “Your bouncer’s a Firebearer,” Herewiss said. “You’re going to have to give her a raise.”

      “What?” said Iras and Wyn, more or less in unison.

      Herewiss grinned. “People will come to drink here just to see her.”

      “I will not be a tourist attraction!” Iras said.

      “Yes you will,” Herewiss said, “whether you like it or not. And why wouldn’t you? Are you jesting with me? ‘The Woman Who Threw The Shadow Out Of Her Bar!’ People will come from all the Dark over to suffer the privilege of being yelled at by you.”

      For a moment Iras stood there looking astounded. Then her eyes narrowed. “Dusty,” she said. “Language.”

      He blinked. “Um. Sorry. Do I need to put a scruple in the jar?”

      Iras let the stern look relax. “First-timers get off with a warning,” she said. “But you should behave better, a Prince like you. Were you raised in a barn?”

      “A tree house, actually,” Herewiss said, and grinned.

      She batted a hand through his curls. Herewiss ducked like a naughty child evading a blow, then turned his attention to Wyn. He was standing still with his gaze far away, and his face wearing an expression suggestive of someone doing a very specific magic—mathematics without writing. After a moment Wyn opened his mouth and said, slowly, “We’re going to need more pigs.”

      “Husband mine, I’ll leave that with you,” Herewiss said. “Pigs are not my department.”

      “That’s not what you said when Lorn ate all that venison last month…”

      “Don’t start,” Herewiss said. “I already have enough problems. I’m going to be in so much trouble when I get home…”

      “Not right when you get home,” Wyn said. “No one’s going to want to wake the baby. Or her mother. If I were you, I’d make the most of that for as long as it lasts ...Meanwhile, some of us do have jobs, you know? And need to get up in the morning.” He turned and waved a hand behind him. “I’m off. Eftgan will open the Door for you to go home, so don’t keep her waiting, all right? She’s had a long enough day.”

      And he was gone.

      …Nearly. “Books tomorrow,” came a shout from the street: and then silence.
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      Herewiss and Iras leaned over the bar together, in the relative quiet, while the regulars finished their drinks.

      ”I had no choice,” Herewiss said. “Our wife’s baby was very late. We’d known she might be; there were peculiar circumstances surrounding her lying-in. But the signs came together for me in such a way that I realized matters might become more complicated yet, the baby being royal on two sides, and the daughter of the Emissary as well. So I came to understand that I needed to draw that One’s eye elsewhere when she was brought to bed.”

      “You’re a fool,” Iras said.

      “Lorn will agree with you,” Herewiss said. “So will ‘Berend, and Sunspark, and Hasai. But sometimes you can’t wait on agreement. Sometimes you have to act…”

      He drank and looked thoughtful.

      “And now I have to tell you the truth,” Herewiss said. “You were quite right. It was dangerous, what I was doing. Not so much for your job, or this place, or your customers. It wasn’t interested in them. I was…” He sighed. “I was a bait, tonight. Or something more.”

      Iras stood there with folded arms, waiting.

      “If any harm had come, it’s me it would have come to,” Herewiss said. “But you know how dangerous the birth-night is. There’s no easier time for the Shadow to be rid of one who’ll be trouble for it later than when the womb opens and the soul stands between birth and unbirth, waiting for the destined body to take its final step, or its first one. Even if it meant I couldn’t be with my husbands and my wife tonight, I had to draw Its glance away from them. And away from the newest Princess of Arlen.”

      Iras stared at him. “Wait. Wyn wasn’t just joking, then. You’re saying that you’re the, the man that…”

      “Yes.”

      “And that—”  Iras turned and looked over her shoulder at the sword still leaning against the fireplace wall.

      “That’s Khávrinen, yes.”

      It was most peculiar. She couldn’t take her eyes away from it, because it was as if the sword was looking at her.

      “Yes,” Herewiss said. “I think you have a new friend.”

      Iras shook her head. “That’s… so odd.”

      He took her hand, squeezed it. “I think I meant me,” Herewiss said, “but no, you’re probably right about that too.”

      “I should buy you a drink,” Iras said after a moment. “For the baby. Congratulations!”

      “I take that very kindly,” Herewiss said, “and thank you.”

      “And as for the rest of it…” Iras looked bemused. “Who knows what to believe? The stories…” She shook her head, staring down into her barleydraft.

      “I know,” he said. “We were right in the middle of the War, my husbands and wives and I, and even we find it hard to believe sometimes. So much happened, so very quickly it seemed… Except it wasn’t really that quickly. We were a thousand years coming, or more, to the place where we had to be.”

      “Or moved there,” Iras said, musing.

      “Pieces on the board,” Dusty said.

      “Yet plainly the pieces have some self-will,” Iras said. “You made yourself into…”

      She thought a moment. “There’s a newfangled thing they put in on top of the castle, a hundred years or so ago. It kept being struck by lightning, the old Square Tower, did you know about that? Something about the way the city is, and the stone of it, and the wells and the water table—”

      “So I’ve heard,” Dusty said. “Lightning likes to strike here.”

      “And it started no end of fires in town, because when it struck it would strike just anywhere. So, not King Bort but his old dad, what was his name, I forget now—“

      “Blacren Broga’s son.”

      “That’s the one. “ She gave him an amused look. “What a know-it-all-you are. How do your spouses stand you?”

      He grinned. “It’s a question that’s come up from time to time.”

      “Doesn’t matter, it’s handy enough at the moment; for some reason I’m always losing his name. Anyway, King Blacren called in some sorcerer who was a specialist in lightning, can you imagine such a thing? And along this lady comes and has them forge from cold iron a thing like a spear, but twice the length and twice the thickness, and they rivet it to the top of the tower and fasten an iron chain to it, five hundred ells of it, would you believe—and this chain they let straight down into the castle, and then down a hole like a chimney, into the stone of the hill. And from that time on when lightning strikes in the city, it only ever strikes there. Isn’t sorcery a wonder?”

      “Sometimes, yes, it is,” Dusty said.

      “The levin-gad, that’s what they call it.”

      “A lightning rod, we’d say in the East.”

      “Whatever. That’s what you made of yourself, isn’t it.”

      Dusty nodded. “Sometimes it’s what you’ve got to do.”

      “You really are the Goddess’s own fool!” Iras said.

      “Yes,” Herewiss said, “so my spouses are all going to say… But I’ve heard it from them all before. Maybe someday I’ll get used to it. Meanwhile…”

      He held up his cup for her to clink hers against. “Welcome to the Fire,” he said, “and may you have an easier time of it than I did.”

      “Doesn’t sound hard,” said Iras, and clinked her cup with his: and they both drank.
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      That was when she spotted the man who was leaning on the sill of the front door, looking at Dusty. The curtain was open—the newcomer was leaning on that, too, pinning it against the sill—and it was odd how no cold air seemed to be coming in. Or perhaps it was, but Iras was in no mood to really pay attention to it.

      Iras sucked in a deep swift breath as she took in the new arrival. In fifteen years with her children, she had never really thought of remarriage… but she thought about it briefly now, for the calm warm majesty of the man in the doorway struck her straight to the heart.

      Though he was very plainly, almost poorly dressed, in worn dark linen-canvas trews and boots and a thinner linen shirt mended at the elbows, still she felt an urge to kneel to that man in the doorway as if he wore a king’s robes. He was into his early middle years, and his features weren’t what anyone would have called classically handsome. But he wore manhood in all its best grace and gentleness and power as if he had invented it; and somehow the moonlight outside seemed to have followed him into the room, clinging to his hair.

      Dusty saw him, and lowered that burning sword. With what looked like deliberate enjoyment he bowed, very slowly, very low. “Sir,” he said, quietly, respectfully, with a look of tired joy. “Or Madam—as the case may be.”

      The man in the doorway glanced down at his hands, as if checking something— then looked up at Dusty with a grin. “Sir will do,” he said— He said. On once hearing his voice, all doubt vanished; the words lingered in the ear like glad thunder even when they were spoken and gone. “I’ve a balance to maintain, after all. …But you’ve had a hard evening’s work. Would you care to come out and take a cup of something with me, for your health? And then—you’re waited for, up the Hill; they’ve got your way back to Prydon open. Perhaps you’d walk Me that far along the way.”

      Dusty nodded. “My Lord,” he said. He went back to the table to fetch his sword’s scabbard, sheathed it, hung it up over his shoulder, and went to the doorway, where he offered the Goddess his arm. With a courteous bow of His head, He took it.

      And then He glanced past Dusty, at Iras. She could find no power to move or speak as that ineffable gaze rested in hers, holding her safe as a parent holds a child, as a lover, absent for a while and returning, holds their loved. “Thank you, dearest,” He said. “You’ve done Me proud. We’ll talk later.”

      All she could do was stand there, trembling with awe, and nod at Him. Then He cocked his head at Dusty, putting an eyebrow up, and out the two of them went into the moonlight, into the straw and the mud of the street. As they turned left, just before the door-curtain fell to behind them, Iras caught Dusty’s eye on her: an amused and approving look, but also one of gratitude.

      She shook her head at him, caught among so many emotions: bewilderment, exasperation, utter wonder. But still she had to grin, and waved a dismissive hand at him: Get out of here.

      And then stared as Fire followed the gesture.

      In the street, Dusty grinned at her; then turned the corner with the One he escorted, and passed out of sight. She could heard their voices for a while more, chatting warmly like lovers who haven’t seen one another in a while, and snatches of the conversation drifted back.

      “At least It won’t try that again any time soon…”

      “No, just something different.”

      “Well, what can you do.”

      “Nothing much. Seems a deity’s work is never done…”

      And then apparently there was a joke between them, for after a few breaths the sound of uproarious laughter came drifting back from about halfway up Potboilers’ Street, where it turns toward the shrine of Our Lady of the Divine Madness.

      Iras stood there a moment longer, then turned back to the room, looking at them all: Mer and Blackie, Liri and Desmit and Hran and Marit.

      “Wasn’t she lovely,” Blackie said in an awestruck whisper.

      “So beautiful,” Liri murmured.

      Desmit sat gazing at the bar and said not a word.

      Mer silently poured himself a drink and knocked it back in one.

      Marit stood there shaking his head for a moment, and then said, “Listen, got to go tell the wife about this…”

      Hran didn’t move: didn’t speak: but in the light of the nearest candle, his eyes looked suspiciously bright.

      Then, one by one, they turned to stare at Iras, and the blue Fire still flickering around her hands.

      Iras looked from one to another of them, and then shook her hands as if trying to get the dishwater off them. With an air of near-nonchalance, the blue Flame of Power dimmed out and sank away into her skin.

      “Fine,” Iras said. “Mer, can we close up, you think? I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’ve had enough excitement for one night.”

      Unnoticed in the murmur of agreement, in front of the hearth the Stuck Pig’s cat stared around him at the humans who shared his space, and scowled. “Idiots,” he muttered under his breath, and sat down, and started to scratch.

      And then stopped… because all his fleas were gone.
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      “Mistress Iras? There’s a horse here to see you.”

      “Mistress” Iras. This was a recent development, and it was going to take her a while to get used to it… if she ever would. For the meantime, Iras just laughed and went back to scrubbing the hearth. “Ask it if it made an appointment.”

      “No, seriously—!”

      She kept on scrubbing, but after a few moments realized that nobody else was moving or saying anything. Iras sat back on her heels and wiped at her brow with the back of one hand. Spring was definitely coming on, she thought. With the curtain open today, it was a lot brighter than it had been lately. And, come to think of it, a lot warmer. And—

      Someone cleared their throat. And the funny thing was that it actually sounded a little like a horse, that snorty sound— Iras looked over her shoulder.

      There was a horse standing in the doorway, an amazingly colored horse, absolutely the very reddest roan she’d ever seen. That would have been remarkable by itself, if not for the fact that its mane and tail appeared to be on fire.

      “Yes, you’re the one, aren’t you,” the horse said pleasantly enough. “Here.”

      It reached around toward its saddlebags and from one of them, with its teeth, plucked out a parchment roll and held it out to her. There was a faint stink of burning, and smoke rose from where those teeth were closed on the end of the roll.

      Well? the seeming horse said into her mind. Will you please take this damn thing so I can talk again?

      Iras took it and gazed with interest at the still-smoking bite marks.

      “He said I should wait for an answer,” said the horse, delicately spitting parchment fumes.

      “Um. All right…”

      Mer reached for the parchment. Iras smacked his hand away from the thing that even rolled up was all shining with jewelled colors and gold in her hand. “Will you stop it, I can read perfectly well—!”

      She unrolled it. The problem was that it was difficult to quickly make sense of what she was reading. It was an invitation to a saining, that Iras could tell right away, but she’d never seen a written one before, and wait, how many names has she, what the—

      “—the first right-naming of Her Yet Sublime Highness the Princess Fríalan datheln Segnborand tai-Enraesi ie kyr’Freelorein stai-Héalhrästi—“ Iras squinted at the parchment: what the Dark is this supposed to be? “—lahiw’ssth dffh’Hasai—”

      “Some Draconish thing,” Mer muttered. There was no missing the Dragon these days. Hardly a week went by when the great black thing wasn’t to be seen at least a day or two, or a night or two, sitting up on the castle’s Square Tower, that spot possibly preferable because it was the highest; and these days its long, long tail always seemed to be hanging down right into the street nearest, where anybody could tweak it. “Wonder what’s it like having a Dragon for your da?” He squinted at the parchment. “Or your ma, maybe. How do you even tell with them?”

      Iras simply shook her head. “Surprised they’re not doing this in Arlen…”

      “Queen has to be High Priestess for the saining when it’s another royal family,” Hran said. “Traditional, isn’t it?”

      “You’ll have to get dressed up,” Mer said. “Best get to market and buy you something nice.”

      “Excuse me,” Iras said, “I have nice clothes at home! Plenty of them. Just none I’d wear here when there’s no telling if I’m going to get someone’s blood all over them.” She went back to peering at the decorations on the parchment. “What’ll you wear, that’s the question. Do you own anything but blue canvas tunics?”

      “I’m not going.”

      “Yes you are, it’s a royal command, look here, Herself Up The Hill even signed it. Look, there’s her seal.” Iras tilted the parchment so the sun caught on the gold of it. “All of us who were there that night.” She looked at the elemental-cum-horse. “We’ll all be there,” she said; “please thank your spouse.” And she glanced at the others. “We’ll have to close up…”

      “We’ll be drinking the baby’s health elsewhere,” Mer said. “Makes perfect sense.”

      “Dangerous precedent, maybe?” Desmit said. “How many evenings has the Pig ever been closed?”

      They all had to stop and think about that. Iras left them to it, and turned. “And by the way, congratulations!” she said to the seeming horse.

      It turned bemused golden-burning eyes on her. “What? What for?”

      “Well, you’re married to the Prince and the King and the Head-of-House and her Dragon, aren’t you?”

      “Well, yes, of course, but—”

      “Then your spouse has had a baby,” Iras said, patient. “And you’re a parent. Your wife has had a baby! Isn’t that lovely? Congratulations!”

      The horse stood there looking stunned. “I— what?”

      “Congratulations on your daughter!” Iras said, waving the parchment around in an invitation for the daft creature for Goddess’s sake to put it the Dark together.

      It stood there staring at her in the street. Its jaw actually dropped. Then:

      “I’ve had a baby!” the horse said in astonishment. “I’ve— I’ve had progeny!”

      And it leapt into the air in a flurry and wash of shocking heat that scorched the stucco facings of houses right up and down Potboilers’ Street, and singed some passing pedestrians’ eyebrows and forearm hair off.

      Mer looked after the trail of fire burning its way westward across the sky. “Did you just say the wrong thing?” he said.

      Iras blinked, watching it go. Just another day at the Pig, she thought. “Damned if I know,” she said. “Let’s go in and see if the bacon got singed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A map of the Middle Kingdoms

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: A map of the Middle Kingdoms]
          
        

        A Map of the Middle Kingdoms

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Door into Fire, The Door Into Shadow and The Door Into Sunset are the first three works in a four-book group that was started four decades ago. The fourth volume is in progress.

      

        

      
        The Levin-Gad is a bridging work between The Door into Sunset and the forthcoming The Door Into Starlight. Four more novelettes in this sequence, “The Tales of the Five”, will appear during 2019.

      

        

      
        For updates on the progress of The Door into Starlight, please visit this page at MiddleKingdoms.com:

      

        

      
        http://bit.ly/TDIStar
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