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Chapter One
 
    
 
   The circular arrived before the station’s runners returned with breakfast for the daywatch. Nicolas Rathe, the senior adjunct at Point of Dreams, had just set his teapot on the little summer-stove, and turned frowning at the knock on his door.
 
   “Sorry, Adjunct Point, but I thought you should see this straightaway.” That was Lievreth Maeykin, just out of his apprenticeship and serving his time on the night shift. He held out a sheet of paper, closely covered in a neat scrivener’s hand, and Rathe took it, feeling his frown deepen.
 
   “Aren’t you off duty yet?”
 
   “Just going,” Maeykin answered. “Passile said she’d bring me back a nightmeal to take home, so I’m waiting for that.”
 
   Rathe nodded, relaxing, and took the sheet from him. “Right, then. Thanks.”
 
   Maeykin backed away, and Rathe turned his attention to the paper. It was a typical circular, the issuing station’s name at the top and the chief point’s seal and signature at the bottom—from Fairs’ Point, this one, and that was no surprise. With so much of the city’s business passing through the linked markets that were the Great and Little Fairs and the New Fair, there was always some warning or appeal coming out of the district. This one was a request for information about a missing person, someone not seen in his usual haunts and whose friends had made formal representation to the points that they feared some mishap. All that was standard enough, the stilted formal phrases taken from the Pointswoman’s Handbook, and he skimmed over the names of the friends-at-law and the circumstances of the appeal until the name caught his eye. Aardre Beier should not be missing at this time of year.
 
   He looked back at the standard text, picking out names he should have noticed: the friends-at-law were all dog trainers or veterinarians, and their concern was not just that Beier hadn’t been seen at his usual haunts but that there had been no broadsheets from the man in the moon-month before the Dog Moon races. And that was, Rathe admitted, worthy of notice and probably of concern. It was no wonder Guillen Claes, the chief at Fairs’ Point, had been willing to have the circular drafted.
 
   He heard familiar footsteps on the stairs, and pushed himself away from his worktable, reaching the door just in time to see his own chief, Trijn, reach the top of the stairs. She gave him a wary look, and he matched it with an apologetic shrug.
 
   “Got a minute, Chief?”
 
   She gave him the look that deserved: if he couldn’t wait until she’d had time to reach her own office, or even put down the lunch that was surely in the basket tucked under her arm, she had the time to hear him. “Come on in.”
 
   Rathe followed her into the largest of the station’s offices, the paneling a bit better polished here, though the table and sideboard were no less piled with papers. Trijn eyed him unhappily, but motioned him to the visitor’s chair. “Trouble?”
 
   Rathe held out the circular, and she took it with a sigh. She was a handsome woman, neatly dressed as any merchant-resident—and indeed her family was solidly of the merchant class—with greying hair pinned up beneath a fine lace cap. She made a face as she read, then set the sheet aside and reached for her pipe. “Do we know anything?”
 
   “Not that I’ve heard,” Rathe answered. “But I haven’t had a chance to ask more closely. I’d just read it when you came in.”
 
   “Beier’s hardly the sort to hide himself,” Trijn said. “I can see why his friends are worried.”
 
   Rathe nodded. Beier was an eccentric rarity, a University-trained astrologer who had chosen to focus his skill on the peculiar art of dog racing. He cast veterinary horoscopes for the breeders and trainers, published pamphlets on the fine art of handicapping the races, and over the last few years had also had a sideline in scurrilous but clever broadsheet commentary on the racing scene in general. Two years ago, a trainer had lost her temper and taken a shot at him with a thoroughly unlicensed firelock pistol—Rathe suspected Beier had provoked her, perhaps with some printed disrespect. “We’re sure he hasn’t published anything this year?”
 
   “So his friends say, but we can check it.” Trijn’s stove was unlit; she worked a striker until she could get a spark, then puffed hard to get her pipe to draw. “I don’t believe I’ve seen anything from him, though.”
 
   “I haven’t been looking,” Rathe said.
 
   “What about your own black dog? I thought he followed all the broadsheets.”
 
   “I’ll ask him when I see him.” Rathe hoped he wasn’t blushing. He was still getting used to having his leman acknowledged about the station.
 
   “Do that.” Trijn pushed the circular back across the tabletop. “And make sure the station sees this, just in case—”
 
   She broke off, and Rathe turned as the door opened.
 
   “Sorry, chief.” It was Sohier, one of the daywatch, a tall slender woman with her brown hair tied in lovelocks. “There’s a body at the Bell.”
 
   Trijn swore.
 
   Rathe said, “At the Bell?” It was one of the more respectable theaters in Point of Dreams: a body there would have the doorkeepers in a panic.
 
   “So they say. Will you take it, Nico?”
 
   Rathe grimaced, and Trijn nodded. “Yes, go on, it’ll make Paramis happy.”
 
   “Right.” Rathe pushed himself to his feet. He collected the circular before Trijn could remind him, and smiled at Sohier. “And you’ll second me, Sohier.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” she answered, unperturbed, and he followed her down the stairs to the station’s main room.
 
   This early in the day, it was relatively uncrowded, just a junior point at the main desk, the station’s daybook open before her, and Leenderts and Hegt talking to a skinny boy in a bright blue coat a size too small for him. Leenderts broke off, seeing them.
 
   “Ah, Adjunct Point—”
 
   “I told him,” Sohier said, and Rathe took the opportunity to drop the circular on the daybook.
 
   “Record that, would you, and then make sure it’s posted where everyone can see it.” Rathe turned to the others. “Now. What’s this about a body at the Bell?”
 
   “Found in the left box, third level, please you, sir,” the boy said. “And it wasn’t there last night, either.”
 
   “Lovely,” Rathe said. “Right. Leenderts, you’ll have the watch until we get back. When the runners return, send one of them to the deadhouse, we’ll want an alchemist. And a cart.” He looked at the boy. “Lead the way.”
 
    
 
   The winter-sun was just up, casting its paler light between the houses that lined the road between the station and the Bells. It was early for the denizens of Point of Dreams to be stirring, dependent as they all were on the theaters that were the district’s life-blood, but it was without surprise that Rathe saw a small crowd gathered at the side door. At least this wasn’t the Tyrseia, built on its own square and fronting a popular tavern; there was a remote chance they might get the body dealt with before they attracted a crowd. Or perhaps not, he amended, seeing a couple of women—actresses, he thought; their faces were familiar—leaning from their third-floor window while a gargoyle scolded from the rooftree. A trio of children with slates under their arms dawdled in the road, and a respectable-looking shopkeeper and her manservant peered from the doorway of the building that was both shop and house. Further up the street, the Gallenon doorkeeper stood hands on hips, and even as Rathe noticed her watching, a younger man broke away from the group at the Bells’ door and loped up the street to join her. As usual, the theater folk were looking after their own.
 
   He slowed his step as they came up to the waiting group, letting his eyes run over the crowd. Like most doorkeepers, they were women of sober years, neatly dressed in hard-wearing wool, but to his surprise it was the lone man who stepped forward to meet him, pulling off his hat in respect.
 
   “Adjunct Point! I hadn’t hoped they’d send you.”
 
   “Thank you, Master—”
 
   “Alemendes, Adjunct Point. I’m the head doorkeeper here.”
 
   Rathe nodded. “And you say you’ve found a body?”
 
   Alemendes nodded in turn. “In one of the boxes. And he wasn’t there when we closed last night, I can promise you that—”
 
   “I told you there was someone in the house,” one of the women said, not quite under her breath.
 
   “And didn’t we make another sweep through, for all it was past midnight and the moon barely a finger wide these nights?” Alemendes demanded indignantly. “Tell the Adjunct what we found, then, Mielle.”
 
   The woman looked mulish. “We didn’t turn up anyone, no. But it wouldn’t have been hard to get around behind us.”
 
   From the sound of it, the argument could go on for hours, and Rathe held up his hand. “Let’s see the body first. I’ve sent to the deadhouse, too, so if someone could wait here for them.”
 
   “You stay, Fridi,” Alemendes said, and the youngest of the women nodded. “If you’ll come this way, Adjunct Point?”
 
   The corridors of the Bells were dark, the air heavy with silence that damped even the desire for conversation. Alemendes led them up two flights of stairs, to emerge at the back of the first gallery. Mage-lights bloomed blue-white on the far side of the hall, glinting brightest in one of the mid-priced boxes, and Rathe was faintly relieved to see that it was one he’d never occupied. He and Philip Eslingen had spent a number of evenings here before Eslingen had left Caiazzo’s service: the boxes at the Bells had doors with locks instead of velvet curtains.
 
   He put that thought firmly aside as they came around the curve of the gallery and into the corridor behind the boxes. The mage-lights were at their brightest here, revealing every flaw and chip in the field of painted flowers that decorated the plaster, and showing, too, that the expensive-looking paneling of the boxes was just clever painting. Alemendes fumbled in his purse and came up with a ring of keys, sorted through them for a moment and finally unlocked the door.
 
   There was someone there, all right, though in the mage-light it was an instant before Rathe was sure he was dead and not merely watching the stage. He was an older man, dressed like any decent shopkeeper or petty merchant—though on second glance the coat and linen had both seen better days. There was a bottle on the table at his elbow and a glass broken on the floor at his feet, and Rathe looked sharply at Alemendes.
 
   “This is how you found him?”
 
   “Exactly like this,” the doorkeeper assured him. “We didn’t touch a thing. That’s why I was a little surprised they sent you, Adjunct Point—not that I am at all complaining, mind you. But it seemed clear enough what had happened.”
 
   Rathe touched the cold skin below the hinge of the jaw, found as expected no sign of life, and lifted the nearest wrist. The arm came with it, moving all of a piece. “Dead some hours,” he said.
 
   Sohier nodded, her tablets and stylus already in hand. “Poison, do you think?”
 
   Rathe stooped to examine the remains of the glass, but whatever had been in it was sunk into the carpet, and he picked up the bottle instead. He shook it gently, hearing the faint sound of liquid still remaining, and sniffed cautiously at the mouth. He drew back at once, wrinkling his nose at the spoiled-honey smell. He knew what that meant, as did every other pointsman in Astreiant:yris melios, the poison better known as never-wake. He held it out to Sohier, who sniffed in turn, and shook her head.
 
   “That’s no real surprise.”
 
   “Yeah.” Rathe contemplated the body for a moment longer, then set the bottle back on the table. Better to wait to search it until the alchemists had had a chance at it, just in case there was something more here than the obvious. He looked at Alemendes. “Your fellow downstairs said she thought there was someone in the theater when you closed?”
 
   “So she said,” Alemendes answered, “and pity it is that I didn’t listen to her. You know how we close?”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “There are nine of us in the house on a play-night,” Alemendes said, “to mind the doors and the stairs and keep an eye on the boxes. When the play’s done, we go through the pit and the galleries to collect anything that’s been left and make a start on the cleaning. We’re quick, but it’s a big house, the actors are generally long gone by the time we’ve done, especially if much of anything’s been left behind. And sometimes you get a thief trying to stay behind, too, though what they think they can steal from the dressing rooms or the properties, I don’t know. The only thing worth taking might be the buttons off a few of the costumes, and even they’re more for show—but I’m wandering, Adjunct, I apologize.”
 
   “Go on,” Rathe said.
 
   “So we go through the house in a pattern, top to bottom, stage to doors, with the notion that we’d drive anyone ahead of us, if you see my meaning. And of course I lock up everything that can be locked as we go.” He flourished his keys again. “And that’s exactly what we did last night. There really wasn’t a thing out of the ordinary, bar a very nice cloak left in the expensive boxes opposite, which I’m sure someone will send round for this morning. Except Mielle would have it she heard someone, or felt someone, or something, and, give her her due, she said she thought it was first or second gallery. But, as I said, we swept through a final time, top to bottom, and no one saw anything.”
 
   “She said it wouldn’t be hard to get behind you,” Rathe said.
 
   Alemendes bridled. “It certainly wouldn’t be easy! But—not impossible, I’ll grant you that. Still, I say we should have seen him.”
 
   “Could he have gotten in after you left?” Sohier asked.
 
   “Not unless he’s clever as a climbing thief,” Alemendes answered. “There’s magelocks on all the doors, and I defy you to break them without leaving signs.”
 
   “We’ll look for that,” Rathe said, and Sohier nodded. He heard footsteps outside then, and the woman Mielle pushed open the door.
 
   “The alchemists are here,” she announced, and stood back to let them enter.
 
   Rathe nodded in recognition, but the strapping young woman who was the leader of the team had eyes only for the body. The other journeymen hovered outside the box, not willing to push past two pointsmen to get in.
 
   “Dis Aidones, not another one.” She stooped over the body, long-fingered hands busy at neck and chest, then reached for the bottle only to put it aside with a grimace.
 
   “Another one?” Rathe asked.
 
   The journeyman nodded, folding back her sleeves to reveal a stylized version of the Starsmith’s badge tattooed on her forearm. “We’ve had two suicides already this month. Fanier blames Malfiliatre.”
 
   Rathe grimaced. The Matter of Malfiliatre had been grinding through Astreiant’s courts for close to a decade, after the last soueraine died childless. The de Caliors and the t’Anthiames—both some sort of cousin—had claimed the title, and finally the Royal Armiger had ruled for de Calior. Far too many merchants, and not just merchants-venturer but merchants-resident, had advanced credit to both sides; it was no real surprise that some of them had overreached themselves. “Surely this one’s not a creditor.”
 
   The journeyman shrugged. “It’s never-wake, all right, though I expect you didn’t have much doubt. Been dead since midnight or a little past—it looks to me as though he sat himself down here and drank off a few glasses, then drifted off to death. Smells like he used a decent vintage to mix with it, too.”
 
   “Why not?” Rathe said. “What about papers? I’d like to put a name to him before you take him off.”
 
   The journeyman flourished a pocketbook that she’d removed from the dead man’s coat. “Here you are, Adjunct Point.”
 
   Rathe loosened the string that held it closed and unfolded the worn leather. It held a small brass key and a single sheet of paper, not worn, and he unfolded that as well, already knowing what he would find.
 
   I, Jero Corsten, trainer and veterinary, presently of the Yellow Dog by the New Fair, commend my body to the points and my debts to my creditors. My papers are in my lodging in the box that matches this key.
 
   He had signed his name in a firm hand, and then added beneath it,See that the dogs are fed.
 
   Rathe swore under his breath. Why would a dog trainer kill himself before the year’s great races? After, yes, if his losses were big enough, but before? It made no sense. “Sohier, stay here and talk to the rest of the doorkeepers. I’d like to be very sure this is what it looks like.” Sohier nodded, and he turned to the journeyman. “And if you’d tell Fanier the same, I’d be grateful. The man was a dog trainer, I’d have thought he had everything to live for just now.”
 
   The journeyman lifted her eyebrows. “You would, wouldn’t you? I’ll tell Fanier.”
 
   Rathe folded the note and slipped in into his own purse. “I’m to Fairs’ Point, to see what his friends can tell me.”
 
    
 
   Rathe was tempted to go straight to the Yellow Dog to take possession of whatever was in Corsten’s strongbox, but the man had lived in Fairs’ Point and the station there had a claim on the case. Though whether they’d want it or not was another matter entirely. Still, Guillen Claes, the chief at Fairs, was less than fond of him for being the reason that Claes had been saddled with a new and less than competent adjunct at midwinter, so it behooved him to keep on the right side of the station. With any luck, though, he could make it a matter of closing his own books, and be in and out before either Claes or Voillemin was the wiser.
 
   That hope died as he reached the station’s dooryard. Half the station’s runners were gathered on the stoop, peering in, and he could hear voices raised in anger from across the yard. The runners scattered like gargoyles as he stepped through the open door, and he blinked in spite of himself. Six or seven people, men and women in about equal number, were clustered in front of the duty point’s table, robust, leather-jerkined and -aproned souls in sturdy boots and battered working clothes. Most of them carried a trainer’s short stick—Rathe had never seen one used on a dog, but in his apprentice days he’d seen them used with devastating effect to start or finish fights—and the young woman who had the daywatch was looking distinctly wary. Voillemin, however, seemed entirely unaware of the potential threat, and was shaking his head at the group’s leader.
 
   “Dame, there is no reason to think anything is wrong.”
 
   The woman in the lead opened her mouth, and Voillemin held up his hand.
 
   “Anything more than carelessness, then. For the man to have forgotten to feed his dogs is hardly a matter for the points.”
 
   “Jero wouldn’t forget to feed them,” the leader said, through clenched teeth. “Any more than he’d forget to bank his fire or to take a piss. These are his livelihood, man! You don’t just abandon them.”
 
   “But he hasn’t abandoned them,” Voillemin said. “He’s been gone, what, three hours? If he’s gone at all.”
 
   Rathe swore again. He didn’t need to make any more of any enemy of Voillemin, but it seemed to be unavoidable. “Excuse me, Adjunct Point. A word, if I might?”
 
   Voillemin had the look of a man trying to pretend he didn’t smell something unpleasant. “As you can see, Adjunct Point, I’m busy.”
 
   “It’s relevant.”
 
   Voillemin spread his hands. “If you must.”
 
   Rathe managed not to shake his head. Sometimes it seemed as though Voillemin made an effort to lay himself open to charges of incompetence. “As I said, I think it’s relevant. We’ve a dead man in Point of Dreams, and I have reason to believe he’s a dog trainer. A man called Jero Corsten.”
 
   From the gasps and curses, that was clearly the missing man, and Voillemin’s face went pink. “Nonsense!”
 
   “Hare and Hounds, what more does it take?” The group’s leader had her hand on her stick. “We told you something was wrong—”
 
   “What in Astree’s name is going on here?” And that was Guillen Claes, arriving punctually as the clock in the square stuck nine. “Dames, I’ll thank you not to brawl in my station house—”
 
   “A man is dead,” the leader said, and Claes’s attention sharpened.
 
   “We don’t know that for sure,” Voillemin began, and Rathe took a step forward.
 
   “Actually, I’m afraid we do, or at least we have good cause to think it. A man was found dead in the Bells, by his own hand, it looks like, and I’ve a note found on him that says he’s your missing man.”
 
   “Rathe.” Claes held out his hand, and Rathe reluctantly handed him the note. Claes scanned it and gave it back, shaking his head. “That seems indicative.”
 
   “I’d like to get a proper identification, though,” Rathe said. “If one of his fellows would be willing. He’s been sent to the deadhouse until he can be claimed.”
 
   “We’ll claim him,” the leader said. “There’s no kin.” She jerked her head at a round little man. “Floreis, you go.” She looked at Rathe. “My name’s Maewes DeVoss. I’m a trainer here and a friend of Jero’s and by way of standing patronne to him in matters of business. I’d take it kindly if you’d let me accompany you.”
 
   “There’s no proof of that but her bare word,” Voillemin pointed out.
 
   Claes looked at him. “I’ll vouch for DeVoss,” he said, with a certain air of restraint. After all, Rathe thought, she was only the best known of the city’s trainers, with an unusual reputation for honesty. Even Voillemin should have known that much. “And I suppose you’ll want to clear your books, Rathe.”
 
   “I would.” Rathe spread his hands. “It’s a bit odd he should kill himself this time of year, so we’d like to be sure before we close.”
 
   Claes nodded. “Right, then—” He held up his hand to forestall Voillemin’s protest. “And you can go with him if you want, but it’s his right.”
 
   “I certainly shall,” Voillemin said.
 
   DeVoss made a sound that was ominously doglike, but got herself under control. “I’d take it as a kindness, Adjunct Point,” she said, with deliberate ambiguity.
 
   “I have a key to a strongbox,” Rathe said. “Left with the note. I’m guessing it’s in his rooms. And also—he wanted to be sure the dogs were fed. I think he meant for any coin in the box to cover that.”
 
   DeVoss winced. “We’ve done that,” she said, her voice more gentle than before. “And no need to take his money. We take care of our own.”
 
   The Yellow Dog lay in the maze of lanes between the New Fair and the Exemption Docks, but DeVoss led them there unerringly. Its primary business showed clearly in its sign, a yellow basket terrier bounding over a hurdle, and in the cacophony of barks and yips coming form the side yards. A skinny boy not much past apprentice-age emerged from one of the yards, a quartet of basket terriers on a quadruple leash, and hurried away, dipping his head to DeVoss as he passed. Rathe looked at the trainer. “I thought you said you’d fed the dogs.”
 
   She gave a rather grim smile. “We did. This is ordinary.”
 
   “How many dogs does he have?” There was a strong smell coming off the kennels, a scent of damp dog mixed with a whiff of the midden: unavoidable, Rathe guessed, but not entirely pleasant.
 
   “Only five, all in training for someone else. The rest belong to Pol Tieshelt, he lodges here, too.” DeVoss led them up the side stairs, pushed open a badly painted door into a hall. There were two more doors there, front and back, and she pointed to the door of the front room. It would be the cheaper of the two lodgings, Rathe knew, and his attention sharpened.
 
   “None of his own?”
 
   DeVoss shook her head. “He’d had a bad year of it—he was sick for the fall meets himself, and then this winter the cough hit his kennel. He had to sell off most of his own animals to keep the others fed. And of course he was fool enough to give credit to the young de Calior, and now that his sister’s refused to honor his debts…” She shrugged.
 
   “That’s definite, then?” Rathe asked. The last he’d heard, the new soueraine had only threatened not to pay, apparently in an attempt to get the creditors to compromise.
 
   “Oh, yes.”
 
   “A bad business,” Rathe said.
 
   “For too many people,” DeVoss said. “And I’m afraid Jero was one of them.” She pushed the door open, and behind them Voillemin cleared his throat.
 
   “Was that door unlocked before?”
 
   DeVoss looked over her shoulder. “He never locked it, in case someone needed to get to the dogs.”
 
   Voillemin looked around. “Not afraid of theft, was he?”
 
   “It’s hard to steal a basket terrier,” Rathe said.
 
   DeVoss snorted. “I’d like to see someone try.”
 
   “I was thinking of his coin,” Voillemin said.
 
   “Precious little he had of that,” DeVoss answered, and waved generally at the narrow room. “But see for yourself.”
 
   Rathe glanced around the shabby room. There was a single bed, the curtains looped back over a pile of faded coverlets, the usual table and chair that would do double duty for work and eating, a pair of stools stacked in one corner beside the clothes-chest, and a set of shelves stacked with papers, a handful of books, and an iron-bound strongbox. “Is anything missing?”
 
   DeVoss shook her head. “Not at first glance. Though I wouldn’t know if any of his linen was missing, we weren’t on those terms.”
 
   Rathe nodded and began sorting through the shelves. The books were all old and well-worn, except for this year’s Ephemeris; one was Corsten’s account book, and even the briefest glance told a sad tale of decline. He’d barely made enough to keep his dogs fed— though from the look of things he hadn’t stinted them—and half the sheets stuffed into the shelves were duns. He sorted quickly through them, grimacing as he found the Writ of Distraint, the Regents’ seal dangling on a black ribbon. He held it up so DeVoss could see. “Did you know about this?”
 
   She shook her head again. “No. But I suppose that explains it.”
 
   Rathe was inclined to agree. The Writ gave Corsten six days to pay his debts—almost a crown, with interest—or see his goods seized instead. He sorted quickly through the rest of the papers, finding only broadsheets, mostly astrological and most to do with the upcoming races. It looked almost as though Corsten had been trying to figure out which races to enter, but it was hard to be sure.
 
   In the doorway, Voillemin cleared his throat. “Adjunct Point. Don’t you think you should open the strongbox?”
 
   “I’m getting to that,” Rathe answered, and took his time sorting through the last few pages, aware of DeVoss’s imperfectly concealed smirk. But Voillemin was right, and he pulled the key from his purse. As expected, it fit neatly, and the well-oiled lock turned with a dull click.
 
   The box was nearly empty, and he tilted it so that the others could see, then began lifting out the contents. A moneybag, also nearly empty, the leather worn soft and shiny; a set of ivory tablets, the wax smooth and stiff as though they had never been used, with a silver stylus—a gift, perhaps, too good to use, but cherished for the giver’s sake. The final item was a roll of heavy legal paper, tied neatly with red ribbon and sealed with an awkward blob of wax. He heard DeVoss’s breath catch and gave her a wry smile. “We’ll get to that. Let’s see to the money first. Adjunct Point, if you’d bear witness, too?”
 
   Voillemin moved up closer, and Rathe spilled the coins onto the tabletop, then sorted them neatly into piles. There was perhaps a pillar there in mixed coin, and DeVoss shook her head.
 
   “Not enough to feed them for a week. Which might be another reason.”
 
   Rathe nodded, scooping the coins back into their bag, and reached for the rolled paper. “I’ll ask you all to witness it was sealed and tied.”
 
   “Yes,” Voillemin said, reluctantly, and DeVoss nodded briskly.
 
   Rathe snapped the brittle wax and unwound the ribbon, then pinned the single sheet flat with an empty candlestick and Corsten’s salt-dish. It seemed to be a sort of testament, leaving the training of any dogs he had in hand to Maewes DeVoss. It was dated two days before the Writ of Distraint, which meant it took precedence, and Rathe looked up, puzzled. Behind him, DeVoss began to laugh.
 
   “Good boy, Jero, that’s done it.” She straightened quickly. “And now I call on you to witness, Adjuncts. I accept the charge laid on me, and I’ll send one of my assistants round to claim the dogs within the hour.”
 
   “I’m not sure that’s permissible,” Voillemin said. “Not till it’s been proven, anyway, and that’s a matter for the courts. Besides, who’s to say that this isn’t exactly what she was aiming at?”
 
   “Are you accusing me of murder?” DeVoss reached for her stick again, and Rathe stepped between them.
 
   “It was suicide,” he said. “The deadhouse will rule on it, of course, but the journeyman who collected the body was certain already.” He looked back at DeVoss, who had subsided again. “He did this for the owners, am I right?”
 
   “I’d guess so,” she said. “If their training isn’t part of his belongings, then any prizes go to the owners, less the trainer’s share, of course. But if the Writ were in force, then all the winnings would go to pay the debts, even the owners’ share. They’d count as junior creditors, you see.”
 
   “You know a lot about this,” Voillemin said.
 
   DeVoss looked down her nose at him. “I’ve been training dogs in this city for thirty years. I know every trick the law has against us.”
 
   “The law—” Voillemin began, indignant, and Rathe began putting things back into the strongbox.
 
   “Let’s put it to Claes,” he said. “It’s a matter for the chief point anyway.”
 
    
 
   Claes found in DeVoss’s favor, as Rathe had known he would, and Rathe left the strongbox and its contents with him and made the long walk back to Point of Dreams. It was past noon already, but he didn’t stop to eat until he was back in Point of Dreams, and could visit one of the taverns favored by the Masters of Defense. To his disappointment, there was no sign of Philip, and he took the last half of his small-loaf back to the station with him.
 
   The rest of the day was spent dealing with the repercussions of Corsten’s death. The trainer DeVoss had sent to the deadhouse identified him, the duty alchemist certified it as a suicide, and Rathe wrote out his own report and handed it off to the station’s clerk to make the requisite fair copies. Trijn approved it, but not before complaining that he hadn’t asked what DeVoss and her fellows know about Beier.
 
   “Presumably Fairs’ Point has already done that,” Rathe said, startled into more honesty than he’d intended, and she stared at him narrow-eyed through a cloud of smoke.
 
   “Voillemin hasn’t the brains to ask a nursing mother if she has milk, and Claes doesn’t pay nearly enough attention to what his juniors are doing.”
 
   Claes also doesn’t like strangers poaching on his turf. Rathe swallowed the words and nodded meekly. “Next time I’m in Fairs’ Point I’ll ask, Chief.”
 
   “Do that. And try to stay out of Voillemin’s way.”
 
   “And how I’m supposed to do both those things at once,” Rathe said that evening, sitting at his own table with the windows open to an unexpectedly soft spring night, “is beyond my meager comprehension.”
 
   Philip Eslingen set a cup of wine in front of him and poured himself another of Leaguer beer. He was fresh from the baths, his long hair still loosed to dry, a block-print dressing gown loose over shirt and breeches. Rathe caught a faint whiff of the musk-scented soap Eslingen favored and couldn’t help smiling.
 
   “Disguise yourself as one of the dogs,” Eslingen suggested. “You’re curly enough.”
 
   “Those are pocket terriers,” Rathe said.
 
   “You’re too big for that.”
 
   “Basket terriers are smooth-coated.”
 
   “How nice for them.”
 
   “I don’t suppose there’s any dinner?”
 
   Eslingen shook his head. “I didn’t fetch any. Though—” He rose in a swirl of skirts and rummaged in the cabinet. “These eggs are fresh. And there’s cheese and that last bite of ham.”
 
   “And spring onions,” Rathe said, suspecting where this was going, and Eslingen dug a little deeper into the basket that usually held the vegetables.
 
   “Right, there they are. Omelet?”
 
   “Suits me,” Rathe answered, and pulled his feet out of the way. Eslingen built up the fire in the stove and began chopping ingredients, working with a brisk economy of motion that always startled Rathe. For a motherless man, haphazardly raised by his hostler father, Eslingen had some surprisingly domestic skills. “Who taught you to cook, then?”
 
   Eslingen looked over his shoulder. “My first sergeant. If you can steal it, I can cook it.”
 
   “That covers a wide range of possibilities,” Rathe said.
 
   “Well. Perhaps it would be better to say that if you’re likely to be able to steal it on the march, I can probably cook it. But that’s long for a motto.”
 
   “And it’s hardly a skill Lieutenant vaan Esling can admit to.” Rathe saw Eslingen flinch, and winced in turn. The Masters of Defense had renamed Eslingen when he joined their number, saddling him with an aristocracy to which he was not in the least entitled, and the point was still a sore one. “Sorry. I didn’t mean—”
 
   Eslingen waved his hand. “Lieutenant vaan Esling would make his leman do the cooking, so you should be grateful.” He turned the omelet out onto a plate, not perfectly, and set it on the table. “You cut.”
 
   Rathe obliged, and Eslingen set wine bottle and beer jug on the table as well.
 
   “You’ve heard the latest news about Malfiliatre?”
 
   Rathe looked up, grateful for the change of subject. “If you mean that she’s repudiated the brother’s debts—yes, I heard that.”
 
   “Oh, there’s more.” Eslingen poured himself more beer. “She had that posted in the Horsefair and at the Pantheon, and as soon as the bills went up, the creditors descended on young de Calior like a dragonnade and the upshot of the matter is that there’s going to be a Court of Redistribution in two days’ time.”
 
   “That’s quick.” Rathe shook his head. “I don’t know what Malfiliatre is thinking. It’s a rich holding, surely she could compound with the creditors. That has to be a better deal than this.”
 
   Eslingen shrugged. “Siredy said that Gavi told him he’d heard that Malfiliatre has a few debts of her own—”
 
   “As well she might. They’ve been here five or six years trying to get this settled.”
 
   “And she’s not particularly fond of the brother anyway, or so Gavi says. Apparently she doesn’t find him to be much use in her greater plans.”
 
   “She could marry him off…” Rathe began, then shook his head. “But not with those debts attached. Right, I see that.”
 
   “I suppose she thinks it’ll teach him a lesson,” Eslingen said.
 
   “It’ll break a lunar dozen merchants if we’re lucky. And set the city on its ear. Are they serious about a Redistribution?”
 
   “The bills aren’t posted, but I’ve seen one.”
 
   Rathe shook his head again. “You know how that works, right?”
 
   “Siredy was telling me,” Eslingen said, “but I’ll admit it didn’t make a great deal of sense.”
 
   “That’s because it doesn’t make sense,” Rathe said. “When a woman can’t pay her debts, and enough creditors are beating on her doors, they can band together to demand a Redistribution. If the Regents allow it, the points and the bailiffs go to the house and seize everything the debtor owns—she keeps the clothes she stands up in, and the tools of her trade, but that’s all. And they haul it all off to the nearest court and a triumvirate of advocates values everything and doles it out to the creditors. What good that does, I don’t know, because the creditors have to turn around and sell what they’ve been given, and they never get a decent price, because everyone knows they have to sell—”
 
   “So you might be owed a few seillings, and get the man’s shirt in exchange,” Eslingen said slowly. There was a note in his voice that made Rathe look sharply at him, and Eslingen shrugged. “I might have an interest in the matter, that’s all.”
 
   “You might.” Rathe controlled his voice with an effort. “Philip, you didn’t extend the man credit? For what?”
 
   “Fencing lessons.” Eslingen was sitting very straight, a sure sign that he was abashed and trying to brazen it out. “And it wasn’t me who started it, Gerrat Duca gave him credit first, and that’s five years ago.”
 
   “But you let him go on?” Rathe couldn’t keep the disapproval from his tone, and Eslingen shrugged.
 
   “I could hardly stop, seeing as how the senior master already approved. And, frankly, I thought he’d pay.”
 
   What in the world would give you that idea? Rathe managed to swallow the words. “At least he can’t owe you that much.”
 
   Eslingen looked away. “Actually, I bought his vowals from Soumet.”
 
   “You didn’t.”
 
   Eslingen shrugged. “Soumet needed the cash, and I had it, after the masque. The idea was that it might be easier for a gentleman to get the money out of him, and Soumet’s no gentleman. It seemed like a reasonable investment.”
 
   “How much does he owe you?” Rathe asked, after a moment.
 
   “Just under a petty-crown.”
 
   “Astree’s—” Rathe stopped himself again. “That’s a lot of fencing lessons.”
 
   “Five years’ worth, plus extras.” Eslingen took a deep breath. “I’m summoned to the court.”
 
   “Oh, Philip.”
 
   Eslingen shrugged. “He always dressed well. Maybe I’ll get a shirt or two out of it. Or a coat…his coats are very nice.”
 
   Rathe was silent for a long moment. Who in their right mind would give that much credit to a fencing student, no matter how exalted his birth, especially one who was dependent on his sister for his maintenance? And, yes, he knew perfectly well that one aristocratic student, especially one as notorious as de Calior, could bring in a dozen others, but that didn’t begin to cover what de Calior owed. “How in Tyrseis’s name did he get away with it?”
 
   “He’s charming,” Eslingen said. “Good-looking, cheerful, well-dressed, always willing to join whatever’s going. I’m not sure he has a thought in his head—”
 
   “Certainly not where money’s concerned.”
 
   Eslingen nodded ruefully. “But he’s truly charming.”
 
   There were any number of things he wanted to say, but Rathe wasn’t sure he had the right to say them, or that they wouldn’t hit harder than he meant. “Let’s hope you get something you can use,” he said, and Eslingen grinned in answer.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   The court was not what he had expected. Eslingen put his handkerchief to his mouth, less to block the smells—though they were ripe enough—than to hide his laughter. Somehow he had thought that the debtors’ court would be more dignified, somber merchants presiding over the demise of their mortally chastened fellows, a sort of court-martial of commerce. But instead the vast hall with its arcade along one side open to the courtyard was jammed with goods and creditors in full cry, merchants-resident and their advocates clustered around the assessment books or scurrying along the ranks of goods piled high against the walls, while the lesser creditors, shopkeepers, taverners, a master-tailor still with pins stuck in ranks through the breast of her handsome bodice, huddled and gestured, trying to guess which unlikely object they would be offered in payment of their debts. Dandin de Calior was nowhere in sight—which was just as well, Eslingen thought. The stout, red-faced woman with the Lacemakers’ badge pinned to her cap looked ready to tear him limb from limb, and he could hardly blame her. De Calior was far too personable for anyone’s good, including his own.
 
   Of course, in his own case, it wasn’t entirely de Calior’s fault. But Soumet had needed cash in hand, with a sister calling in family obligations for her second son’s apprentice-fees, and Eslingen himself had been making enough money that he thought he could carry the debt a little longer. He had been much in demand among the Masters of Defense since Aubine’s conspiracy at midwinter, and he’d thought de Calior willing to pay once his family’s affairs were settled. According to sober tongues, there had been more spectacular bankruptcies in Astreiant, and it was also whispered that Malfiliatre could have paid her brother’s way if she’d chosen to do so, but, coming hard on the heels of the winter’s follies, not just the conspiracy but the corms traded at a hundred times their proper value, the matter commanded a certain morbid fascination. The broadsheets were about evenly divided between condemnation and relief, though a fair number seemed to agree with Rathe that this was going to hurt some of the small-holders.
 
   Eslingen glanced around wincing as the kennel’s-worth of dogs confined in the most distant arch of the arcade set up another shrill round of barking. They were basket terriers, he’d been told, racing dogs who might be worth a great deal more—or less—in a moon-month’s time, after the Dog Moon ended the spring meets, but he found it hard to imagine. He’d taken a good look at them, peering dubiously over the woven fencing that contained them, and they were short-legged, short-bodied little dogs, nothing like the northern coursing dogs with which he was most familiar. But of course in the League, we race horses, he thought. How would I know what fares best in this sport?
 
   His eyes strayed to the next few arches. De Calior had had horses, too, a couple of nice hacks and a particularly dark and showy bay that thrust a disdainful head over the temporary barrier and tried to snatch the plume from the hat of a harassed-looking merchant. An equally harassed-looking groom in the court’s livery hauled on the shank and made apologetic noises, and Eslingen moved closer, hoping to deflect the merchant’s anger if necessary. But the woman had already moved on, and the groom gave him a wary look.
 
   “Careful, sir, he’s a handful.”
 
   “A beauty, though,” Eslingen answered. Closer to, the horse was exactly the sort he’d always loved, tall and well-muscled, with heavy hocks that spoke of both strength and speed.
 
   “And doesn’t he know it.” The groom shook the shank again in a vain attempt to pull the animal’s head back to his side of the barrier.
 
   “Biter?” Eslingen asked.
 
   “No.” The groom made two syllables of the word.
 
   He has plenty of other bad habits, then, Eslingen thought. The creature was too beautiful to be well-mannered. It had been a long time since Eslingen owned a horse. He reached for the horse’s nose, and the bay dipped his head obediently, but there was a look in his eyes that Eslingen didn’t trust.
 
   “What’s his name?” Eslingen twisted his hand away as the horse made a grab for the button that secured his coat’s cuff.
 
   “King of Thieves,” the groom answered, with some bitterness.
 
   A new voice spoke over Eslingen’s shoulder. “How singularly appropriate.”
 
   He hadn’t heard that voice since midwinter, and hadn’t expected to hear it here, so that for an instant his mind rejected the connection, and he turned half expecting a stranger. But indeed it was Coindarel, the Prince-Marshal himself in all his glory, leaning on an ebony stick bound with silver-embroidered ribbons that frothed over his unpainted hand. Trust Coindarel not to adopt a fashion that wouldn’t flatter him, Eslingen thought, and made a bow that encompassed both the Prince-Marshal and the entourage that followed him. He recognized Coindarel’s leman, the Major-Sergeant Patric Estradere, but the others were strangers, as were the blue-and-silver ribbons in their hats and threaded through the buttonholes of their coats: a unit token, but not one he knew.
 
   “Lieutenant vaan Esling,” Coindarel said, rolling name and title on his tongue, and Eslingen hoped the dim light hid his blush. Coindarel knew—few better—how precariously claimed both had been, and it was a kindness to acknowledge them so publicly. Eslingen bowed again, more deeply, and Coindarel gave him a private smile. “I wouldn’t have expected to find you one of de Calior’s creditors.”
 
   “Nor I you, sir,” Eslingen said.
 
   Coindarel’s smile widened, became mischievous. “Ah, but the young man wished to consider the profession of arms—did he never tell you? So I have a responsibility there.”
 
   Eslingen couldn’t help lifting an eyebrow at that. De Calior had never shown the slightest interest in soldiering as far as he had seen. Oh, the boy was happy enough to learn swordplay, that was suitable for a gentleman and the brother of a soueraine, but even there, his interest had been more in technique than competition. Eslingen could think of few people less likely to take up arms.
 
   “A very fine horse,” Coindarel went on. “He’d suit you, Philip.”
 
   Eslingen suppressed a sigh, and shook his head with what he hoped was creditable grace. “Beautiful indeed, sir, but I’ve no need for a horse in Astreiant.”
 
   Coindarel lifted an eyebrow in turn. He had never been a handsome man, his lean brown face more notable for intelligence than beauty, and years of hard living through a dozen or more campaigns in the queen’s service had left deep lines and the white fleck of a scar at the point of his chin: a good commander and loyal to his men, Eslingen thought, and tried not to remember just how he’d earned his first commission.
 
   “Prince-Marshal.” That was a woman in the court’s severe livery, her black coat buttoned from hem to chin, and Coindarel turned to her with his best smile.
 
   “Madame. You received my request, then.”
 
   “We have.” The woman bent her head in a polite bow. “The apportionment is not yet complete, but I believe there will be at least some women who’ll listen to your offer.”
 
   “I hope they’ll all listen,” Coindarel said, and Eslingen could see the woman warming to him in spite of her grave responsibilities.
 
   But that was Coindarel for you, charming to the last, and Eslingen looked back at the makeshift stall. The groom had seized the chance to pull the big horse back into the shadows, where there was less chance of him snatching hats and feathers, and Eslingen allowed himself a sigh of regret. Coindarel was right, King of Thieves would have suited him very well indeed.
 
   “Lieutenant.” Patric Estradere had fallen behind the rest of his party, and touched Eslingen’s sleeve in polite invitation. “Walk with me a bit.”
 
   “Of course, sir,” Eslingen said, and let enough surprise show in his voice to stand for a question.
 
   Estradere gave a wry smile. “De Calior was no more interested in going for a solider than his sister is, as I’m sure you know from teaching him. But he kept a very fine stable, and we’re here to see what we can pick up from his leavings.”
 
   Eslingen murmured some agreement, wondering why the Major-Sergeant was telling him this.
 
   “You may have heard rumors of a new City Guard?” Estradere touched the ribbon in his buttonhole.
 
   Eslingen shook his head. “I hadn’t, sir.”
 
   “It’s a proposal of the Metropolitan’s,” Estradere said. “A small, elite troop, to act as royal bodyguard when needed and supplement the points when they need extra muscle. The plan is to mount them and arm them dragon-style—wheellock carbine, pistol, and saber, plus back-and-breast. Astreiant’s idea is that the points’ writ only runs in the city—something we were all made aware of midsummer past when the children were stolen—and there have been times when a miscreant broke free of the walls and couldn’t be pursued. Astreiant wants to close that loophole, and she sees the City Guard as the answer. They will answer to the Queen, to her, and to the points, in that order, and they’ll have explicit authority to take pursuit outside the city and bring it back—authority to take the case to the points and through them to the judiciary.”
 
   Eslingen took a breath. At first glance, it looked well enough, but the points wouldn’t stand for it, at least not happily: their authority had been hard-won, against the pretensions of noble and merchant-resident alike, and they were unlikely to cede any bit of it willingly. And it was equally unlikely that the sort of person Coindarel could recruit for an elite troop would take kindly to subordinating themselves to a pack of southriver rats… “Has anyone asked the points, sir?”
 
   Estradere’s smile was wry. “That’s Astreiant’s business, thank all the gods. But, no, it won’t be easy. And that’s why—Philip, Coindarel is looking for officers. He wants you for one of them. A proper commission, perhaps even a captaincy.”
 
   Eslingen opened his mouth, closed it again, the breath short in his chest. He had thought his military career ended when he named himself Rathe’s leman, and counted it a small price indeed for what he gained: a lover, a home, the best friend he’d ever known, and the man with whom he had three times faced magistry and death in the service of the law. But to be offered this, the chance to be a soldier again and still serve the law, to be himself, not some idiot fencing master, this week’s broadsheet marvel….
 
   He shook his head, not in answer, but because he had none. “You know my leman’s Nicolas Rathe—Adjunct Point—”
 
   “At Dreams. I know.” Estradere was looking at him with something like compassion. “That’s a good part of why we want you: you know the points, you’ve worked with them and you understand their ways, you live with one. You respect them. We’ll need that, in the Guard.”
 
   Eslingen shook his head again. “I don’t—I can’t answer.”
 
   “No need,” Estradere said. “There’s still a great deal to settle.” He reached to his buttonhole, loosed the knot of blue and silver ribbon, and held it out to Eslingen, who took it helplessly. “But think on it.” He turned away without waiting for an answer, lengthening his stride to catch up with the Prince-Marshal.
 
   “I can’t,” Eslingen said again, but in spite of himself his fingers closed hard on the pretty trifle.
 
   “Lieutenant vaan Esling?”
 
   Eslingen shook himself back to the moment, turned with a smile to face one of the clerks of court, her ledger under her arm. “Yes, that’s me.”
 
   “If you’ll come with me, Lieutenant, the court has made its valuation.”
 
   Eslingen followed her through the busy crowd, shoving aside all thought of the Guard. Estradere had said it wasn’t certain; until it was, he should let it go, and concentrate on what he might receive from de Calior’s cast-offs. The boy’s linen would fit him, and the coats would require only minimal alteration; shoes and boots would be more problematic, but not impossible.
 
   They stopped at the long table where the three judges sat enthroned, robes open in the spring heat to reveal sober skirts and the tips of well-made shoes.
 
   “Lieutenant vaan Esling, please the court,” the clerk announced, and Eslingen made a general bow.
 
   “Your Honors.”
 
   “Philip vaan Esling,” another clerk said. “Of the Masters of Defense. Subsumes the debt of Urvain Soumet into his. Seven pillars, three seillings.”
 
   “Is that correct, Lieutenant?” That was the judge in the central seat, an apple-faced woman with eyes hard as stone.
 
   “Yes, your honor.”
 
   “One basket terrier, called Sunflower, dark brown with yellow brindle, bought for seven pillars from Anceret Geleyn. With basket, one seilling,” the clerk said. “One pair of fine wool stockings, two seillings.”
 
   Eslingen blinked, opened his mouth to protest, and shut it again at the expressions on the judges’ faces. Presumably he could sell the dog? Surely someone would value it? Though at seven pillars… A third clerk thrust a roll of fabric into his hand—the stockings—and yet another handed him a slip of paper.
 
   “Take that to the dog pens and you can claim your dog.”
 
   “Thank you,” Eslingen said, faintly, and turned away.
 
   It was even noisier at the arch where the dogs were penned, and it took Eslingen a moment to find the court’s representative. She was busy with another woman, however, a tall, lean woman dressed like a shopkeeper, who looked just as dismayed as Eslingen felt. Eslingen started to lean on the woven fence, realized it wouldn’t hold him, and rested his shoulder against the nearest pillar instead. He had no idea what he would do with a basket terrier, or where to look to sell it, and he regarded the milling dogs with dismay. As he watched, a kennel man waded into the pack, a basket under his arm, and scooped up a white dog with brown ears and a big brown spot like a saddle over the middle of his back. He tucked it into the basket in spite of its wriggling and vocal protests, and Eslingen shook his head.
 
   “Not a dog fancier, Lieutenant?”
 
   Eslingen didn’t recognize the voice, and glanced sideways to see a short man in a flashy coat grinning at him from the other side of the archway. “I’ve no fixed opinion,” he said.
 
   The man’s grin widened. “They’re a lot a of work, of course. And a risk. Some of them can’t run, and some of them just don’t have the heart for shoving through the pack. And even the best of them get sick if they’re not fed right.”
 
   “Much like horses,” Eslingen said, and nodded to the clerk as she approached. “Madame.”
 
   She took the slip of paper with a nod, and said something to the kennel man, who began wading into the swirl of dogs again.
 
   “Well, a horse you can get some use out of even it if can’t race,” the man said. “Not like a dog. That’s all they’re good for, really.”
 
   “And I’m guessing you know all about that,” Eslingen said.
 
   “I’m by way of being in the business,” the short man said. “I’ve a few dogs in kennel. And, speaking of which—that dog you’ve got, Sunflower. He’s got a decent pedigree, but he’s not been raced, not even in the early trials. You’ll have to have Tyrseis’s own luck to find him a trainer at this date.”
 
   “Make your offer,” Eslingen said. In the pen, the kennel man scooped up a dark-brown dog and brought it over to the clerk. She turned its ear back, checking some mark there, then nodded, and the kennel man stuffed the frantic animal neatly into another basket. Eslingen hoped a seilling basket would be strong enough to hold it.
 
   “I’ll give you three pillars for him,” the short man said. “It’s as fair a price as you’ll get anywhere in the city, especially once the rest of this lot goes up for sale. There’s some proven racers in the mix—”
 
   “Not interested,” Eslingen said. The kennel man was winding a heavy cord over and under the lid, fixing it securely in place, and the clerk was fumbling among the sealed packets on the table.
 
   “Three pillars and a snake, then. You won’t get a better offer.”
 
   “Not interested,” Eslingen said again.
 
   “Pedigree and horoscope,” the clerk said, holding out the sealed packet, and Eslingen tucked it into his cuff. “And your dog.”
 
   “Thank you.” Eslingen brushed past the man before he could make another offer, and only then wondered if he was making a mistake. Inside the basket, the dog let off a burst of high-pitched barking, the basket shaking against his side. Rathe would know what to do, he told himself, and started for Point of Dreams.
 
    
 
   The city clocks were striking the half hour as Rathe made his way back to the station, not entirely appeased by the report from the deadhouse confirming that Jero Corsten had committed suicide. If the man had only held out until the announcement of the redistribution, now in full swing in one of the cavernous buildings in the Western Reach, he could probably had compounded with his creditors, and come away without losing his dogs. Suicide it might be, but the responsibility lay squarely at Malfiliatre’s feet. He scowled at a broadsheet seller whose table was hung with woodcuts of Malfiliatre happily spinning while her brother tore his hair and the bailiffs carried away furniture and horses and a pair of pretty chorus boys. If it was a joke, it was likely to prove a very cruel one.
 
   Something moved in the alley between the Cazaril Grey and the stationer’s, and Rathe paused, his frown relaxing as he recognized the young woman who seemed to materialize out of the shadows. “Besetje. You could have gone in.”
 
   Besetje Naimi shook her head. She might be going by another name these days, Rathe thought, but she had been born a Quentier, one of a dynasty of pickpockets that worked out of the old caravanserai straddling the border between Hopes and Sighs; she had been allowed to leave the family business only because her stars were dreadful for a pickpocket—and if she was here, Rathe thought, his attention sharpening again, it could only mean trouble.
 
   “I’m still not fond of the stations.” She was a tall young woman, long-limbed and gangly, with freckled skin and the wide-eyed look of a girl just up from the country. Her unfortunate reddish hair was hidden under a stylish cap, but she wore a leather apron over plain skirt and bodice, and he remembered that she’d gone to Fairs’ Point to work for a dog trainer there. From the look of her, she’d prospered in that work.
 
   “Will you come in with me?” Rathe asked. “If you were looking for me, I mean.”
 
   “I was.” Besetje considered for a moment, then nodded. “Yes. If I could have some tea.”
 
   “Of course.” Rathe led the way into the station, pretended not to notice when she shied like a horse at the doorway, and brought her up to his workroom. The tea on the stove had gone cold, and he sent a runner for a fresh pot, but she drank off two cups anyway before it arrived, and put the cup aside with a sigh of content.
 
   “Thank you. That was good.”
 
   “You’re welcome.” Rathe rested his elbows on his table, waiting for her to decide how to go on. Nearly ten years ago, as a new-made pointsman himself, he’d arrested her for what she had cheerfully admitted was a clumsy attempt to lift a merchant-venturer’s purse, and he’d learned then that she couldn’t be hurried. Even as a girl, her mind had worked differently from most women’s; it was best to be patient and let her come to her business in her own way.
 
   “It’s not as bad as that,” Besetje said. “It’s about my father.”
 
   Rathe blinked. He remembered her father well enough, as he’d been part of the problem in the first place. Bertal Faar had been a better-than-average climbing-thief until a fall from the eaves shattered his ankles and left him to walk with two sticks. But, improbably enough, Besetje’s mother Tievet had married him—Rathe had seen the marriage lines—and that left Faar with a claim on her family for his maintenance. He’d been the one it had been hardest to persuade that his daughter hadn’t the stars to be a thief.How could that be so,he’d asked,with us her parents?
 
   “I though you’d settled that,” he said carefully, when it seemed certain she wouldn’t continue. “It’s been, what, six years now, hasn’t it?”
 
   She nodded. “And so we had. But he’s lost his place.” She stopped, the tip of her tongue between her teeth as she sorted her story into better order. “He was doorkeeper to a lacemaker on Regents’ Street. He’s a nice-spoken man, you’ll remember, knows how to brighten a woman’s day without being familiar, and the merchants-resident are no less susceptible than Mother was. He could sit in a chair at the door, see, and mind the traffic, and Aunt Estel’s people agreed not to trouble the shop since he was there—that was in lieu of his maintenance. But his boss, she gave credit to Dandin de Calior, and so did her partner and half her regular customers, and so she’s laying off the unnecessary hands. It’s all Malfiliatre’s fault.”
 
   This wouldn’t be the last time he’d hear a story like this, Rathe thought. He said, “She doesn’t owe him maintenance herself, I suppose? Him being so sweet-spoken.”
 
   “No, he just worked for her,” Besetje said. “So he says as well as her, and I believe him.” She shook her head. “And in a better year, I could keep him better, but my money is tied up in the dogs right now.”
 
   “And will be until after the races.”
 
   “Exactly.” Besetje looked gratified that he’d understood.
 
   “And Faar can’t wait, what, a month?” There were reasons a cripple might not be able to wait.
 
   “He says dogs lose,” Besetje answered, with a wry smile. “And of course they do. Though I’ve not put in more than I can afford to lose, but I wasn’t expecting to have to keep him, either.”
 
   “You’re not still with Neylen, then,” Rathe said.
 
   Besetje shook her head. “Hare and Hounds, he retired three years ago. I’m assistant to DeVoss, her senior, and she’s let me take a dog or two on my own account.”
 
   She sounded proud of herself, and well she might: to have gone from the least-regarded of the horde of Quentier children to Maewes DeVoss’s right hand was indeed an accomplishment. With DeVoss encouraging her to begin setting up her own kennel, it was likely Besetje would become a person to reckon with among that sorority.
 
   “But that’s not really the problem,” Besetje said. “Dad needs money, well enough, but he’s asked the family to get involved. And it’s his right—since Mother married him, they’re responsible, too.”
 
   “Estel agreed to let you go,” Rathe said. “And she’s not one to go back on her word.”
 
   Besetje nodded. “But Aunt Idomey would like a bigger piece of the business, and she thinks she can get it by making Aunt Estel look bad. Or by making her eat her word in public.”
 
   For a craven moment, Rathe was glad he was assigned to Dreams: a quarrel among Quentier factions would keep both Hopes and Sighs on the hop for months. “So what do you want from me?”
 
   “You stood patron to me before,” Besetje answered. “Would you do it again? Dealing with Aunt Estel always makes me stupid.”
 
   “It’s not an uncommon feeling,” Rathe said. “But, Besetje, last time—Estel agreed to it in advance because I had something useful to say, remember? I could tell them how easy you were to catch.”
 
   Besetje nodded. “And LaSier got her astrologer to prove I couldn’t do it. I do remember.”
 
   “But Estel agreed to it first,” Rathe said, patiently. “She wouldn’t like me just showing up at your side, Besetje.”
 
   “No, that’s true.” Besetje stopped, shaking her head. “And I forgot the important thing. I have a note for you.” She reached into her skirts, came out with a folded slip of paper, and slid it across the table. Rathe took it, recognizing Estel’s thumbprint in the wax that sealed it.
 
   “You could have given me this first,” he said, and Besetje ducked her head.
 
   “I should have, shouldn’t I? I didn’t think.”
 
   And that was how she’d always been, and there was no point in scolding. Rathe broke the seal and studied the single scrawled line.If Besetje wishes it, you may come. It was signed with Estel’s complex monogram, and he sighed. “Can I keep this?”
 
   “I think you’d better,” Besetje answered. “I might forget again.”
 
   “When do you meet?”
 
   “It’s not set yet. But it’ll be after first sunset, for my sake.”
 
   “If you want me to be there, you’ll need to give me the time in advance,” Rathe said. “At least by that morning.”
 
   Besetje pushed back her chair. “I will. Or Estel will. I’ll tell her you’re coming.”
 
   “That would be helpful,” Rathe said, but she was already out the door. He sighed. He hated having private favors on his books, even when it was someone like Besetje, who deserved the help. And dealing with the Quentiers could be construed as poaching on Hopes or Sighs—though if he spoke to Monteia first, she’d probably give him sanction. He added that to his mental list of the day’s chores, and reached for paper and pen.
 
    
 
   The basket lurched and barked in his arms all the way through Point of Hearts and across the Hopes’ Point bridge and into Point of Dreams. It was still barking, though more hoarsely, as he climbed the stairs to the rooms he shared with Rathe. The little dog threw himself back and forth against the woven vines, and Eslingen wasn’t surprised when the door opened.
 
   “Philip? What in Astree’s name?”
 
   Eslingen saw his face change as the details registered, and nodded, grimly. “Yes, I’m back from the redistribution.”
 
   Rathe stepped out of the doorway. “A basket terrier?”
 
   “No, it’s a magic basket that barks and shakes.”
 
   Rathe took it from him, and Eslingen latched the door as the other man began to unwind the cords that kept the lid securely in place. “She—he?—will be better once she’s out of there.”
 
   “He, I think,” Eslingen said. “Its name’s Sunflower.”
 
   The basket convulsed as Rathe loosened the last knot, and the lid popped off with a shrill yap. Sunflower poked head and shoulders above the rim, then leaped up and out, landing on the table where Rathe had been working. He swore again, and caught the dog before he could do any more damage, setting him back on the floor. He barked again, almost in admonition, and set off to explore at full speed.
 
   “That’s what they gave you,” Rathe said.
 
   Eslingen spread his hands. “De Calior paid seven pillars for him as a puppy. Or, rather, didn’t pay.” He gave the dog a dubious look as he disappeared under the bed. “He seems fast enough.”
 
   Rathe nodded, though Eslingen thought he was suppressing a smile. ”Has he raced?”
 
   “Not yet. I gather he’s only just old enough this season.”
 
   Sunflower emerged from under the bed, dust on his sleek coat and trailing from his whiskers, and Eslingen stared helplessly at him.
 
   “What are you going to do with him?” Rathe asked.
 
   “I haven’t the faintest idea.”
 
   Rathe cocked his head. “Someone’s annoyed you. How much did she offer?”
 
   “Three pillars,” Eslingen said. “And it was a he.” And probably it had been foolish, but he’d taken a dislike to the man.
 
   “Well, you won’t get any more than that, and probably less, if you try to sell him now,” Rathe said. “Not when everyone has their kennel in place already. You could always race him, I suppose. Mind you, that would mean laying out some more money for the trainers, but if he wins, you might get a decent bit more for him. Or hire him out at stud—he is intact, right?”
 
   Eslingen looked at the short-furred hindquarters, elevated as the dog tried to dig his way under the clothes press. “Unmistakably.”
 
   “But of course if he doesn’t win, what you’ve got is a nice dog.” Rathe shook his head. “Probably best to sell him now.”
 
   Eslingen crossed to the cabinet beside the stove and poured himself a glass of beer, feeling that he’d earned it. “I don’t know. It’s not like I have the money in hand now. Why not race him, see what he does?”
 
   “It’s a risk,” Rathe said. “And you’d have to find a trainer willing to take him on at this late date, or else pay to house him until at least the fall meets. All of that costs.”
 
   “I imagine I could make a deal with a trainer to share the winnings if she shares the costs,” Eslingen said. It was always amusing to see Rathe’s southriver thrift make an appearance. “At least, horse trainers are usually willing. That would cut the expenses.”
 
   “It’s possible,” Rathe said. “Do you have any idea whether he might be any good? Horoscope, pedigree, anything like that?”
 
   “I’ve got both,” Eslingen answered, and dug in the cuff of his coat for the packet of papers. “But I couldn’t make head or tail of them.”
 
   “It’s a specialized business,” Rathe said. “It’s a pity Beier’s gone missing, he’d have been the man to look at them for you, though he’d have charged you what it was worth.” He sighed. “If you’re serious—you could maybe use my name with Maewes DeVoss. One of her assistants is by way of owing me a favor just now, too. She’s an odd bird, but a good trainer, if DeVoss has kept her.”
 
   “I’ll take that and thank you,” Eslingen said.
 
   They spent the rest of the evening making arrangement for the dog—the weaver who had the old stables offered her daughter to exercise it during the day, for a suitable fee, and in the walled courtyard Eslingen felt it was reasonably safe.
 
   “And if you were at the Court,” the weaver said cheerfully, once the price was settled at a demming each walk, and not more than three per day, “you can tell me, maybe. Is it true the judges paid Gaeten Solveert’s debt in corms bought last winter?”
 
   Rathe snickered, and Eslingen shook his head. “I don’t know, I left as soon as I was given the dog. And what’s so funny about that?” Even as he asked the question, though, he understood. The goods that passed through the court were valued at what de Calior had paid for them, and corms bought at the height of last winter’s folly would have cost ten or twenty times their real value. “And why does the court hate this Solveert?”
 
   “It’s not really him they’d like to punish,” the weaver said cheerfully, “it’s his sister. She gave countenance to the de Caliors, sister and brother, and there’s a whisper that she encouraged Malfiliatre to repudiate the boy’s debts. Though he’s old enough to know better, I’d say.”
 
   “Definitely,” Rathe agreed. He glanced at Eslingen. “Ariealle Solveert’s just been elected a Regent, too, so there’s not much the judiciary can do to her. But they can send a message by way of her brother.”
 
   “Hard on him, if he had nothing to do with it,” Eslingen said. He had no siblings that he knew of, though he supposed there might be a sister somewhere, or a brother, if his mother had kept trying for the heir she wanted, and he felt that Astreianters sometimes overvalued those ties.
 
   “He contributed,” the weaver said, and Rathe nodded.
 
   “All the Solveerts gave them countenance—I think they were the first to back them, and I heard that Ariealle got all her friends to fund them, too. She has some things to answer for.”
 
   “But—” Eslingen stopped, shaking his head, and Rathe touched his shoulder.
 
   “It won’t hurt him, except maybe his pride. He’s the Patent Administrator this year. Second year in a row, too.”
 
   “And what’s that mean?” It was happening less often, but now and then Eslingen was sharply reminded that he was still a foreigner.
 
   “He’s the Administrator of the Royal Patent for Non-Veterinary Horoscopes,” the weaver began, and Rathe cut in.
 
   “He’s one of the two people who runs the Dog Moon races, him and the Racing Secretary, and of the two, Solveert’s the important one.” He shook his head. “At least he’s being a little less demanding than he was last year—it seemed like every time you turned around, there was another circular from the Patent Administrator demanding the points put a stop to some astrologer or other. He and Aardre Beier had a broadsheet feud to rival anything Aconin ever wrote, and if Beier is missing, I’d be inclined to look hard at Solveert.”
 
   “Is that true, then?” the weaver asked. “Beier’s missing?”
 
   “His friends say so,” Rathe answered. “And there’s been a circular posted. And now you know everything I do, dame.”
 
   The weaver grinned, unabashed. “More likely Solveert bought him off for the season. Which would be too bad. His horoscopes were better than most, and mostly honest, too.”
 
   “Which is why I don’t think he’d let himself be bought,” Rathe said later, after they and the dog were all fed. “It would go against the grain.”
 
   It was past second sunset by then, and Sunflower retreated to his basket to mumble over the lamb shank they’d bought him. Eslingen eyed him thoughtfully, but the dog seemed content, and he retreated to his own bed, sliding into the space against the wall.
 
   “After the fuss it made all the way back from the Western Reach, you wouldn’t think it would choose to settle there.”
 
   “Well, they call them basket terriers for a reason,” Rathe said, stripping off coat and breeches, and slid between the sheets in nothing but his drawers and a shirt so thin as to be almost transparent.
 
   They had left the bedcurtains open and the shutters cracked to let in the night breeze; Eslingen could hear a tower clock in the distance and the sound of a cart on the cobbles beyond the garden wall. Part of him wanted to postpone this conversation even if just for the night, but he knew Rathe would blame him if he delayed.
 
   “Coindarel was at the Redistribution.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “I talked to him a bit,” Eslingen said. “Well, to Estradere, really, but—”
 
   “Estradere?” In the dark, it was impossible to read Rathe’s expression, but his tone was utterly neutral.
 
   “Coindarel’s leman.” Eslingen gave the most reassuring answer first. “And his Master-Sergeant, most days.”
 
   “And what’s that when he’s at home?”
 
   “Second in command, but of the entire regiment, not with a company of his own like a captain.” Eslingen paused, trying gauge the other’s response, but could make out nothing in the shadows. “He made me an interesting offer.”
 
   “Did he.”
 
   “There’s apparently some talk that the Metropolitan might raise a new mounted unit,” Eslingen said carefully. “The City Guard, or some such, to be a bodyguard to the Queen and her heir, and to supplement the points outside the city walls where the writ doesn’t run. He said if it happens, Coindarel will offer me a captaincy.”
 
   Rathe was silent, not even a shift of breath to give away his reaction.
 
   “It’s a promotion,” Eslingen said. “Well, obviously. And regular pay, better than I have now. And no chance—well, almost none—that I’d be sent elsewhere to fight.” He made himself stop then, and lie still in the dark.
 
   Rathe shifted uneasily, the rustle of the mattress and the whisper of skin against linen. “I’d heard that rumor, too,” he said. “I’d hoped it wasn’t true.”
 
   “Estradere was very clear than any judicial work was meant to be entirely subordinate to the points,” Eslingen said.
 
   Rathe snorted. “How long would that last, I wonder?”
 
   “I wouldn’t even consider if I didn’t believe he meant it,” Eslingen said, and felt Rathe relax just a little.
 
   “No, I know that. It’s just—Astree’s tits, Fourie must be furious.”
 
   From all Eslingen had heard, the Surintendant of Points was fiercely jealous of his rights, and he nodded in spite of himself.
 
   “We’ve been working for years to get the trust of the city,” Rathe said. “To prove that we stand for the law and none other—”
 
   “That’s not the intent,” Eslingen said quickly, and didn’t quite dare reach for him under the sheet.
 
   “That’s the effect,” Rathe answered.
 
   Eslingen lay still for a long moment. After a bit, he said, tentatively, “The way it was put to me—you don’t have jurisdiction outside the city, I learned that Midsummer past. It took Coindarel’s Dragons to back us up, rescuing the children, and apparently Coindarel’s taken the same lesson to heart. It’s not meant to take anything away from the points.”
 
   “Unless there’s a riot,” Rathe said. “Mounted troops are good at stopping that.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s the intent.”
 
   “I daresay it isn’t,” Rathe said, with sudden anger, “but Coindarel—and Astreiant herself, if this really is her idea—they’re stepping into a quarrel that’s older than either of them that they don’t understand in the slightest. The Regents would love to see us muzzled—”
 
   “The Queen wouldn’t,” Eslingen said. “Astreiant wouldn’t.”
 
   “You really want this.”
 
   “I’m a soldier. Of course I do.”
 
   He heard Rathe draw breath sharply, and then subside. There was a thump from the foot of the bed, and then the mattress shifted as Sunflower walked up the sheets between them and flung himself down at the edge of Eslingen’s pillow. Eslingen swore at the sudden hot and acrid breath in his face, and Rathe scooped the dog neatly away.
 
   “Oh, no, you don’t,” he said, and there was another thump as it hit the floor. Nails scrabbled on the boards, and it jumped back onto the foot of the bed.
 
   “Persistent,” Eslingen said, as Rathe repeated the eviction.
 
   “They’re a stubborn breed.”
 
   Rathe sounded amused again, and Eslingen released a soundless sigh. “It may not happen, you know,” he offered, and felt more than saw Rathe’s nod.
 
   “I know.”
 
   The bed sagged again, though Sunflower was slower to claim the head of the bed this time, and Eslingen sighed.
 
   “They should have named him Distaff.”
 
   “What?” Rathe had started to sit up, but stopped, cocking his head to one side.
 
   “You know, in the fairytales. The heroine always puts her distaff down the middle of the bed to prove she’s kept her chastity.”
 
   “That’s a Leaguer story,” Rathe said. “And I’m not letting a dog keep me chaste.”
 
   “I’m very glad to hear it,” Eslingen said. There would be more to say later, but for now, he was glad of the distraction.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Rathe sorted through the piles of paper on his workroom table, more surprised by what wasn’t there than what was. Half a dozen complaints about illegal horoscopes, yes, and about as many reports of false dealing, but nothing like what they usually saw at this time of year. Maybe Solveert was settling into his job, then, had achieved some modus vivendi with the broadsheet astrologers. Stranger things had happened. And without Beier fanning the flames, it could only be easier. There was no mention of Beier in the week’s circular, or in Dreams’ daybook, and he allowed himself the unworthy hope that the man would stay away for the duration of the meet. There was, however, a brief notice from the Surintendant, stating that the Metropolitan of Astreiant had proposed the establishment of a new City Guard and that the matter was under advisement. Confirming the rumors, Rathe thought, and set the sheet neatly back in its place. He didn’t like the idea, didn’t like the idea that Eslingen was being recruited for it, but he couldn’t see anything he could do about it for the moment.
 
   “Nico?” Sohier pushed open the workroom door, a runner in City Point livery hovering at her shoulder. “This just came from the Surintendant, and Trijn’s not here to sign.”
 
   “Bring it in,” Rathe said, and accepted the sealed packet from the runner. He signed her book, and nodded to Sohier. “See she gets her tip out of the strongbox, would you?”
 
   “Right, boss,” Sohier answered, and led the runner away.
 
   Rathe eyed the packet warily, tempted to leave it for Trijn. Nothing good ever came under triple seal—but that was exactly why he shouldn’t delay. He broke the seals and unwound the blood-red ribbon, then unfolded the full royal sheet. It was half again as wide as a broadsheet, and covered in neat scrivener’s hand, and Rathe let his eyes travel to the foot where the seals were impressed in the thick paper. Fourie’s, of course, directly under his uncompromising signature, but also the seal of the city’s Regents, and Rathe swore under his breath as his eyes went to the title.
 
   An Act for the Protection of Credit as well as Regulating the Craft of Book-Writing. He swore again as he reached the end. Put in plain terms, the Regents had looked at the bankruptcies that bid fair to follow on Malfiliatre’s repudiation of her brother’s debts, and panicked: not only were they requiring more solid guarantees for those bankers who held Letters Patent from the city, but they were now requiring every licensed book-writer in the city to put up a bond—he checked the letter again—a bond equal to their likely losses, based on their previous year’s records. He swore again, more loudly, and Sohier checked in the doorway.
 
   “Boss?”
 
   “Have you heard anything about new regulations for book-writers?”
 
   Sohier grimaced. “I heard there was some plan to make them all post a bond or something. I’ve a friend over at Fairs’ Point, and she said they were going mad because if it happened, they’d be the ones to keep the coin.”
 
   “Well, they already have the strongroom for the purse monies,” Rathe said.
 
   “Yeah, but they’ll need three more clerks just to keep track of who’s posted what,” Sohier said. “And Claes doesn’t want to pay for it—he’s making noises about getting the Patent Administrator to loan him some ofhis staff, while last I heard Solveert said it wasn’t his problem.”
 
   “It’s madness,” Rathe said. Every sororal group in the city ran a betting book on the Dog Moon races, with a portion of the money going into the group’s treasury; seasonal traders and widowers and orphans traditionally supplemented their income by writing book. And, yes, every year someone failed to pay out, but it was rarely ruinous, mostly just a matter of getting the bettors back their original stake. But none of them were de Calior—changing the rules here wouldn’t solve any of the real problems.
 
   Sohier nodded. “It’s tying up the basket after the dog is out. What does the Surintendant say?”
 
   “What can he say?” Rathe asked. “The Regents passed it, we have to deal with it.”
 
   “At least for now,” Trijn said, coming heavily up the stairs. “What they were thinking, or if you can even call it that—but I’ll spare you my rant.”
 
   “Excuse me,” Sohier said and ducked away. Trijn watched her go, and shook her head again.
 
   “So that’s it?”
 
   Rathe refolded the announcement and slid it across the table. Trijn eyed it unhappily but didn’t pick it up.
 
   “How bad does it look?”
 
   “I haven’t read it carefully,” Rathe said, “but—it’s not good. Is there any chance the Regents could change their mind?” Trijn’s elder sister was a Regent; for all that the two of them didn’t get along, there was always the chance that Gausaron might have let something slip.
 
   “I doubt it.” Trijn’s voice was grim. “She voted against it, you know. Gausaron, I mean. Which just tells you what a bad idea this is.”
 
   “It’s likely to be unenforceable,” Rathe said. “Sweet Sofia, all a woman has to do is not apply for the license. All that changes is that the crown doesn’t get her share.”
 
   “And the book-writer can’t come to us if there’s a problem,” Trijn said. “It’s a recipe for disaster.”
 
   “How many licenses have we issued already?” Rathe asked.
 
   “I’m not going to find out. My ruling is, this isn’t retroactive, and anyone who was quick enough doesn’t have to post a bond.” Trijn shook her head. “Not that that will make much of anyone happy, either.”
 
   “Probably not.”
 
   Trijn slid the paper back across the table toward him. “Get this posted somewhere conspicuous, and if anyone complains, tell them to take it up with the Regents.”
 
   As if that would do any good, Rathe thought, but knew better than to say it. “Yes, chief.”
 
   “You settled Corsten, right?”
 
   “The alchemists ruled it suicide,” Rathe said. “Though the real cause is de Calior’s bankruptcy, and I’d love to try to call the point.”
 
   “That dog won’t jump,” Trijn said. “Don’t even think of trying it. Anything on Beier?”
 
   “Not that I’ve seen.”
 
   “Well, the next time you’re in Fairs’ Point, see if they’ve made any progress and haven’t bothered to tell us. Just don’t step on Claes’s toes.”
 
   And precisely how am I supposed to do that? Rathe swallowed the words, knowing they were pointless, and collected the Regents’ announcement. “I’ll just get this posted,” he said instead, and made his escape.
 
    
 
   The clock that capped the Venturers’ Hall was striking ten as Eslingen crossed into the New Fair. At this hour, Dreams was barely stirring, actors and musicians and dancers—and fencing masters, all too often—just dragging themselves out of bed to face a meal and early rehearsals. Here it seemed the dog trainers had been up since first sunrise, and the women gathered at the cook-stands scattered across the open grounds were buying the thick pease soup that served carters and farm workers as a mid-morning meal There were a good dozen broadsheet sellers as well, most hawking sheets that were tinted a pale new-leaf green. When he stopped to examine one, it proved to be a tip sheet, complete with certified horoscopes for the first week’s races. They were still some days off, but he bought one anyway, and took the opportunity to ask the way to Maewes DeVoss’s kennels.
 
   She proved to have one of the larger buildings on the eastern end of the New Fair, not far from the chute-like tracks that had been erected in the center of the Fair. Eslingen winced at the noise from the back, but the front courtyard was well-swept and a brightly-painted awning had been spread to shade most of the area. DeVoss herself was not entirely delighted by his presence, but Rathe’s name brought her to the courtyard gate, and Eslingen doffed his hat as he offered a quick explanation for his presence.
 
   “And here I’d hoped you had word on Jero,” DeVoss said.
 
   “That would be Rathe’s business. I’m sorry.” Eslingen couldn’t help wishing it was his right, that the Guard was formed and him a part of it: it was hard to be known as Rathe’s leman and yet have no place in the most important part of his life.
 
   DeVoss waved away the apology. “I shouldn’t have expected it,” she said. “So you’ve got one of de Calior’s dogs? Which one?”
 
   “Sunflower,” Eslingen said. He felt a little foolish saying it, but to his surprise she nodded.
 
   “Nice little dog. Some potential there. So what do you want to do with him?”
 
   “I’d like to see him race,” Eslingen answered. “But that has to be this year. I can’t really afford to keep him in training for another year.”
 
   “I don’t race maidens,” DeVoss said. “But some of my assistants do. Besetje Naimi has space in her kennel right now, and so does Felis Tibeë. If you’ll bring the dog by, Lieutenant—tomorrow, say, at eleven o’clock?—they’ll look him over and see if either of them wants to take him on.” She paused. “They’ll expect you to stand them lunch for their pains, regardless.”
 
   “I’d be delighted,” Eslingen said
 
   “Meet them here, then,” DeVoss said. “And be sure and bring the dog.”
 
   “Absolutely,” Eslingen said, despite what he felt were reasonable qualms about walking through the city with a barking basket under his arm, and she turned away without another word.
 
   Still, it was progress, he told himself as he started back across the larger fairgrounds. It was far less crowded than it had been at Midsummer, only the permanent arcades at each end of the area fully occupied along with a lunar dozen two-room booths that marched in a row down the center of the grounds. There was a forge at the far end, set a little apart from the other buildings for fear of fire, and he slowed as he saw the inlaid back-and-breast hung on a stand just inside the building. It looked like Leaguer work, the slightly pointed breast with brass scrollwork at hip and shoulder—Altheim or even Curtling, he thought, though he couldn’t see how the journey would pay. Unless a Leaguer smith had managed to pay the Guild fees, or marry into an Astreianter family?
 
   He paused in the door, blinking at the heat and smoke that rolled off the open hearth. A heavyset youth was hauling rhythmically on the bellows-beam while a man and a woman rolled bar steel in the glowing coals. The woman said something, and they lifted the bar to lay the red-hot center across the anvil. The man began at once to hammer, while the woman shifted the material back and forth; Eslingen flinched at the noise, and stepped back. He didn’t need armor, any more than he needed a horse.
 
   “Lieutenant vaan Esling.”
 
   Eslingen turned, pasting on his most bland and unrevealing smile. “Major-sergeant.”
 
   “They do good work,” Patric Estradere said. He was dressed for the heat, a light block-printed coat and vest, and a painted parasol rested on his shoulder. “We’re thinking of commissioning some of our gear from them. When the Guard is approved, of course.”
 
   “But you think it will be.”
 
   “I think it’s unlikely it won’t,” Estradere answered. “As to when—sooner rather than later, and I want to be prepared. And, on that subject, have you given the idea any more thought?”
 
   “And what would the commission cost?” Eslingen asked.
 
   “Oh, Coindarel plans to equip the troop himself. Mount them, too—he bought up de Calior’s stable at a very decent price, plus he had a few still in hand. I expect her majesty will be pleased at the savings.”
 
   “You’ll have to train de Calior’s lot,” Eslingen said.
 
   Estradere nodded. “Another reason I’d like to have you in the troop, you were always good at that. There’s a very nice bay who’d suit you, too, and he won’t need much work. In fact, why don’t you come back to the barracks with me and put him through his paces?”
 
   “You’re going to quarter the troop in a barracks?” Eslingen asked. It was more a way to defuse temptation than real curiosity—more and more companies were trying the system, particularly in towns where they’d be resident for some time, and it seemed to make for better relations between soldiers and civilians.
 
   “It’s not so much for the quarters as for the stabling,” Estradere answered. “And of course to have someplace besides a tavern for the duty watch to wait. You wouldn’t be required to live there. Unless you wanted to, of course.”
 
   “I have lodgings,” Eslingen said.
 
   “Come and try the horse,” Estradere said.
 
   It was a mistake, Eslingen knew, but he found himself nodding anyway.
 
   They caught a low-flyer across the Manufactory Bridge, skirting the gallows mercifully empty of felons’ bodies, and Estradere directed the driver almost to the edge of the city before telling him to stop at a long, low building that seemed to back on a large and well-fenced enclosure. Estradere led him through the building—it had been built by a Silklands merchant in her native style, Estradere said, but she’d returned home and the children who’d stayed in Astreiant had sold it to buy more fashionable residences—and along the courtyard fence to the stable block opposite.
 
   “Saddle King of Thieves, please,” Estradere said, to the nearest groom, and waved away Eslingen’s protest. “As you see, we’ve set up a ring in the courtyard for training, and of course we’ll have the use of the parade grounds at the palace.”
 
   “It’s a long way to send in an emergency,” Eslingen said, but his attention was on the stall where King of Thieves was objecting to his saddle.
 
   “I know.” Estradere nodded. “But it’s what we have for now. And being mounted will help.”
 
   “God help the troop that has to go charging through these streets,” Eslingen said. King of Thieves’ objection had been more high spirits than a real complaint; the groom had him well in hand as she brought him out into the courtyard.
 
   “It won’t be so bad,” Estradere said. “Give you a hand up?”
 
   This was definitely a mistake, Eslingen thought, his hand already on the horse’s warm satin shoulder. “Thank you.”
 
   Estradere heaved him up, and Eslingen settled himself as the groom hurried to open the ring’s gate. King of Thieves fought the bit as Eslingen turned him into the space, kicked up his heels in protest before Eslingen got them settled. Once settled, though, he did have a nice gait, and decent manners; he answered willingly enough to the pressure of knee and rein and someone had taught him a few of the showier paces. Eslingen persuaded him to change leads, and back again, achieved a respectable half-pass despite the way King of Thieves shook his head against the bridle, but that seemed to be about as far as his training had gone. Still, it was better than Eslingen had expected. He’d need to learn to stand pistol shot—well, perhaps that was not so important, given that locks were illegal in the city, but he’d certainly need to learn to behave in a crowd. And how to crowd a man afoot, how to break a riot.
 
   And this was not a thing he should be considering. Not until he knew exactly where the guard would stand vis-à-vis the points, and not until he was sure it wouldn’t cost him Rathe’s lemanry. He should never have permitted himself to try it, to remember what he had given up. He hadn’t known until then just how much he had missed soldiering. He brought King of Thieves back to the gate and the wary-looking groom, swung himself down with a smile and a pat for the horse. King of Thieves snatched again at his sleeve, but in a desultory fashion, and let himself be led away.
 
   “He suits you,” Estradere said.
 
   “He needs training.”
 
   “Certainly.” Estradere smiled. “The offer stands, Philip.”
 
   “I know,” Eslingen said, and made himself walk away.
 
    
 
   The notes came just as the clock struck six, one a grubby slip of paper, folded in careful thirds and sealed with a cheap pink wafer, the other a neat demi-sheet closed with string and wax that bore Estel’s thumbprint. Rathe opened them both, scanned the wildly varying hands, but the gist of the message was the same: the Quentiers would meet to decide the current question at half past seven at the ’Serry, and Rathe should be there. He scribbled a note for Estel, and handed it and a seilling to the waiting runner.
 
   “And tell the woman who gave you the other one that I’ll be there,” he added, and saw the runner’s eyes widen. “And on your way back, fetch me a pie from Wicked’s.”
 
   The runner scurried off and Rathe dug his hands into his hair. It had been a beast of a day, with the new licensing regulations to enforce and the first stack of complaints from Solveert about improper horoscopes. Even now, he could hear a woman’s voice raised in outrage as one of the juniors tried to explain about the bond, and Rathe rose to his feet, starting reluctantly for the door, before he heard Sohier get the matter in hand. Trijn had come to the door of her workroom as well, and she shook her head slowly.
 
   “A fine mess they’ve left us. I’m inclined to begin enforcing the daylight rule just to give the juniors some peace.”
 
   By statute, the city’s smallholders were supposed to do non-emergency business with the points during daylight hours, but no points station ever held strictly to the rule. Rathe gave her a startled look, and she sighed.
 
   “I know, it would only make things worse.”
 
   “Yeah.” Rathe paused. “I’ve some business tonight, Chief.”
 
   Trijn gave him a narrow look. “That sounds ominous.”
 
   “I hope not,” Rathe said. “A few years back, I stood patron to one of the Quentier cousin-daughters—one of the ones who’s left the trade—and she’s asked me to speak for her again.
 
   “Do I want to know the details?”
 
   “Probably not,” Rathe admitted. “But I’d like you to know where to look if I don’t come back tonight.”
 
   “If it’s likely to come to that, I don’t want you going,” Trijn said.
 
   “It’s not,” Rathe said. “I just like to be careful.”
 
   Trijn nodded. “If you’re not back betimes, I’ll send your black dog after you.”
 
   “Couldn’t hurt,” Rathe answered, and retreated to his workroom.
 
   When the runner returned with the pie, he wolfed it down along with the last of his tea, and when the clock struck the half hour, he exchanged his leather jerkin and truncheon for a shapeless coat and a knife that was exactly at the legal limit, and started for the ’Serry.
 
   It was not yet second sundown, but torches were lit on either side of the courtyard gate, sending a stream of smoke and sparks into the purpling sky. A couple of the Quentiers’ men were lounging apparently idly by them, a pitcher and cups and dice in the dirt beside them. They also carried short clubs, half-hidden under the skirts of their short coats, and Rathe spread his hands as he approached.
 
   “Estel expects me.”
 
   One of them, tall and broad as a bull, waved a hand politely enough. Not Estel’s man, Rathe thought, but he couldn’t remember which of the women claimed him. “Go on in, Adjunct Point.”
 
   Rathe nodded his thanks, and pushed through the shrieking gate. The courtyard itself was unusually empty, the usual hordes of Quentier children and unofficial apprentices all dispatched elsewhere for the evening; no one sat on the edge of the old horse-pool, and the doors were closed all along the row of converted stables. Only the tavern showed more than a candle’s light, more torches lit at the door to drive off night-flying insects, and lantern-light spilling out of the open door onto the beaten dirt.
 
   Rathe made his way to the door, nodding to yet another Quentier man, who stepped smoothly out of his way.
 
   “Adjunct Point,” he said, not loudly, but enough to carry to Estel, who sat in a single chair placed before the serving bar. She looked up sharply, not quite disturbing the baby at her breast, and said something to the woman at her side. Cassia Quentier, known as LaSier for the length of her river-black hair, nodded and detached herself from her sister, crossing the room to smile up at Rathe.
 
   “Evening, Nico.”
 
   “Evening,” Rathe answered, and suppressed the instinct to protect his purse. “I don’t see Besetje?”
 
   “She’s in the back,” LaSier answered. “You know crowds take her badly. In the meantime, would you like a glass of wine?”
 
   “It’s like that, is it?” Rathe cocked his head.
 
   “We’re planning to make this as peaceful as possible,” LaSier answered, and beckoned to a girl of fifteen or so, who scurried over with a tray of cups and a pitcher of what proved to be quite decent wine.
 
   “I’m relieved to hear it,” Rathe said, sipping cautiously, and let his eyes rove around the room. He knew most of the women there by sight if not by name, though he certainly recognized most of the Quentier siblings and their lemen. Annet was there, along with Maurina Tauçon—Annet was Estel’s third sister, next after the dead Tievet—and the golden-haired ballad singer who was Annet’s favorite decoy. An older, gray-haired woman sat placidly knitting a stocking—Estel’s aunt Rostanha—and a medium-sized man in spectacles was fussing with the tap of the wine barrel. He was another Quentier, a brother or a cousin, though Rathe thought he was primarily a receiver rather than a pickpocket himself. The last man in the room was seated in a chair by the side door, sitting very upright in his fine coat and lace-trimmed shirt, and Rathe wasn’t surprised to see the twin sticks leaning close at hand. Bertal Faar was still a handsome man, though there was more gray in his hair and harsher lines bracketing his mouth, but at the moment he looked tired and old. Besetje looked nothing like him, Rathe thought idly. She must have gotten all her looks from her mother.
 
   Another knot of women had gathered on his side of the room, near but not too close, and Rathe couldn’t help frowning as he looked at them. That was where the trouble was going to come, and he wondered which of them was Besetje’s Aunt Idomey.
 
   “You see it, then?” LaSier asked quietly, and Rathe slanted a glance in her direction.
 
   “Besetje said something about an aunt wanting a bigger share of the business.”
 
   “That would be Idomey,” LaSier said. “The one in the green cap.”
 
   Rathe nodded. Idomey Quentier wasn’t tall, but she carried herself like a much bigger woman, and the other women with her clearly deferred to her. And there were nearly a dozen of them: almost as many as were there to support Estel, and Rathe glanced again at LaSier. “She thinks she’s going to win.”
 
   LaSier shrugged. “Tievet was fool enough to marry the man. We’re definitely obligated to support him—and Tyrseis knows we’ve done our duty. But the damned Malfiliatre business has upended everything.”
 
   “Can’t he find other work?” Rathe knew the answer as soon as the words were spoken, and shook his head. “No, I suppose not.”
 
   “Not with plenty of hale men willing to do the job for the same wage,” LaSier said. “Surely this will run its course soon enough. The entire city can’t have loaned him money.”
 
   “You’d be surprised,” Rathe said, thinking of Eslingen, and LaSier managed a sour smile.
 
   “Ah. There’s Nelis. I’d best fetch Besetje. Can she stand with you?”
 
   “Of course,” Rathe answered. He remembered that from when Besetje was a child, how much the press of bodies in a crowd had distressed her, one more reason she’d never make a pickpocket. Not that the fairgrounds were uncrowded during the races, but a trainer stood on the other side of the ropes, in open ground.
 
   LaSier returned a moment later, Besetje’s hand firmly held in hers, and planted her in front of one of the pillars that held the rooftree. “Stay there,” she said, and looked at Rathe. “She mustn’t leave.”
 
   Besetje said, “I know.”
 
   Rathe nodded, and took a step back so that he would be in position to grab the younger woman’s sleeve if she lost her composure. She looked calm enough, though—aggressively neat and tidy, her hair scraped back into a tight braid, what must be her best skirt and bodice still smelling of the moth-repelling herbs, but relatively calm. She put her thumb to her mouth, worrying at the nail, then realized what she was doing and tucked her hand into her skirts.
 
   “I don’t like it,” she said. “It’s not fair.”
 
   She hadn’t bothered to lower her voice, and several of the other women shot her disapproving looks.
 
   “Well, it’s not—”
 
   Estel handed the baby to one of her friends, and did up her bodice, looking out over the crowd. “Right, then,” she said, and the room came instantly to order. “Bertal, state your business.”
 
   Faar sat up straighter in his chair, his hands closing tight over the arms. “Thank you for hearing me, Estel,” he said, “especially since I know this matter’s been settled once already. But things have changed. I’ve lost my job, and been told not to expect it back once things improve again. There’s not much else I can do but watch the door at a shop or a tenantry, and I’ve not found another place that would take me. I give you my word I’ve looked.”
 
   “I don’t doubt it,” Estel said.
 
   Faar nodded. “Thank you for that, too. But the fact is, I’m behind on my rent, and I owe the owner of the low-flyer I paid me to get to work each day. I need more help, and I’m coming to you to ask for it.”
 
   “It’s your right,” Estel said. “You’re Tievet’s husband and the father of her daughter. Besetje, what do you have to say for yourself?”
 
   “She’s asked me to represent her, Estel,” LaSier said.
 
   Estel nodded, but Idomey lifted her head. “Let the girl speak for herself. What’s she afraid of?”
 
   “I’m not afraid,” Besetje said. “And I want Aunt Cassia to speak for me.”
 
   “And she’s brought the points,” Idomey said. “Estel, this is getting out of hand.”
 
   “Rathe’s here because I asked him,” Besetje said. “And because he knows what happened before. And I still want Aunt Cassia to speak for me.”
 
   “Either she can speak for herself, or she’s not competent,” Idomey said.
 
   “She’s competent,” Estel said shortly. “That was decided long ago.”
 
   “And yet you let her go.” Idomey spread her hands. “Abandon her responsibilities.”
 
   “That’s not what happened!” Besetje saw LaSier’s frown, and closed her mouth tight, her shoulders pressed against the pillar.
 
   The woman LaSier had identified as Nelis cleared her throat gently. “Perhaps I might clarify?”
 
   “Go ahead,” Estel said. “Best tell who you are, though, there’s people who don’t know you.”
 
   Nelis nodded. “I’m an astrologer and Rostanha’s kin—her man that was is my brother—and I cast the horoscopes the last time the family met to discuss this matter. The choice made then was the right one, and you can see it from the girl’s success.”
 
   “She’s been paying the agreed-upon support,” LaSier said. “There’s not a demming in arrears.”
 
   She stared at Faar, and the man dipped his head in agreement. “That’s true, I never said it wasn’t. But I’m in dire straits, and it’s not enough—”
 
   “And Besetje won’t come up with the money?” Idomey asked.
 
   “I don’t have it!” Besetje said.
 
   “Besetje’s a trainer,” LaSier said. “It’s the Dog Moon. Of course she doesn’t have any cash to spare. And before you say it, Idomey, how was she to know the world would run mad? Of course she didn’t have anything extra set aside.”
 
   “She knew her father’s condition,” one of the other women said. “She had to think it could happen any day.”
 
   “Or never,” LaSier countered. “It’s not that his health has failed, it’s this Dis-damned repudiation.”
 
   There was a murmur of agreement from the other women in the room, and Rathe thought LaSier had won her point. Idomey thought so, too, from the look of annoyance that flickered across her face.
 
   “Very well,” she said, “but it doesn’t change the core of the matter. She owes her father support, and she won’t give it.”
 
   “I can’t,” Besetje said.
 
   “You could come back to the family,” Idomey said. “There’s work here that pays better than training dogs.”
 
   “She’s the worst pickpocket we ever had in training,” Estel said. “Her stars are against it, and she hates the work—Rathe can speak to that.”
 
   “Well?” Idomey turned to look at him for the first time, and Rathe spread his hands.
 
   “It’s true, mistress. She was too easy to spot, and easier to catch.”
 
   Beside him, Besetje made a soft noise of complaint, like a dog whining, but managed not to speak.
 
   “Very well,” Idomey said, “but now that she’s grown, there are other jobs—”
 
   “Why take her away from something she’s good at?” one of Estel’s supporters asked. “She’s with DeVoss, that’s a damn good place.”
 
   “Her father requires support,” Idomey said, stubbornly, and LaSier lifted her head.
 
   “Actually, Besetje and I have worked out a bargain, Estel, if you’ll agree.”
 
   Idomey rolled her eyes at that, and Rathe bit back a smile. Anything LaSier proposed tonight was hardly going to come as a surprise to Estel.
 
   “I’ll loan her the money—at interest, of course, but a very decent rate—to get her through the Dog Moon, and then she’ll take over Bertal’s support and pay me back over the summer.”
 
   “And what if she loses her shift on the races?” Faar demanded.
 
   “How stupid do you think I am?” Besetje demanded.
 
   “Don’t talk back.” Faar glared at her across the tavern, and she scowled back, looking more than a bit like one of her own terriers. To Rathe’s surprise, however, she took a breath and turned to face Estel.
 
   “I’ve not risked more than I can afford to lose. Even if nothing comes home well, I’ll be able to take care of him before Midsummer. It’s just that all my free cash is tied up in entries and box fees. DeVoss will certify that, if you ask her.”
 
   There was a silence, almost of surprise, and then a murmur of approval. Idomey bit her lip, recognizing defeat when she heard it, and Estel looked at Faar.
 
   “You heard Cassia. Does that suit you?”
 
   Faar nodded slowly. “Yes. And thank you.”
 
   “It’s our duty,” Estel said. She pushed herself to her feet. “That settles it, then. Cassia, you’ll make the loan. Besetje, you’ll take over the maintenance payments—when?”
 
   “No later than midday of the Horse,” Besetje answered promptly.
 
   “Agreed,” Estel said. “Idomey, unless you have anything more to say—”
 
   The other woman shook her head.
 
   “Then you can leave us to our suppers and not trouble honest women further. Nelis, Rathe, thank you for being here.”
 
   It was clear dismissal, and Rathe made a sketchy bow. “No trouble, Estel.”
 
    
 
   Rathe made his way back through the emptying streets in a skeptical frame of mind. Estel had stage-managed the affair very cleverly, but he doubted she had done more than defer the problem. Idomey was bound to try again. That meant he owed Monteia a warning letter, since Hopes currently had jurisdiction over the ’Serry, and he should also ask Claes to keep an eye on Besetje, for her own sake—though probably it would be better not to involve Fairs’ Point if he could help it. Claes had too much on his book with the races, and Voillemin would be glad to cause the girl trouble if he knew Rathe stood patron to her. A quick note to Monteia, then, he thought, and let himself in the courtyard gate.
 
   Sunflower was asleep in his basket and Eslingen was sitting at the table, a sheaf of broadsheets discarded beside him, studying a thick pamphlet by the light of Rathe’s best lamp. They both looked up as the door opened; Sunflower dropped his head with a sigh, but Eslingen tipped his to one side, the movement so dog-like that Rathe couldn’t help a grin.
 
   “Went well, did it?” Eslingen closed the pamphlet before Rathe could get a good look at the title page, turned it upside down. He could see the broadsheets, though, headlines proclaiming the advent of the new Guard, and in spite of himself his mouth tightened. But that was only to be expected, the broadsheet writers weren’t going to ignore such a promising topic even in race season. It was not something he wanted to discuss tonight.
 
   “I suppose.” There was the end of a loaf on the shelf beside a well-wrapped wedge of cheese. Rathe cut himself some of each and came to join his leman, who pushed the wine jug across the table to him. A second cup stood ready, and Rathe poured himself some, topping up Eslingen’s cup as well. “I don’t think it’s settled, not by a long shot, but at least there’s something of a truce.”
 
   “I’d count that progress,” Eslingen said.
 
   “Yes, well. Depends how long it lasts.” Rathe drained his cup faster than he’d meant. “And you?”
 
   “DeVoss doesn’t run maidens,” Eslingen answered, “but she says her assistants do. I’m to take Sunflower to them tomorrow to see if any of them will take him on.”
 
   “So that’s why you’re studying.”
 
   Eslingen looked confused, and Rathe reached across to tap the pamphlet.
 
   “DeVoss is honest, she won’t let her people cheat you.”
 
   “It’s not that,” Eslingen said. “I just—I wanted to learn the language.”
 
   Rathe nodded, his mouth full of bread and cheese, and Eslingen looked thoughtfully at the pamphlet.
 
   “This is your missing man, isn’t it? This Beier.”
 
   Rathe nodded again.
 
   “The printers at the Pantheon were in a bit of a taking about it,” Eslingen said. “Apparently someone tried to put out a sheet in his style under his name, but it was spotted right away.”
 
   “He has a unique talent,” Rathe said.
 
   Eslingen turned over the pamphlet. “An Explanation of the Simplest Points of Veterinary and Non-Veterinary Horoscopes, Written for the Ignorant and Vicious, in Vain Hope of Amendment. He didn’t pander to his readers, did he?”
 
   Rathe grinned in spite of himself. “Not much, no.”
 
   “Seems to me the real mystery is why he didn’t turn up missing before this.”
 
   “He’s more pleasant in person,” Rathe said. Beier’s image rose before him, a big man, barrel-bellied, standing hand on hips in an inn yard deciphering horoscopes for free just to annoy that year’s Patent Administrator. He’d done it with a wink and a grin, a kiss on the hand and a pat on the cheek, and all other payment virtuously declined until Rathe had thought the Patent Administrator would fall into an apoplexy. And then Beier had winked at him and taken himself off, professing a dinner engagement. It was infuriating, but done with style.
 
   “One would hope,” Eslingen said.
 
   “What were the printers saying?” Rathe asked, after a moment.
 
   “Pointing fingers at each other, mostly,” Eslingen answered. “Or at the women who fee them, though I did not hear Caiazzo’s name bandied about in that regard.”
 
   “He was backing Beier, I think,” Rathe said. “And anyway, would you take Hanse’s name in vain?”
 
   “Not I, thank you.” Eslingen’s smile faded. “Is it true that Beier’s a Fellow of the University? Used to hold a chair or some such?”
 
   “Oh, yes, it’s true, all right,” Rathe said. “The University hates him, too. Istre says every few years the Senior Astrologer tries to find a way to disrobe him, but once you’re a Fellow, you’re a Fellow for life. They didn’t get the chair back either when they kicked him out.”
 
   “They give you an actual chair?” Eslingen’s eyebrows rose.
 
   “It’s symbolic, but, yes. It’s a chair. Istre says it’s not the only feudal hangover at the University, but it’s one of the odder.” Something flickered across Eslingen’s face at the necromancer’s name, and Rathe wished he’d kept his mouth shut. It definitely would have been better not to mention Istre, for all that b’Estorr and he were merely friends. “Very fancy cabinetry, I understand, inlaid and gilded and worth a petty-crown at least. So it matters if you have to have another one made—the donor’s not likely to pay twice, after all.”
 
   “Couldn’t they chase it through the courts?” Eslingen asked.
 
   “Not without explaining how he came to have it, and allowing Beier to wash some very dirty linen in public,” Rathe said. “I gather they’ve been reduced to watching to see if he pawns it in the off-season, but so far it hasn’t happened.”
 
   “And here I thought scholars were supposed to be unworldly dreamers, their eyes on the stars and their feet not quite touching the ground. I’m shattered.”
 
   “You’ve been here a year, and you haven’t noticed how very many, and how very political, the pies are that they get their fingers into?”
 
   “I wasn’t here six weeks when I got good proof of that,” Eslingen answered. “Not that I minded.”
 
   Rathe grinned, remembering a shared evening spent watching for members of the University, and Eslingen went on more thoughtfully.
 
   “But this would be why the printers were saying the Patent Administrator hated Beier? Opinion is about evenly divided as to whether he’s had him murdered or if he’s bought him off.”
 
   “Beier wouldn’t take the money,” Rathe said. “Not from Solveert.”
 
   “What I heard was that he’d been offered his Fellowship again,” Eslingen said. “A man might do a great deal he wouldn’t otherwise, to get his living back.”
 
   Rathe shook his head. “Solveert’s not important enough to make it happen, and Beier knows it as well as I do. What are they saying at the Fairs?”
 
   “I didn’t hear,” Eslingen said. “I wasn’t there that long.”
 
   There was something odd in his tone, and Rathe gave him a sharp glance. Eslingen had his eyes firmly fixed on the pamphlet again, and Rathe decided not to pursue it. “Do me a favor,” he said, and Eslingen looked up at once, smiling.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Keep your ears open, and if you do hear anything—”
 
   “I’ll let you know,” Eslingen answered.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   At least he was not the only person carrying a noisy basket, Eslingen thought as he made his way to the New Fair. There were any number of otherwise entirely respectable people heading in the same direction with baskets tucked under their arms, and the air was filled with the sounds of canine excitement. Children wielded rakes along the edge of every path, collecting scattered straw and refuse for the jakesmen and their cart, but the air still smelled strongly of dog and stable.
 
   To his surprise, however, there were three people waiting at the tavern door, a young woman and a young man, both in the sturdy leather aprons that seemed to mark the trainers, and the third in a threadbare astrologer’s robe. The woman trainer stepped forward, seeing him.
 
   “Lieutenant vaan Esling? I’m Besetje Naimi.”
 
   Eslingen shifted the basket to his other hip and accepted her extended hand. “A pleasure, dame.”
 
   “Felis Tibeë,” Naimi said, with a nod to the other trainer, “and Dame Herridey. She’s our astrologer.”
 
   “A pleasure to meet you,” Eslingen said, clasping hands with each of them in turn. “I appreciate your willingness to consider taking on my dog.”
 
   “Why don’t you come round the back, and we can have a look at him and his horoscope?” Naimi said. The words had a rote quality, a formula learned but not fully understood, and Eslingen nodded.
 
   “Lead on.”
 
   The tavern’s yard was even louder, with temporary kennels stacked along three of the four walls, and a good dozen woven-withy pens set up on the bare ground. The smell of dog was even stronger. Naimi led them to one of the pens, and Tibeë slipped inside, carefully securing the gate behind him.
 
   “If you’ll hand me the dog, Lieutenant?”
 
   Eslingen handed him the basket, and Tibeë set it carefully on the ground, bracing it between his feet as he worked the cords loose. Sunflower sprang out before the lid was fully undone, knocking it askew, and Naimi grinned.
 
   “Well, he’s got spirit.”
 
   Sunflower raced in circles, barking, and Tibeë gave a judicious nod. “No obvious faults there. Though the barking wastes energy.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter so much,” Naimi said. “Did you bring all his papers, Lieutenant?”
 
   Eslingen produced them from the cuff of his coat. “I did.”
 
   Naimi took them, handing the horoscope off to Herridey, and unfolded the pedigree herself. Tibeë came to look over her shoulder, while Herridey studied the horoscope. After a moment, the astrologer refolded the paper, then fumbled in the pocket beneath her skirts to come up with a small, well-worn astrolabe. She adjusted it, checked the settings against the horoscope, and made several more adjustments before she finally nodded.
 
   “I don’t see any obvious flaws in his stars, dame, sieur. I’d warrant him sound to run.”
 
   Eslingen took back the horoscope, and Tibeë caught the dog, turned him squirming onto his back. Sunflower barked and twisted, but made no attempt to bite, and Tibeë set him down again.
 
   “Good boy.” He straightened. “He’s a nice one, Besetje. If you don’t want him—”
 
   “But I do,” Naimi answered. “I like the look of him. These black brindles generally do well for me.”
 
   Tibeë sighed. “All right, then. But if he doesn’t suit—or if Besetje doesn’t suit you, Lieutenant—I’d like a chance at him.”
 
   “Thank you,” Eslingen said. Tibeë let himself out of the pen, expertly keeping the dog back when he would have followed, and Eslingen held out two seillings. “At least let me buy you dinner for your trouble. And you, too, Mistress Herridey.”
 
   They both accepted the coins—Eslingen suppressed a wince, suspecting that dog ownership might become as expensive as Rathe had warned—and Eslingen looked over the fence at the dog now sprawled panting in the dust. “I’m interested in your training him, dame, but I haven’t a lot of coin to spare.”
 
   “Call me Besetje,” Naimi said, absently. Her eyes were on the dog. “I’d be interested in running him in one or two maiden races, and the step-ups if he qualifies. If you wanted to share out the prize money, I’d be willing to adjust my fees accordingly, but you’ll understand I’ll have to have something.”
 
   “Of course,” Eslingen answered.
 
   They haggled for a bit, and settled on three seillings a week through the end of the meet, with the rate to be renegotiated before the twelfth day of the Horse Moon.
 
   “By then,” Naimi said cheerfully, “you’ll have an idea of whether he’s a racer, and you can plan accordingly.”
 
   “And what if he doesn’t race?” Eslingen asked.
 
   The trainer shrugged. “They make good ratters, of course, and nice companions, if you don’t mind a dog with personality. Or this one’s well bred enough that someone might want him for side-stud—that’s a less expensive way of bringing certain characteristics back into a bloodline, breeding with a lesser member of a good line.”
 
   Eslingen nodded, unaccountably reassured, and Naimi slipped into the pen to scoop Sunflower into his basket. He made no more than a cursory if vocal protest, and she lashed the lid down tight.
 
   “I’ll get him settled with the others. I’d like not to run him for a few days yet, until he’s had a chance to settle in and get the scent of everyone, but I’ll send word when I do. If you’d like.”
 
   “That would be kind.”
 
   “Oh, and there’s this.” Naimi rummaged in the pocket beneath her skirt, came out with a wooden disk about the size of a baby’s hand. Eslingen took it, turning it over to see DeVoss’s monogram on one side and her racing seal on the other. “You’re always welcome in the kennels, or at the practice runs. If anyone says anything, show them that and tell them you’re one of DeVoss’s owners.” She gave him a fleeting smile. “But I doubt anyone will ask. Most people know who you are.”
 
   And that was another reason DeVoss was willing to take him on this late in the season, Eslingen knew: he was one of the Sights of Astreiant, a good draw for her dogs and her kennel. He was willing to oblige, not least because it gave him an excuse to hang about in Fairs’ Point, where he might hear something useful about Beier. “If I wanted to see other dogs running?” he began, and Naimi pointed toward the yard’s side entrance.
 
   “The practice yard’s through there. Someone’s bound to be working.”
 
   “Thank you,” Eslingen said, but she’d already turned away, the shaking basket balanced easily on her hip.
 
   Eslingen ducked through the narrow gate, and found himself on the edge of an even busier space. The dogs were at least no louder—he doubted it was physically possible for them to make any more noise than they did already—but there were far more people, trainers in their leathers mixed promiscuously with gorgeously dressed spectators. One of the practice runs was clearly in use, and Eslingen drifted toward it, leaning against the fence of wooden rails that stood outside the woven walls of the run itself. From there, he could see behind the stacked hay bales, where a knot of men and women in sturdy leathers milled about, waiting for the next race. On a platform above and behind them, a pair of apprentice-aged boys were winding a crank—it must be the one that powered the dogs’ lure, Eslingen guessed, remembering the drawings in Beier’s pamphlet. One of the boys stopped winding, and the other snapped on a brake, then both of them raised their arms in signal. The milling trainers straightened, their attention focusing down the length of the course, and Eslingen leaned on the rails to see a trio of dogs being loaded into the central compartments of the row of boxes that stretched across the far end of the course. There were half a dozen low jumps between the boxes and the bales, perhaps ankle height, no real impediment to a running dog.
 
   “Training jumps,” a woman said, at his left hand, and then started. “Seidos’s Horse—it’s Eslingen, isn’t it?”
 
   He turned, frowning, to see a tall, broad-bodied woman in a decent blue suit. It had been trimmed in the summer’s latest style, pale silk flowers and knots of silver cord, but the decoration couldn’t hide that skirt and bodice were several years old at best. Her parasol was new, her hat old, woven straw perched on graying hair worn longer than he had ever seen it before, and the scar across the back of her left hand showed bone-white against her tan. “Colonel Ospinel? A pleasure to see you again, madame.”
 
   There weren’t many women with the stars to take them to command of heavy cavalry, but Ospinel had always had them—and a good thing, too, Eslingen thought. She was the fourth or fifth daughter of an Ajanine landame, thirty-two quarterings of nobility and not a demming to her name except what she’d taken by the sword. And she’d always been quick to put her troop in the way of plunder.
 
   “And you,” Ospinel answered. “Though—I think I owe you an apology. I believe it’s vaan Esling now, and a commission.”
 
   Eslingen bowed slightly, and she smiled, showing good teeth.
 
   “My congratulations.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   At the end of the track, the boxholders were loading the last dogs into the compartments, and Ospinel turned eagerly to watch. Eslingen leaned slightly to one side to avoid her parasol, and she collapsed it with a murmur of apology. The boxholders stepped back then, lifting both hands to prove they were offering neither help nor hindrance to their dogs, and a woman lifted a white handkerchief.
 
   “Ready?”
 
   There was no call of protest, and she dropped the handkerchief. In the same instant, an apprentice threw a lever, and the doors of the boxes sprang open all at once. On the platform behind the bales, one of the other apprentices released the lever, and a bedraggled ball of fur began bounding down the track. The dogs leaped from their boxes in pursuit—well, all but one of them, who leaped on his nearest neighbor, wrestling him into the dirt. Their boxholders scrambled over the boxes to separate them, but the rest of the dogs ignored the fight, hard in pursuit of the bobbing bit of fur. They took the jumps in stride at first, until a black-and-white dog misjudged the third jump and caught his front paws as he went over. He fell in a rolling ball of fur and dust, nearly tripping the two dogs behind him, but was up again in an instant, following the pack. The leaders were over the last jump, heading for the tiny opening in the hay bales. For a second, Eslingen thought a brown dog had the victory, but a stockier white dog muscled him aside at the last possible moment, diving under him to get through the hole first. The other dogs followed, and there was a whirl of activity behind the bales as the leather-aproned trainers caught and controlled the yelping pack. It was no wonder they wore the aprons, Eslingen thought. Even well-clipped claws would tear clothes and skin to pieces.
 
   Beside him, Ospinel shook her head. “That one won’t keep his mind on the business. Floreis ought to geld him.”
 
   It took Eslingen a moment to realize she was talking about the dog that had tried to start a fight at the beginning. “Or a muzzle? I see some of them have them.”
 
   “Or both.” Ospinel brought a set of tablets out of her skirts, began making notes in the stiff wax leaves. “You never used to be a gambler, Sergeant—Lieutenant, I should say.”
 
   “I acquired a dog at the Redistribution,” Eslingen answered. “I thought I’d see what he could do before I sold him. I take it you’re here for the races yourself? Have you a dog, then?”
 
   Ospinel gave a sideways smile, and tucked away her tablets. “I do not, sad to say. Someday, perhaps. But, no, I’ve been in the city all the winter. Sibilla t’Anthiame has stood patronne to me these ten years, and the least I could do was stand with her.”
 
   Eslingen suppressed a groan. T’Anthiame was the other claimant to Malfiliatre, the losing claimant. It was just Ospinel’s luck that her patronne would be on the wrong side of the case. “I’m sorry for her loss.”
 
   “The de Caliors fee’d the judges,” Ospinel said darkly. “And look what happens when you put a family like that in power! No one of real breeding would repudiate her own brother’s debts. It just shows what a miscarriage of justice that decision was.”
 
   She hadn’t bothered to lower her voice, and Eslingen wasn’t surprised to see agreement on some of the faces around them. Ospinel saw it, too, and dipped her head to hide a smirk of satisfaction.
 
   “But we have plans,” she said, in a lower voice. “The de Caliors can flaunt their victory for now, but it won’t last. Not any longer than a basket terrier’s.”
 
   Eslingen raised an eyebrow at the metaphor, and she turned away, focusing on the boxholders as they lowered another set of dogs into the starting boxes. The official lifted her handkerchief again, received no protest, and released it. The dogs sprang from their boxes, bounding down the course and over the jumps in a whirl of legs and fur and noise. They tangled at the end before one managed to force its way through the opening, and the others followed, to be collected again by their trainers. Ospinel had her tablets out again, and was making notes, and Eslingen took the opportunity to edge away. But he would have to tell Rathe, he thought. He had never known Ospinel to make an idle threat.
 
    
 
   A soft rain was falling with the first sunset, just enough to cool the air and settle the dust and bring a sudden violent scent of new leaves in through the open windows. Rathe lit the second branch of candles as the dusk thickened, and poured himself a second glass of wine. It was an unexpected moment of quiet in a long and busy day, and he settled himself in his favorite chair, stretching his legs under the table. He heard the courtyard gate creak softly, and then the sound of the stairway door opening and closing, and soft feet on the stairs: Eslingen, by the rhythm of it, and he was not surprised to hear the key in the lock. The door swung open, and Eslingen came in, shaking the rain from his broad-brimmed hat. A few drops had formed beads on the shoulders of his coat, and caught the candlelight like tiny diamonds. His hair was down, still wet from the baths, and for a moment Rathe could smell it on him, steam and musk and spring, like some creature out of a granddad’s tale, a water-horse made man in search of adventure. And then Eslingen gave his hat a last brisk shake and came inside, shrugging out of his coat to hang it carefully to dry before he returned it to the press. It was only him, running his hand through his damp hair and reaching for the wine jug.
 
   “Wet night,” Rathe said.
 
   “Not too bad.” Eslingen poured himself a cup and settled himself at the opposite end of the table.”
 
   “Did you eat?”
 
   “At the baths. But if there’s more of that tart…”
 
   Rathe grinned. Eslingen had a surprising sweet tooth for a grown man. “There might be.”
 
   “Thanks.” Eslingen tipped his chair back to reach the tart in its pan, and broke the last wedge neatly in half.
 
   Rathe shook his head, smiling still, and Eslingen settled back.
 
   “You got Sunflower settled, then?”
 
   “Your Besetje took him. She was mildly optimistic.”
 
   “She’s a good kid.” Rathe reached for the other piece of tart after all, and it was Eslingen’s turn to grin. The expression faded quickly, though, and Rathe cocked his head. “Bad day at the salle?”
 
   “No, that was fine,” Eslingen said, somewhat indistinctly. “When I was at the New Fair, though…” He shook his head, tried again. “I saw one of my old officers at the Fair, watching the dogs being trained.”
 
   “Oh, yes?”
 
   Eslingen stared at a dropped raisin as though it might escape. “She’s an Ospinel, one of the daughters of the Landame of Geildda.”
 
   Rathe shook his head.
 
   “They’re an Ajanine family, thirty-two quarterings, a tumbledown manor with a defensible tower, ten acres of rocks, and six or seven daughters to launch on the world, never mind the clutch of sons. Tanasse—she was my captain first, then colonel—she’s the fourth or fifth, and her mother bought her a horse and a sword and turned her loose. A good captain, mind you, mostly careful of her people, but always looking for plunder, and not too scrupulous about making a way if one wasn’t obvious.”
 
   Rathe nodded, wondering where this was headed, and Eslingen took a breath.
 
   “I thought she was here for the races, but it turns out she’s been here all winter. In Sibilla t’Anthiame’s train.”
 
   Rathe looked up sharply at that. T’Anthiame had been none too happy about losing her case, and rumor said she planned to appeal to the Queen directly; in the meantime, Temple Point had already had to break up half a dozen quarrels between her household and Malfiliatre’s.
 
   Eslingen nodded. “She was talking about revenge, that she and t’Anthiame would make the de Caliors pay.”
 
   “There’s been a lot of talk,” Rathe said. “And some scuffling. Temple Point’s borne the brunt of it.”
 
   “I daresay there has.”
 
   Eslingen prodded the raisin across the table, and Rathe, unaccountably irritated, snatched it away. He popped it in his mouth, said, “Out with it. Why should I worry?”
 
   “Ospinel doesn’t make idle threats,” Eslingen said. “If she says they’re planning revenge, they’re planning revenge.”
 
   “Why would she tell you? That doesn’t make sense.”
 
   Eslingen shrugged. “She doesn’t think she’s doing anything wrong—she was trying to stir up trouble at the Fair, saying loud enough for everyone to hear that t’Anthiame wouldn’t have repudiated a brother’s debts. They’re not done, whatever the courts say.”
 
   Rathe sighed. “That’s just lovely.”
 
   “I thought you should know.”
 
   “And I want to know, I’m grateful, believe me. It’s just—why does the Dis-damned woman have to bring her troubles here?”
 
   “She’s got an eye for the main chance,” Eslingen said. “And she stands to gain if t’Anthiame is chosen.”
 
   “Which she won’t be,” Rathe said. “I’ve never heard of a judge overturning such a decision, only the Queen. And she has more sense.” He shook his head again. “Thank you for telling me. I’ll send a circular to the other stations, tell them to keep their eyes open.”
 
   “Probably a good idea.”
 
   “And now you wish you hadn’t told me.”
 
   Eslingen shrugged. “I’m fond of her, that’s all.”
 
   “You can’t let that get in the way,” Rathe said, and swallowed the rest of what he’d been going to say as too likely to start a quarrel.If you want to be in this Guard, you’ll have to learn that. He reached for the wine jug and turned the conversation.
 
    
 
   He was still feeling vaguely discontented when he made his way back to Dreams the next morning. It was busy already, four or five women standing at the duty point’s desk, and one of them detached herself from the group, seeing him enter. Rathe hid a groan. Ourielle Zedey was one of the local taverners, who owned two houses of her own and had shares in several more: a woman of substance and considerable respect, and every year she ran an open book out of the Jumping Jack. She was not one to take kindly to the new regulations.
 
   “Rathe! What’s this nonsense about a bond?”
 
   Rathe spread his hands. “You see the notice, dame. There’s nothing we can do.”
 
   “I saw it,” Zedey said, “but I didn’t believe it. What in Demis’s name were they thinking?”
 
   “That I can’t tell you, because they haven’t shared their reasoning with us. All we have is the new rule. Which we have to enforce.”
 
   “But you know I’m good for the money. You’ve never had trouble with me in, what, it must be twenty years I’ve been doing it.” Zedey looked more hurt than offended.
 
   “I know,” Rathe said.
 
   “And I’ve made good other women’s ill luck. Two years ago—well, you weren’t here, but Trijn can tell you. Anyone can.”
 
   “I do know that,” Rathe said. “But we don’t have any leeway. The Regents have been very clear.”
 
   “Here, now.” That was another of them, a short, sharp-faced woman in a skirt and bodice that had been made over from the wardrobe of a larger woman. She had the badge of the Maternité on her collar: probably from the Foundling House on the border of Dreams and Hearts, Rathe guessed. They usually ran a betting book as well, and made a tidy profit on it for the benefit of the house. “If anyone’s going to get an exception—”
 
   “Demis have mercy,” Zedey said.
 
   “No exceptions are being made,” Rathe said firmly. “As I understand it, dames, it’s not possible for us to make any exceptions.”
 
   “There are always ways,” the woman from the Foundling House said darkly.
 
   “This is Rathe you’re talking about,” Zedey said.
 
   “Well, yes, but he’s not Chief Point, either—”
 
   “And you’ll have to talk to her about it,” Rathe said hastily. Trijn wouldn’t be happy, but it was better to nip this in the bud. “If you’d like, I’ll tell her you want a word.”
 
   “I’d take that kindly,” Zedey answered, and the woman from the Foundling House nodded sharply.
 
   “Right, then.” Rathe retreated up the stairs, and tapped on the door of Trijn’s workroom. “Sorry to bother you, Chief.”
 
   “No, you’re not.” Trijn’s voice was only slightly muffled by the door. “Come in if you must.”
 
   Rathe pushed open the door. “Sorry,” he said again. “Dame Zedey and a woman from the Maternité and I’d guess three more are downstairs asking about the bond. There’s been some discussion of whether there can be exceptions made.”
 
   “Astree’s tits.” Trijn laid her pipe on its pewter plate with an expression that suggested she would have liked to throw it instead. “No, there are no exceptions. We’re not permitted to admit exceptions, and you can tell them that from me.”
 
   Rathe said nothing, and she sighed.
 
   “Very well, I’ll talk to them. In the meantime—” She rummaged among the papers on her table, came up with a half-sheet. “You can take a look at this.”
 
   “Yes, Chief,” Rathe said, meekly, and retreated to his own workroom. As he closed his door, he could hear Trijn’s voice raised in hearty greeting, and hoped she’d be able to smooth things over properly.
 
   The paper proved to be another circular from Fairs’ Point, neatly copied in a familiar secretarial hand. Taken out of the familiar formal phrases, it was a warning about a new gang of pickpockets working the races, and Rathe suppressed a sigh. The races were as big a target as the Midsummer Fairs, or the theaters at Midwinter; every year saw the emergence of another gang, banding together to make a profit from the crowds and disappearing afterwards. It was generally a race to see whether the points would catch someone who could be persuaded to name either the ringleader or the primary receiver before the meet ended, and Rathe skimmed to the bottom, curious to see what kind of success Claes had had so far.
 
   The answer brought him up short. Claes’s people had taken no one, called no points at all. He went back to the beginning, reading more carefully this time, and when he’d finished, poured himself a cup of tea from the cold pot. It made no sense. Claes listed nearly two dozen thefts already, most from around the training tracks, but some from the shops and temporary stalls that had sprung up to serve the fair-goers. Most of them had lost coin from strongboxes, tricky but not impossible in the press of business, though Rathe would have expected to see more of that as the races got fully underway and the crowds grew even larger. More striking, though, was the thieves’ restraint: they’d grabbed the silver, and left the copper behind. If they were that disciplined, Rathe thought, they were going to be hard to catch, particularly since they weren’t sticking to any one technique. Some of the women had lost coin, some had lost their entire purse, sliced neatly from its strings without so much as a tug, so that they’d only noticed it missing when they went to pay for a cup of wine, and found it gone.
 
   He heard footsteps on the stairs, and looked up, unsurprised to see Trijn scowling at him.
 
   “You’ve read it, then? Good. I’d like a word with you.”
 
   “Of course.” Rathe followed her into her workroom, and settled himself at her gesture on the visitor’s chair. “It’s an odd business.”
 
   Trijn nodded, busy refilling her pipe. “It is that.”
 
   “They haven’t taken a single pickpocket?”
 
   “So Claes says.”
 
   Rathe eyed her warily, wondering exactly what she was trying to imply. “It’s odd they’re going for strongboxes, too.”
 
   “A bit.” Trijn sucked noisily on her pipe, then released a cloud of smoke and a satisfied sigh. “And before you ask, I think Guillen Claes is an honest man, and, more to the point, not such a fool as to take fees that would lower his standing with the businesswomen of his district. There are others at Fairs’ Point, however…”
 
   “Voillemin,” Rathe said.
 
   “I didn’t say it, and I can’t say it.”
 
   But we both know who you mean. Rathe nodded. “Understood, Chief.”
 
   “But before I say there’s nothing in it for us to worry about, I want you to have a chat with your friends the Quentiers. Since you’re close enough to be called to their councils.”
 
   Rathe sighed. “That’s a somewhat different matter. There was a daughter of the family, with the worst possible stars for a pickpocket and no taste for the trade. I was one of three or four who spoke for her.”
 
   “And you’re still speaking for her,” Trijn said.
 
   “Only to certify she’s still no pickpocket.”
 
   “What does she do?”
 
   Rathe winced. “She’s a dog trainer. Maewes DeVoss’s assistant.”
 
   “Is she, now?” Trijn’s eyes brightened, and Rathe shook his head.
 
   “She’s an honest woman—they both are, she and DeVoss.”
 
   “I know DeVoss.” Trijn shook her head. “All right, we’ll leave that, then. But I do want you to talk to the Quentiers. Unofficially, of course.”
 
   Not that there was anything official that he could say, nor the slightest chance that any of the Quentiers would be receptive to an official approach. And if there was anything going on, he’d put his money on Voillemin’s being involved. “Yes, Chief.”
 
    
 
   Rathe took himself out of the station as the clock stuck ten, ignoring Sohier’s wistful stare and the look of reproach from the junior adjunct. It was a clear day, and warm; by the time he’d reached the Pantheon, the winter-sun was well up, and he’d walked off the worst of his discontent. The square surrounding the temple was already busy, printers crying their wares from shopfronts and carts, and a fiddler scraped an accompaniment for a pair of singers between two of the larger shops while a leather-aproned apprentice hawked copies of their song. A good dozen horses were being walked in the shade of the square’s far side, sturdy beasts with travel-stained harness, journeymen chatting while their mistresses visited the money-changers in the Aretoneia. Within the Pantheon itself, the air was rich with incense, thin trails of smoke rising up through the central oculus from the banks of sand before the statues of the various gods. City merchants strolled in the gallery, skirts held up fastidiously against the dust that blew in from the square in spite of the best efforts of the apprentices; their journeymen and secretaries trailed them, tablets half-hidden in their hands, waiting to record the eventual agreements. In the shadowed center, a few well-dressed women strolled between the dedication pillars and the tall All-gods stele in its bed of sand. Offering-sellers circulated quietly, baskets of tapers and fingerling sticks of incense tucked under their arms. Rathe beckoned the closest, exchanged a demming for a stick of plain musk, and lit it at the nearest taper. He settled it in the sand around the central stele, its smoke winding up to join the others’, and stood for a moment as though in meditation, surveying the walking women.
 
   He knew all of them by sight, though most of them were either clever enough or rich enough—or both—to avoid the points’ attention: this was where Astreiant’s receivers of stolen goods did most of their business, and today was no different from the usual. There was Barbe Millin, leaning gently on a cane that Rathe knew from bitter experience was weighted with lead, her gray hair tucked up beneath a respectable cap and her apple-cheeks pink from the heat. She dealt primarily in linens and laces, while her man handled metal braid. Fery Jolivet was dancing attendance on Agne Ostalas, severe in summer gray—a conjunction he would add to the daybook once he returned to the station. If those two were working together, it didn’t bode well for the law; if they didn’t generally deal in soft goods, Rathe thought, he’d look to them to have funded Claes’s pickpockets. Hillier Dorat’s oldest daughter, Amiel, wove her way between the pillars, brighter than a Silklands bird in azure silk and a flame-colored busk and cuffs. She saw him, though, and changed her course, crossing back out into the gallery where the respectable brokers did their business. Jolivet looked up at the sudden movement, as did Millin, and Rathe tipped his cap generally and took himself off again. The Quentiers generally handled their own receiving, in any case, but sometimes they dealt with Millin when they had something more valuable than usual to sell.
 
   He worked his way through a series of taverns along the border of the Temple Fair and the University quarter where he knew various of the Quentiers to gather, letting himself be seen on the theory that most of the women were clever enough to hear he was looking for them, and want to know why. Still, the University’s clock was striking half-past two by the time he stopped on the University’s southern edge to buy a pie and a pint of ale. He took it into the empty tavern garden and settled himself in the shade opposite a climbing rose that was already spreading flowers and perfume across the narrow space, and stretched his legs into the sunlight. If he didn’t find one of them soon, he’d need to head back to Dreams, and try again another day.
 
   Something moved in the tavern door, and he looked up to see LaSier come squinting out into the sunlight. She was dressed to her own taste today, a scarlet skirt topped with a block-printed bodice embroidered in black and gold, her hair done in clubbed coils beneath last summer’s fashionable cap, and he nodded a greeting.
 
   “Not working today?”
 
   LaSier smiled, and seated herself next to him on the bench. One of the tavern runners appeared with a mug for her, and she took it with a nod of thanks. The tips of her fingers were dyed a rich red-brown, the latest fashion in Dreams, emphasizing the strength and elegance of her long hands. “I heard you were looking for—me, or just any of us?”
 
   “I was hoping to find you,” Rathe answered honestly, and was rewarded by a wider grin.
 
   “Well, here I am. Is it Besetje?”
 
   Rathe shook his head. “She’s well, I hope?”
 
   “So far. I think we’ve solved that problem.”
 
   And scotched Idomey’s attempt to take over, Rathe thought, reading the look of satisfaction on her face. “We’ve had a circular at Point of Dreams.”
 
   “I imagine you get a few of those.”
 
   “This one might be a bit more interesting to you than the usual.”
 
   “I’m listening.” LaSier took a long pull of her drink, but Rathe thought her eyes were wary.
 
   “Guillen Claes in Fairs’ Point says he has a new gang of pickpockets troubling the meet—pickpockets and cutpurses both, not to mention someone who’s putting her hands in the shopkeepers’ strongboxes.”
 
   “That’s none of mine,” LaSier said. “We don’t do indoor work.”
 
   She didn’t deny the other, Rathe noted, but he let that pass for the moment. “Someone is.”
 
   “You can’t expect I’d tell you, even if I knew. Which I don’t.”
 
   “But it’s not your lot.”
 
   LaSier shook her head. “Too much chance of getting caught, no matter how good you are. And what sort of shopkeeper doesn’t lock her box, I ask you?”
 
   “I gather the coin was taken during working hours,” Rathe said.
 
   “Then question the clerks and prentices,” LaSier retorted. “Honestly, Nico, a woman would have to be mad to try to snatch coin like that during working hours. Too many people in and out of the shop, or you’d need too many eyes to warn you, helpers to carry the coin away.”
 
   “What about a distraction?” Rathe asked. He thought he knew the answer, and wasn’t surprised when she gave him a scornful look.
 
   “Oh, you could do that once and get away with it. Maybe. More likely the shopkeeper would guess what you were about, and even if you got away, she’d realize afterward and give your likeness to the points.” She tipped her head to one side. “Unless your woman’s fee’d the points.”
 
   “Claes is an honest man,” Rathe said, unhappily aware that he was quoting Trijn. “He wouldn’t take a fee for that.”
 
   “It’s not the chief I’d give a fee to,” LaSier said.
 
   No, you’d fee the adjunct, or at worst one of the seniors. Rathe shook his head. Voillemin was incompetent, but he wasn’t actively dishonest; he might wink at misbehavior by his betters, but he wouldn’t take a fee to let a gang walk free in his district. “Fairs is no worse than most.”
 
   “If you say so.” LaSier shrugged, the sunlight gleaming on the gilding that patterned her scarlet shoes. “Very well, then, if they’ve not been fee’d to look the other way, then look to the prentices and the clerks. They’re the ones best placed to steal from a strongbox.”
 
   Rathe nodded. “What about the rest?”
 
   LaSier hesitated. “Generally we don’t work the races, or most of us don’t, because of Besetje. Or at least not this early in the meet. I won’t deny, it’s a hard thing to walk away from the finals, with all those crowds and all those people with money—but there’s not so much profit to be earned in the early days to make it worthwhile.”
 
   “Apparently there’s enough to make it worth it for someone.” Rathe drained the last of his ale and brushed the crumbs from his lap.
 
   “Time are—uncertain,” LaSier said. “With all this talk of the new Guard and all. There’s those who think it’s better to take what we can when we can, and not worry about the long term.” She gave him a sideways glance. “Which you know isn’t Estel’s way.”
 
   “I do,” Rathe said. “So if there are Quentiers at the New Fair they’re not there with Estel’s blessing?”
 
   “Not at this time of year.” LaSier took another long drink and set her mug down with a satisfied sigh.
 
   Which meant they would be members of Idomey’s faction, and LaSier and her kin wouldn’t be sorry to see them arrested. It was about what he expected, and Rathe nodded.
 
   “I’m glad to have had this chat,” LaSier said. “I think it’s clarified matters a bit for both of us. And I’m very grateful for the drink.”
 
   She rose in a flurry of skirts, leaving Rathe biting his tongue to keep from calling after her. Trijn would pay—and it was worth the minor expense regardless—but he couldn’t help swearing as he made his way into the tavern.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Eslingen leaned on the railing beside the training track, watching as the boxholders lifted shaking baskets over the wicker fence. Sunflower was in one of them, ready for a first attempt at starting from a box. Besetje had run him over the jumps already, pronounced him sound and in good form, and now it was a matter of teaching him how to run from the boxes. The other four dogs were all experienced veterans—one was DeVoss’s old favorite, Besetje had said, retired now but still good as a trainer; the others were on the verge of retirement, focused professionals unlikely to savage a young dog even if it tried to start a fight. Still, Eslingen couldn’t help being a little nervous. Suppose Sunflower proved intransigent, unable to handle the boxes? He’d seen that happen a few days before, an otherwise promising young dog washed out because it couldn’t bear the confinement even for the few moments it took to ready the other dogs.
 
   The boxholders were beginning their work, scooping the dogs from their baskets and into the boxes with quick, efficient movements. The barking redoubled, and more than a few patrons drifted toward the track, alerted of the impending run. Besetje herself slipped Sunflower from his basket, changing holds as he twisted and barked, and tucked him neatly into the last of the starting boxes. He was on the end, as she had promised—the easiest place to start for a new dog, with only one neighbor to distract him. She closed the lid and lifted her hand, joining the other boxholders, and the starter dropped her handkerchief. The boxes’ fronts flipped up, and the lure bounced temptingly across the dusty track, flipped up and over the first jump. Sunflower burst out of the box, and checked, startled, only to catch sight of the other dogs. He scrambled after them, short legs churning, and caught the pack just as they reached the hay bales at the end of the track. Behind the bales, more boxholders scrambled to corral the dogs, and Eslingen allowed himself a sigh. It was hard to tell, but he couldn’t find last place very encouraging.
 
   Besetje hurried past him, basket in hand, and retrieved the dog from the grinning holder. She let him lick her face between barks, then tucked him back into the basket and came to join Eslingen, the basket balanced easily on her hip in spite of its wiggling.
 
   “Not bad,” she said.
 
   “Not good, either?” Eslingen cocked his head.
 
   “Oh, no, that was good for a first time. He’s not afraid of the box, and he didn’t want to fight the other dogs, that’s all good.”
 
   “He didn’t catch them.”
 
   “He had a slow start,” Besetje said. “Only to be expected, his first time.”
 
   “And he didn’t seem all that eager to push his way through at the end.”
 
   “Too early to tell that,” Besetje said briskly. “Here, walk with me, I’d like to get him back to his kennel so he can get his treats.”
 
   Eslingen fell into step obediently, following her through the alley between a tavern and a battered lodging-house, then into the shadows of DeVoss’s kennel. Besetje let herself in to the straw-covered cool-down pen, and opened the basket. Sunflower popped out, looking none the worse for his adventures, and ran in barking circles for a moment before he skidded to a stop at her ankles. He sat, tongue unfurling from his muzzle, and looked up expectantly.
 
   “Good boy,” she said, and produced a leather sausage from a pocket of her apron. She dangled it over him, and he rose instantly to his hind feet, dancing and yipping, before she tossed it to the corner of the pen. He darted after it, dug frantically in the straw, then returned to drop it at her feet. Besetje tossed it again, then came to lean against the wall of the pen at Eslingen’s side. “I’ll try him again tomorrow, probably a couple of times, and see how he reacts. Once he’s used to starting, then I’ll worry about his finish. Though most dogs figure that out on their own.”
 
   Eslingen nodded, reassured, but before he could say anything, DeVoss’s voice rose from the feed room at the end of the row of kennels.
 
   “Hare and Hound, what do you mean, you can’t do anything? What do we pay our fees for, then, hey? What bloody use are you?”
 
   Someone answered, a man’s voice, too low to make out the words, and Besetje ducked her head as though she was the one being yelled at. DeVoss answered, more quietly, but the feed-room door opened just in time for Eslingen to catch her last words.
 
   “— prove it in court, I will.”
 
   Eslingen glanced over his shoulder just in time to see a stranger walking away—no, not a stranger, a man in a pointsman’s jerkin and an expensive hat, and he knew that walk from somewhere. DeVoss stood glaring after him for a moment, then retreated to the feed room, slamming the door loudly enough to set all the dogs barking.
 
   “What in Seidos’s name?” Eslingen began, and Besetje gave him a wincing look.
 
   “We’ve lost a boxholder. Well, I mean, that’s not so odd, they leave without notice all the time, but Poirel has money owed him. A week’s wages! He’s been gone three days, and the points won’t do anything.”
 
   “He’s not gone drinking, I suppose,” Eslingen said cautiously. One thing he’d noticed about the boxholders was that most of them smelled of beer and strong liquor at all hours of the day. Not precisely a job for a sober man: that was the comment he’d heard more than once, though he had to admit that none of DeVoss’s people seemed to be drunk on the job.
 
   “He’d need his pay for that, wouldn’t he?” Besetje answered. “And Poirel’s always been reliable. I’d have had him starting Sunflower if he was here.” As if hearing his name, Sunflower skidded to a stop at her feet, and she stooped to collect him. “Best get him watered and back to his kennel.”
 
   Eslingen held the gate for her as she slipped Sunflower neatly into his space. They waited while the dog drank, then Besetje fetched a can from the butt at the end of the row and refilled the low trough.
 
   “I’ll feed him in a bit,” she said thoughtfully. “He’s done well.”
 
   Eslingen glanced back at the feed room. “Why won’t the points do anything?”
 
   Besetje looked away. “I don’t know.”
 
   “If DeVoss fee’d them—”
 
   “They say they don’t have time to deal with boxholders who can’t be bothered to give notice,” Besetje said, with sudden bitterness. “Not with all their other important business. But Poirel wouldn’t leave during the meet—it’s the best money of the year—and he certainly wouldn’t leave his pay behind.”
 
   “That doesn’t make sense,” Eslingen agreed.
 
   “And Voillemin, he’s the adjunct here, he thinks we’re all dirt anyway.”
 
   Voillemin. Eslingen closed his mouth over an automatic curse. He remembered Voillemin from the Midwinter masque, the man who’d very nearly destroyed the entire investigation through his unwillingness to see beyond the marks of class and status. The Regents had demoted him to Fairs’ Point in the aftermath, and it seemed as though it hadn’t taught him anything.
 
   “I wish we could bring Nico in,” Besetje went on, “but DeVoss says he hasn’t any jurisdiction. But at least he’d listen.”
 
   Eslingen sighed. “If you’d like,” he offered, “I’ll have a quiet word with him. Not that he’ll be able to take the case, but just so that someone knows.”
 
   “I’d like that,” Besetje said. “Poirel was good with the dogs.”
 
    
 
   The case clock in the main room was striking two by the time Rathe was able to convince the last of the would-be book-writers that the bond was non-negotiable and out of his hands. It had involved much repetition of bothI knowandIt’s not aimed at you, dame, accompanied by pointing to the Regents’ seal on the decree, still pinned prominently to the wall. He had managed only a hunk of bread and cheese for his breakfast, too, and had been uncomfortably aware of his stomach growling all through the last conversation. In the privacy of his workroom, he poured himself a cup of tea, downed it quickly while he debated whether to send a runner for the day’s ordinary or if he should make his escape while he could. Before he could make up his mind, however, Sohier tapped at the door.
 
   “If you have a moment, boss?”
 
   Rathe suppressed a groan. “Of course.”
 
   Sohier came in, closing the door behind her, and Rathe said.
 
   “What’s the problem?”
 
   Sohier shifted her feet like a schoolgirl caught without her books. “It’s about this bond.”
 
   Rathe waited. “Yes?”
 
   “How much are we expected to enforce this? I mean, yes, it’s the law, but…”
 
   “Why are you asking?” Rathe could guess, but he thought it was better to have it spelled out.
 
   “Well, see…” Sohier tugged her ribboned lovelock, looking more than ever like a schoolgirl. “There are a lot of women in Dreams who run a book for the races and have for years. Only this year, most of them don’t have the money for the bond, but they need to write the book regardless. So they’ve been asking, woman-to-woman, are we going to enforce this?”
 
   “We have to,” Rathe said, when she didn’t seem inclined to continue.
 
   “You know what I mean. Are we going to be looking for unlicensed book-writers, or can they just be discreet.”
 
   Rathe poured them each a cup of tea, marshaling his thoughts. “They’re not at the top of my list,” he said at last, “nor I imagine are they for anyone. Except maybe Fairs’ Point, but I can’t speak for them. But you know that if someone does make a complaint, we’ll have to do something about it.”
 
   “That’s—that leaves the door open for anyone with a grudge,” Sohier said.
 
   Rathe gave a sour smile. “And if I was a woman with enemies, I wouldn’t write a book this season.”
 
   Sohier swore under her breath, and Rathe nodded in agreement.
 
   “Mind you, the chief hasn’t ruled on the matter, and I doubt she will. It’s the last thing she wants to have to notice. But the fact remains, we’ll have to enforce it if someone brings a violation to our attention.”
 
   “Right, boss, I understand.”
 
   “No one wants to be asked,” Rathe said. “But if we are—”
 
   He let the words hang, and Sohier sighed. “I know. It’s the law we have.” She hesitated. “You don’t suppose this is supposed to make this City Guard look good?”
 
   Rathe blinked. It wasn’t something he’d considered, but there was a nasty sneakiness to it that spoke of the Regents. He shook his head, as much to convince himself as Sohier. “They’re not that subtle.”
 
   “If you say so, boss.” She let herself out of the workroom, and Rathe drained the last of his tea. He’d take his lunch out, he decided, and see if he couldn’t achieve a few moments’ peace and quiet. He made his way down to the main room, stopping only long enough to be sure that the daybook contained nothing urgent, then ducked out before anyone could think of anything more to ask him. He glanced over his shoulder as he reached the courtyard gate, and nearly ran into the woman coming the other way. He caught the gate by reflex, and just managed to keep it from bouncing back into her.
 
   “Beg pardon, dame,” he began, and only then recognized DeVoss.
 
   She gave him a bitter look. “On your way someplace important, I make no doubt.”
 
   “You were looking for me,” Rathe said, with resignation, and she nodded. “And it’s important, or you’d be at Fairs’ Point, not here. Dame, I’ve no wish to put you off, but I’m dying for my lunch. If you’d join me and talk there, I’d be in your debt.”
 
   DeVoss looked him over, her expression suggesting that she had seen better dogs any dozen days, but then she gave a shrug and a flinching smile. “Why not? It might be better, anyway—makes it a bit less official.”
 
   “Does it need to be?” Rathe cocked his head at her.
 
   “You can tell me,” DeVoss answered, and held the gate for him to pass.
 
   Under the circumstances, Rathe passed by the station’s usual tavern, chose instead a narrow house with no garden but a second-story summer room that could be opened to catch any trace of a breeze. This early in the season, there was no need of it, and even the ground floor room was less than crowded this late in the day. Rathe chose a corner table, seating himself so that he could see the door, and ordered a sausage and onion pie and a pint of wine. DeVoss ordered wine as well, and regarded him curiously.
 
   “Don’t they feed you, Adjunct Point?”
 
   Rathe broke off a corner of the pie to let the meat and gravy cool a little, popped the chunk of crust in his mouth. “Well enough,” he said, indistinctly, “but it’s a busy season.”
 
   DeVoss snorted agreement. “Don’t I know it.”
 
   Rathe took an incautious bite of the pie, grabbed for his wine to ease the heat. “So what brings you to Dreams?”
 
   “I’ve lost a man,” she said bluntly. “And before you say it, I’ve been to Fairs’ Point.”
 
   “Claes is a reasonable man,” Rathe said.
 
   “He may be, but he doesn’t have time for the likes of me,” DeVoss answered, then shook her head. “And I’m not being fair. He’s run off his feet, what with the station having to hold all the book-writers’ bonds—I’ve heard that the strong room is full already and more coming in every day. Someone told me they set three or four pointsmen with firelocks to guard it day and night.”
 
   “I haven’t heard that,” Rathe said, “but it wouldn’t surprise me.”
 
   “I’ve lost a boxholder,” DeVoss said. “Jan Poirel, his name is, but he goes by Poirel. Sometimes Poirel Asignane, he’s from those parts originally, but mostly just Poirel. He didn’t come to help feed three days ago, and no one’s seen him since.”
 
   Rathe took another bit of the pie, barely tasting the rich gravy. Boxholders were an odd lot, gifted with dogs and not much else, their stars set in an odd cramped figure. Many of them drank, and there was little money in the business to start with; they had a reputation for cliquishness and unreliability. And yet… “You had him help feed the dogs?”
 
   DeVoss gave a grim smile, as though he’d passed a test. “He was reliable that way. Yes, I paid him extra, but he never missed a day, at least not without letting me know. More than that, he had a week’s pay due him, and he never collected it.”
 
   Rathe sat up straighter, the remains of his pie forgotten. “That’s worrisome. I hate to say it, but—”
 
   “I’ve been to the deadhouse,” DeVoss said. “And to the Charity and the Phoeban Hospice—and I sent a runner to the Maternité just in case he’d been taken there and couldn’t give his right name. And I spoke to the pontoises, too, for fear he’d gone in the river.”
 
   Rathe nodded slowly. The deadhouse, the city’s hospitals, the pontoises who were responsible for keeping order on the river: DeVoss had covered all her options, all right. “Nothing?”
 
   “Not a hair.” DeVoss shook her head. “He’s got no kin in Astreiant that I know of—he’s a motherless man, by all accounts, and never had a leman nor a woman who took him on. So I’ve nowhere to go but the points.”
 
   And Claes and his adjuncts saw only another unreliable boxholder. “Who’d you speak to?” he asked, without much hope.
 
   “They shunted me off on the junior adjunct. Voillemin.”
 
   Of course. Rathe sighed. “You know I don’t have any standing in the matter. It’s Fairs’ business, not Dreams’.”
 
   DeVoss nodded. “At least I know now that I’m not going mad.”
 
   “You’ve cause enough to worry,” Rathe said.
 
   “Thank you for that.”
 
   “But I’m not sure how I can help you.”
 
   “Poirel lodged in Dreams in the off-season,” DeVoss said. “He’s sort of one of yours.”
 
   Rathe pursed his lips. “It’s thin.” But it might be enough, especially if Fairs’ Point was overwhelmed. They might be glad for someone else to take a complaint off their books. “But I’ll give it a try. Will you tell your other boxholders to talk to me?”
 
   “I’ll tell them.” For all the good it will do, her tone implied, but Rathe nodded anyway.
 
   “Understand, though. To ask questions in Fairs’ Point, I’ll have to have Claes’s permission—if he turns me down, I’ll make inquiries here, but that’s all I can do.”
 
   “I’ll take what I can get,” DeVoss answered.
 
    
 
   Rathe made his way down Customs Road, crossing into Fairs’ Point below the Hangman’s Bridge, Poirel’s lodging in Point of Dreams noted virtuously in his tablets and Trijn’s twin injunctions—Don’t cause trouble, but find out what’s going on—ringing in his ears. He was still doubtful about his chances of carrying out any of his charges, particularly not if Voillemin was involved, but the missing boxholder was worrisome. It seemed all too likely that the man was dead, and the absence of a body just pointed to the river. The Sier did not easily give up her dead.
 
   To his relief, there was no sign of Voillemin at the Fairs’ Point station. It was more than usually busy, even for the racing season, and as he waited for a word with the duty point, he picked out the extra women on guard by the strongroom. Unusually, the heavy iron-bound outer door had been pulled closed, rather than just the barred inner door, and the station’s ledgers were piled on the floor outside. Both the guards were armed with the latest wheellock pistols, the barrels as long as their forearms, though neither one of them looked very comfortable with the weapons. The women here on business gave them a wide berth, and Rathe couldn’t blame them.
 
   He had reached the duty point’s table at last, and gave her a polite smile. She returned it warily.
 
   “What can we do for you, Adjunct Point?”
 
   “I’d like to talk to your chief, if he’s available.” Rathe kept his voice low, and received a look of gratitude.
 
   “He’s not really seeing anyone, Adjunct Point, but if you don’t mind waiting a bit, I’ll have a runner see if he can fit you in.”
 
   “Thank,” Rathe said. “What I have won’t take long.”
 
   “It had better not,” the duty point said frankly. “You can see what we’ve got to deal with.”
 
   There wasn’t an empty stool to be seen. Rathe rested his shoulder against the nearest unoccupied pillar, and composed himself to wait. He just hoped that Voillemin would take his time getting back from wherever he had gone.
 
   To his surprise, however, it was less than an hour before the door at the end of the second-floor gallery opened, and Claes appeared, escorting a graying man in a well-cut summer coat. Rathe saw heads turn all across the room, and only then did he see that badge on the gray-haired man’s coat. So that was Solveert, the Patent Administrator. He looked sleek and well-fed—a bit like one of the harehounds noblewomen kept in their houses along the Western Reach. He had a nose like a harehound, too, and Rathe felt a sneaking sympathy for the man. There wasn’t a woman involved with the races, from the wealthiest owner to the lowliest boxholder, who wouldn’t be snickering at the resemblance.
 
   Solveert moved away, shaking his head generally at several women who seemed inclined to approach him, and Claes looked down from the head of the stairs.
 
   “Rathe.”
 
   Rathe lifted his hand in answer, and threaded his way to the stairs, trying to ignored the annoyed stares from women who had been waiting longer. “Thank you, Chief. I won’t take much of your time.”
 
   “Damn right you won’t.” Claes waved him into the workroom and closed the door behind them. “Anything more on Corsten?”
 
   Rathe frowned. “The alchemists’ report called it suicide. Any reason I should doubt that?”
 
   “None that I know of,” Claes said. “If that’s not the question, why are you here?”
 
   “Maewes DeVoss has lost a boxholder,” Rathe began, and Claes shook his head.
 
   “Not that again.”
 
   “She’s concerned.”
 
   “Boxholders wander off every day of the meet.”
 
   “He left his pay behind,” Rathe said. “A full week’s wages.”
 
   “I didn’t know that,” Claes said, more quietly. “That—I’ll admit that’s odd.”
 
   “Worrisome, I’d call it.”
 
   “So what do you want?” Claes asked again.
 
   “Poirel lodged in Point of Dreams,” Rathe said. “I’d like your permission to ask a few questions on DeVoss’s account.”
 
   Claes frowned. “Who’d DeVoss talk to?”
 
   Rathe hid a grimace. “One of your adjuncts.”
 
   “Voillemin?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Claes shook his head again. “Absolutely not. I’m not helping you pursue your petty feud, not with one of my men.”
 
   “That’s not what this is about,” Rathe said.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “I won’t pretend I like Voillemin, but this is about Poirel.”
 
   “I can’t back you against my own man,” Claes said.
 
   Rathe took a long breath. He understood Claes’s position, would want a chief who’d back him against outsiders, but—“The man’s still missing. With a week’s pay left behind in DeVoss’s strongbox.”
 
   “I’ll detail someone to take another look,” Claes said. “As soon as I can.”
 
   “That’s—” Rathe took another deep breath. “As busy as you are, that’s not likely to be until after the meet’s over.”
 
   Claes looked away. “He’s probably dead, you know. Fallen in the river and drowned.”
 
   “Or someone pushed him.” Rathe shook his head. “Oh, all right, not likely if he didn’t have his pay on him, but someone might have expected him to—”
 
   “I’ll have someone look at it,” Claes said. “Not Voillemin, either, if he’s put DeVoss’s back up that badly. But that’s all I can do.”
 
   Rathe swallowed his automatic protest, knowing it was futile. “Thank you, Chief,” he said, and let himself out of the workroom.
 
    
 
   The New Fair was taking on the semblance of a town within a town. The empty lot between Mama Moon’s and the low-roofed stables had been rented to half a dozen food vendors, each with a portable kitchen and sweating staff, and Mama Moon’s had created a bower along their wall, where for a demming you could sit beneath awnings and eat your meal at a table. The armorer had been joined by a dozen different leather-workers, all displaying collars and harness fit for the best of racing dogs, and a couple of basket makers were hawking their wares. The latter were well-known specialists, Eslingen had gathered, women who were known to make baskets that were sturdy enough to hold an excited terrier but with lids and closures that could be managed one-handed. They were both doing steady business, new work and repairs, and runners stood ready to ferry the work back to the main businesses. Parasol-sellers had set up business as well; once the races got underway, they would paint the thin paper and silk in the colors of the purchaser’s favorite kennel, but for the moment they were selling ordinary summer patterns or plain glazed silk. Quite a few girls of apprentice-age—and a few boys—were selling cheap paper fans and broad-brimmed straw hats, and there were broadsheet vendors in plenty. There was also a barbershop set up beneath a wide awning, and Eslingen paused at the entrance, recognizing the barbers as men from a shop he liked in Point of Dreams. The nearest saw him and flashed a smile, never stopping his work, and Eslingen smiled back, ready to move away.
 
   “Heard the latest about Beier?”
 
   Eslingen froze. The speaker was a portly man in a wine-colored coat, leaning close to talk to a woman in summer-green who was having her hands painted.
 
   “I’ve heard a lunar dozen different things,” she answered. “Where in the Great Hound’s name is the man?”
 
   Eslingen edged closer, pretending to study the array of wooden hands nailed to the awning’s nearest support. Each one bore a different pattern, ready for clients to choose among the designs.
 
   “Solveert’s paid him off,” the portly man said. “I heard that from a friend at the University. Beier’s in Altheim at the observatory there.”
 
   “I don’t believe it.” That was a second woman, one hand poised over a bowl of red-black dye. The barber’s assistant, fair and generously curved in a low-cut bodice, eased it down until each finger was immersed just to the first knuckle. Her other hand was already finished, resting on a leather pillow while the dye cured.
 
   “I have it on excellent authority,” the portly man said.
 
   “Can I help you, Lieutenant?” Another of the barber’s assistants smiled at him from the last open paint-table, and Eslingen returned the smile. He’d shaved that morning, and paint would just flake off his hands, but he’d been thinking about getting his fingers dyed anyway. And it would give him an excuse to listen in, perhaps even to join the conversation.
 
   “Yes, actually. I’d like to get my hands dyed, depending on what it would cost.”
 
   “Two seillings, unless you want the gold flakes. That’s another seilling.”
 
   “Just indigo,” Eslingen said firmly, and the woman nodded.
 
   “An excellent choice, with your coloring. Sit here.”
 
   Eslingen let her make him comfortable in the folding chair, then sat sipping a cup of fruit tea while she mixed the dye and arranged his left hand in the shallow dish. The others were still talking about Beier, the portly man holding to his friend from the University’s story, while the woman in spring-green set her freshly painted hands in the sun to cure. Another woman—a trainer, Eslingen thought, someone he’d seen around DeVoss’s kennels—leaned on the back of her chair.
 
   “I can’t see Beier giving up the chance to work the races,” she said. “Not even for a chance at Altheim’s orrery.”
 
   “There was talk he had some new system in mind last fall at the lesser meeting,” the woman with the dyed fingers said. “And I can’t see the University letting him use their instruments.”
 
   There was a murmur of laughter from the others, and the portly man said, “No, indeed.”
 
   “So maybe he’s taking the year off to refine his new ideas.” The woman let the assistant arrange her freshly-dyed hand on another pillow, and begin massaging oil into her other hand.
 
   “Beier tends to test his ideas on his clients,” the woman in green said. That had the sound of a genuine grudge, and Eslingen glanced curiously at her, but he could read nothing more than annoyance in her face.
 
   “Well, I’ve heard a tale,” the trainer said. “I’ve no idea whether it’s to be believed or not, but…”
 
   “Tell,” the woman in green said, and the trainer gave a gratified smile.
 
   “Bear in mind I heard this from someone else’s boxholder, so I’ve no idea if there’s even a shred of truth in it. But the story I heard is that a consortium of printers raised the fee to pay for a proper knife. And that knife hired a magist and they lay in wait for him by Mama Moon’s and killed him there. The body went in the Sier, from a spot where it won’t be found again, and the fee went into the knife’s pockets.”
 
   “Surely that would be a matter for the points, if it were even likely,” Eslingen said, in spite of himself, and the woman with the dyed fingers nodded.
 
   “I’d think so. That’s a little specific for the average rumor.”
 
   The trainer spread her hands. “You may say so. And I put a word in at Fairs’ Point, I’m an honest woman. But if you ask me, they’re not that interested in Beier. He’ll turn up before the meet starts, Tiesheld told me, though where he gets that idea I don’t know.”
 
   “Claes would know,” the woman in green said.
 
   “There’s another whose name begins with C that might bear questioning,” the woman with the dyed fingers said, darkly. The assistant had finished with her other hand, and she rose to her feet, reaching into her purse for a handful of silver.
 
   The portly man nodded judiciously. “And one might wonder who funded Beier all these years.”
 
   Caiazzo, Eslingen thought. Hanselin Caiazzo had his fingers in most illegal businesses south of the river, and especially in unlicensed printing. Rathe would definitely want to hear that, if he hadn’t already.
 
   “We’re done with this hand, Lieutenant,” his assistant said cheerfully, and lifted his left hand from the dye. She arranged it on another of the leather pillows, adjusting it so that his hand was in the sun, and set the other into a fresh bowl of dye. It felt oddly slippery beneath his fingers, and he looked thoughtfully at his finished hand. The woman with the dyed fingers had moved away, and the conversation was turning to other subjects. Still, he thought, it was worth the sacrifice—and it was, after all, the latest fashion.
 
   The assistant finished her work by rubbing his hands with a sweet-smelling oil that she swore would help preserve the color and incidentally took away the slight acrid scent of the dye. Eslingen paid her, and glanced toward the nearest tower clock. It was the middle of the afternoon, time he headed back toward Point of Dreams—not that he had any lessons to give, but he thought Rathe would be glad to hear these latest rumors.
 
   “Lieutenant!”
 
   Eslingen glanced over his shoulder, wondering what he’d forgotten at the barber’s, but to his surprise it was Naimi hurrying up after him.
 
   “I’m glad I caught you—oh.”
 
   She was looking at his hands, and Eslingen sighed. “You don’t like the fashion?”
 
   “I think it’s stupid,” Naimi answered, “but on you it doesn’t look as bad as most.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Eslingen said, with a smile, and hoped Rathe liked the look better.
 
   “Sorry,” she said. “DeVoss says my tongue runs away with me.”
 
   “It’s all right,” Eslingen said. “I don’t mind knowing where I stand.”
 
   “And in any case, that wasn’t my business with you.” Naimi shook herself, looking much like one of her dogs. “I’ve just got the most recent list from the Racing Secretary, and they’ve added another half dozen maiden races. There’s one I’d like to point Sunflower toward. The entry’s a little higher than the others, but it’s a ladder.”
 
   “Ladder,” Eslingen repeated.
 
   “Yes, a ladder—oh. It’s the first in a series of four races for new dogs. The first two finishers of four maiden races are eligible for the next rung of the ladder, and then the top two finishers from that and three other comparable races are eligible for the next race, and so on, until in theory the eight best youngsters of the meet are matched against each other. And you can compound the prize—put your share of the prize money into a side bet on the next race. Plus the final race is the Plat’Avian, and you really do win a silver plate for that one. With a bird on it.”
 
   Eslingen grinned in spite of himself. “Does Sunflower stand a chance?”
 
   Naimi shrugged. “As much as any maiden. We won’t know until he’s racing—there are just too many factors, from the crowds to the other dogs to the weather on the day. But I wouldn’t suggest it if I didn’t think it was worth the investment.”
 
   “How much of an investment?”
 
   “A pillar to enter the first two, and then another pillar for each of the next levels if you enter them together. It’s only a snake for the third race if you just pay that entry fee, but it’s a pillar and a half for the fourth if you qualify.”
 
   Eslingen took a breath, running through his mental account book. He could do it, just—well, he could certainly pay the fee for the first two rungs, and then he would see. If he didn’t compound the prize, presumably that would cover the entry as well. “All right,” he said. “Why not?”
 
   “Oh, good.” Naimi gave him a brilliant smile. “I’ll put his name in, then. The first fee will be due at the end of the week.”
 
   “I’ll bring it,” Eslingen said.
 
   “He has a decent chance,” Naimi said. “As good as many.”
 
   And what Rathe would say to his staking a pillar of good money on “as good as many” Eslingen didn’t really want to know. Before he could say anything, however, a voice called from behind him.
 
   “You! Naimi, or whatever you call yourself! I want a word with you.”
 
   For a second, Eslingen thought Naimi was going to turn and flee, but she gathered herself with an effort. “What do you want?” Her voice was high and thin with nerves.
 
   Eslingen turned, glad of the weight of his knife at his hip, and blinked as he recognized first the speaker’s uniform and then the speaker: Voillemin again. “Here, now,” he began, and Voillemin pointed his truncheon at him.
 
   “This is none of your affair, vaan Esling. Keep your nose out of it.”
 
   “She’s my trainer,” Eslingen said, and kept his voice mild only with an effort.
 
   Voillemin ignored him, focussing his attention on Naimi. “I’ve just found out who you are, and I won’t have it. Tell your kinswomen from me, leave the Fair, or you’ll all face the consequences.”
 
   Naimi’s face crumpled. “I don’t—”
 
   “You’re a Quentier, Besetje Quentier, a born pickpocket and thief.”
 
   “I’m a trainer. My family renounced me, that’s why I changed my name. Ask DeVoss!”
 
   “Your family has targeted the Fair,” Voillemin said. “I have proof of that, and I have proof that you are working for them—”
 
   “I am not!”
 
   “And if you do not tell them to leave the Fair, I will call points on the lot of you, and I will see your kinswomen hang. And you, Quentier, or whatever you call yourself, you will never work with another dog again.”
 
   “My family is not involved!” Naimi turned on her heel and ran, as fast as any of her dogs.
 
   Voillemin swore and started after her, but Eslingen stepped in front of him.
 
   “I take it very ill that you’re upsetting my trainer.”
 
   Voillemin lifted his hands to shove Eslingen out of the way, and stopped himself with an effort that made him shudder. “This is points’ business, vaan Esling—Fairs’ Point’s business. Stay out of it, or I’ll have you for interference.”
 
   Eslingen lifted his hands and stepped aside. As he’d expected, Naimi was out of sight, vanished into the maze of kennels and temporary buildings. Voillemin swore under his breath, and started after her. Eslingen watched him until he was sure the pointsman had lost the trail, then turned away, frowning. This was something else Rathe needed to know.
 
    
 
   Eslingen arranged his route to pass by Wicked’s on his way back to Point of Dreams, both in the hope that Rathe might be there, and in the certainty that a bottle of Wicked’s better wine could only sweeten the news he had to share. It was busy, at the end of the working day; he didn’t see Rathe in the main room, and elbowed his way to the serving bar, intending to buy wine and perhaps a pie to take home. To his surprise, however, it was Wicked herself who greeted him, pointing her chin toward the side room.
 
   “Your leman’s here already, and you’d save me some work if you’d take him his bottle. The same for you?”
 
   Eslingen nodded. “Thanks.”
 
   “Tell him I’ll bring his dinner when I can, and a plate for you as well.”
 
   Eslingen took the pint bottles and the stack of glazed cups and went where she’d pointed, hoping he wasn’t interrupting anything. Not that he distrusted Rathe, but the man did business at all hours, and the last thing he wanted was to interfere with points work.
 
   Rathe was alone at a corner table, so deep in the shadows that it took a moment for Eslingen to find him, but his smile was genuinely welcoming.
 
   “What, you’re serving tables now?”
 
   “Wicked thought you might like your wine while it was cold.” Eslingen set the bottles on the table. “I hoped I might find you here—if you’re not working.”
 
   Rathe shook his head. “I’m done, or at least until they find me, which I hope isn’t until tomorrow. I ordered enough for two, thought I’d bring it home for you.”
 
   “Thanks.” Eslingen poured himself a glass of his own wine, and they touched glasses. “Hard day?”
 
   “Not the best. I’ve been warned off Fairs’ Point—Claes told me explicitly that I’m not welcome there.”
 
   “Damn.”
 
   Rathe sighed and took another drink of his wine. “To be fair, he told me I didn’t have his permission to look into a case that is properly Fairs’ Point’s business—”
 
   “I thought Corsten killed himself.”
 
   “This is another matter—DeVoss has lost a boxholder.”
 
   “I heard.”
 
   “Right, of course you have.” Rathe gave a wry smile. “Don’t suppose you’ve heard anything that would change Claes’s mind.”
 
   Eslingen shook his head. “Sadly, no. Just more talk about Beier, and then that ass Voillemin accused Besetje of being in league with her family, who he claimed are the pickpockets plaguing the meet.”
 
   Rathe swore. “How did Besetje handle it? Is she all right?”
 
   “She denied it and ran off,” Eslingen said. “I’d have gone after her, but I was busy obstructing justice. For which you can call the point on me, if you’d like.”
 
   A quick, tired smile flickered across Rathe’s face. “I’ll hold that for later. He wasn’t serious.”
 
   “Promises, promises. And yes, he was.”
 
   “Ass.” Rathe shook his head. “Voillemin, I mean.”
 
   “I did assume.”
 
   Rathe gave another wry smile. “So he really thinks the Quentiers are the pickpockets?”
 
   “So he says.”
 
   “Gods. I’ll have to warn Estel. Though she probably wouldn’t mind seeing the point called on Idomey…”
 
   “There’s more,” Eslingen said, and broke off as one of the potboys appeared with a tray piled with dishes. Fried noodles with garlic and onions and shreds of chicken and pickled lemon, a dish of olives and another of cheese, and a pile of crispbread to go with it: he was hungrier than he had realized, and swallowed hard. “That all looks good.”
 
   “I was going to bring half of it home,” Rathe said again. He filled plates for both of them, and Eslingen broke off a piece of the crispbread.
 
   “That is good.” He gave Rathe a quick glance. “And that’s not all I heard.”
 
   “Right, you said—Beier?”
 
   “Yes. I heard a couple more stories while I was having my hands done.” Eslingen held up his free hand, the blue-black dye a stark contrast with his fair skin.
 
   “Very fashionable,” Rathe said. “Go on.”
 
   “Some of the other customers were talking.” Eslingen recounted the various theories, saw Rathe’s eyebrows rise as his finished.
 
   “That’s an interesting tale about a knife and a magist.”
 
   “I thought so. Though the trainer swore she’d spoken to Fairs’ Point.”
 
   “I don’t suppose you know her name?”
 
   Eslingen shook his head. “Sorry.”
 
   “She probably did, though.” Rathe sighed. “And that makes it Fairs’ Point’s business again, not mine. Still—it’s so definite, that’s the thing. A knife and a magist. Why would you need both?”
 
   “Beier was University-trained,” Eslingen said. “Presumably he has some skills.”
 
   “He’s an astrologer,” Rathe answered. “That doesn’t necessarily help much if you’re set upon in the streets.”
 
   Eslingen grinned. “Presumably it helps you know when not to be in the streets?”
 
   “One would hope.” Rathe shook his head. “I suppose it might pay me to have a word with Caiazzo, too. Assuming I can find an excuse that isn’t poaching on Fairs’ cases. I know I’ve asked you before, but—keep your ears open, will you? I don’t much like the sound of any of this.”
 
   “Of course I will,” Eslingen answered, and tried not to think that it might make Rathe think more kindly of Coindarel’s offer.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   “I think this one’s yours,” Trijn said.
 
   Rathe looked up warily, and she dropped a half-sheet of paper on top of the pile already awaiting his review. He recognized Falasca’s cramped hand, and looked back at Trijn. “Surely it goes to the person who took the complaint.”
 
   “Not this time.” Trijn pulled over the nearest stool and settled herself opposite him, resting her elbows on the tabletop. “You know the man.”
 
   Rathe glanced at the paper, and shook his head. “I don’t know anyone named Guittard—”
 
   Trijn made an impatient noise, and tapped the paper. “Here.”
 
   The name seemed to jump out at him, and Rathe swore. Caiazzo. Of course it would be Caiazzo, especially after he’d been talking about him with Eslingen the night before. “I’m not exactly on terms with him, boss.”
 
   Trijn snorted. “Since you stole his knife? I’m sure he’s forgiven you by now.”
 
   “What does Caiazzo have to do with this Guittard?”
 
   “It’s about Beier,” Trijn said. “Guittard says he’s the father of her child—”
 
   “Surely not,” Rathe said, in spite of himself.
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t claim him,” Trijn said. “But she does. Some of Beier’s friends came to her, seeing as Fairs’ Point hasn’t done much bar sending out a circular, and she feels she has an obligation.”
 
   Rathe skimmed through Falasca’s notes, biting back an oath. “And she lives in Point of Dreams, so she quite properly comes to us.”
 
   “And she’s named Caiazzo as a man who might know something,” Trijn said.
 
   “Lovely,” Rathe said.
 
   “Has to be looked into,” Trijn said. “Take a low-flyer if you need.”
 
   Rathe chose to walk instead, a petty act of defiance that he was regretting by the time he reached Customs Point. It was cloudy, the air sticky with unfallen rain, and the sweat was crawling down his back by the time he reached Caiazzo’s door. The house was neither the best on the street nor the worst; it had a quiet elegance and sturdy locks, though it would take a brazen thief indeed to invade Caiazzo’s property.
 
   The doormaid admitted him with a sort of reproachful dignity, an attitude echoed by the young woman with the dyed fingers who escorted him to Caiazzo’s workroom at the end of the second-floor gallery. It showed signs of a hasty tidying, ledgers slammed shut along the broad counter and papers tucked away, but Caiazzo himself seemed largely undisturbed.
 
   “What in Tyrseis’s name are you doing here?” he asked. “I’ve nothing to do with Dreams.”
 
   At the moment it was true, at least as far as Rathe knew, and he couldn’t help feeling a touch of sympathy. “I’m not strictly here for you,” he said. “Or at least only by way of needing your testimony.”
 
   Caiazzo’s black eyebrows rose at that. “You should know me better.”
 
   “I’ve a missing man,” Rathe said. It seemed as though he was saying that far too often these days. “And the woman who says he’s father to her daughter says you were his last employer.”
 
   “Beier?”
 
   Rathe nodded.
 
   “I thought that was Fairs’ Point’s business.”
 
   Rathe shrugged. “Dame Guittard has made it ours.”
 
   “Hard to believe anyone would choose him for a sire,” Caiazzo said.
 
   Rathe grinned in spite of himself. “Well, no, but that’s not our business, is it?”
 
   “It’s your business if you want to cross Fairs’ Point, not mine.” Caiazzo’s smile showed teeth.
 
   “Dame Guittard says it was your coin that backed him these last few seasons,” Rathe said, “and that Beier told her you were backing him again.”
 
   “I did, and I was,” Caiazzo answered promptly. “It’s always been a good investment, not to mention perfectly legal and aboveboard. But he’s not filled his part of the bargain, and my people can’t find him, either.”
 
   Rathe looked up at that. “You told Claes, I assume?”
 
   “I told the man he sent,” Caiazzo answered. “I rather assumed they didn’t want him found.”
 
   That was possible, Rathe thought, and even from an innocent motive. Beier was a known troublemaker, and if he wanted to absent himself, no one at Fairs’ Point was likely to grieve. But if Caiazzo couldn’t find him, that was another matter entirely. “Why would he miss the meet?”
 
   “I was assuming it was spite,” Caiazzo said. “Unlike the dogs, he doesn’t have the sense not to bite the hand that feeds him.”
 
   “And now?”
 
   Caiazzo shrugged. “If I had known anyone claimed him, I’d have looked there. He’s not in his usual haunts. I even made inquiries at the University.”
 
   “What was he supposed to do for you?” Rathe asked
 
   “The usual. Same as the last three years. Write a series of pamphlet commentaries on the upcoming and ongoing race meeting.”
 
   “Horoscopes?”
 
   “No horoscopes, not of dogs, or trainers, or Mama Moon herself,” Caiazzo said virtuously. “That would be illegal. I’m surprised you don’t know that, Adjunct Point.”
 
   Rathe grinned. “And yet last year Beier published three horoscopes—that we know of—and paid the fines on all of them.”
 
   “But I didn’t pay him for that,” Caiazzo answered. “He did that on his own. It’s not worth my time.”
 
   “But it was worth his.”
 
   “His wants are simpler,” Caiazzo said, in dulcet tones.
 
   Rathe noted the present tense. Caiazzo seemed to be operating on the assumption that Beier was still alive—unless, of course, he was using it deliberately to make them think he believed Beier wasn’t dead. It was always hard to tell Caiazzo’s real intentions. “You said spite. What did he have to be spiteful about?”
 
   “This is Beier we’re talking about,” Caiazzo answered. “He bites for the fun of it.”
 
   That was true enough, but, watching him, Rathe thought he’d missed something. “And he hasn’t contacted you at all this race season?”
 
   Caiazzo hesitated, just for an instant, and Rathe shook his head.
 
   “Come on, Hanse. As you said, it’s not your problem.”
 
   “Not that you or the good Surintendant wouldn’t like to make it mine,” Caiazzo said.
 
   “You know me better than that,” Rathe said. He couldn’t promise that the Surintendant wouldn’t try to make this Caiazzo’s business, and the merchant knew better than to push the question.
 
   “So I do.” Caiazzo sighed. “I talked to him last back in the Rose Moon—the first or second day, I think. I agreed to fund him at our usual rates, and he agreed. I made one payment at the full of the Rat Moon, but he’s not delivered the goods.”
 
   “And that would be the last contact you had with him?”
 
   Again there was that flicker of unease, and Rathe sighed.
 
   “Give.”
 
   “He sent a note,” Caiazzo said. “After I’d sent the payment. He said he’d been working on another project and it was taking longer than anticipated. He asked for another week before he had to deliver his first pamphlet, and I—reluctantly—agreed.”
 
   “And nothing since then?” Rathe couldn’t help but sound skeptical. One did not take Caiazzo’s money and fail to deliver, at least not if one wanted to live. “What was this other project?”
 
   “I didn’t ask,” Caiazzo said promptly. “It wasn’t my business, and he assured me it would only be a few days, no more than a week. But then—nothing.”
 
   “And you didn’t do anything about it?”
 
   “I didn’t say that,” Caiazzo answered. “I sent my people looking for him, of course, and any printer who works under my coin knows better than to take anything from him. I’d do more, but it’s a busy time of year for me.”
 
   That was undeniably true, Rathe knew. Caiazzo was a merchant-venturer as well as having his fingers in dozens of illegal trades, and he would be gathering as much coin as possible to fund his caravans. He ran at least one every year, Rathe knew from the previous Midsummer, and that didn’t come cheap. “And besides, you’re hoping the points will find him for you.”
 
   It was a shot at a venture, but Caiazzo grinned. “Well, it’s what we pay you for.”
 
   “For such taxes as you pay,” Rathe answered, and took himself off. There was a low-flyer trawling for custom at the end of the Exemption Docks, and he waved it down, settling himself among the cracked cushions. That Beier had worked for Caiazzo was hardly a surprise—Caiazzo made something of a specialty of funding unlicensed printers—and it wasn’t any more surprising that he’d planned to fund him again this year. So why had Beier delayed? Rathe shook his head, unable to imagine anything that interested Beier more than the Dog Moon races. And was Caiazzo telling the truth when he said he had no idea what Beier’s project had been? Too many questions, Rathe thought, and not any likely ways to get answers. At least not without interfering in Fairs’ Point, and he wasn’t ready yet to take that chance. Perhaps the University would have a new perspective on their least favorite Fellow.
 
    
 
   The Racing Secretaries had rented a merchant’s wayhouse at the end of the Edge Road between the New Fair and the old. A steady stream of trainers and owners and astrologers made their way in and out of the narrow front door under the watchful eyes of a pair of hired knives. Eslingen joined the crowd at the stairs, and maneuvered his way inside and through a sea of clerks in severe black livery, one of whom pointed to the smaller salon as the place to register for races. It was as crowded as the other rooms, and the windows were closed, leaving the room smelling of dogs in spite of the bundles of sweet broom that hung from the beams. He could feel more herbs crunching beneath the sturdy cords of the carpet, but they only added a musky sweetness to the smells of sweat and dogs and leather.
 
   A junior secretary presided over the entry table, studying each packet of papers and then passing them on to whichever of the four clerks had the relevant ledger. Eslingen touched his cuff, reassuring himself that the entrance bill and copies of Sunflower’s pedigree and horoscope were still there, and an elegant gray-haired man caught his eye.
 
   “Lieutenant vaan Esling, isn’t it? Our hero at Midsummer and Midwinter.”
 
   “That’s me,” Eslingen answered, lightly, and then saw the badge on the stranger’s coat: the Patent Administrator himself, Gaeten Solveert, who by all accounts didn’t deign to speak to many mere mortals. He gave a half-bow of acknowledgement and recognition and Solveert smiled.
 
   “It’s unusual to see owners enrolling their own dogs,” he said. “Or am I behind the times and you’ve turned trainer?”
 
   “No, you had it right,” Eslingen said. “But I like to see how things work.”
 
   “Commendable,” Solveert said. “Still, it is a business for the professionals, unless you can afford to pay handsomely for your education.”
 
   The joke was harmless enough on the surface, but something in Solveert’s expression gave it an unpleasant edge. Eslingen lifted an eyebrow, ready to remark on their varying fortunes in the redistribution, but remembered in time that he, Sunflower, and his trainer were all dependent on Solveert’s good will. “One generally does,” he said, with a smile that felt forced. “My greatest ambition it to break even.”
 
   “It’s a wise man who knows his limitations,” Solveert said. “But I’m not sure you’ll do it in a maiden ladder.”
 
   He moved off before Eslingen could decide how to answer. And after all, there was nothing wrong with his words—from almost anyone else, Eslingen would have admitted they could have been well meant. There was just something about the man that put Eslingen’s hackles up.
 
   “Lieutenant?” the secretary said, and Eslingen shook himself back to the business at hand.
 
   “Yes. I’m here to enroll my dog in the Trechaunter Stakes—first rung of a maiden ladder.” He held out the packet of papers.
 
   The secretary took them, comparing the entry form to the details of the pedigree and the horoscope, then looked up thoughtfully. “You know, this dog’s also eligible for the Homebreds, and there’s a maiden stakes. Would you be interested in another entry? It’s only a heirat for that one, if you enter by the end of the day. No ladder, of course, but it’s a decent purse.”
 
   Eslingen hesitated. He had no idea whether Sunflower would be ready to run then or not, or if he was likely to be overmatched, but a heirat was little enough to throw after his two pillars. Naimi could overrule him if she didn’t like the idea. “Why not?”
 
   “An excellent choice, Lieutenant, I don’t think you’ll regret it.” The secretary pointed to the third clerk at the end of the table. “If you’ll just give these to Felise, she’ll take the fee and write your entrance.”
 
   “Thank you,” Eslingen said, and moved down the row. He folded his papers back into his cuff while he waited for Felise to finish with the woman ahead of him, then presented the secretary’s note and produced the necessary fee. Felise handed him the stamped brass tokens that would permit Sunflower to run in each of the two races, and Eslingen secured them in the purse he kept inside the waistband of his breeches. Nothing was proof against pickpockets, but it was better than most alternatives. Although if Voillemin was right about a special gang targeting the races—but there wasn’t much else he could do about it.
 
   He worked his way back out of the crowded house, and stopped in the shade of a plane tree to savor the relative cool and the thread of a breeze from the river. He needed to give the tokens to Naimi, and then perhaps he would have time to buy himself a decent lunch before he had to return to the salle.
 
   “Lieutenant vaan Esling, isn’t it?” A woman with a parasol gave him a searching glance.
 
   For an instant, Eslingen was tempted to deny it but then he recognized her. Elis Calaon had a shop on the north side of the river, on the edge of Manufactory Point, where she sold teas and spices; she bought most of her goods from Caiazzo, and carried more than a few items that had never paid their full customs duties. She was small and round and pretty, her sleeveless summer bodice showing spotless linen and honey skin, her heavy dark hair pinned up off her elegant neck and secured beneath a delicate lace cap. “Dame Calaon,” he said, with a bow, and she smiled with what looked like relief.
 
   “How fortunate that I’ve found you. Might I persuade you to walk with me a little?”
 
   “I’d be honored,” Eslingen said, politely, but didn’t try to hide his wariness.
 
   “It’s my business, not Caiazzo’s,” she said. “If that makes a difference.”
 
   “I won’t deny it does.”
 
   She twirled her parasol nervously, the painted flowers blending for a moment to streaks of pale color, then moved off toward the training pens. Eslingen fell into step at her side, and she gave him a sidelong glance.
 
   “You’re still Rathe’s leman, aren’t you? It’s not as personal a question as it seems.”
 
   “I am,” Eslingen answered, “but if you’re wanting him to do something, or not do something—I won’t be your agent for that, dame.”
 
   “It’s not quite like that,” Calaon answered. They had reached the training pens, and she stopped beneath one of the awnings set up for owners. There were no dogs in the nearest pen, and the space was empty except for an apprentice damping the dust with a watering-can. She beckoned to him, and held out a seilling. “Fetch us a pint of Demis-ale, and you can keep the change.”
 
   “Yes, madame,” the boy answered, and darted off, leaving the watering-can behind.
 
   “I’m in a rather awkward position,” Calaon said. “For the last ten years, I’ve made book on the Dog Moon races, and never once have I had trouble paying out. In fact, I’ve always made quite a nice profit on the business. And I will be damned before I put up good money for a bond I don’t need.”
 
   Eslingen nodded. “I gather you’re not alone in that.”
 
   “Not in the slightest,” she agreed. “However… This year is something different.”
 
   “Might you need the bond after all?” Eslingen asked. Gods, he hoped she wasn’t going to ask him to speak to Caiazzo for her.
 
   She gave a snort of laughter. “I never risk more than I can afford to lose. That’s not the problem.” She stopped, shaking her head. “My daughter minds the book for me. She’s dog-mad herself, but sensible, and she’s done it three years now and made a good profit. Do you know how it’s done?”
 
   Eslingen shook his head. “I’m still new to the city. This is my first spring here.”
 
   “Every book-writer keeps a book, and all the bets are recorded there,” Calaon said. “And most book-writers carry a strongbox with them, with a slot to drop the money in and a double-lock so it takes two keys to open the main compartment.”
 
   “And they only carry one key with them while they work,” Eslingen said, nodding, “or none at all.”
 
   “Exactly. I had one specially made last year, with a section that only needs the one key—Mairet, my daughter, said she’d do better if she could make change for the bettors—and then the main compartment with the double-lock. She works out of the Briar Rose, next door to Mama Moon’s, and does a decent business there. But two days ago she came home and when we opened the double-lock, there was nothing in the strongbox but copper coin. She swore she’d taken two pillars in silver, and the book bore her out. And all the silver was gone from the change box, too, though she thought she’d had a few seillings left there.” Calaon fixed him with a steady stare. “Someone stole the silver from her box, Lieutenant, only I’ve no idea how it could have happened.”
 
   “You’re sure—forgive me, but you’re sure there’s no other key?” Eslingen tipped his head to one side, considering. “And I assume there were no marks on the box, no signs of tampering?”
 
   “You assume correctly,” Calaon answered. “Not a scratch, not a nick. It looks as nice as when it was made. And Mairet is honest, she wouldn’t cheat me.”
 
   “That’s…extremely peculiar,” Eslingen said, and Calaon gave an unhappy smile.
 
   “Isn’t it? What’s even more peculiar—I made inquiries, of course, discreetly, and I’ve heard a whisper that I’m not the only woman it’s happened to.”
 
   “Has anyone gone to the points?” Eslingen asked.
 
   Calaon snorted. “No one’s paid their bond, Lieutenant.”
 
   “Quite.”
 
   She nodded. “But if that’s true—if someone is stealing silver from locked and double-locked strongboxes—it’s a matter of concern.”
 
   “It is that,” Eslingen said. “But, dame, what am I to do?”
 
   “A word in your leman’s ear,” Calaon answered. “Whisper a rumor to him over your dinner. Make sure that at least one honest pointsman knows there’s something wrong.”
 
   He could do that, Eslingen thought. It was easy enough, and Rathe would thank him for it—it was exactly what Rathe had asked him to do, after all. But it would relegate him to a mere go-between, do nothing to prove to Rathe that Coindarel’s offer was something he could do, and do well. “I’ve another thought,” he said slowly. “You think this is magistry, right?”
 
   “I’m not a magist,” Calaon answered. “But I don’t know another way it could be done.”
 
   “What if I were to arrange with you to meet with Rathe, to have a quiet talk about a purely hypothetical problem? Perhaps even with a magist in attendance? They’re always interested in hypothetical questions.”
 
   She blinked, tilting her head as she considered. “It’s a thought,” she said, “and a better one than mine. All right, Lieutenant, if you can arrange it, I’ll certainly do my part.”
 
   “I’ll send word,” Eslingen answered, and hoped he could deliver on his promise.
 
   The afternoon’s lessons at the salle stretched out interminably, sons and occasional daughters of nobility and merchants-resident both vying for a turn in the free hours just to say they’d gone a touch or two with one of the Sights of Astreiant. Usually it was easy enough to let it all slide off him, but this afternoon the slightest word seemed to rub him the wrong way. He managed to get through the scheduled lessons without losing his temper, but wasn’t quite able to keep himself from scoring a flashy touch on a particularly annoying young man. Luckily, the young man’s friends were duly impressed, and the young man booked a lesson to learn the counter, but Eslingen slipped out of the salle, hoping to catch a breath of fresh air and calm himself down. The nearest bay had its windows open to the breeze, and he stood for a moment, letting the sweat dry on his skin.
 
   “A word, vaan Esling.”
 
   Eslingen grimaced, recognizing the voice, but knew he’d earned the reprimand. He pulled back his damp hair and turned to face Gerrat Duca, the senior master of the Masters of Defense. “Sorry, sir. It won’t happen again.”
 
   Duca eyed him thoughtfully. “Take the rest of the day—tomorrow, too. Soumet and Siredy can cover your lessons.”
 
   There were only three scheduled, but every demming helped. Eslingen grimaced, torn between needing to get away from the routine, lessons and free bouts played for tips, and needing the money, and Duca’s expression softened.
 
   “They get to us all, vaan Esling. You’ll feel better for a day away.”
 
   “Yes,” Eslingen said. He wasn’t a natural teacher; it was one thing to train up raw recruits, and entirely another to teach swordsmanship, one on one and day in and day out…
 
   Duca nodded. “Be off with you, then.”
 
   Eslingen took him at his word. The baths were uncrowded at this hour, and he wallowed in the pools for longer than usual before dragging himself out and heading home. He arrived at the gate a few steps ahead of Rathe, who carried a loaf of bread under his arm, and they climbed the stairs in companionable silence. Inside, Eslingen poured them each a cup of wine while Rathe unpacked the rest of the night’s dinner, and they settled on opposite sides of the table.
 
   “I had an interesting morning,” Eslingen said, after a moment looking up from under his eyelashes to gauge the other man’s reaction.
 
   “Oh yes?”
 
   “I met a woman I knew from Caiazzo’s service—”
 
   “I had Caiazzo himself this morning,” Rathe said, shaking his head. “Go on.”
 
   Quickly, Eslingen outlined his meeting with Calaon, and her “hypothetical” problem.
 
   “That’s bad business,” Rathe said, “and just the sort of thing we were afraid would happen, damn it. And it’s still Fairs’ Point, and I’m still warned off.”
 
   “I had a thought,” Eslingen said, and Rathe gave a quick smile.
 
   “Painful, was it?”
 
   Eslingen kicked him under the table, gently enough, and Rathe subsided.
 
   “Sorry, go on.”
 
   “Why don’t you sit down with her and have a chat about this hypothetical problem she might have heard about? Get b’Estorr in on it, for that matter, see if he can make anything of it. And if he does—well, then you’ll have something to take to Trijn.”
 
   Rathe stared at him for a moment, just long enough that Eslingen wondered if he’d misjudged the situation entirely, then shook his head again. “That’s clever, that is. Will she do it?”
 
   “I think so. She can afford the loss, but even so…” Eslingen shrugged.
 
   “No one likes losing a box of silver,” Rathe agreed. “What are you doing tomorrow?”
 
   Eslingen felt himself blush. “As it happens, I’m at liberty.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Duca thought I needed a day off.”
 
   Rathe nodded as though he understood the unspoken—and maybe he did, Eslingen thought. “Well, I can use you, if you’re willing. And if Istre’s available, but he should be, this time of year. Will you talk to Dame Calaon, bring her to a meeting?”
 
   “I’d be glad to,” Eslingen said.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Any time,” Eslingen answered, and hoped this was another step toward Coindarel’s Guard.
 
    
 
   Dreams was in an uproar when Rathe arrived, this time over a pirated printing of a popular play. Playwright, company mistress, and the printer were all shouting at each other in the main room—with Gasquine making full use of her resonant, theatre trained voice, though the printer and the playwright were holding their own—while Falasca tried in vain to make sense of the complaint. The juniors on duty were staring slack-jawed, seemingly stunned by the farrago of accusation and invective that spilled from delicately painted lips. That, at least, Rathe could deal with, and he sent both of them back to work blushing before he barricaded himself in his workroom with the most recent circulars. Mercifully, there was nothing more than the usual there—mostly complaints from Fairs’ Point about pickpockets and unlicensed printers, plus the usual long list of illicit horoscopes and suspected astrologers from the Patent Administrator’s office. The Surintendant reminded all stations that nothing had been decided yet about the City Guard, which sounded as though he thought he was losing that battle. A young man was reported missing in Hearts, and found again in Sighs, living with a tea-merchant old enough to be his mother. Rathe wished them both good luck, and worked his way to the bottom of the stack without finding anything else of interest except a rather plaintive reminder from Fairs’ Point that apparently some people did miss Aardre Beier and would like to know his whereabouts. At least someone at the station still had a sense of humor, though Rathe doubted it would survive the meet.
 
   He sent a runner to the University with a note for Istre b’Estorr, asking for unspecified help—he didn’t feel this was something he could explain in writing—and received a scrawled response saying that the necromancer was free any time after his morning lecture. It was coming up on the spring ghost tide, at the Dog full moon, and Rathe suspected b’Estorr would be glad to get away from his colleagues for a bit. The University’s necromancers tried to take the ghost tide off, but that meant rushing through extra work in preparation, and b’Estorr was usually out of patience with them by now. Eslingen sent a note as well, promising Calaon’s attendance at any point. Rathe checked the station clock, calculating the time it would take to collect b’Estorr, and sent back a note asking the Leaguer to meet them at the White Horse. It was on the border of the University and Manufactory Point; he was unlikely to attract attention there, and if he did, it was unlikely to be tied to the troubles in Fairs’ Point.
 
   He grabbed jerkin and truncheon from their hooks by the door, was shrugging into the jerkin just as Trijn came up the stairs.
 
   “And where are you going?”
 
   “Business in University Point, Chief,” Rathe answered promptly, and Trijn groaned.
 
   “Beier?”
 
   “No, in point of fact—”
 
   Trijn held up her hand. “On second thought, don’t tell me. I’m sure it will be a lovely surprise.”
 
   “Right, Chief,” Rathe said, and escaped before she could change her mind.
 
   The weather had turned cloudy after a week of spring sun, and the air held a distinct chill. Rathe was glad of his leather jerkin as he crossed the exposed center of the Hopes’ Point Bridge. The same breeze was in his face all the way down the river’s north bank, and he was glad finally to turn into the shelter of the streets that surrounded the University.
 
   b’Estorr had left word with the doorkeeper that he was at home to visitors, and Rathe climbed the stairs to the necromancer’s comfortable lodging. The door was propped partway open, as was the University’s custom when a master was at home and available for consultation, but Rathe knocked briskly anyway. b’Estorr opened it promptly, and waved him into a study that smelled of beeswax and a brisk fire.
 
   “Is it true that someone’s finally murdered Aardre Beier?” he asked.
 
   “Who told you that?” Rathe shook his head. “I mean, he’s not dead that I know of, so I’m curious.”
 
   “No one and everyone,” b’Estorr answered. “I was sure that was what you were here for.”
 
   “Actually, it’s a bit weirder than that,” Rathe said. “Believe it or not. Mind you, we’re being asked about it hypothetically, but I’ve reason to believe it’s real enough.”
 
   “Well, you certainly have my attention now,” b’Estorr said. He plucked at the front of his long gray gown. “Should I change, or do you need my academic authority?”
 
   “Change,” Rathe said. “Discretion is today’s watchword.”
 
   “Do I want to know who you’ve annoyed this time?” b’Estorr disappeared into his bedroom, and Rathe heard the clothes press open and shut.
 
   “It’s complicated.” Rathe could feel the presence of the necromancer’s ghosts, eddies of cold air unnaturally close to the fire, and moved toward the window. Outside, the Great Clock struck the quarter hour, and b’Estorr emerged in an unremarkable rust-brown coat, his stock discarded for an open collar. “I’ll explain on the way,” Rathe told him.
 
   By the time they reached the White Horse, Rathe had managed to summarize the various cases currently at Dreams and the problems in Fairs’ Point, and as they ducked through the tavern’s narrow door, b’Estorr shook his head.
 
   “The missing boxholder is what strikes me. That’s not reasonable.”
 
   “I know,” Rathe said. “But there’s nothing I can do, not unless I want to start a feud with Fairs’ Point that will run for decades. Unless there’s something you could do to help?”
 
   “You know as well as I do that even if he was dead and I did manage to find his ghost, there’s precious little he could tell us of the matter of his death,” b’Estorr answered. “And less than that if it’s murder.”
 
   Rathe nodded. Murder bound a ghost, created a sort of geas that prevented her from naming her killer, or much of anything that would be useful to a pointsman investigating the crime; despite the contortions of playwrights, no ghost yet had ever been able to give testimony that led directly or even indirectly to her killer.
 
   Eslingen and Dame Calaon were there before them, seated at a table in the corner by the painted stove. It was unlit this late in the season, and they had the corner to themselves. Eslingen had already ordered wine and a plate of hard savory cakes, and Rathe poured himself a glass, mildly surprised to find it good.
 
   “This is Dame Calaon,” Eslingen said, “who as I mentioned has a rather pretty theoretical problem. Dame, I expect you know Adjunct Point Rathe—”
 
   Calaon nodded. “Honored.”
 
   “And the other is Istre b’Estorr, of the University.”
 
   “Their necromancer from the broadsheets?” Calaon cocked her head in amusement, and b’Estorr sighed.
 
   “Yes, probably. I’m a necromancer, and I’ve worked with them before. But I have more general training as well.”
 
   “I profoundly hope it won’t come to your specialty,” Calaon said, and b’Estorr murmured something polite and meaningless in answer.
 
   “I understand this is a purely hypothetical discussion,” Rathe said, and Calaon gave an unhappy smile.
 
   “Being as it involved unlicensed book-writers for a starting premise, of course it is. No one here is admitting to breaking the Queen’s law, Adjunct Point. Nor do I know anyone who has.”
 
   “Absolutely not,” Rathe agreed.
 
   “With that understood,” Calaon went on, and drew a breath. “There’s a tale one hears, about thefts from locked strongboxes—only the silver taken, and no likely thieves in view.” She went carefully through the story that Eslingen had told, with more detail but the same fundamental result: silver coins had been stolen from double-locked strongboxes, and there was no ordinary way to explain the theft.
 
   When she had finished, Rathe shook his head. “We’d had word from Fairs that there had been thefts from strongboxes, on top of a plague of pickpockets, but they didn’t give us the details. And it’s the detail that makes the difference. I can’t say I’ve heard the like. Not even in the casebooks they made us memorize when I was a journeyman. It sounds like magistry, but I’ve never heard of anything like that, either. Unless you have?”
 
   He looked at b’Estorr, who shook his head. “Not me. Admittedly, theft isn’t my specialty, but something like this—if it were a known technique, there would be countermeasures, at the very least.”
 
   Calaon nodded. “The merchant sisterhood would pay solid coin for a counter, certainly. But I’ve never heard of such a thing.”
 
   “So it’s new,” Rathe said. New and disastrous, at least until someone figured out how to prevent it. Though why it wasn’t being used more widely—but, no, a truly clever thief would start like this, small thefts that added up, all from women who couldn’t afford to complain, and hope to make her fortune before someone was finally forced to take it to the points.
 
   B’Estorr was shaking his head, and Rathe frowned.
 
   “You’ve thought of something?”
 
   “Not exactly.” B’Estorr was frowning, too, a deep line showing between his brows. “What I don’t see is how it could be done at all. It’s hard to move objects by magistry—that’s why you don’t see magists down on the docks shifting cargos. It takes more energy and skill to move anything much bigger than a loaf of bread by magistry than it does just to pick it up yourself, and it’s a lot easier to be sure it ends up where you want it.”
 
   Eslingen stirred. “I’ve seen sappers place a charge by magistry. Barrels of powder.”
 
   “Yes, but that’s something you don’t want to do by hand,” b’Estorr said. “It’s too dangerous.”
 
   “True enough.” Eslingen nodded. “And it took a team of magists to do it, too, which proves your point.”
 
   “And there’s another factor,” b’Estorr said. “Silver’s not like gold. Gold is magistically active, it doesn’t take much energy to do things with it. Or to it. Aurichalcum is the extreme form, of course.”
 
   “I’d gathered that,” Rathe said, his voice dry. The summer before, a mad magist had created enough aurichalcum to build an orrery that had been powerful enough to untune the clocks in Astreiant. It was not a thing anyone wanted to see again.
 
   “Yes, well.” b’Estorr shrugged. “Even ordinary gold is malleable, responsive to magistry. Silver, now… Silver’s exactly the opposite. It’s a pragmatic metal, magistically inert. You have to use an enormous amount of energy just to get it to react at all, and even then it’s hard to predict whether you’ll get the reaction you want, or whether the whole thing will just melt into a big lump. I just can’t see trying to steal silver by magistical means. If it were gold, now—but it’s not.”
 
   “There’s no chance that something designed to steal gold, or do something else entirely, could have misfired and taken the silver instead?” Rathe spoke without much hope, and wasn’t surprised when b’Estorr shook his head.
 
   “That’s close to impossible. Gold isn’t silver, it isn’t even like silver. Magistically, they’re as different as the sun and the moon, at opposite ends of the spectrum.”
 
   “Always in opposition,” Eslingen said.
 
   “Yes, that’s right,” b’Estorr said, startled, and Eslingen gave a crooked smile.
 
   “Read that in a broadsheet once. But it makes sense.”
 
   “It’s a good analogy,” b’Estorr said. “That’s why magists who work with aurichalcum use vessels and tools made of silver. The two don’t mingle. So, no, I don’t think it’s a mistake.”
 
   “It’s too targeted for that,” Calaon said, and Rathe nodded.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Also…” Calaon hesitated, then shrugged. “I have heard that one person might have had gold in her box, and that coin wasn’t touched. Just the silver.”
 
   “Which confirms it’s not an ordinary theft,” Rathe said, with a sigh. “If someone was opening the boxes, there’s no way she’d leave gold behind and take silver instead.” He frowned, considering. “When did these thefts happen, dame? Hypothetically, I mean.”
 
   “One was two days ago, sometime between nine o’clock and first sunset,” Calaon answered. “The rest—all in daylight, I think, but I don’t know for sure.”
 
   “Could you get a list?”
 
   “I might,” Calaon said. “I can try.”
 
   “You’re thinking something in the stars,” Eslingen said, and Rathe nodded.
 
   “I’m not sure what, exactly, but, yeah, something in common.”
 
   “A suitable conjunction might make it easier to work with silver,” b’Estorr said. “I can look into that. But even so—it just wouldn’t be easy.”
 
   Rathe looked at Calaon. “Send to me, if you would—or give it to Philip, here, that’s more discreet, and he’s at the Fair most mornings. Aren’t you?”
 
   “I’ll find him,” Calaon said.
 
   Eslingen nodded. He was tracing shapes on the scarred table, frowning as though he were trying to tease out a lingering thought. “There’s nothing you’d need silver for? No process or special need?”
 
   “Like the tale that it takes a silver bullet to bring down a revenant?” b’Estorr asked.
 
   “Or your silver vessels for working gold,” Eslingen answered.
 
   “I thought revenants were a myth,” Rathe said.
 
   “Oh, they are,” b’Estorr answered. “The dead don’t walk, at least not in their own bodies. But people believe in them, and so it might be a cause. If you needed a mass of raw silver, well, yes, coin silver is pure enough for the purpose, but it would be simpler just to buy the goods you need. Any silversmith in the city has the tools, or can make them in a day or so.”
 
   “Someone who couldn’t afford to be seen buying them?” Rathe asked. “And who didn’t want to have a servant traced?”
 
   “Maybe?” b’Estorr looked doubtful. “For that matter, you could buy a set of silver spoons and melt them down for less effort than it would take to steal silver like this. And I can’t think what you’d want them for in the first place. Bullets make more sense.”
 
   In the distance, the Great Clock stuck the hour, followed a moment later by a nearer, less melodious chime, and Calaon pushed back her stool. “If we’re reduced to talking about revenants, I’ll leave you to it. I’ve work to do.”
 
   Rathe looked up at her. “Dame. If there’s any chance that someone could put in a formal complaint—”
 
   “What, you’d pay the fine?” She laughed without humor.
 
   “Someone who could afford it might,” Eslingen said.
 
   Calaon snorted. “If by that you mean Caiazzo—not likely. And I wouldn’t want to owe him the favor.” She looked back at Rathe. “Besides, we’d have to go to Fairs’ Point, and they’re so busy with the meet that they’d dismiss it as nonsense. Or spend more time calling the point on a poor book-writer than taking down the details of the loss.”
 
   “Claes is a good man,” Rathe said again. He felt as though he’d had to say it far too many times lately.
 
   “Claes is too busy running Solveert’s errands to listen to common business,” Calaon retorted. “And his adjuncts are worse than useless.”
 
   Rathe sighed, conceding the point. “You know there’s not much I can do without a formal complaint.” He held up his hand to forestall her answer. “I will keep this in mind, and we will make inquiries, but if there’s no case—”
 
   “I know.” Calaon nodded. “I do know. But someone needed to be told.”
 
   She turned away without waiting for his answer. Rathe watched her go, her skirts swaying as she made her way between the tables. She was right, that was the trouble: if Claes didn’t handle the matter himself, the adjuncts, especially Voillemin, were likely to focus on the lack of license rather than the theft itself. But without some official excuse, he couldn’t interfere—
 
   “It’s a bad business,” b’Estorr said, and poured himself more wine. That in itself was unusual, and Rathe lifted an eyebrow.
 
   “That bad, then?”
 
   B’Estorr tipped his head to one side. “Anytime someone is using magistry of an entirely unknown nature, I get nervous. If someone has figured out how to work silver in safety, well and good. But—I’m not sure I believe that.”
 
   “If this is like those Dis-damned flowers,” Eslingen began, with a wry grin, and Rathe shook his head.
 
   “The Pillars forfend! Istre, what about Maseigne Vair?” That was the Royal Fellow who’d advised him once before about the properties of missing gold. “Would she be able to help?”
 
   “I thought I’d talk to her,” b’Estorr said. “And there might be something in the stars, if you’ll bring me that list, Eslingen. Though there’s nothing particularly potent in the skies just now.”
 
   “The sun, the moon, and Argent are in conjunction,” Eslingen said. “That’s good for gamblers, or so the broadsheets say.”
 
   “And that stellium stands in opposition to Metenere which in turn squares Heira,” b’Estorr said. “Silver is the moon’s metal, yes, but the sun negates it, and Argent-Bonfortune stands for the merchants who deal in silver, not the metal itself. No, this is individual luck, private luck, not luck for sober women of business. Perfect for the races, but I don’t see how it bears on missing silver.”
 
   Rathe shook his head. “No more do I,” he agreed. “But we’d best find something that does.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   The knock at the door came at the false dawn, when Eslingen could just see his hand before his face. Rathe rolled over, reaching for shirt and breeches even half asleep, had them both decently fastened by the time he reached the door.
 
   “Who’s there?”
 
   “Maeykin, Adjunct Point. I’m sorry, but you’re needed.”
 
   Rathe swore, and reached for the poker, stirring up the embers until he could light a straw, and the candles from that. “Give me a minute.”
 
   Eslingen pushed himself out of bed, reaching for his shirt as well, then shrugged on his dressing gown as Rathe pulled back the door.
 
   “What’s amiss?”
 
   Maeykin was short and stocky, with a determined jaw blued with the night’s stubble. He pulled off his shapeless cap as he came in, and Rathe’s frown deepened.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Sorry, Adjunct Point.” Maeykin sounded both tired and out of breath, as though he’d run a distance on top of the long night’s shift. “The pontoises have found a body, and they say it’s ours. The Chief says you should look at it before we claim it.”
 
   Rathe groaned. “Really?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.”
 
   “Astree’s tits.” Rathe ran his hands through his hair, and cast an apologetic glance over his shoulder. “If someone wakes the chief, the rest of us had better be out of bed. Any idea who it is?”
 
   “A man?” Maeykin turned up his hands. “That’s all they told me, Adjunct Point.”
 
   “The pontoises?” Eslingen asked.
 
   “They’re the pointsmen for the river and the bridges, though I won’t let them hear me say that,” Rathe answered. “Their writ’s older than ours. Which means this one’s probably drowned—what a lovely way to start the day.”
 
   He had been dressing as he spoke, fastening collar and cuffs, pulling on stockings and shoes, and now he reached for the coat he’d left draped over the back of his chair. Eslingen shook himself. “I’ll go with you.”
 
   Rathe stopped for an instant, then gave a quick smile. “No need for both of us to be awake at this hour.”
 
   “I’m up,” Eslingen said. He hesitated, looking for the words that might get him what he wanted. “I’ve got a feeling about this, Nico.”
 
   “Oh, yes?” Rathe gave him a searching glance, and Eslingen met it squarely. “Then you’d better hurry.”
 
   Eslingen dressed with practiced haste, pulling his hair back into a passable queue, and jammed his hat onto his head. He could stop at a barber’s later—perhaps even in Rathe’s company, a small bright possibility in the cold dawn. “Let’s go, then.”
 
   To Eslingen’s surprise, Rathe led them west along the Sier, through Point of Dreams and into Point of Hearts, past closed and shuttered houses that grew increasingly larger and better appointed until at last the squat tower of the Chain loomed at the end of the road. Eslingen gave it a thoughtful look, and then glanced at Rathe.
 
   “I thought you told me once that the chain wasn’t in use.”
 
   “The actual chain isn’t,” Rathe said. “I don’t think it’s been deployed in living memory.” He grinned, teeth showing white in the rising dawn. “Not even the last time we were at war with the League.”
 
   “Because we’re such a great maritime power,” Eslingen said.
 
   “It’s never a good idea to take chances,” Rathe said. “But it’s an even worse idea to inconvenience the merchants-venturer unless the enemy is actually sailing down the river.”
 
   At which point, Eslingen remembered, the two Chain Towers would set waterwheels and windlasses in motion and raise the massive chain that currently lay at the bottom of the river. He’d seen the spare chain stacked on the riverside on the edge of the market at Little Chain: enormous iron links half as long as a man, each one forged with square studs like an ironmonger’s punch, enough to splinter a ship’s hull. No, the merchants-venturer would want that put in place only as a last resort. They were as cold-blooded in their way as any Ajanine landame; they took risks by way of business that made the hairs rise at the back of Eslingen’s neck.
 
   Hanging lanterns were lit at the entrance to the Great Chain Tower, mage-lights glowing blue behind a lattice-work of glass and iron, and more homely lamplight flickered behind the half-shuttered windows. A young woman was minding the door, wound in a cloak against the night’s chill. She straightened at their approach, then seemed to see Rathe’s truncheon and relaxed slightly. Rathe nodded a greeting.
 
   “I’m from Dreams,” he said. “Nicolas Rathe. I had word you had a body for me?”
 
   “That’s right.” She stepped aside, motioning for them to pass beneath the raised portcullis. “The cap’pontoise is within.”
 
   “Thanks,” Rathe said, and Eslingen followed him through the narrow entrance.
 
   Inside, the Great Chain Tower was much like all the points stations Eslingen had seen. There was a heavy worktable to one side, where a bored-looking young man tended an open ledger; a pair of boatmen, their long-tailed caps distinctive, were arguing in low voices while another man took notes. A set of shapeless leather coats hung ready on the wall behind them, but instead of truncheons there was a rack of cutlasses, old-fashioned but clean and well-kept. On the opposite wall, the river wall, there was a rack of oars, each one as long as an Altheim pike, each blade painted with bright symbols, suns and moons and stars on fields of vivid red and blue and ochre. In the corner, an arched door gave onto a darkened stairwell, and for a moment Eslingen thought he could hear the rush of the river, or perhaps the mutter of the tower’s wheel, turning idle in the current. His stars were bad for water, and he kept Rathe between him and the open door.
 
   “Nico!” That was a fair man with untidy blond hair and very bright blue eyes, and a smile that showed a chipped tooth. Despite the hour and the chill, he was barefoot and bare-legged, patched homespun shirt open at the neck to show solid muscle and a bit of fine gold hair. “Good of you to come out at this ungodly hour.”
 
   Rathe submitted to his embrace. “Hello, Euan. They told them at Dreams it was my dead man, so here I am. This is Eslingen, by the way. Philip, Euan Cambrai.”
 
   Eslingen sketched a bow, and Cambrai grinned even wider. “I’m sorry you feel the need of your black dog, Nico. You know you’re always welcome in my house.”
 
   Rathe shook his head. “You won’t get around me that way, Euan. Not with a drowned man to look at—he is drowned?”
 
   “As far as we can tell,” Cambrai answered, with new seriousness. “He’s been in the water a while. At least a week, by Saffroy’s best guess. He’ll need to go to the deadhouse, but I thought you should see him first.”
 
   “Do you have a name for him?” Rathe asked.
 
   “That’s how we knew him for yours,” Cambrai said. “He had a set of tablets on him with his name carved in them. Poirel. You put out a circular for him.”
 
   Rathe swore, and Eslingen grimaced, thinking of Naimi and the dogs still hoping he’d come back. “He’s mine. Where did you find him?”
 
   “In a dock on the Manufactory side of the river, just above Point of Graves. From the look of him, though, he’d got caught on something, and only broke free last night or thereabouts.” He paused. “He wasn’t a friend, was he?”
 
   “I never met him in life,” Rathe said, grimly. “That bad?”
 
   “I’ve seen worse.” Cambrai shrugged one shoulder. “I wouldn’t like to swear to the face, but our magist says the tablets are his. We go to court with less.”
 
   “Let’s see him,” Rathe said. “I can’t swear to him, mind, but I imagine there are people at Fairs who know his goods.”
 
   Cambrai led them through the arched door and down a spiral stair that opened into a stone-flagged room well-lit by mage-light. The sound of water was louder, and Eslingen realized that the walls were open to the river, water lapping at the edge of what was less a room than a large dock. A square gate opened to the river, and the first light of dawn was seeping in, though it didn’t reach the flat-bottomed boat snugged up to the edge of the dock. The body lay on a stone table, covered with a thin piece of cloth; a pile of tattered objects was heaped on a smaller table, and a long-faced man looked up from examining it.
 
   “Saffroy,” Cambrai said. “My tillerman. I’ve got Rathe and his black dog.”
 
   “Adjunct Point.” Saffroy nodded in acknowledgement. “Lieutenant. I’m sorry it’s not better news.”
 
   “I can’t say I’m surprised,” Rathe answered. “Euan says you knew him by his goods?”
 
   Saffroy nodded again, and rummaged through the things on the table until he produced a set of wooden tablets. Eslingen looked over Rathe’s shoulder as the other man opened them. The wax was spoiled, but the name could still be clearly seen, chip-carved into the frame in a repeating pattern:poirelpoirelpoirel. Eslingen looked away, focusing on the other items that had been recovered. A single shoe and stocking, torn linen that might have been a shirt and drawers, rags that had been coat and breeches. No apron, though, and no stick; either they’d been washed away or he’d left them in his lodgings. There was a small purse, good stout leather, and Saffroy saw where he was looking and turned it out.
 
   “The tablets were in there, too,” he said. “A couple of demmings, a comb and brush, a pair of dice—nothing much.”
 
   “And no way to tell if he’d been robbed,” Rathe said. He gave an unhappy sigh. “All right, let’s get it over with.”
 
   Cambrai nodded, and Saffroy moved to the stone table and folded back the length of linen. Eslingen grimaced at the sight. The man had been in the water, all right. The skin was puffed and pale, flesh watery and loose on the bones. The fish had been at him, nibbled at nose and ears and one eye, and at second glance, one leg looked odd, as though it had been wrenched out of socket and set back imperfectly. He had been held in the river some days, Eslingen remembered, trapped in the tangles of debris that lined the banks, and he had to swallow hard. There were more scrapes and gouges, bloodless tears here and there deep enough to show purpled muscle, and Rathe shook his head.
 
   “I’ll see if DeVoss can’t name him from his things. All right, you can cover him—”
 
   “Wait,” Eslingen said. There was a deeper cut on Poirel’s chest, not far off the heart, and it looked more like shot than either a stab wound or something that happened after death.
 
   “What?” Rathe looked over his shoulder.
 
   “There,” Eslingen said, and pointed.
 
   Rathe frowned, and then his eyebrows rose. “All right, that’s—interesting.”
 
   “Fish,” Cambrai said, but his tone wasn’t as certain as the word.
 
   “Always possible,” Rathe said, “but I think I want Fanier to take a good look at that. Good eye, Philip.”
 
   “Glad to oblige,” Eslingen murmured.
 
   “Have you sent to the deadhouse?” Rathe asked, and Cambrai nodded.
 
   “When you got here. They should arrive any time now.”
 
   “Thanks,” Rathe said, and turned toward the stairs.
 
   Eslingen followed, but couldn’t resist a last look over his shoulder. Saffroy had covered the body again, but there was still no mistaking what it was. Naimi and DeVoss would be upset—they had both cared about the missing man, and they would both be eager to blame Fairs’ Point for ignoring their reports. “DeVoss isn’t going to like this.”
 
   “I know,” Rathe said, “and I’ll have to get her to identify the body, I can’t swear to him, and Fanier won’t take goods as evidence.” He shook his head. “Will you take her the word, Philip? I don’t imagine you’ll be sorry to miss the deadhouse.”
 
   “I can’t say I will,” Eslingen admitted. A clock was striking six somewhere in the distance, and he sighed. “They’ll be up already with the dogs. I’ll go straightaway.”
 
   “Thank you,” Rathe said, and squeezed his shoulder.
 
   Eslingen nodded back, unreasonably pleased, and made his way out into the rising dawn.
 
    
 
   Even the alchemists were subdued at this hour. Rathe rode to the deadhouse with the body, sitting on the tongue behind the sleepy-looking journeyman. The wagon left him at the main door, and he tugged the bell rope without great expectation. To his relief, a light blossomed behind the shutters, and a few moments later a girl in an apprentice’s smock pulled back the heavy door.
 
   “Might have known it would be you,” she said, and Rathe lifted an eyebrow.
 
   “And a good morning to you, too, mistress.”
 
   She shrugged, unabashed. “They said we were getting a drownie, but it belonged to the points, so, yeah. Fanier’s here already, if you want him.”
 
   “Thanks,” Rathe said, and let himself be led through the stone-floored halls to one of the workrooms at the back of the building. Like everywhere in the deadhouse, it was scrupulously clean, and slightly cold, and the air smelled of nothing, not even the herbs that hung ready in bundles on the wall. As promised, Fanier was there already, a barrel-chested man in a riverman’s jersey and wide-legged breeches, brass-framed spectacles caught in the wild tangle of his graying hair. The body lay behind him on another stone table, and a pair of journeymen were laying out the instruments for Fanier’s examination. Seeing Rathe, one slapped the other on the shoulder, and held his out his hand in the universal “pay-me” gesture. Rather sighed, and Fanier shook his head.
 
   “I had more sense than to bet, thank you. I knew this one would be yours.”
 
   “His year-round residence was in Dreams,” Rathe said, “and we had a request from his employer and his landlady. So, yes, he’s mine.”
 
   Fanier nodded, but his eyes were on the hovering apprentice. “You. Have you sat on a drownie before?”
 
   The girl shook her head. “Have to start sometime.”
 
   Fanier sighed. “Well, this one’s not as bad as some. Stay over there, and don’t get in the way. Nico, can you put a name to him for me?”
 
   “Not officially,” Rathe said. “Sorry. I never met the man. But we’re missing one Poirel, and that’s the name on his tablets.”
 
   “Age and profession?” Fanier turned to the body, now naked on the slab, and Rathe looked away.
 
   “Between forty-five and fifty, I’d guess. He was a boxholder for Maewes DeVoss.”
 
   Fanier plucked his glasses from the thicket of his hair and perched them on his nose. “Nothing contradictory there. What’s his full name?”
 
   “Jan Poirel.”
 
   Fanier made a gesture, and frowned. “Go by any other names?”
 
   Rathe reached for his own purse, brought out his own tablets. “Also Poirel Asignane, but I’m told he mostly went by just Poirel.”
 
   “Huh.” Fanier performed another series of gestures, and pushed his glasses up on his nose. “Well, that fits. Who should we tap for the formal identification?”
 
   “DeVoss,” Rathe said. “I’ve sent Philip to let her know.”
 
   “Make a note,” Fanier said, and one of the journeymen scrambled to obey. Fanier walked slowly around the table, considering the body from all angles. The air was suddenly damp, as though a breath of river fog had rolled through the room. “I’ll make sure of course, but I’d say he was dead before he hit the water.”
 
   Rathe slanted a glance in his direction, saw him prying open the swollen mouth, and looked hastily away again.
 
   “He’s been in the water at least five days, more likely six or seven,” Fanier said. “Looks like his right leg caught on something and that held the body down for a few days before there was enough change to pull him loose. But he definitely didn’t drown. There’s not a drop of water in his lungs.”
 
   “So what did kill him?” Rathe kept his eyes determinedly on the nearest flagstone.
 
   “Did you notice this hole in his chest?”
 
   “I did, in point of fact.”
 
   “That’s the fatal injury.” Fanier held out his hand, and one of the journeymen gave him what looked like a long pair of tongs. Rathe flinched as the alchemist inserted that into the wound, spreading the flesh with a soft, nasty sound, then reached for a second set to probe the sodden flesh. For just an instant there was a stink of spoiled meat, and then Fanier gave an exclamation.
 
   “Well, that’s—unexpected.”
 
   He turned away from the table, holding a blackened piece of metal in the tongs.
 
   “That’s what killed him, though how it got there…” He set the piece in a plain white-ware dish, and Rathe came over to examine it cautiously. It was roughly triangular, and blackened as though it had been through a fire: the point of a knife, maybe, he thought, then realized that there were markings beneath the black, blurred but familiar.
 
   “It almost looks like coin.”
 
   Fanier made a gesture, and the bit of metal rattled in the dish. “It’s silver, all right.”
 
   “Part of a pillar, maybe?” Rathe turned it over gingerly, but the other side was no clearer.
 
   The apprentice, who had crept closer without his noticing, gave a little bounce. “Please, sir—”
 
   Fanier put his glasses on top of his head again. “Yes, Kijten?”
 
   “Please, sir, it’s a cut pillar, from a Mercandry bank. They cut them on the diagonal there.”
 
   Rathe looked curiously at her, and Fanier sighed.
 
   “Kijten’s mother’s a banker herself.”
 
   Rathe nodded. The stars that made one an alchemist were rare enough to begin with, and the conjunctions that brought one to the dead were even rarer, rare enough and odd enough that even a northriver banker would happily send such a daughter to a life where she would fit. “So he was killed with a coin?”
 
   “Half a coin,” Fanier said. He turned it himself, shaking his head. “Not that the corners are all that sharp. But, yeah. That’s what killed him.”
 
   “Lovely,” Rathe said. “How, in Tyrseis’s name?”
 
   Fanier turned back to the body, probing the chest wound again. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was shot with it.”
 
   “Which would explain the blackening,” Rathe said. “But you’re saying not?“
 
   “Well, first of all, I’d expect coin silver to distort if it was fired from a lock,” Fanier said. He was probing the other wounds now, and Rathe averted his gaze. “Well, maybe not if it was a sailor’s blunderbuss—I’ve seen them loaded with all manner of scrap—but then you’d expect more shot wounds. Which I’m not finding.” He glanced past Rathe again, fixing Kijten with his stare. “What else might cause silver to blacken like this?”
 
   “Alchemical changes in the body itself,” the girl answered promptly. “Either natural changes after death or poison, though I wouldn’t think poison would be a factor here? But either one will tarnish silver.”
 
   Fanier nodded. “Do you know the test for that?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Then do it.”
 
   Kijten bounced again, but steadied quickly. She set her feet shoulder-width apart and carefully sketched a shape in the air above the coin. There was an answering flash of light, and she looked up with a grin. “That’s confirmation.”
 
   “So it is,” Fanier said, and nodded to Rathe. “Though I’d say decomposition rather than poison. Mind you, that doesn’t rule out that it was fired from some sort of firelock, but it makes it seem less likely.”
 
   “Can you prove it one way or the other?” Rathe asked.
 
   “Poison or decomposition, yes, with a few more tests. But whether or not a lock was involved—I doubt it. He’s been in the water too long. All the indicators are going to be lost among the larger changes in the general changes in the body. They’re fairly subtle.” Fanier shrugged. “It’s possible something will turn up, but I wouldn’t expect it.”
 
   Rathe nodded. “There’s no chance he was killed by something else, and a coin put into the wound?”
 
   Fanier raised his eyebrows. “You have an active imagination.”
 
   “Tell me it’s never happened.”
 
   “Well, true.” Fanier considered the body again. “All right, I’ll do what I can to tease that out, but he was a long time in the water. That’s the overriding affinity, it blurs everything.”
 
   “Right.” Rathe rubbed his forehead, considering his next move. At least he could rely on Eslingen to bring the bad news to DeVoss, and that left him free to—what? Spend the rest of the day talking to people along the riverside in Manufactory Point, and at Point of Graves, with a stop at Dreams first to let Trijn know what was happening, and to borrow Sohier to help with the interviews, if she was available. He suppressed a groan. “I’ll look forward to your report.”
 
   “I’ll send to Dreams if anything unexpected turns up,” Fanier said. “But I think you’ve got pretty much all I’m going to find.”
 
   “It’s a start,” Rathe said, with an optimism he didn’t entirely feel, and let himself out into the hall.
 
    
 
   The sun had risen by the time Eslingen reached the New Fair, the heavy golden light pouring between the buildings on the east side of the fairground to burnish the remnants of the night’s fog that still clung to the lower ground. The dogs were barking as loudly as ever, and journeymen trainers and the occasional boxholder dashed back and forth with laden buckets while apprentices and the majority of the boxholders toiled at the main pump, hauling water and washing out the emptied food buckets. Eslingen found a spot by the training tracks that was out of the traffic and rested his elbows on the fence, grateful for the golden light. It felt good on his skin after the river damp, and he tilted his his head back to let it fall full on his face. He would have to find DeVoss soon enough, as soon as she was done with the morning’s feeding, but he might as well take a moment to restore himself before he went looking.
 
   It was DeVoss who found him before the feeding was finished, and came stamping across the hard-beaten earth with her skirts still kilted to the knee beneath her working apron.
 
   “Eslingen—” She stopped as she saw his face, her own expression changing. “News?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Eslingen said. He’d done this before, broken the news to friends and kin, but nothing made it easier. “The pontoises found Poirel.”
 
   “Oh, Demis.” DeVoss closed her eyes. “Dead?”
 
   “Yes. I’m sorry,” he said again.
 
   DeVoss swore under her breath. “What happened to him, do they know?”
 
   “Not yet.” Eslingen chose the details carefully, but from the look on her face she’s guessed most of it already. “He’d been in the river some days when they found him.”
 
   “Damn the man for a fool.” DeVoss scrubbed angrily at her face. “He knew he was needed.” She paused, a new calculation coming into her eyes. “So he must have died about when we missed him.”
 
   “That was the pontoises’ best guess.”
 
   “So he didn’t desert us,” DeVoss said. “That’ll make Besetje feel better.”
 
   Not much, Eslingen thought, but knew better than to say it. “Rathe will be in touch once he knows more. And I daresay the deadhouse will want someone from the kennel to make formal identification. But Nico wanted you to know he was found.”
 
   “I’m grateful,” DeVoss said, and squared her shoulders. “He’s at the deadhouse?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’ll send to them, tell them we’ll claim him when they’re done.”
 
   Eslingen nodded. He was sure Rathe had expected as much, but to say so would be to pass judgement on her solvency, a tricky comment at the best of times. “I’ll tell Rathe when I see him.”
 
   “Thank you.” DeVoss shook herself, shaking her skirts back to a more ordinary length. “I came to tell you Besetje was thinking of running Sunflower in a test match this morning. She sent to your lodgings, but she hadn’t heard back.”
 
   “That’s a bit of good news,” Eslingen said, though it was a wrenching effort to turn his mind to more ordinary matters. “When do they start?”
 
   “The first race goes at nine,” DeVoss answered, “and I believe yours is second or third. So you’ve time for breakfast and the barber if you want it.”
 
   Eslingen nodded, knowing dismissal when he heard it, and turned away. He visited the barber first, grateful for the neat shave and the warm water, and let the barber’s assistant wind his hair into a neat tail and fasten it with an indigo ribbon to match his dyed fingers. By the tower clock by Fairs’ Point, he still had an hour before the test matches began, and he made his way to one of the smaller cookshops that temporarily ringed the fairgrounds. They were between crowds, the trainers and boxholders long gone, the normal run of gamblers and astrologers not yet out of bed, and it was easy to find a table in the sun. A cheerful waitress brought fried cakes and cheese and a pot of tea, and when a broadsheet crier passed with a satchel of newly-printed horoscopes, Eslingen felt almost at peace with the world.
 
   He unrolled the horoscopes he’d bought, his own and one for Sunflower, not that a human horoscope was precisely reliable for animals. But, as with horses, a natal sign gave some indication of temperament, and he couldn’t resist seeing what the city’s astrologers had to say. If he had known Rathe’s stars, he would have bought his horoscope as well—but Rathe did not share that information. It was more of a sore spot than Eslingen wanted to acknowledge, and he turned his attention to Sunflower’s sheet. The dog had been born under the Mother, a sign Naimi swore was good for racers, and certainly Metenere was currently exalted in that sign: a good omen, he hoped, and drained the last of his tea.
 
   “Eslingen.”
 
   He looked up to see Patric Estradere leaning on one of the stanchions that marked the cookshop’s boundary, his fair hair loose beneath a dashing hat. “Major-Sergeant.”
 
   “A lovely morning,” Estradere said. “Have you had a chance to think about the Prince-Marshal’s offer?”
 
   I’ve done nothing but. Eslingen swallowed the words, and gave his blandest smile. “I am thinking, of course, though I’ve been a bit busy these days—”
 
   Estradere came around the rope barrier without being asked, and seated himself in the chair opposite. The waiter bustled over with more tea, and Eslingen made no protest as he poured out another pot.
 
   “It’s going to happen. It’s not official yet, but the word’s come down. And Coindarel wants you,” Estradere said. “That’s the short of it.”
 
   “And the long?”
 
   Estradere took a pinch of black salt from the waiting dish and added it to his cup, campaign habit, and swirled it thoughtfully. “It’s a tricky business, this new Guard. We all know that. Add to the mix all the noble mothers who’d like to lodge their darlings in a regiment that’s not likely to leave the capital, and it’s only trickier. We need you, Philip. You understand the points, you understand why the Guard must be subordinate to them, and you can set the tone for your fellows—you’re the man who saved the children at Midsummer, and the Queen herself at Midwinter.”
 
   “Hardly on my own,” Eslingen pointed out, and Estradere nodded.
 
   “Working in tandem harness with Rathe, and that’s even more to our advantage. You see, I’m frank with you. But we can’t hold a spot for you forever.”
 
   Eslingen chose his words carefully. “And I’ll be frank with you. I need the time to make it right. If you want me because of Rathe, then you have to let me manage that at my own pace. He’s not exactly sure this is a good plan, and I can’t blame him.”
 
   “We want you for yourself, not just because of him,” Estradere said.
 
   “And I can’t give you an answer yet.” Eslingen refused to apologize. “I have to have more time.”
 
   Estradere sighed. “As much as we can, you know that. But we will need an answer soon.”
 
   To Eslingen’s relief, the clock at Fairs’ Point began to strike, and he pushed back his stool, reaching into his purse to leave a scattering of coins on the table. “As soon as I can,” he said, and turned away without waiting for an answer.
 
   He made his way to the training pens, only to be told that the test matches were at the main courses. He arrived to find Naimi and a pair of boxholders standing watch over a stack of four baskets, all shaking and yelping in excitement. Naimi’s eyes were red, and Eslingen grimaced, bracing himself to offer sympathy, but she lifted her hand.
 
   “I heard. And thank you for telling us, but that’s all I want to say.”
 
   Eslingen nodded. “As you wish.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said again, and sniffled fiercely. “I’m running Sunflower second. The other dogs have a bit more experience, but they’re proven third-rankers. He should be faster, and they’ll show him how it’s done.”
 
   “I trust your judgement.” Eslingen went down on one knee beside the basket that contained Sunflower—he was getting good at identifying particular baskets—and thought that the barking stopped for an instant as the dog caught his scent. It resumed, more frantic than ever, and he patted the side of the basket before pushing himself to his feet. “Good luck,” he said, generally, and worked his way down the fence until he found a reasonable spot.
 
   He rested his elbows on the top of the fence, craning to see the first race of dogs loaded into their boxes. They barked and struggled, the boxholders cursing, and then miraculously they were all tucked away and the judge dropped her handkerchief. The boxes sprang open and the tangle of dogs burst out, half of them still barking madly, and tore down the course together in pursuit of the furry lure. A yellow dog held the lead most of the way, but a spotted dog ducked past her at the last possible moment, darting through the hole in the bales before the bigger dog could force her way through. There was a smattering of applause and comment, and out of the corner of his eye Eslingen could see coins changing hand. No one was supposed to bet on these practice matches, but here as everywhere Astreianters interpreted the law to suit themselves.
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of a familiar profile: Colonel Ospinel, using her folded parasol to make her way through the crowd. There was a well-dressed woman with her—t’Anthiame, he thought for an instant, then got a better look at the woman’s dress. That plain heavy silk belonged to a merchant-resident, not a noble, and he wasn’t sure that wasn’t worse. If Ospinel was trying to recruit the wealthy merchants to her cause—but that was folly, he told himself. He had no proof that there was any cause, beyond the general attempt to get the case reheard, and for that t’Anthiame would do well to have Ospinel cultivate the merchants-resident. There wasn’t, there couldn’t, be anything more than that, but he watched uneasily until they were both lost in the crowd.
 
   The course was reset, and a new set of boxholders had stepped into the track. One of the judge’s assistants whistled sharply, and they began to load the dogs. Sunflower was easy to spot, the only black brindle in the pack, writhing and twisting as he was dropped into the fourth box. It was a decent starting position, and Eslingen held his breath as the other dogs were loaded in. The boxholders stepped back, raising their hands, and the judge lifted her handkerchief. It fell, and the boxes sprang open. The dogs leaped forward, some still barking, most head-down and intent on the bobbing lure. Sunflower was toward the front, jostling in a knot of dogs just behind the leaders, tongue unreeling as he stretched out over the first jump. It seemed as though he gained half a length in the air, was in fourth place at the second jump and third as they came over the next, scrambling wide to miss a brown-and-black dog who’d tangled herself in her landing. And then they were tumbling through the opening, and Eslingen gave a yelp of delight. Second or third, surely no worse than third— He swung to check the board, and couldn’t repress a grin as one of the judge’s assistants hastily chalked the names: Sunflower was second. In a real race, that would have been prize money, and whatever odds he’d been able to get.
 
   The boxholder came past, grinning, Sunflower’s basket under his arm, and said politely, “He ran nicely, Lieutenant.”
 
   Sincere or not, Eslingen recognized the cue for a tip, and drew a demming from his purse. “Let’s hope he keeps it up.”
 
   “Thank you, sir,” the boxholder answered, and lugged the basket back toward the other end of the track.
 
   Naimi had two more dogs to race, both older dogs that Eslingen gathered just needed a reminder of the game. The first finished respectably, but the second was bumped off-stride by a young dog and fell over the first hurdle. He got up and finished, which Eslingen had to think was a good sign, but was still dead last. The noises from his basket, as the boxholder carried him past, held a definite note of complaint.
 
   Eslingen trailed after him, timing it so that he arrived just after Naimi had given her instructions and dispatched the boxholders back to the kennel. Naimi gave him a satisfied smile.
 
   “I’m pleased,” she said. “He did well—definitely faster, it was just experience that told against him.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear it.”
 
   “I’d thought about running him in a couple more practice matches, but he’s doing well enough I thought I might try him in a plain maiden stakes. It’s only a few seillings to enter—the prizes are lower, of course, but there’s a decent chance he’d at least make back your entrance fee.”
 
   Eslingen considered for a moment. “What would be the reasons not to run him?”
 
   Naimi shrugged. “Mostly wanting to keep him fresh, and of course there’s always the chance something could happen that would put him off the game—getting bumped hard, or bitten. But that can happen in practice, too.”
 
   “Right.” Eslingen rubbed his chin, the early morning starting to drag at him again. The trouble was, he didn’t really know enough to have an opinion on the matter, and he shrugged. “Why not? Let’s see what he does.”
 
   “Excellent.” Naimi gave him a brilliant smile. “There are three races in the next few days that would suit him. I’ll see how they’re shaping up, and let you know which one I choose.”
 
   “Thank you,” Eslingen said, and she turned away.
 
    
 
   Left to his own devices, Eslingen looked around for Ospinel, wondering if he could persuade her to talk a bit more about her patronne and their plans, but the lanky colonel was nowhere to be seen. He took a turn through the bower at Mama Moon’s, on the theory that it was the most likely place for t’Anthiame to hold court, but the bower was in sun at this time of day, and most of the tables were empty. He settled for a cup of magist-cooled lemon tea at a neighboring stall, and drank it in the shade of the patched awning, wishing he could join the gang of apprentices taking turns sticking their heads under the pump at the far end of the enclosure. But that was one of the prices one paid for rank, and he adjusted his hat to a better angle before venturing back into the sun.
 
   The main fairground was packed, women shoulder to shoulder around each of the training tracks, parasols and hats bobbing as the ones at the back tried to catch a glimpse of the running dogs. Apprentices bustled by with buckets of water, small buckets for trackside, bigger ones slung on shoulder yokes for the kennels, and at the far end of the grounds a carter was trying to force his way through the mob, his cart piled with barrels intended presumably for the taverns. Eslingen groaned, and turned back toward Mama Moon’s. If he went through the side alleys, he’d come out by the river, and could walk back to Dreams from there in relative peace.
 
   The first alley was shadowed but not cool, stinking of the midden, and he picked his way carefully through the oily puddles, only to emerge in a blast of noise and stink behind someone’s temporary kennel. The banner that hung limp beside the door showed a treed gargoyle and a pair of dogs, and he fumbled for the name before he came up with it: Stines Djala, an up-and-coming trainer who also apparently tended dogs for other women. Eslingen picked his way around the edges of the pens, and came out at last onto a quieter street where small shopkeepers sold broken goods salvaged from the fairs. Most of them were open, though they didn’t seem to be doing much business; he shook his head at a lurking apprentice and kept moving, the sweat damp on his neck after the cool of the morning.
 
   The noise came from his left, between two houses, a sharp cry abruptly cut off. Eslingen looked up sharply, recognizing the note of real fear, and reached for his sword before he remembered he’d come out only wearing his legal knife. There was another shout, a different, angry voice, and Eslingen swore. The shouts had come from the narrow alley, and he started toward it, loosening his knife. There was a knot of boys at the dead end, four or five of them clustered against the brick wall, and as he opened his mouth to shout, another boy fought his way free and darted for the alley’s mouth. His nose was bloodied, coat wrenched open and one stocking around his ankle; he saw Eslingen and tried to swerve around him, but tripped and went sprawling as the other boys rushed him. Eslingen swore again and hauled the fugitive to his feet, setting him against the wall behind him.
 
   “What in Seidos’s name are you about?” He put a sergeant’s snap into his voice, and the other boys checked at the sound.
 
   “He’s a thief,” one of them said, and another picked up the call.
 
   “A dirty, stinking thief—”
 
   “And where are the points?” Eslingen heard a window open above his head, but didn’t dare take his eyes off the attackers. “This is Astreiant, not some border town.”
 
   “We’re taking him to the points,” the first boy said. “Him and his silver.”
 
   “I’m not a thief!” the fugitive shouted back. He was twelve or so, with a trainer’s badge around his neck, a blue and ochre eye on a white background, but Eslingen couldn’t place the image. “It’s my money, I earned it!”
 
   “Liar!” A third boy lunged for him, and Eslingen cuffed him back.
 
   “Leave him be, it’s not your place to pass judgement.”
 
   “He’s a thief,” the leader said again. “He’s got four seillings in his purse, and there’s no honest place a motherless dog-sucking boxholder could get that kind of money. We’ll take him to the points, no worries.”
 
   Eslingen doubted that. They’d take the money, more likely, beat the boy solidly and divide the coin among themselves.
 
   “And however did you come to know what’s in his purse?” he asked, trying to buy time. They were boys still, the oldest no more than sixteen; he could certainly take them, but not without doing them some actual harm.
 
   “Saw him in Mother Anjele’s shop, trying to buy a hat,” the leader answered. “She sent him off with a flea in his ear—”
 
   “To match the fleas in his coat!” someone else shouted.
 
   “And you saw his money then?” Eslingen asked. “And what, pray tell, were you doing looking in his purse? Planning a theft of your own? It seems there’s definitely need of the points here.”
 
   “We’re not thieves,” the leader began, but Eslingen rode ruthlessly over him.
 
   “If it is his money, and he can prove it, then they’ll call the point on you for assault, and that’s not just a fine. Best you walk away now. I’ll undertake that he won’t press the charge.”
 
   Shutters opened above his head, slamming loudly against the brick. “I see you, Anric Perrin,” a woman’s voice called, and the leader flinched. “Your mother will hear from me—”
 
   “Best leave before things get worse,” Eslingen said.
 
   The leader glared at him, then jerked his head toward the street. “Come on, boys.”
 
   Eslingen turned smoothly as they streamed past him, keeping his body between them and the fugitive, who pressed himself hard against the bricks, as though he could melt into the stone.
 
   “That’s taught them,” the voice said from overhead, and Eslingen squinted up at the open window.
 
   “Thank you, dame.”
 
   “They read too many broadsheets,” she retorted, and slammed the shutters closed again.
 
   Eslingen looked at the boy, who was dabbing unhappily at his bleeding nose with the edge of his torn sleeve. “Whose kennel is that?”
 
   “Texier. Please, don’t tell her, she’ll sack me for fighting. I’m an apprentice there.”
 
   “I don’t think she’ll need to be told,” Eslingen said. “I’ll walk you back to the kennel.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Is is true about the money?”
 
   The boy hunched his shoulders. “It’s mine. I earned it.”
 
   “Not from tips, you didn’t.” Eslingen didn’t know much about racing, but he’d seen what people gave the boxholders after races, and apprentices earned even less. “What’s your name?”
 
   “Colyer.” The boy hauled his stocking into place, knotting the piece of ribbon that served for a garter.
 
   “Where did the money come from?”
 
   “I found it.” Colyer straightened, his expression desperate. “Please, sir, it’s the truth.”
 
   “Four seillings?” Eslingen raised his eyebrows. A pickpocket’s discard, perhaps, though most pickpockets were experts at retrieving every last piece of coin. “Come on, let’s get you back to the fair.”
 
   “Not all at once,” Colyer said. He stopped abruptly. “You’re vaan Esling, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.” Eslingen repressed a sigh.
 
   “It’s a secret,” Colyer said. “If I tell you how I came by the coin, do you have to tell the points?”
 
   “It depends,” Eslingen answered. He put his hand on Colyer’s shoulder, both to steer him toward the fair and to keep hold of him in case of trouble. “If it’s not points’ business, then, no, I don’t have to tell them. But if it is, I will. I have to.”
 
   “Because he’s your leman,” Colyer said, with an understanding nod.
 
   “Because it’s the law,” Eslingen said, but had to admit the boy was mostly right. If it wasn’t for Rathe, he wouldn’t have discovered serving the law.
 
   “It’s not a points matter,” Colyer said, after a moment. “The University, maybe, but not the points.” He took a deep breath. “There’s an alley, behind Mama Moon’s. You can walk there in daylight all you like, and there won’t be anything. If you go there in the right stars, on the right night—the walls weep silver. All the boxholders know. If you look hard, you’ll find a coin stuck in a beam, or wedged between two bricks. That’s where I found them.”
 
   “That’s quite a story,” Eslingen said, and kept his voice neutral.
 
   “It’s true!”
 
   “What stars are those, then?”
 
   Colyer shook his head. “I can’t tell you that. That’s our secret, us boxholders. But I swear by the Great Hound, that’s where I found the coin.”
 
   They had reached the entrance to the fair, the crowds thickening again, and Eslingen nodded. “All right. I believe you. Now let’s get you back to Texier.”
 
   He walked the apprentice back through the crowd and turned him over to Texier’s chief assistant, swearing that Colyer had been the victim and had done nothing to start the fight. The assistant looked skeptical, but seemed disinclined to send the boy away, and Eslingen tipped his hat and started back toward Dreams. Rathe’s friends at the University could surely deduce the stars required to make a wall ooze silver coins; more to the point, Rathe might have some idea how they’d gotten there. Eslingen lengthened his stride in spite of himself. Or, best of all, it might be a thing they could investigate together.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   “I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Rathe said. “Silver coming out of the walls?”
 
   They were sitting in one of Wicked’s side rooms, a plate of bread and cheese between them. Eslingen had a pitcher of beer, of course, to match Rathe’s wine, but the fact that he wasn’t complaining about it only served to underline his seriousness.
 
   “That’s what Colyer said.” Eslingen gave a half-shrug. “Of course, I went down the alley myself after I took him back, and I didn’t see anything. Mind you, at that hour it’s not exactly private, but my impression is that the boy didn’t have to look too hard.”
 
   “Or work that hard to dig them out?” Rathe tipped his head in question.
 
   “He didn’t say. But I didn’t see any obvious gouges in the walls.”
 
   “I wish you’d brought him to me,” Rathe said. He knew he was being unreasonable, but the early morning was dragging at him. “I’d have liked a chance to talk to him.”
 
   Eslingen poured himself another glass of beer. “I couldn’t, not without making it Fairs’ Point’s business one way or another. It seemed better to keep the points out of it altogether, since I suspect Adjunct Point Voillemin isn’t in a mood to believe tales of walls that ooze silver. I thought you might have a word with him off the books, though. Colyer, I mean.”
 
   “Not a bad thought.” Rathe cut himself a slice of cheese, wondering when Eslingen had developed such a careful sense of precedence among the points. And of procedure. And, for that matter, when exactly he’d come to rely on the Leaguer quite so much. It was dangerous, particularly when the man wasn’t a pointsman and couldn’t be one, and yet it was impossible not to turn to him. He wondered abruptly if that was why Eslingen wanted the City Guard so badly. But the Guard wasn’t the points, that was the problem—couldn’t be, not if Coindarel was its master, and he put the thought aside, too tired to worry at it now. “It’s a good thing I asked Istre to join us. He might have something useful to say.”
 
   “It sounds like magists’ business, all right,” Eslingen agreed, yawning.
 
   “That’s always an alarming statement from the pair of you,” b’Estorr said. As always, he’d moved unobtrusively enough that he seemed to materialize in the doorway, his white-blond hair pale in the lamplight.
 
   Rathe kicked a stool away from the table and b’Estorr seated himself, looking warily from one to the other. “I take it there’s been some new horror since you sent to me this morning?”
 
   “Philip will tell you,” Rathe said, and poured them each a glass of wine.
 
   Eslingen did so, nothing loath, a concise, clear report that Rathe wished some of the juniors at Dreams could duplicate. When he’d finished, he drained the last of his beer and folded his hands on the tabletop, looking expectantly at the magist.
 
   “Don’t look to me,” b’Estorr said. “I’ve never heard the like.”
 
   “There has to be something,” Rathe said.
 
   “I’m damned if I know what,” b’Estorr retorted. “I’ve had a word with Vair, about the thefts, that is, and she can’t think of a way it could be done. Well, I take that back, she had an idea that you could use a bit of aurichalcum to prime the silver, but you’d need to use more of it than the silver was worth.”
 
   “That would seem to rule that out,” Eslingen said.
 
   “Makes the theft a bit moot,” Rathe agreed. “I don’t suppose you’ve got anything useful on Poirel?”
 
   “Not much more than Fanier already told you,” b’Estorr said. “The wound in his chest killed him, and as far as either of us can determine, that wound was caused by the piece of silver Fanier found in it. Buthow it hit hard enough to do that much damage—” He shook his head. “I just don’t know. There’s not much to work with when a body’s been in the river that long.”
 
   Rathe grimaced, thinking of the corpse, and took a long swallow of his wine to wash the taste from his thoughts. “All right, what about this story of silver in the walls?”
 
   b’Estorr spread his hands. “As I said, I’ve never heard anything like it. The most interesting thing is that the boy said it mattered what the stars were—that the stars determined whether you’d find silver?” He looked at Eslingen, who nodded.
 
   “That’s what I understood.”
 
   “It shouldn’t be anything too complicated,” b’Estorr said. “Not if the boxholders can calculate it.”
 
   “That’s not necessarily true,” Eslingen said. “Most of the trainers have an astrologer on their payroll—they cast the dogs’ horoscopes to help figure out where to run them, how to train them, even what to feed them. The boxholders know a lot more than you’d think, and they have people they can ask.”
 
   b’Estorr reached into the pockets of his coat, and brought out a small brass orrery. “There’s nothing really obvious here, no unshakable correspondences, but maybe…” He fiddled with the rings, clicking them back and forth, and finally shook his head. “I’ll need to work this out in a good deal more detail before I can give you an answer. I’m guessing it has something to do with the triple conjunction, sun, moon, and Argent, but how that would work is beyond me.”
 
   “Might be easier just to ask Colyer,” Eslingen said, and Rathe nodded.
 
   “Let’s try that. Can you take a day off, Philip, give me an introduction? Strictly off the books, just you and me going to see that dog of yours.”
 
   Eslingen grinned. “Sunflower will be glad to see you, too.”
 
   “Sunflower?” b’Estorr gave them both a doubtful look.
 
   “Philip’s share of the redistribution,” Rathe said. “A reasonably well-bred basket terrier which he’s decided to race.”
 
   Eslingen shrugged. “Why not? I can’t sell him for what I’m owed, might as well try to make something back.”
 
   “Speaking of Malfiliatre,” b’Estorr said, “have you heard the latest?”
 
   Rathe shook his head. “I’m almost afraid to ask.”
 
   “She’s offered to endow a chair at the University—possibly the one that Beier held, if Vair’s friends speak true—and the Fellows can’t decide what to do about it. Tempers are running high, and rumor has it that two of them actually came to blows over the question.”
 
   “What’s her game?” Eslingen asked.
 
   “Respectability. To make people forget she dumped her brother’s debts.” b’Estorr tucked his orrery back into his pocket. “To make herself liked, I suppose.”
 
   “Good luck with that,” Eslingen said. “Nobody’s going to forget what she did.”
 
   “How are the students taking it?” Rathe asked.
 
   “The Three Nations are, as always, divided,” b’Estorr answered. “The proctors and provosts are trying to keep a close watch on them, but I don’t think any of them care too deeply. It doesn’t touch them personally.”
 
   “Good.” Rathe closed his eyes. The last thing the city needed was for the students to take an interest in the question. The Three Nations, the students’ loose confederations, were always looking for an excuse to fight, whether it was over internal matters like the relative merits of astrology and alchemy, or over the University’s rights and privileges within the city. It had been a few years since the students had rioted, and he didn’t want to see it again any time soon.
 
   “I’ll talk to some of my colleagues about the possible stellar configurations,” b’Estorr said. “And about the thefts, if you’ll get me that list.”
 
   “I’ll see if Dame Calaon has it yet,” Eslingen said.
 
   “Thank you,” Rathe said. He shook his head. “I’m sure there was something more I wanted to ask, but I’m dead on my feet.”
 
   “Get some sleep,” b’Estorr said, practically, and Eslingen hauled himself to his feet.
 
   “The man has a point,” he said, and held out his hand. Rathe took it, and let himself be tugged upright. “Things will make more sense in the morning, right?”
 
   “They’d better,” Rathe said, and smothered a yawn.
 
    
 
   Eslingen slept until just past the second sunrise, rose as the theater clocks were striking nine and scribbled a note to the Masters of Defense, canceling his only lesson for the day. In the normal course of events, he’d pick up a full slate from habitués of the Salle eager to say they’d had a lesson with him, and he couldn’t help wincing a little at the thought of the lost income. But the chance to work with Rathe was too good to pass up, and Duca would simply assume he was taking another day to steady his nerves before he came back to teaching.
 
   The weaver’s boy proved willing to deliver the note for a spider, and Eslingen took the opportunity to haul a bucket of fresh water back to their room. He had just finished shaving when Rathe reappeared, looking unusually self-satisfied.
 
   “Breakfast,” he said, and tossed a leaf-wrapped ball in Eslingen’s direction. Eslingen caught it by reflex, recognizing a honey loaf, and set it on the table.
 
   “Careful.”
 
   “I am officially at liberty,” Rathe said. “Trijn’s given me the day off.”
 
   “I see,” Eslingen said, and began to peel the leaves away from the soft, sticky bread, fragrant with honey and Silklands spice.
 
   “And what’s more reasonable for a man on holiday than to go to the races?” Rathe unwrapped his own breakfast, grinning.
 
   “As long as Voillemin doesn’t see you,” Eslingen said, “but I daresay we can manage that.”
 
   “We should be in the kennels most of the time,” Rathe answered, with what Eslingen suspected was unwarranted optimism.
 
   “You still want to talk to Colyer, then?”
 
   “Yeah. Off the books, like I said.”
 
   “Then we’ll really need to stay out of Voillemin’s sight,” Eslingen said.
 
   “He should be in the station most of the time,” Rathe said, around a mouthful of the honey loaf.
 
   “All right, we’ll watch the races,” Eslingen said, the holiday mood infecting him as well. “And you can make much of Sunflower, who is doing very nicely, thank you, and maybe we could finish with a play?”
 
   “There’s nothing good at the Bells,” Rathe said. “And the Tyrseia’s dark until after the races, and the Gallenon’s between shows—”
 
   “But the boxes at the Bells have locks,” Eslingen said, in dulcet tones, and surprised a laugh from Rathe.
 
   “Come to that, this door locks, and the bed’s more comfortable than those chairs. Not to mention it comes free with the rent.”
 
   “But, Adjunct Point, don’t you want to be wined and dined?”
 
   “No need for bribery.”
 
   “It’s for me.”
 
   “I’ll hold you to it, then,” Rathe said, and reached for his coat.
 
   The air was still cool as they made their way through the streets, but the doubled sunlight promised a hot afternoon to come. At the edge of the Fair, Eslingen stopped to buy a parasol, oiled paper painted with enormous blue-violet flowers. Rathe rolled his eyes, but forbore further comment. Eslingen settled it jauntily on his shoulder, and they headed further into the New Fair.
 
   Texier shared kennel space with three other trainers, all of them crammed into an open shed that in fair season housed caravaners and their horses. Eslingen picked his way between the pens, Rathe at his heels, until he spotted the assistant trainer he had spoken to the day before. The man squinted warily at him, but stepped back against the wall where the noise was a little less deafening.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “I just wanted to check on the boy,” Eslingen said, with his most disarming smile. “Colyer. That was a bad business yesterday.”
 
   “So you brought the points?” That was Texier herself, bustling up out of the shadows. “You can get back to work, Denn, I’l take this from here.”
 
   The assistant trainer nodded and hurried off, and Eslingen spread his hands.
 
   “I haven’t called in the points, I assure you—”
 
   “Oh? So who’s he, then?” Texier shook her head. “I’ve heard better of you, Lieutenant.”
 
   “Today he’s my leman, come to see my dog run,” Eslingen retorted. At least in the kennel’s shadows she couldn’t see if he blushed. “If I’d wanted to make it points’ business I’d have gone to Fairs’ Point.”
 
   Texier grunted at that, but her taut stance eased a fraction. She looked at Rathe. “Is that true?”
 
   “I’m here entirely on my own business,” Rathe said. “Give you my word on that.”
 
   “Huh.” Texier folded her arms, glowering.
 
   Rathe sighed. “I’ll admit, yes, I’d like to have a word with Colyer—strictly off the books and only as it bears on an entirely different matter.”
 
   Texier gave a sour smile. “Be that as it may—and I don’t say I believe you, one way or the other—you’re too late. I sent Colyer home to his mother.”
 
   Eslingen gave a sigh of a relief—for a moment there, he’d thought the worst—and saw the same reaction cross Rathe’s face. The pointsman said only, “And where’s his mother, dame?”
 
   “Dhenin.” Texier met his gaze without apology. “I put him on a carter’s wagon myself last night.”
 
   Eslingen swore under his breath.
 
   “And why’d you do that, dame?” Rathe asked. “It’s the height of the season.”
 
   “I told him when I took him on that I wouldn’t stand for fighting. We have enough trouble with the city prentices without my boys stirring them up.” She shook her head. “I told him, cause trouble and it’s home you go. And I meant it.”
 
   “It wasn’t his fault,” Eslingen said. “He didn’t start the fight.”
 
   “He knew my rules,” Texier said. “And he certainly contributed, him and his stories about silver in the walls. I ask you, is that reasonable?”
 
   “He told you about that?” Eslingen kept his voice level, tried to sound idly curious.
 
   “Who didn’t he tell?” Texier retorted. “I swear he had every boxman and dog-handler at the Fair through here, wanting to hear the tale. Four silver seillings lodged in a tavern wall? Ridiculous!”
 
   “Where do you think he got the coin, then?” Rathe asked. “Assuming you’re sure he had it.”
 
   “He had it, all right,” Eslingen said, and Texier nodded.
 
   “Little fool. I told him I’d keep it in the strongbox if he wanted, but, no, he had to have it in his purse. Silver calls silver, he said, and you see where that got him.”
 
   “So where do you think he got it?” Rathe asked again.
 
   “He’s no thief,” Texier said.
 
   “Off the books,” Rathe said, patiently.
 
   Texier hesitated, then shrugged. “As I said, he’s no thief. But there’s been a plague of pickpockets, I thought he probably found their leavings, invented the rest of the tale to make the other apprentices leave him be.”
 
   “And you’ve seen no sign of the silver yourself?” Eslingen asked.
 
   “Of course not.” Texier gave him a look that she probably reserved for particularly hapless dogs. “He made it up. Now, if you’re done?”
 
   “We’ve a dog to see to,” Eslingen said, and Rathe nodded.
 
   “Thanks, dame.”
 
   They shouldered their way back out of the kennel, paused by unspoken consent in the relative quiet and narrow shade of the next-door lodging, and Rathe rubbed at his ear.
 
   “Tyrseis, I’d forgotten how loud the beasts were.”
 
   Eslingen opened his parasol, tilting it against the sun. “Do you believe her?”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   Eslingen paused, considering. “I think she believes it. I don’t think it’s true, though. I think—I’m sure Colyer was telling the truth.”
 
   “She’s a very definite sort of person,” Rathe said, with a smile. “Still, I wish we could talk to the boy.”
 
   “So do I.” Eslingen shifted the parasol. “Although—if he talked as much as she said, he may be better off out of the city.”
 
   “The thought had crossed my mind,” Rathe said. “Coins in the wall—hidden there, I wonder? Left to recover later?” He shook his head. “It still doesn’t make a lot of sense. But if he did talk, Besetje will have heard.”
 
   “And, conveniently, we’ve a dog to visit,” Eslingen said.
 
   They stopped at the Golden Eel to buy a packet of the liver biscuits that Naimi had decreed acceptable for dogs in training, and Eslingen watched as the shopkeeper wrapped and sealed the oiled-paper packet before tucking it into his sleeve.
 
   “Not that Naimi seems particularly worried about drugging,” he said, “though one hears stories, but she wants to be sure he doesn’t eat anything that’s gone off.”
 
   “Dogs do get drugged sometimes,” Rathe said. “But it’s better than it was. There was a scandal, oh, it must be ten years ago now, when a consortium of trainers conspired to fix the races, and they doped their dogs to do it. They’d have gotten away with it, too, except that one of the dogs had the wrong stars and reacted badly to the drug, or maybe got too much of a dose, and had a fit in the box. And that got Claes wondering—he was just named Chief then—and he teased it out in the end.”
 
   Eslingen blinked at that. From everything he’d heard about Claes, he’d taken the man for a time-server, the sort of man who’d bought his promotion. He said, carefully, “I’d never heard that story.”
 
   Rathe gave him a sideways smile, as though he’d guessed the real thought. “Claes is good, that’s the thing. He may be overwhelmed, but he does know what he’s doing, particularly where the races are concerned. He’s the one who set up the veterinary checks before all the races.”
 
   Eslingen nodded. He’d seen the veterinarians about, taciturn women in gray magists’ gowns, watching as the dogs were loaded into their boxes or hurrying from one kennel to the next; Naimi had said they were there to prevent cheating, but he’d never really considered the details. “It’s necessary, I suppose.”
 
   “No one wants a repeat of that year,” Rathe said. “A bloody mess, it was. The Patent Administrator had to void most of the races, and there was hell to pay over the betting. It took a decree from the Regents to straighten it all out.”
 
   “What did they do? Or do I want to know?”
 
   “Froze the bets as they’d been paid, confiscated all the prize money that the involved trainers had won, and banned them for life.”
 
   “That’s surprisingly sensible. Pity they didn’t try something similar with the book-writers.”
 
   “I know.” Rathe shrugged. “Still, it seems to have gotten the message across.”
 
   “So it does,” Eslingen said.
 
   “Mind you, there were riots,” Rathe said. “That’s when I learned never to get in the way of a trainer’s stick. I’ve never seen one used on a dog, but they’re deadly in a fight.”
 
   “I’ll bear that in mind.” They had reached DeVoss’s kennel, and Eslingen slipped the badge from under his coat to display it to the lounging watchman. “He’s my guest.”
 
   “Of course,” the watchman answered, with a grin that showed he recognized Rathe. Eslingen folded his parasol, pretending he didn’t see, and ducked past him into the main building. It was crowded with pens, the ones at the front each with an apprentice to mind the dog, the rest supervised by a pair of boxholders, and Eslingen paused for a moment, letting his eyes adjust to the reduced light. The smell of dog was very strong, and the noise was deafening.
 
   “Besetje!” Rathe lifted his hand in greeting, and Eslingen turned as well, unsurprised to see the assistant trainer smiling in answer.
 
   “Nico. And Lieutenant vaan Esling.”
 
   “Please, call me Philip,” Eslingen said, feeling it was required, and the young woman gave an odd, sideways shrug.
 
   “If you like. Have you come to see Sunflower?”
 
   “And brought him a present,” Eslingen said, producing the package from his sleeve.
 
   Naimi took it, checking seal and paper with an expert glance, and nodded. “He’s had his first run today, so there’s no harm in treating him. No more than four, mind.”
 
   “Absolutely,” Eslingen said. Sunflower came bounding to the front of his pen, barking wildly, and skidded to a stop when he saw the paper package.
 
   Rathe snickered. “I see someone’s well-trained. I don’t say who.”
 
   “There’s no harm in treats,” Naimi said.
 
   Eslingen ignored them both, and broke the seal, pulling out the first of the hard little biscuits. Sunflower came up on his hind legs, dancing like a fiddler’s shill, and Eslingen passed the treat through the bars of the pen. Sunflower snatched it and retreated, shaking his head to kill it before he settled to consume every crumb. Eslingen passed him another, and looked at Naimi.
 
   “When do you plan to run him next?”
 
   “I’ve entered him in the last race tomorrow. It’s not much of a prize, but it’s not much of a field, either. Think of it as practice.”
 
   Rathe reached for the packet, and Eslingen let him take a biscuit, watched as he got Sunflower to turn in ecstatic circles before dropping the treat.
 
   “Is there any more news on Poirel?” Naimi asked, and Rathe shook his head.
 
   “Too soon, I’m afraid—”
 
   The door to the trainer’s room at the end of the row snapped back, and an all-too familiar figure appeared, DeVoss at his heels, fury in every line of her body. “Nico,” Eslingen said, but it was too late. Voillemin had seen them, and was striding toward them, clearly ready to take out him temper on someone else. Naimi took a step backward, then held her ground with an effort that made her shudder.
 
   “Rathe! I thought the chief told you to stay out of our business.”
 
   “He’s just here with me,” Eslingen said. “Come to see the dog—”
 
   Voillemin ignored him. “Rathe! I’m talking to you!”
 
   Rathe dropped the last biscuit to the capering dog, and handed the packet of treats back to Naimi. “I expect everyone in the kennel heard you. It’s my day off, I’ve come to the races.”
 
   “I don’t—” Voillemin swallowed the direct insult in the nick of time, and Eslingen swallowed a curse, knowing he had no excuse to intervene. “You’ve no business being here.”
 
   “He’s here at my invitation,” Eslingen said. “To see my dog.”
 
   Voillemin glanced down at Sunflower, his lip curling in an unpleasant smile. “Such as it is.”
 
   Naimi drew breath to answer, and visibly thought better of it. DeVoss said, “Eslingen’s our client, right enough, and who he brings as a guest is his business. I’ve no complaint to make.”
 
   “The complaint’s not yours to make,” Voillemin answered, but he seemed to have himself under control again. “It’s between Fairs and Dreams, and you know your chief will hear of this, Rathe.”
 
   “She gave me the day off herself,” Rathe said. “And she’s made it clear I’m not to cause you trouble.”
 
   Voillemin nodded sharply, and looked at DeVoss. “Dame, I’ll take your word to the chief, and I’m sorry for the loss of your man. But you know as well as I that we have one or two such deaths every racing season.”
 
   “Not quite like this,” DeVoss said, but shook her head. “Do as you please, I’m done with it.”
 
   “I’ll carry that word, too,” Voillemin said, with acid courtesy, and turned away.
 
   DeVoss swore comprehensively, and looked at Rathe. “And now I don’t dare be seen talking to you, or he’ll think I’m in some conspiracy. But you can tell Besetje anything I need to know.”
 
   “I’ll do that,” Rathe said.
 
   “Right.” DeVoss shook herself, much like one of her own dogs, and started down the row of pens. Naimi looked from one man to the other.
 
   “I don’t want to be in the middle.”
 
   Eslingen saw Rathe make himself relax, finding a smile somewhere. “It’s all right, Besetje,” he said. “I promise I won’t do that.”
 
   Naimi hunched her shoulders, looking suddenly very young. “He thinks I’m spying for my cousins. He said he’d call the point.”
 
   “Well, you’re not, and he can’t,” Rathe said briskly. “DeVoss will protect you, and it’s a tougher man than Voillemin who’ll stand against her.”
 
   Naimi shook her head, but some of the tension eased from her shoulders. “He’s not a nice man. And he doesn’t like dogs.”
 
   “More fool he,” Eslingen said, with a glance at Sunflower, still circling and sniffing at the dirt as though he might find one final crumb. “We did have a question to ask you—”
 
   “I can’t,” Naimi said. “You heard him.”
 
   “Nothing to do with Poirel or any other business of his,” Rathe said quickly. “Just an odd story Philip heard.”
 
   “Oh?” Naimi cocked her head like a terrier.
 
   “I had a run-in with some prentices yesterday,” Eslingen said. “They’d cornered one of Texier’s boys, said he’d stolen some silver coins he had on him. But the odd thing was, the boy said he’d found them in an alley wall.”
 
   “I’ve heard that tale,” Naimi said.
 
   “And?” Rathe prompted, when she seemed disinclined to continue.
 
   “Well, I haven’t found any.”
 
   “Did you look?”
 
   Naimi scuffed her feet. “Didn’t seem to be any harm in looking. But the stars must not have been right.”
 
   “Where did you look?” Eslingen began, but the Fairs’ Point clock began to strike, and Naimi’s head lifted sharply.
 
   “Hare and Hound, I’m late. Meet me after the races, and I’ll tell you what I know, but I have to go now.”
 
   “I’ll buy you dinner,” Eslingen began, but she was already gone. He looked at Rathe. “Well.”
 
   Rathe shrugged. “We might as well see a few races.”
 
   They made their way through the fairground to the main tracks, and Eslingen elbowed his way through the crowd until they could claim spots along the fence by the track where Naimi would be running her dogs. They watched a couple of races without particular involvement, and it was only when Naimi appeared, carrying a basket badged with DeVoss’s mark, that Eslingen realized Rathe had been paying more attention to the crowds around them.
 
   “You’re good,” he said quietly, and surprised a short laugh from the other man.
 
   “I keep thinking about those pickpockets. I’m damned if I see how they’re doing it.”
 
   Eslingen just managed to keep from checking his purse. “They’re not working now, surely?”
 
   “A couple,” Rathe said. “Don’t turn, she’ll come into your line of sight in a minute, but—a very respectable-looking woman in a plain green gown and a big hat. She’s not someone I know, but she’s lifted two purses since we got here, passed them on to a couple of girls dressed like apprentices.”
 
   And there she was, Eslingen thought, very respectable-looking indeed in her neatly tailored skirt and bodice, a broad hat shading her face. It would be hard to swear to her once she changed her clothes, and he nodded in appreciation.
 
   “Much as I hate to say it, there’s never a pointsman when you need one,” Rathe said. “I don’t know what Claes is thinking, not having more than a handful on duty. I haven’t seen a single pointsman since we spoke with Voillemin.”
 
   The woman in green had disappeared into the crowd, and Rathe sighed. Eslingen shook his head. “You’d turn her in.”
 
   “I’d call the point myself, except it would cause more trouble than it’s worth,” Rathe said. “But I hate seeing them get away with it.”
 
   Eslingen wasn’t sure what to say to that, remembering Rathe’s unlikely friendship with what seemed to be the entire Quentier clan—but then, he himself had been friends with people on the other side of the half-dozen little wars he’d fought in. He supposed it wasn’t much different.
 
   Rathe shook himself. “Look, they’re loaded.”
 
   Eslingen turned his attention back to the boxes just as the last boxholder raised his hand. The steward dropped her handkerchief, and the doors sprang open, releasing a tangle of dogs. Three of them collided on the first jump, and their part of the race dissolved into a tussle while the remainder of the dogs pelted on down the track in pursuit of the lure. A brown dog with a white belly managed to force her way in first, but most of the attention was on the boxholders as they separated the struggling dogs, hurling insults to match the dogs’ frantic barking. Luckily the most aggressive one had been muzzled, and the others seemed unhurt, but Naimi was scowling as she collected her animal, her hands running quickly over his body. Eslingen saw her relax, and felt his own muscles loosen. It was too easy to grow fond of the little beasts.
 
   Naimi had a dog in the next race, too. It went off without a hitch, though Naimi’s dog trailed the field. She didn’t seem too upset as she collected her, though, and Rathe touched his sleeve.
 
   “How about a drink? I’m parched.”
 
   And that way it wouldn’t be obvious that Naimi was meeting them, Eslingen thought, but nodded. “This way.”
 
   Several of the smaller cookshops had joined forces to rent one of the caravaners’ pavilions, and Eslingen quickly claimed a table as far from the stove as he could manage. It was nicely shaded, and a waiter hurried over to take their order, brought tea and a pint of beer. Rathe ordered the cold ordinary for them both, and Eslingen rested his elbows on the rickety table, stretching his back.
 
   “Well, I say the woman’s got a point.” That was a man at the next table, his face flushed with beer or sun. “No true noble would drop her brother like that. It’s not natural.”
 
   “Are you joking?” The shabbily-dressed woman who sat opposite shook her head. “You can’t let a spendthrift ruin the family.”
 
   “Still.” That was a second man, dressed like a shopkeeper, an expensive hat on the table beside him. “It’s not right, and it’s done harm to the city. It seems to me that’s an indication that the judgement was flawed.”
 
   “Will t’Anthiame take it to the Queen, have you heard?” the first man asked, and the shopkeeper shrugged.
 
   “There’s talk she might. But who knows for sure?”
 
   “And in the meantime, the entire city’s in an uproar, women are cutting their losses, and the whole thing’s an ungodly mess,” the woman said. “There shouldn’t be nobles if they’re going to act like that.”
 
   “That’s leveller talk,” the shopkeeper said, with disapproval.
 
   “So?” The woman glared at him, and the first man shook his head.
 
   “It’s also careless. Come on, Sabadie has a dog in the seventh that I’d like to watch.”
 
   They gathered themselves, the woman still grumbling, and headed back toward the tracks. Rathe watched them go, frowning now himself, and Eslingen raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Trouble? I thought you didn’t think that talk was serious.”
 
   “I might owe you an apology,” Rathe said, and leaned back to let the waiter serve them. “The woman, that’s Janilho Slies. She writes for the broadsheets. And she’s popular at the University. If she’s pushing the matter—no offense, Philip, but she’s got more influence in the city than either your old colonel or her patronne.”
 
   “What’ll you do about it?” Eslingen reached for the loaf of bread, carved them each a thick slice, and snagged a chunk of hard sausage.
 
   “Tell Trijn, I suppose. Politics are her business, not mine.”
 
   And Rathe was something of a leveller himself, Eslingen thought, though he knew better than to say it. Instead, he reached for the dish of flavored oil and concentrated on his meal.
 
   Naimi appeared as they were finishing, trailing a nervous-looking girl behind her. Rathe looked up from his glass of wine and gestured for them both to sit. The girl jibed, but Naimi put a heavy hand on her shoulder and pushed her onto a stool.
 
   “We can’t stay,” she said, “I’ve got the afternoon vet to deal with, and Albe—this is Albe, she’s one of our apprentices—has to clean pens, but—I thought she should talk to you.”
 
   Albe looked mutinous at that, but Naimi kicked her, not gently.
 
   “You were asking about Colyer’s story. Albe knows about it.”
 
   The girl looked from one to the other, her expression wary, and Rathe gave a careful smile. “Anything you can tell us would be appreciated.”
 
   “I swore I wouldn’t say.” Albe looked at her shoes.
 
   “You swore you wouldn’t tell anyone who hasn’t to do with the dogs,” Naimi said. “Lieutenant vaan Esling owns Sunflower, and Nico’s his leman, so that’s all right.”
 
   Eslingen bit back a comment—it didn’t seem quite so obvious to him—but Albe sighed. “I did promise.”
 
   “We already know the basics, I think,” Rathe said, and Eslingen nodded.
 
   “There’s an alley behind Mama Moon’s,” he said. “On the side away from the bower?”
 
   He waited, and Albe nodded reluctantly.
 
   “And if you walk there under the right stars, the walls weep silver,” he went on. “That’s what Colyer said.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Have you done it?” Eslingen asked, and she nodded again.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did you find silver?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How much—” Eslingen began, but Rathe shook his head fractionally, and Eslingen hastily changed the question. “Was it between the timbers?”
 
   “And in the chimney-breast,” Albe said. “It’s mine, finder’s rights.”
 
   Rathe nodded, and Eslingen said, “If Nico says so, then there’s no argument.”
 
   She looked dubious at that, and Naimi pushed her. “Don’t be stupid.”
 
   “What are the right stars?” Eslingen asked hastily, and Albe shrugged.
 
   “Don’t know. The boy I got it from, he just gave me an almanac, like.”
 
   Naimi pushed her again, and Albe reached into her skirts, came out with a bedraggled slip of paper. She set it reluctantly on the table, and Rathe took it, frowning.
 
   “May I copy it?”
 
   “You’ll give it back?”
 
   “Of course he will,” Naimi said, scowling, and Albe shrugged again.
 
   “How’d I know that?”
 
   Rathe had his tablets out, was hastily scribbling the dates into the soft wax. Eslingen looked back at the apprentice.
 
   “Does it work every time?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Eslingen waited, smiling, and Albe pushed a strand of hair back out of her face.
 
   “I went three times, three days—I marked them, there—but I only found silver once. I expect someone was there before me.”
 
   Or the days weren’t right, Eslingen thought, but decided that was better left unsaid. Rathe closed his tablets and slid the slip of paper back across the table. Albe snatched it, stowing it back under her skirts in a single movement.
 
   “Thank you,” Eslingen said, and Rathe nodded in agreement. “Both of you.”
 
   “Better you than anyone else,” Naimi answered. “We can trust you.” She poked Albe again, and the girl rose reluctantly to her feet. “Come on, we’ve got to get back to the kennel.”
 
   She turned away, but Albe looked over her shoulder. “You won’t take it all, will you? It’s—the tips have been short this spring.”
 
   “I don’t plan to take any,” Rathe said, but Eslingen doubted she believed him. He watched them walk away, then turned back to Rathe.
 
   “Well? Can you deduce the stars from that?”
 
   “I’m no astrologer,” Rathe said. “Though I’m sure someone can. But I think there’s a simpler answer.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yeah.” Rathe gave a crooked smile. “Tonight’s one of the nights. I think we should take a look ourselves.”
 
    
 
   Rathe hunched over the little table in the corner of the riverside bar, keeping his face carefully averted from the door. Eslingen waited opposite him, almost unrecognizable in an unfashionable black coat buttoned high to hide his pale linen, a dark broad-brimmed hat pulled low on his forehead. It was late, nearly closing time, and for a moment Rathe envied the other man his ability to sleep at will. As soon as they had returned to their lodgings, Eslingen had stretched out on the bed and been almost instantly asleep: a handy talent, Rathe thought, but one he didn’t share. He’d managed a brief nap, but felt almost worse for it.
 
   The nearest clock struck the quarter hour, echoed a moment later by the unmistakable chime of the University’s Great Clock, carried on a cross-river breeze, and Eslingen lifted his head.
 
   “They’ll be closing soon.”
 
   Rathe nodded. “The Fair should have quieted down by now. We can go.”
 
   Eslingen beckoned to the nearest waiter, handed him a few demmings to pay their shot, then rose easily to his feet. Rathe copied him, and they let themselves out into the night.
 
   The winter-sun had set more than an hour ago, and it was full dark. The air smelled of damp, soft and heavy, holding the smells of tar and spice in the way that promised fog before morning. Magelights glimmered at odd intervals, marking a house either better watched than its neighbors or pretending to be, and Rathe kept a wary eye on the alleys. This part of Fairs’ Point was mostly shops, with only a few apprentices sleeping in the back rooms to guard their mistresses’ wares, and he was glad of both knife and truncheon hanging beneath the skirts of his own shapeless coat. Eslingen had the dark lantern, shuttered until they needed it, an expensive spark of magelight at its heart.
 
   The New Fair was relatively quiet, the cookshops and taverns all closed, only a few lights showing between the cracks of the shutters. The kennels were better lit, dim magelights glowing in the half-open doors and spilling into the space between the buildings; the occasional shadow betrayed the presence of a boxholder or apprentice. The dogs were mostly quiet, and Rathe gave the kennels a wide berth, not wanting to rouse them. Eslingen followed him like a shadow.
 
   They stopped at the edge of Mama Moon’s bower to take stock, keeping to the darkness where two shadows overlapped. From there, Rathe could see the mouth of the alley where the coins had been found, and he considered it for a long moment before he turned to survey the open space beyond the bower. Surely Fairs’ Point had patrols out—surely the trainers would have paid for extra patrols—but at the moment there was no sign of anyone moving in the dappled dark. The air was still and cool, smelling strongly of dogs and spice, and the first threads of fog were creeping across the damp ground.
 
   “Wait,” Eslingen said, softly, and caught his arm. “Look there.”
 
   He nodded toward the entrance of the alley. Rathe looked back, and swallowed a curse. Someone was moving in the dark—a man, most likely a boxholder, pausing for a moment before vanishing into the alley.
 
   “Of course we’re not the only ones with the almanac,” Eslingen murmured.
 
   “I thought they’d be abed by now,” Rathe answered.
 
   “What now?”
 
   “We wait.” Either the man would return the way he’d come, or he’d go straight through. Straight through would bring him out closer to the kennels, and the chance of raising the dogs, but on balance Rathe thought that was the better choice.
 
   “What if he finds the coin?”
 
   “We should be able to see where he dug it out,” Rathe answered.
 
   “Yes, but—” Eslingen shook his head. “I know we’re not looking for the silver, but a mark on the wall isn’t exactly proof of anything.”
 
   “I know.” Rathe glanced up, wishing they were further past the new moon. “But it’s a start.”
 
   Eslingen was silent. They stood for a while longer, Rathe tilting his head to listen, but there was nothing to hear. He had to be gone, Rathe thought. They’d given him time to make his way down the alley, even stopping to search; surely he’d seen whatever there was to be seen, and moved on. He looked back at Eslingen.
 
   “Let’s go.”
 
   By silent agreement, they crossed the open space as though they belonged there, just two late-homing travelers. There was no movement from the shadows, no sound beyond a distant clatter, wood on wood, the yelp of a dog too distant to rouse the kennels. Rathe took a breath and slipped into the alley’s mouth, pausing just inside to allow Eslingen to open the dark lantern. The Leaguer fiddled with it for a moment, adjusting shutter and lenses, and produced a neat beam of light that he directed at their feet.
 
   The alley was empty, empty and ordinary, the wall of Mama Moon’s to their right, plaster and timber and then the shallow bulge of the brick chimney breast. To the other side was a caravaners’ storehouse, currently rented out as housing, but there were no windows to break the timber walls. There was a smell of stale urine, no surprise, and rotting vegetables. Eslingen lifted the lantern, letting the light play along the tavern’s wall.
 
   “Did they say it was only Mama Moon’s wall, or both of them?” he asked.
 
   “They didn’t say,” Rathe answered. The plaster looked ordinary, yellowed and cracked in the magelight; the timbers were equally battered, though some of the marks… “Put the light here.”
 
   Eslingen did as he was asked, and Rathe examined the gouge in the tarred wood. “Someone’s been digging here.”
 
   “Looks like it. Tonight, do you think?”
 
   “I can’t tell.” Rathe shook his head. “Come on.”
 
   They worked their way slowly down the alley, the fog thickening around their ankles. Rathe found half a dozen more marks where it looked as though something had been dug out of wood or plaster, but there was no sign of any silver. The darkness felt heavy, and he couldn’t help glancing back toward the alley’s mouth, as though something might be waiting there.
 
   There was nothing, of course, not even a patrol, and he shook his head. Surely Claes had people walking the streets, keeping an eye out for trouble, though the gods knew it would be nearly impossible to steal a dog. But there were plenty of other things that could be taken, the silver thefts had made that clear.
 
   “Nico.”
 
   Rathe lengthened his stride to catch up, and saw Eslingen adjust the lantern, widening the shutter just a fraction. “Something?”
 
   “Sorry.” Eslingen shook his head. “Just what looks like a new mark.”
 
   Rathe nodded in agreement. There was a gouge in the mortar between two bricks, a little longer than a thumb-joint, and when he ran a finger over it, the mortar crumbed readily. “Feels new,” he agreed, and glanced toward the alley’s mouth again.
 
   There was a soft sound, almost like a sigh, and then a gentle pop. Eslignen shuttered the lantern instantly, and they stood frozen, but the sound was not repeated. After a moment, Eslingen carefully reopened the lantern, and let the beam play over the wall again. Rathe heard his breath catch.
 
   “Nico.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   Eslingen lifted the lantern, and Rathe saw it, too, the bright flash of magelight on coin silver.
 
   “That—was that there before?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Eslingen answered. “I hadn’t looked this far along.”
 
   Rathe drew his knife, began prying at the coin. It was sunk almost all the way into the wood of the beam next to the chimney, a seilling buried almost to its fluted edge. Or maybe it was coming out of the wood? There was no way to tell. Had the sound been its arrival, either breaking the surface of the beam or slamming into it? Or had it been something else entirely, and the coin had been there all along? He got the knifepoint under it at last, and levered it free. It looked ordinary enough, a plain city seilling, horsehead on one side, the city’s mint-mark on the other, and he held it out to Eslingen. “See anything odd?”
 
   Eslingen held it in the lantern’s narrow beam, turning it over thoughtfully. “No—”
 
   There was another sigh, this one just at the edge of hearing, a breath of air that barely disturbed the creeping tendrils of fog. Rathe tensed, listening, and thought the following pop came from behind him, toward the alley’s mouth.
 
   “Philip.”
 
   “I heard.” Eslingen pocketed the seilling and turned the lantern toward the sound, the beam slicing for a moment across bare dirt.
 
   “Careful.”
 
   “Sorry.” Eslingen fiddled with the shutter again, eclipsing most of the light, and began searching along the wall. “Ah. Here.”
 
   Rathe came to join him, saw without surprised that two more bits of silver protruded from the mortar that edged the chimney. One was another seilling, and he pried it loose. The other was smaller, looked more like a quarter-pillar, just a corner showing above the crumbling mortar. He tried to grasp it, got thumb and forefinger on it on the second try, and wiggled gently. The coin gave a little, but then stuck fast. He drew his knife again, and Eslingen stiffened.
 
   “Nico.”
 
   Rathe glanced over his shoulder, and swore under his breath. A figure was moving briskly across the open ground, lantern in hand: one of Claes’s patrols, no doubt, just when she wasn’t wanted. “Move.”
 
   Eslingen snapped the shutter closed, and they retreated further into the alley’s shadow. Eslingen would have kept going, but Rathe pulled him into the dubious shelter of the chimney breast.
 
   “I want that coin.”
 
   “Let’s not be greedy—” Eslingen bit off the rest of his words as the pointsman came closer, lantern spilling a great fan of light before him, obviously heading for the alley.
 
   Rathe cursed again. Of course Claes’s people had heard the same stories, and of course they’d managed to get a copy of Albe’s almanac, or some equivalent: most of them were venal, not stupid. The chimney would conceal them from a casual glance from the alley’s mouth, but not from a closer look. They needed a distraction. He glanced at the ground, found nothing but dirt and crushed vegetables, reached into his purse to come up with a couple of demmings. “Ready,” he said, and saw Eslingen nod.
 
   He flung the demmings with all his strength toward the alley’s mouth, heard one strike the dirt and the other hit something more substantial, a solid clink of metal on metal. The pointsman turned instinctively, the lantern tilting away, and Rathe pushed Eslingen toward the alley’s exit. Eslingen darted ahead, fast and silent, and Rathe followed, ducking out into the space between silent kennels.
 
   “Hey! Who’s there?”
 
   “That way,” Rathe said, pointing to the wider opening between the closest kennel and the back of what he thought he recognized as the Yellow Dog, but Eslingen ignored him, fumbling for a moment in the pocket of his coat.
 
   “No, here.” He caught Rathe’s sleeve with his free hand, dragged him into the space beside the kennel, pressing something through the gap in the first set of shutters as they went. A dog barked, and the rest of the kennel took up the cry, answered instantly by the dogs in the buildings to either side.
 
   Rathe flinched, but kept running, following Eslingen down the next short alley and out into the narrow streets that ran beside the Fair. Eslingen pulled himself to a stop, looking over his shoulder with a fair assumption of startled curiosity, and Rathe caught a whiff of liver.
 
   “You put a biscuit through the window.”
 
   “It got their attention, didn’t it?” Eslingen opened his lantern all the way, an innocent man heading home late at night. “Let’s not hang about.”
 
   “You’ve got your coin?” Rathe couldn’t help looking over his shoulder, but there was no sign of the other pointsman. Probably caught up with the dogs and their angry boxholders, he thought, and heaved a sigh of relief.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Let’s go, then.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   The silver coins lay in a spot of sunlight in the middle of the deadhouse table, the horsehead stamp on the faces blurred with use. Utterly ordinary, Eslingen thought, as common as the slates underfoot or the vine putting out new leaves just outside the low window. Not something you’d expect to find embedded in the wall of a Fairs’ Point tavern. He looked at Rathe, who gave a tiny shrug, and looked in turn at Fanier and b’Estorr, who had their heads together at the other empty table. After a moment, the necromancer spread his hands and turned back to the coin, while Fanier returned his glasses to his nose and for good measure collected a thick brass-rimmed glass, which he held over the coin.
 
   “Nothing,” he said, after a moment, and set the glass down carefully out of the sun.
 
   Outside in the hall, the clock struck eleven, and Eslingen grimaced. They’d been at it for two hours, ever since Rathe sent a runner to fetch b’Estorr from the University, and for that entire two hours the coin had lain there unmoving, unaffected, looking more and more ordinary with each pass of hand or tool, each pinch or drop of chemical, each drift of smoke or ash.
 
   “I’m damned if I can think of anything else to test for,” b’Estorr said.
 
   Fanier took of his glasses, lodged them in his mane of gray hair, and rubbed at the bridge of his nose. “No sign of alchemical change, no residue of magistical power, no signs of intent, no traces of any working I can think of, including Chadroni will-o-ways—”
 
   “Which I told you wouldn’t work on silver,” b’Estorr murmured. He’d spent a fraught few years in the Chadroni court, the first and last necromancer employed there, Eslingen remembered. Since the Chadroni throne tended to change hands often and with violence, he couldn’t say he was surprised.
 
   “—In fact, nothing at all.” Fanier looked at Rathe. “Sorry, Nico. I’ve got nothing.”
 
   “There has to be something,” Rathe said. “Coins don’t just sprout out of walls.”
 
   “Or get stuck in them,” Eslingen said, in spite of himself.
 
   Rathe glanced at him. “You think the coins were driven in, not poking out?”
 
   “I don’t know—couldn’t tell,” Eslingen answered. “I figure we can’t rule it out.”
 
   “Nor we can’t,” Rathe agreed. “Either way, though, it’s not a natural process.”
 
   “And yet,” b’Estorr said. “We’re not finding anything.”
 
   “But you’d find if there were natural changes, right?” Rathe said, to Fanier, who nodded.
 
   “Yeah. And I’m not seeing anything like that, either. It’s just sitting there. It’s not even unnaturally shiny.”
 
   b’Estorr lifted his head. “Of course, it is silver.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” Rathe asked.
 
   “What you said before,” Eslingen said, in almost the same instant, and b’Estorr nodded to both of them.
 
   “Yes, that. Silver doesn’t like magistry—it’s a pragmatic metal, like lead, just about inert when it comes to magists’ work. That’s why it’s used for working more active metals, just as lead is. So I suppose it’s possible that we’re not finding any traces of magistry because the silver’s already shed it? Rid itself of whatever was used on it?”
 
   “How, then?” Fanier asked. “I don’t say it’s impossible, mind, but—how?”
 
   “I have no idea,” b’Estorr said. “But I wonder if those walls mightn’t hold more trace than the silver itself.”
 
   “That’s a thought,” Fanier said.
 
   Rathe sighed. “Except that means going into Fairs’ Point, and I don’t have any standing there, Istre. I’ve been ordered to keep out.”
 
   “I could go on my own,” b’Estorr began, and Eslingen cleared his throat.
 
   “Why don’t you come with me? Not only can I show you exactly where we found this one, but everyone expects me to be at the races.”
 
   He glanced at Rathe as he spoke, hoping he hadn’t overstepped, and was pleased to see him nodding. “That’s a good idea. And I can sit blamelessly in Dreams—or, more likely, spend the rest of the day chasing unlicensed astrologers and book-writers—and no one can claim I had anything to do with it.”
 
   “Just two gentlemen of leisure enjoying a day at the races,” Eslingen said, and Rathe grinned.
 
   “In the meantime,” Fanier said, “can I keep this, Nico? I think Istre might be onto something about it shedding magic. I’d like to see if I can make it do that, and how long it takes.”
 
   “Go ahead,” Rathe said. “I’ll need it back sometime, though.”
 
   “Intact and unchanged,” Fanier promised.
 
   “Testing that will take a lot of energy,” b’Estorr began, and Fanier gave a sharp smile.
 
   “That’s what we have apprentices for, isn’t it?”
 
   “On your head be it,” b’Estorr said, and looked at Eslingen. “Fairs’ Point, Lieutenant?”
 
   “Off to the races,” Eslingen answered, and held the door like the gentleman he wasn’t.
 
   They took a low-flyer most of the way to Fairs’ Point, abandoning it only when the crowds got thick enough to slow their progress. Eslingen led the way toward the New Fair, and glanced back to see the Chadroni wincing at the noise.
 
   “I’m not all that fond of dogs,” he said.
 
   “I rather like them,” Eslingen answered, and quickly smiled to take away any inadvertent insult. “And the races are good.”
 
   “In Chadron we race horses.” b’Estorr looked a bit like a horse himself, wide-eyed and ready to spook, and Eslingen wondered if the man simply didn’t like crowds. It took some people badly to be around so many others.
 
   “Over here,” he said, and caught b’Estorr’s sleeve, pulling him into a quieter corner of the grounds. b’Estorr gave him a nod of thanks, but made no offer of an explanation, and Eslingen went on as though he hadn’t noticed. “We races horses in the League, too, but over jumps. Point to point, too. But there’s no room for that sort of thing in the city.”
 
   “No,” b’Estorr agreed. There was color in his face again, and he gave a crooked smile. “Sorry. The ghost tide’s coming, and when there are this many people together—there can be rather a lot of ghosts all at once.”
 
   In the excitement of the races, Eslingen had more or less forgotten the impending ghost-tide. He grimaced and nodded, and b’Estorr went on, “Not to mention I’ve been—less than fond—of crowds since the old king was murdered.”
 
   “At a festival?” Eslingen hazarded, remembering vague tales, and b’Estorr nodded.
 
   “At a family feast, which is how things are done in Chadron.”
 
   “Sounds like you’re well out of it.” Eslingen had avoided most of the Chadroni wars for very much that reason.
 
   “Well. It was interesting work,” b’Estorr answered. “But after that I couldn’t stay.”
 
   He didn’t say it was home, Eslingen noted. But that was more than he could ask, no matter how curious he was about the man. “We can go round about,” he offered. “Skip the morning races and go straight to the taverns, if you’d rather.”
 
   “If you wouldn’t mind.” b’Estorr gave another small smile. “I should have thought.”
 
   Eslingen led them around the edge of the Fair, came out at last by Mama Moon’s bower. It was less crowded this early in the day, and he claimed a table, drawing b’Estorr to sit beside him, their backs to the tavern walls. The waiter brought tea and cakes and a pitcher of lemon water for b’Estorr, but Eslingen waited until he was sure the necromancer was settled before he spoke again.
 
   “The alley’s on the other side—it cuts through to a pack of kennels, and half the boxholders use it as a necessary.”
 
   “Lovely.” b’Estorr took a long drink of his lemon water.
 
   “It’s a reason to go there,” Eslingen pointed out, and b’Estorr lifted an eyebrow.
 
   “But hardly conducive to privacy.”
 
   “I never look,” Eslingen said virtuously, unable to stop himself, and to his surprise the necromancer laughed.
 
   “What, not even if you saw sparks?”
 
   “I might steal a glance,” Eslingen conceded. “To see such prodigious endowment.”
 
   “Not really comfortable, though,” b’Estorr said, the lines at the corners of his eyes tight with laughter. Eslingen grinned back, newly aware of just why Rathe liked the man. For once the thought was free of the usual sting of jealousy, and he downed the last of his tea, not sure what to do with the feeling.
 
   “Once the races start in earnest, things should be quieter. The real money’s in the afternoon.”
 
   “Quiet enough?” b’Estorr looked doubtful, and Eslingen shrugged.
 
   “We can only try.”
 
   Both the tavern and the bower were emptying rapidly, but Eslingen waited until the sudden explosion of barks and shouting signaled the start of the first race. He paid the waiter, and they moved toward the alley like men in search of quick relief.
 
   The shadowed street was empty, smelling of garbage and urine, and Eslingen grimaced in spite of himself. It was even less attractive by daylight, and from b’Estorr’s expression, he agreed completely. Eslingen moved along the wall, stepping carefully over puddles and rotting vegetables, and found the second spot first, a deep gouge in the plaster at the chimney’s edge. There was no coin in it, of course—probably the other pointsman had collected it after they’d made their escape—but he ran his finger over the plaster anyway.
 
   “Here’s one.”
 
   b’Estorr stepped up beside him, crooking his fingers into an odd shape. There was a flicker of light, pale blue in the shadow. “Interesting.”
 
   “I daresay,” Eslingen said, and b’Estorr shook himself.
 
   “Sorry. There’s been magistry at work somewhere around here, all right, and it’s left a residue in the wall.”
 
   “That’s not all,” Eslingen muttered, looking at the stained plaster, and b’Estorr looked quickly over his shoulder. He took a step back, and waved both hands in a broader gesture. There was another flash of light, this one from the other side of the chimney, just about where they’d found the first coin, and one, maybe two fainter flashes from further into the alley.
 
   “It’s fading fast, though,” b’Estorr said. “I can’t get much sense of it, except that it’s—attached to? associated with?—this tavern.”
 
   “Mama Moon’s?” Eslingen couldn’t help sounded doubtful—Mama Moon’s had a reputation as a sober and quiet house, as taverns went—and b’Estorr shrugged.
 
   “It doesn’t make sense, I know. But that’s what it feels like. Someone did some working here, or possibly inside. But if it was big enough to draw silver—”
 
   He broke off, and Eslingen turned, letting his face fall into his most bland and unthreatening smile.
 
   “What’s this, then?” The pointswoman scowled at them from the entrance to the alley, and Eslingen let his expression slip further into drunken cheer. “What are you two playing at?”
 
   “Nothing at all,” Eslingen answered, slurring his words just a little. To his shock, b’Estorr made a sound that was almost a giggle.
 
   The pointswoman rolled her eyes. “Take it within doors,” she advised. “Move along, masters.”
 
   Eslingen doffed his hat, making the gesture too broad, and turned away. b’Estorr tucked his arm through his, leaning enough of his not inconsiderable weight against Eslingen’s shoulder to make him stagger, and they made their way out of the alley.
 
   Once they were out of sight, b’Estorr disentangled himself with a rueful smile. “And sorry again. No offense, I hope.”
 
   “Thanks for backing me,” Eslingen said. He felt profoundly awkward, for all he was fairly sure Rathe and b’Estorr had never been lovers, and cleared his throat. “So you’re sure there was magistry involved?”
 
   “I’m not sure what else could be doing it, honestly,” b’Estorr answered, looking relieved himself at the change of subject. “But, yes, if there was any doubt, that’s laid it. Something was done, there in the alley or in Mama Moon’s, that’s drawing the silver.”
 
   “They’re neither one the place I’d choose for such a thing,” Eslingen said.
 
   “Nor would I.” b’Estorr shook his head. “And yet, that seems to be the only answer. I’ll need to think on it, do some reading, but then maybe I can come up with an answer. And to that end—back to the University, I think.”
 
   “Good luck,” Eslingen said, and the other man turned away.
 
    
 
   There was a fountain in the alcove just inside the deadhouse lobby, a plain fish-shaped spout above a spotless alabaster basin, a polished brass coin box set into the wall beside it. It was a demming for each use, according to the equally tidy notice pinned above the faucet, but Fanier had long ago showed him the trick. Rathe pressed the fish’s left eye and scrubbed his hands beneath the resulting stream of water. He caught the last of it in cupped hands, drank thirstily, then wiped his chin and dried his hands on the front of his coat. He wanted to stay, watch the experiments over Fanier’s shoulder, but he knew he couldn’t spare the time. There was too much other business to attend to during the races; even in Dreams, their workload had doubled, particularly now that the Patent Administrator had gotten himself into the swing of things and was issuing complaints about unlicensed book-writers and astrologers-without-patent three times a day. He wiped his hands on his coat again, knowing he’d trespassed on Trijn’s good humor already, and started for the door.
 
   “Nico, wait.”
 
   That was Fanier, pushing hastily through the doors that led to the inner rooms, and Rathe turned, frowning.
 
   “Trouble?”
 
   “There’s a body,” Fanier said.
 
   “Mine?” Rathe asked, his stomach sinking, and the alchemist shrugged.
 
   “Customs Point called us, but they say it came from Point of Knives. My journeyman says Aulard was none too pleased about it when they brought the cart. And it’s a nasty one.”
 
   “They usually are,” Rathe muttered. “Close to the Court, was it?”
 
   Fanier nodded. “Been dead a while, too, though why you’d keep a dead body…”
 
   Rathe swore. The Court of the Thirty-Two Knives was technically part of Point of Knives, but in practice the warren of tumbledown mansion and outbuildings that was the actual court remained its own fiefdom, and the points went there only armed and in numbers. To make matters worse, Mirremay, the head point there at Knives—she wasn’t allowed to call herself a chief—was a descendant of the bannerdames who had controlled the area for generations. But even Mirremay had no real standing within the Court, and if she’d refused to take responsibility for the body, left it for Customs Point—
 
   “The main thing is,” Fanier went on, “I think it’s Beier.”
 
   “Astree’s tits.”
 
   Fanier nodded. “You know him better than I, and I thought it might save us some time if you could say yea or nay.”
 
   Rathe sighed. If Fanier said it was nasty, it would be, and if it was Beier—but they had to know. “Let me borrow a runner, let Trijn know what I’m doing. Then—yeah, I’ll take a look.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   The journeymen had brought the body into one of the larger rooms, and lit great bundles of save-all and other herbs in the brackets at each end of the slab where the body lay. The air was colder than ever, a preservatory hastily applied, but even so there was a distinct whiff of rotting flesh. The only attending journeyman was older, a scar-faced young man Rathe didn’t recognize, and the apprentices had been shooed away: not a job for beginners, he thought, and swallowed hard.
 
   The body was still covered with a pale sheet, the smoke from the burning herbs drawn to and over it, lessening the smell, and the journeyman looked up at their approach.
 
   “He’s stable now, master.”
 
   “Good,” Fanier said, taking his glasses out of the tangle of his hair. “That’ll buy us some time, anyway.” He took hold of the top edge of the sheet, and glanced over his shoulder. “Ready?”
 
   Rathe nodded, bracing himself. Fanier folded the sheet away from the face, the movement unexpectedly gentle, and Rathe winced.
 
   “His own mother wouldn’t know him.” The man had been dead some time, all right, the skin mottled and stretched; the lips were peeled back over blackened gums and teeth that showed too large even without the swollen tongue protruding between them. The hair was right, gray and untidy, but it was missing in places, as though great hanks had been yanked away. There were wounds in the neck and into the collarbone, disappearing beneath the sheet; one ear was missing, and the cheekbone on that side looked as though it had been chewed.
 
   “Wait,” Fanier said, and made a series of passes. The smoke from the smudges shifted, swirling back toward the body. It glided over the dreadful face, then took shape above it, a mask that removed the ravages of time and decomposition. Rathe flinched again—the image was smiling, smug and self-satisfied as the man had been in life—but nodded.
 
   “That’s Beier.”
 
   Fanier gestured again, and the image dissolved, the smoke retreating, and Rathe swallowed hard.
 
   “What killed him?”
 
   “I’m not sure yet.” Fanier folded the sheet the rest of the way back, revealing more cuts in the body, all down the torso and across the belly and ruined sex and into the mottled thighs. The skin had split and blackened in places, and Rathe looked away.
 
   “Gods below.”
 
   “There’s more of the same on the back, flayed to the ribs in a couple of places.”
 
   “I’ll take your word for it,” Rathe said. He swallowed, his mouth tasting of copper, and to his relief Fanier drew the sheet back up over the ravaged body.
 
   “At least some of that was done after he was dead. Maybe all of it, I’ll have to test it. But any one of those chest wounds—and the ones in the back—any of them could have killed him.”
 
   “Who’s his next of kin?” Rathe asked.
 
   “I’ve no idea. We sent to Fairs’ Point—you know we had to.”
 
   Rathe sighed and nodded. Fanier was right, they’d had no other choice, particularly since Customs Point had already passed it on, but that meant there wasn’t much time before Fairs’ Point claimed it, and knocked him off the case, and he found that he didn’t want to let it go. “What can you find out before they get here?”
 
   “As much as I can.” Fanier walked slowly around the table, and Rathe looked away as the smoke began to swirl again, tracing ugly and uncomfortable shapes against the sheet.
 
   “Were there any belongings?”
 
   “No.” That was the journeyman, who looked distinctly disapproving. “He was stripped, either by whoever killed him or after.”
 
   “After, for my guess,” Fanier said. “The corpse has been moved, and more than once.”
 
   “Why?” Rathe began, and answered his own question. “No, I know, to hide the body, and then if that wasn’t safe enough, moved again, or if they needed to search the body.”
 
   “All of that,” Fanier said, almost absently, his attention still on the patterns that blossomed in the smoke. “And then some. Geffres, you test it.”
 
   The journeyman stepped forward obediently, his hands tracing the same complex gestures, and then he frowned. “That doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “No, but it’s the answer I got, too,” Fanier said. “Moved at least five times, and quite possibly more. Someone wasn’t going to let him lie in peace even after he was dead.”
 
   “These post-mortem wounds,” the journeyman said thoughtfully. “I almost think they’re repeating—enlarging?—ante-mortem injuries.”
 
   “Do you, now?” Rathe said, and Fanier lifted an eyebrow.
 
   “Go ahead, test for it, then.”
 
   Geffres folded the sheet back again, exposing all the injuries, and Rathe looked away again. Geffres traced another series of gestures, then shook his head. “Or maybe not?”
 
   “No, no,” Fanier said. “You almost had it.” He made what looked to Rathe like the same movement, and a cluster of sparks flew from his fingertips to gather on the body. “Some days after death, I’d say.” He looked back at Geffres. “You needed to add in more time.”
 
   Geffres nodded thoughtfully.
 
   “So the body was moved, more than once,” Rathe said slowly, “and while he was being moved, someone—what, cut into the original wounds?”
 
   “That’s what it’s starting to look like,” Fanier said, and looked at Geffres. “Fetch the tell-all, will you?”
 
   The journeyman obeyed without question, returning with a stoppered jar the size of a child’s head. Fanier pulled a leather glove from his pocket, slipped it onto his right hand, then took the jar in the crook of his other arm. He worked the stopper loose, and set it aside, then reached in with gloved fingers to draw out a pinch of dark gray powder that glittered oddly in the magelights. He dribbled it on the slab around the body, drawing a thin outline, then took a larger pinch and blew on it, so that it fell in a shimmering haze across the corpse’s face. He spoke a word that Rathe couldn’t hear, and the outlining powder rose like smoke, draping itself across the body like a veil. Fanier made a satisfied noise and set the jar aside, careful to seat the stopped securely.
 
   “Let’s see now.”
 
   Rathe looked away, not wanting to watch the rest of the examination. In spite of the smoke and the preservatory, he could smell death in the room, death and decay. Beier hadn’t deserved this. He’d been an annoying man, right enough, a thorn in the side of the University and the Patent Administrator, every last one of them, but nothing he’d done seemed worthy of a death like this. He wrote broadsheets for bettors, touted horoscopes for dogs: you might as well kill the woman who wrote the broadsheet that listed the week’s plays at the Gallenon or the Bells. It simply didn’t matter enough, not to the women who made money from racing. Or if it did, it mattered more to their pride than to their purses, and the trainers were nothing if not practical women. He’d have expected them to go after Beier’s art, his livelihood, not his life.
 
   There was a sharp knock at the door, and Fanier looked up, frowning. Geffres moved to answer, spoke quietly to the apprentice at the door, then shut the door again.
 
   “The woman from Fairs’ Point is here already.”
 
   “Damn it,” Rathe said. “We’ve a claim, of sorts—he fathered a child for a woman who lives in Dreams, and she came to us about him—but there’s no question Fairs takes precedence.”
 
   Fanier scowled. “Have Kijten take Nico into my workroom—if you’ll wait, Nico, I’ll give you my answers as soon as I’m done here—and then you can bring the other pointsman in.”
 
   “Will they let you finish?” Rathe asked, and Fanier gave him a sharp smile.
 
   “Oh, yes. He’s not going anywhere until I’m done.”
 
   Satisfied, Rathe let himself be led through a warren of narrow hallways and settled into Fanier’s surprisingly comfortable workroom. There were two great cabinets of books, a writing table and a broader worktable, all beneath a pair of windows that let in the day’s doubled sunlight. Kijten offered tea or a meal; Rathe accepted the tea, glad of the sharp familiar bite to take away the memory of Beier’s mutilated body, and by the time Fanier reappeared, apron discarded and his hands still damp with washing, he was almost comfortable again.
 
   “Well, that’s a mess,” Fanier said, and dropped into what was clearly his chair, carved wood incongruously padded with bright green pillows. “What did you do to piss off Fairs’ Point, Nico?”
 
   “Gave them Voillemin,” Rathe answered. “Though it wasn’t really my doing.”
 
   Fanier grunted. “I’ve had dealings with him myself.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It would be better if you could get rid of him altogether.”
 
   “His mother has influence,” Rathe said. “He’s traded on it most of his life.”
 
   “Charming.” Fanier shook himself. “Well, at least Claes is a reasonable man, and they can’t ignore this.” He reached into his pocket and tossed something at Rathe, who caught it by pure reflex. It was a blackened coin, a silver seilling, and Rathe looked up sharply.
 
   “This?”
 
   “That’s what killed him.” Fanier nodded. “Or one of the things that killed him. I pulled that out of one of the wounds in his belly, and I’d swear that the other injuries were caused by more coins. There was a hole went right through his heart, and another two in the liver, not to mention one in the left lung—any one of them would have killed him, never mind all of them.”
 
   Rathe set the coin on the writing table, repressing the urge to rub his fingers on his breeches. “You’re saying—what, he was killed like Poirel?”
 
   “I’d say so,” Fanier answered. “Though I’m not sure how far that gets us, being as I haven’t exactly worked out how he came to have a piece of silver in his heart. Though I suppose it’s just possible someone else did the same thing, using some other means. But whatever the method, it’s the same result.”
 
   “And the wounds were cut open later?” Rathe asked. That was starting to make an ugly picture, and he grimaced when Fanier nodded again.
 
   “I’d say so. I expect whoever found the body was after the silver. As many wounds as were on him, he was carrying a small fortune, never mind what else he might have had in his purse. I’d guess that explains the body being moved, too. Once it was found, whoever had it wanted to take the time to recover all the coin.”
 
   “A nasty business,” Rathe said.
 
   “Very.”
 
   “So we’ve got two men shot through with silver coin—riddled with it, in Beier’s case—and no idea how it was done, never mind by whom.” Rathe shook his head slowly. “Or to what end. It just doesn’t make sense.”
 
   Fanier held out his hand, and Rathe handed him the coin. “I’ll do my best to tell you how it was done,” he said. “I’ve a few thoughts I’d like to try. For the rest—well, that’s a pointsman’s job.”
 
   “And a thankless one,” Rathe answered, but the words and the promise were obscurely comforting.
 
    
 
   Eslingen took the long way back to the main tracks, circling around the edges of the New Fair and ducking through the caravan hall that currently held a lunar dozen small shop-holders enterprising enough to set up booths to serve the race goers. He emerged behind the central track, and circled around, working his way patiently through the crowd. There were three races still to run, though he had missed the most-discussed of the day’s matches, featuring two of last year’s winners. From the conversations around him, he gathered that neither one had won, or even showed particularly well, and most of the bettors were gossiping about the second-place dog, a three year old of merely decent breeding who had managed to overcome being jostled at the start and very nearly won the whole thing. Already, the most enterprising broadsheet sellers were hawking what purported to be its horoscope, and Eslingen paid his demming without hesitation. Outrider was certainly a dog to watch, though not one to bet on: its odds would go down after this victory.
 
   But it was worth betting on Sunflower, whose odds put him in the middle of the pack. Eslingen found a book-writer who had him at five to one, and put a seilling on him for luck, and an aster on a dog called Moon who he’d heard Naimi speak well of, then found himself a place on the rail by the start.
 
   The first race went off without a hitch, a brindle bitch getting the lead at the first jump and holding it to the end. Her owner, red-faced and sweating, collected her and the prize purse, holding them up to the crowd one after the other, and eliciting a larger cheer for the money than for the dog.
 
   Moon was running in the next race, a black-and-white dog who looked rather bigger than the rest of the field. Not so good for speed, Eslingen thought, but certainly better if he had to muscle his way through the pack at the end, and leaned against the rail to cheer him on. It was close-fought, but, true to form, Moon bulled his way through the pack at the finish, sending the smallest dog sprawling, and dove in first. Eslingen grinned, but, glancing over his shoulder, decided to collect his winnings after the last race.
 
   He could see Naimi at the end of the track talking to her boxholder, who was nodding in agreement. A moment later, the steward signaled that it was time to load the dogs, and the boxholder tucked Sunflower’s basket under his arm and stepped into the enclosure. This late in the day, the boxholders were all business, tucking the dogs quickly and expertly into their boxes, then stepping back with arms raised. The steward gave them a final glance, and dropped her handkerchief.
 
   The dogs leaped from their boxes as the doors fell away, chasing the bobbing and bedraggled lure down the long course. Sunflower had gotten a good start, was third over the first jump and second over the third and fourth, and Eslingen leaned hard against the rail, cheering him on. At the fifth jump, he was gaining on the leader, and passed her at the sixth, darting across her path to drive himself first through the hole. Eslingen cheered, and the woman next to him gave a wry smile.
 
   “You had him, then?”
 
   “He’s mine,” Eslingen said, and accepted the congratulations of the bystanders who’d overheard.
 
   Naimi was beckoning from beside the steward’s stand, and Eslingen excused himself, working his way around the milling trainers and apprentices trying to collect dogs and baskets until he came out at her elbow.
 
   “Very nice,” he said, and was rewarded with a radiant smile.
 
   “He ran beautifully! And it’s good practice for him.” She raised her hand, waving to her boxholder who came bustling toward them with Sunflower in his basket under his arm. “Are you going to turn back the prize?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Turn it back. You know.”
 
   “Actually, I don’t,” Eslingen said, and she gave him a look that made him feel more foreign than ever.
 
   “When you win a small race like this, you can either take the money, or turn it back toward a bigger race. If your dog finishes in the money in that next race, you get the first prize back at odds as well as whatever you won in that race.”
 
   “Like betting, only with the race stewards as book-writers,” Eslingen said, and she nodded. “Can you keep going with that?”
 
   “All the way to the last day,” Naimi said. She braced the basket in the boxholder’s arms, and lifted the lid just enough to examine the dog, thrusting him back again when he managed to shove his nose out. “Yes, yes, sweetheart, you’ll get your treats, I promise.”
 
   “The prize presentation for the final race,” someone called from the steward’s stand. “Owners and trainers, please.”
 
   Eslingen followed her toward the stands, and waited at her elbow while the third and second-place dogs received their prizes. Both owners took the modest purses, plain linen embroidered with the city’s crest, and Eslingen wondered how common it was to turn back the prize money.
 
   “First place, uncontested,” the clerk shouted. “Sunflower, by Sunspark out of Merrymaiden. Trainer Besetje Naimi, owner Philip vaan Esling.”
 
   There was a cheer at that, though Eslingen couldn’t decide if they’d recognized his name or were just glad at the end of the day’s racing. Naimi thrust Sunflower into his arms, and he took a solid grip on the squirming dog before lifting him into the air. There were more cheers at the sight, and the clerk held out the purse.
 
   “Will you take it, master—sorry, lieutenant—or turn it back?”
 
   “Turn it back,” Eslingen said, and there was another cheer from the crowd.
 
   “To be turned back,” the clerk repeated. “So noted. Your trainer can tell you the races for which this qualifies your dog—”
 
   There was a noise in the distance, a low rumble of voices that raised the hairs on Eslingen’s neck. He grabbed the basket from the staring boxholder and stuffed Sunflower unceremoniously into it, then shoved it into Naimi’s arms.
 
   “What —?”
 
   “Trouble,” Eslingen said, and pushed her toward the kennels. “Go—”
 
   The noise was louder, resolving to angry voices and the sound of glass shattering, and Eslingen swore. “Get inside!”
 
   Naimi ducked toward the nearest shelter—Hadril Justinis’s kennel—and Eslingen shoved the next trainer after her. “Go on, get the dogs away—”
 
   That got them moving, even more than the threat to themselves, and the first of the mob came swirling around the corner of the Fair. They were men, mostly, in shabby workman’s clothes, scarves drawn up to hide their faces as they waved sticks and sturdy-looking clubs.
 
   “Repudiate the Repudiation! Revoke the choice! Revoke the choice!”
 
   Eslingen swore again, looking for a way out. At least they didn’t have torches, not yet, and he grabbed a woman’s hand as she stumbled at the corner of the track, hauling her up and out of the way of the fleeing crowd. She swung round, drawing her own knife, and Eslingen shook his head.
 
   “Get inside, for the gods’ sake—”
 
   “That’s my stall there—”
 
   “Too late,” Eslingen said, and knew his voice was grim. Even as he spoke, the leaders pitched the first booth over on its side, scattering its freight of cakes and beer. The mob cheered and kept coming, trampling the food into the dirt. They reached the first track, abandoned now; half the mob poured past it, but the rest remained, hauling on the fences that surrounded the track. There was a crack as the first board splintered, and someone cheered.
 
   Where in Seidos’s name were the points? Eslingen thought. He backed toward the kennel door, found himself shoulder to shoulder with a pair of trainers who’d drawn their heavy sticks. Behind them, apprentices were dragging boxes and bales to block the door, protecting the dogs and the people who’d taken shelter with them. He couldn’t see Naimi, not in that quick glance, and hoped she and Sunflower had made it to safety.
 
   “There,” he said, and pointed to the tables and chairs scattered beside the nearest cookshop. “Grab them, quick—”
 
   The closest trainer caught his meaning at once, and caught the nearest boxholder’s sleeve, dragged him with her to grab a table and then another. Eslingen joined her, and so did the steward, her face a mask of fury as she hauled breathlessly at the rough-made furniture. They dragged it back to form a barricade, not perfect, Eslingen thought, but as long as there were no torches—but there would be, soon enough.
 
   “Heira stand with us,” the judge said, her voice grim, and drew a knife from beneath her robes that was definitely past the legal length.
 
   “Where are the points?” someone said, and there was a peal of bitter laughter.
 
   “Did you pay for riot, dame?”
 
   The first of the mob ran past them, willing for the moment to skirt a group armed and braced, and there was a scream from somewhere on the far side of the Fair. Eslingen cursed, unable to see what had happened, and the steward caught his sleeve.
 
   “Nothing you can do.”
 
   He knew it, too, and took a steadying breath, a boxholder edging up beside him, stick already swinging. In the distance, a bell was ringing, and then another, and another, calling out the points with a general alarm. They wouldn’t get here in time, though, and even as he thought that the first of the rioters charged their barricade. One of the trainers dropped him neatly, but that caught the mob’s attention, and a group rushed them. Eslingen caught up a stool, used it to parry the first blow, and then another, each one jarring all the way up to his shoulder. He struck back, not caring whether he hit something vital, and was rewarded by a shriek of pain.
 
   The sound of drums rose above the roar of voices, someone beating a rapid tattoo, and he caught a quick glimpse of men and women in leather jerkins forming a shield line as they moved into the Fair. The points were here at last, he thought, and ducked another swinging club. He swung the stool in answer, felt it smash home against someone’s ribs, resisted the temptation to follow, and stabbed at the next man in reach. He fell back, yelping, and the nearest trainer swung her stick. Behind them, the dogs were in a frenzy, the apprentices shouting as well, but he couldn’t spare a look to be sure the kennel was safe, blocked the swing of a too-long knife and answered it with a thrust of his own.
 
   Another drum sounded from the far side of the Fair, the Customs Point side, and he saw another line of pointsmen moving into the Fair. The mob wavered, but someone shouted something, rallying them to the riot. Then a trumpet sounded, the familiar call to horse, and abruptly the mob broke and ran. A few stragglers lingered, throwing stones and anything loose they could get their hands on, but the lines of pointsmen advanced on them. Then the first horsemen appeared, hooves loud on the stones, and even the stragglers turned and fled.
 
   Eslingen ducked into the kennel, knife still in hand, and saw to his relief that no one had found their way in the back. A trio of boxholders had shoved hay bales across the opening, but neither barricade nor men would have held against a determined assault. He wiped his knife on the nearest bale, sheathed it, and looked around for Naimi. He didn’t see her at first, found her after a moment wedged into a narrow space between two stalls, dogs’ baskets stacked behind her and an older, bigger dog gripped tight by the collar. Her teeth were bared along with the dog’s, and Eslingen showed empty hands.
 
   “It’s over,” he said. “All’s well.”
 
   Naimi stayed frozen for a moment longer, then shook herself, shifting her grip on the dog’s collar so that she held it now by a short leash. “Easy now,” she said, running her free hand down its back. The dog growled once more, and was silent.
 
   “Are you all right?” Eslingen said. “And the dogs?”
 
   She nodded slowly. “Yes. Both, I mean.”
 
   “Good,” Eslingen answered. “The points are here, and it looks like Coindarel’s Dragons, too, and the mob’s run off.” He was talking to her the way he’d talk to his horse, he realized, and stopped, embarrassed, but the color was coming back to her face.
 
   “How bad?”
 
   “I didn’t really see,” Eslingen began, and she gave him a scorching look. “We were busy at the door. Some stalls overturned, and they were trying to tear down the fences around the tracks, last I saw, but—it could have been worse.”
 
   “Could have been better,” Naimi said. “And what the judges were thinking, to give Malfiliatre to a woman like that—” She stopped, shaking her head.
 
   “It shouldn’t take much to fix the tracks,” Eslingen said.
 
   “Yes, but the money comes out of our pockets.” Naimi showed teeth again, a sharp smile. “A whip-round, it’ll be, for all that the stewards and the Racing Secretary ought to cover it. But ‘we’re all in this together, dames, so how about handing over the coin?’ You wait and see.”
 
   Eslingen couldn’t disagree. He said instead, “Do you want me to walk you back to DeVoss’s kennel?”
 
   Naimi considered for a moment. “We’ll all go together, that should be good enough. They’ll be chastened for now.” She shook her head. “I hope.”
 
   “I’d be happy to go with you,” Eslingen said.
 
   She squared her shoulders, and shifted the dog to her other side. It leaned hard against her knee, and she seemed to draw comfort from its presence. “No, that’s all right. We’ll be fine.”
 
   “All right.” Eslingen turned away.
 
   The Fair was a mess, stalls overturned and their contents smashed and scattered, the fences broken around two of the tracks, and the finish enclosure half-demolished at the first. A shopkeeper, half in tears, was shouting at the nearest trainer, pointing to her broken tables, and the trainer cradled one arm against his chest and glowered at her, obviously on the verge of an explosion himself.
 
   “Dame,” Eslingen said, before he could think better of it. “Thank you—if it hadn’t been for your furniture here, there’d have been more women hurt. Maybe even dogs, too.”
 
   “No thanks to her,” someone muttered behind him, and yelped as the injured trainer stepped neatly backward, catching him with his heel.
 
   “Let me help you collect what’s yours,” Eslingen went on, though the thought of more lifting and carrying made his shoulders ache, “and then we’ll see what can be done about your stall.”
 
   “Nothing,” she said, with a bitter glance at the ruins, the crude shelter overturned and the roof split from the sides. “There’s nothing there to save, nor my day’s goods, neither.”
 
   “Your strongbox?” That was DeVoss, striding through the crowd like a mare parting tall grass. “They didn’t get that, Isilis, surely?”
 
   “Maewes.” The two women clasped hands, the shopkeeper shaking her head. “Not all of it, I’d just emptied most of it when they came—” She reached beneath her skirts, and her face crumpled. “Oh, Demis, it’s gone.”
 
   “Your purse?” DeVoss caught her shoulders as her knees buckled.
 
   Isilis shook her head, drew out the empty purse. The strings were still knotted, the stout leather still intact, but clearly there was only a handful of coins left within it. She undid the knots, and spilled the remaining coins into the palm of her hand: a solid handful of copper, asters mostly, but nowhere near what she should have earned.
 
   DeVoss scowled. “That’s madness.”
 
   “I emptied my strongbox,” Isilis said again. “The day’s take, all the silver. I left enough copper for the boys to make change, took the rest—but how in Heira’s name could a pickpocket steal only my silver?” Her voice rose to a wail. “Theft and ruin, and it’s all that damned woman’s fault.”
 
   “Hold hard, mistress,” one of the pointsmen said, breaking away from a group busy at the edge of the track. “Let’s hear no more of that.”
 
   “Hear this, then,” Isilis retorted, waving the half-emptied purse at him. “I’ve been robbed—”
 
   “So has everyone, dame,” the pointsman said. “Give me a moment, and I’ll take your particulars, too.”
 
   “But not like this,” Eslingen said, to the man’s retreating back, and looked at DeVoss. “Or so I’d assume?”
 
   “It’s an interesting question,” DeVoss said grimly. “If I keep my ears open, will you tell Rathe? Unofficially, at least.”
 
   Eslingen nodded. “As officially as he’ll let me.”
 
   DeVoss grunted. “Right. Come on, Isilis, let’s see what we can salvage—” She led the other woman away, still talking, and Eslingen took a careful breath. His shoulders would be stiff in the morning—nothing he did at the salle worked those muscles—but he was otherwise no more than bruised. Whether the next days’ races would go off was another matter, but the stewards and some of the trainers were already clustering around the worst damaged of the tracks, and a couple of apprentices had fetched a cart from somewhere and were starting to fill it with the worst of the debris. A man in a fine hat—the Patent Administrator, surely—was talking to someone who looked like Voillemin by the middle track, and a quartet of Coindarel’s Dragons came trotting back into the square from the direction of Point of Graves. It was Coindarel himself in the lead, looking regrettably pleased with himself, and in the same instant he recognized Eslingen, and pulled his horse to a walk.
 
   “Lieutenant!”
 
   Eslingen went reluctantly to meet him, catching hold of the horse’s tack to steady them both. The horse blew and stamped, but stood, blood up but not overworked, and Coindarel looked down at him soberly.
 
   “This is why I need you, Philip.”
 
   “Your men seem to have handled it well enough.”
 
   “It’s a bloody mess,” Coindarel said. “And they’d have been haring off down blind alleys if I hadn’t been there to keep them in hand, and that’s not my business. And on top of that, Claes and his Adjunct got themselves in the way of a gang with iron-filled sticks, and I expect they’ll be out of action for a week or three.” He shook his head. “Claes looked bad when they carried him off.”
 
   “Which Adjunct?” Eslingen asked, hoping against hope that he’d been mistaken, and Coindarel shook his head.
 
   “Don’t know the man’s name, but it was the senior.”
 
   “Damn it.” That left Voillemin not only uninjured, but in charge, and that couldn’t be good.
 
   “We need you, Philip,” Coindarel said again. He gathered his reins, the horse shifting under him, and Eslingen released his hold on the tack. “But I can’t hold the place for you forever.”
 
   “I know,” Eslingen said, but Coindarel had already wheeled away, urging the horse to a ringing trot. Eslingen stared after him, wondering what Rathe was going to do about this. If there was anything he could do at all.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   The riot in Fairs’ Point had repercussions for every other station in the city, with the result that Rathe found himself yawning in his workroom at noon on the following day. He hadn’t been home since his return from the deadhouse, though he’d managed to snatch a few hours’ sleep in one of the cells before Falasca had brought in a pair of journeymen accused of taking part in the riot. They denied it loudly and at length, and Rathe had left them to it, returning to his workroom and yet another pot of tea. At least Eslingen had sent a note to say that, while he’d been caught in the riot—Of course you were, Rathe muttered—he was unharmed and had gone blamelessly home to bed.
 
   After that, though, the news had been uniformly bad. A hastily-copied circular from Fairs’ Point informed the other stations that both Claes and the senior adjunct Legie had been injured in the fighting, and Voillemin was in charge until one of them recovered. Rathe swore long and loudly at that, but managed to keep from going to Trijn to complain. The chief point had complaints enough of her own: either Claes or Solveert had called in Coindarel’s men, and an exceedingly frosty note had come from the Surintendant’s office reminding all the stations that they were expected to be able to handle riot and mayhem without having to resort to military intervention. Any chief or senior adjunct who felt unable to resolve the matter on her own should not expect to keep her post for much longer. Trijn snarled at everyone for the rest of the morning, and Rathe could hardly blame her. By all accounts, this had been worse than the usual student rioting, or the brawls between actors’ claques that occasionally plagued Point of Dreams. There had been an intensity that frightened even the hard-nosed women of Customs’ Point, used as they were to swarming aboard ships at dock, or storming locked warehouses in search of contraband. If they said this was bad—if they’d been glad of the Dragons’ intervention, as the private circular from Aulard had hinted—then Astreiant had been lucky to come out of it this well.
 
   He poured himself another cup of tea and downed half of it at a gulp, then looked up sharply as the workroom door opened.
 
   “Sorry, Adjunct Point.” It was Marrij, the youngest of the station’s runners, holding out a folded slip of paper. “This just came for you. He said I should bring it right away.”
 
   “Who said?” Rathe asked, and unfolded the note.
 
   “The man.”
 
   Rathe looked at the careful letters, a neat, unpracticed hand spelling out an unprecedented and unwelcome request. Mikael, the most notable knife in the Court of the Thirty-Two Knives, wanted a meeting.
 
   “He’s still here,” Marrij said helpfully. “He said he’d wait for your answer.”
 
   Rathe looked at the note again. He certainly wasn’t going to meet at Accke’s, that was too far into the Court and entirely too much under Mikael’s thumb. “Next time, tell me that first,” he said, and pushed himself away from his table. “Where is he?”
 
   “In the yard.” Marrij looked conscious. “And I will, next time.”
 
   “Tell him I’m coming to talk to him,” Rathe said, and knocked on Trijn’s door.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Mikael at the Court wants a word with me,” Rathe said. “I thought you should know.
 
   Trijn lifted her eyebrows. “Yes, indeed. Did he say what he wanted?”
 
   “Of course not.” Rathe gave what he knew was a rather bitter smile. “We’re just discussing where to meet at this stage. I won’t get anything useful until we actually sit down together. Or whatever we end up doing.”
 
   “Tell me when you’re going, and where,” Trijn said. “And when I should send the Dragons after you.”
 
   “Not you, too,” Rathe said.
 
   “It’ll take the army if I have to fetch you out of the Court,” Trijn said, “and if the Sur doesn’t know it—let’s just say I’m sure he does.”
 
   “If it comes to that, tell him to send Philip,” Rathe said, and started down the station’s stirs.
 
   The young man waiting in the courtyard was a stranger, fair-haired and slighter than Rathe, with dyed hands and darkly painted eyes. Beneath the paint, though, his features were unremarkable, and Rathe nodded in acknowledgment of the disguise.
 
   “I’ll meet, but not there. Mikael should know better.”
 
   By the young man’s lack of reaction, Mikael did. “How about the Tin Trumpet?”
 
   “How about Wicked’s?” Rathe countered, and the young man grinned in spite of himself.
 
   “Mikael’s on her banned list.”
 
   “I’m shocked.”
 
   They settled at last on an ordinary tavern in Point of Hopes that had no particular reputation for good or ill except for the quality of its kitchen. Mikael didn’t stint when it came to his personal comforts. Rathe agreed to be there in an hour and the young man slipped away.
 
   The White Laurel was unprepossessing, small and dark with neither an upstairs gallery nor a garden to open the space, but the smells from the kitchen were indeed intriguing, oil and onions and the sweet bite of Silklands peppers. Rathe was early, but even so Mikael was there before him, a massive shape in the shadows by the side door. He rose at Rathe’s approach, a giant of a man, broad-bodied and red-faced, hair and beard showing a bit more gray than the last time Rathe had seen him. But that had been a year ago, easily, and Mikael’s was an exacting profession.
 
   “I’ve ordered myself the ordinary,” he said, as though they were just friends meeting, “and I’d recommend you do the same.”
 
   Rathe nodded to the waiter, and ordered a pint of wine as well, then seated himself opposite the bigger man. Mikael had chosen a table that put neither of their backs to the door, an unprecedented piece of courtesy, and Rathe frowned.
 
   “What’s so bad that you have to butter me up?”
 
   “I’ve got information to share,” Mikael answered, and stopped abruptly as the waiter returned with their wine and a platter of olives.
 
   Rathe waited until the man was out of earshot. “On what terms?”
 
   “Not terms, precisely, just—” Mikael shrugged elaborately. “You were decent about the children, last summer, and none too shabby at Midwinter, either. There’s a thing I want to tell you, but I won’t answer questions on it.”
 
   “Oh, come off it.”
 
   Mikael shook his head. “That or nothing.”
 
   “I’ll find out some other way,” Rathe said. “And then I’ll be in a foul mood when I call the point. Sure you want to risk it?”
 
   “That would be their business, not mine.” Mikael took a sip of his own wine, and nodded in appreciation. “Not bad, this. Came down from Chadron last fall balance. You wouldn’t want to keep it much longer, it’s about perfect now.”
 
   The wine was good, but Rathe shook his head, refusing to be distracted. “You don’t want me in a temper, Mikael.”
 
   “Like I said, that’s their business,” Mikael said. “This is by way of doing them a favor.”
 
   Rathe considered that as the waiter brought shallow bowls of a Leaguer-styled stew. Mikael probably wouldn’t mind if the points rid him of a business rival, and he shrugged. “On your head, then.”
 
   “Not my head,” Mikael said. “This one isn’t mine, Rathe. It’s not precisely anyone’s, but—it’s an odd story, and one I think you’ll find interesting.”
 
   “Try me.” The stew was good, too, but Rathe barely tasted it, his attention on the other man.
 
   “I heard you found a body.”
 
   Rathe snorted. “I’ve got two on my books at the deadhouse at the moment.”
 
   “Beier’s body.”
 
   “It’s been found.” Rathe’s attention sharpened, though he didn’t move. “A very odd body, that one.”
 
   “So I’ve heard.” Mikael toyed with his spoon. “The tale I hear is, it’s not our body—not the Court’s, I mean.”
 
   “The Court has better uses for silver than to kill a man with it,” Rathe said. “Generally speaking.”
 
   “Just so. But if someone were to find a body, and one full of silver—you can’t blame a woman for not wanting to see all that coin buried.”
 
   “Tell me what happened,” Rathe said. “Straight.”
 
   Mikael sighed. “As I understand it, some of my colleagues were coming back from a job, and one of them thought the middens behind the tanners had been disturbed. They decided to take a look, see what had been buried there, and they found Beier’s body.”
 
   More likely they’d been looking for a place to hide a body of their own, Rathe thought, but nodded. “And so they collected it?”
 
   Mikael nodded. “Meaning to extract the silver from it. Which they did, as much as they could manage, and dumped it on Customs’ Point, or so I’m told.”
 
   “And moved it once or twice in the process.” Rathe watched the big man narrowly, but as far as he could tell, the knife was telling the truth.
 
   Mikael nodded again. “There was apparently some question about how the proceeds were to be divided,” he said, “and who had rights to what. Not to mention the question of what they owed the Court.”
 
   “Right.” It was an ugly story, but hardly surprising; Rathe could have guessed most of it without Mikael’s help. “Why tell me?”
 
   “There’s something bloody strange about that silver,” Mikael said. “It vanishes. Goes missing from locked boxes. I’ve seen it myself—”
 
   “Seen it happen?” Rathe sat up sharply.
 
   “You know about this, then.” Mikael scowled, and Rathe shook his head.
 
   “Not this, but—yeah, something similar has happened elsewhere. Did you actually see it go?”
 
   “No. I locked it in my strongbox overnight—and you know my locks are good ones—and in the morning it was gone.”
 
   “Damn it.” That was nothing new, and Rathe reached for his wine.
 
   “My lads were worried it was something to do with the body,” Mikael said. “But you’re saying it’s not?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Rathe said. He pushed his plate away, not able to finish the last spoonfuls. “If they’re worried about it, they should talk to a necromancer. All I can say is we’ve seen other thefts like this.”
 
   Mikael shook his head, his broad face unwontedly sober. “A bad business, Rathe. If someone’s figured out how to take coin from locked strongboxes—well, nothing’s safe, is it?”
 
   There was considerable irony in the best of Astreiant’s knives worrying about theft, but Rathe closed his mouth over any clever answer. “No. It’s not. So if you hear anything—”
 
   “I’ll let you know,” Mikael said. “And if you find the cure…”
 
   “I’ll pass it on,” Rathe answered.
 
    
 
   The race stewards were still supervising repairs to two of the tracks as Eslingen made his way through the New Fair, but the word was that the day’s races would take place regardless. It would take longer to run them, with only two tracks available, but Solveert was determined not to lose a day. The weather continued to be unexpectedly good, and the consensus seemed to be that it was better not to waste it. Certainly the bettors were out in force, consulting horoscopes and making plots of which dogs were being switched to which tracks. What was missing, though, was the book-writers, and Eslingen frowned. Dame Calaon had promised her daughter would have the list of dates at the Fair today, but at the moment she was nowhere to be seen.
 
   He wound his way through the fairgrounds twice, west to east and then back along the main axis, but saw only a handful of women sitting in their stalls at the eastern end of the ground. They were all professionals, women who wrote book on cargos and caravans as well as the dog races, and all of them had their licenses conspicuously displayed. Eslingen frowned at that, and nudged a man he knew had dogs running with DeVoss.
 
   “The points are cracking down?”
 
   The dog-owner—Nacoste, his name was—rolled his eyes. “That acting chief, Voillemin, he’s had his people sweeping the fairgrounds since yesterday demanding to see every license and patent he can think of. Respect for the law, he says.”
 
   “Respect for his fees, more likely,” the woman next to him sniffed, and Nacoste grunted agreement.
 
   “And when what’s really needed is help with the repairs—no, I’m not in charity with the man.”
 
   “No one is,” the woman said.
 
   “I have business with a writer, but I don’t see her here today,” Eslingen said. “Any idea where she might have gone?”
 
   “A bunch of them relocated to the Basket of Grapes, over by the river,” the woman said, “but Voillemin’s probably found them by now.”
 
   Nacoste nodded morosely. “Waste of time and money.”
 
   Eslingen left them grumbling, and traced his way through the maze of riverside streets only to find the Basket of Grapes closed up, its front door barred and the windows shuttered. He stared at it for a minute, startled, and the woman sweeping the street in front of her smaller shop next door leaned on her broom.
 
   “Don’t get on the wrong side of the points, master, that’s the lesson for you.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   The woman snorted. “The points chased half the book-writers out of the New Fair, so they came down here to think what to do—a couple of them were all for a complaint to the Regents, as if that would help—and the points followed them. What a bloody mess, women trying to get out the back, jumping out the windows, and if a few of the points went home with bloody noses, it serves them right.”
 
   “Did they call many points?”
 
   “Not this lot.” The woman smiled, not pleasantly. “All the writers got away, so they arrested the house, from Sareij Versluys who owns it down to the boy who minds the fire. Cooks and waiters and all. Bloody fools, the lot of them.”
 
   “Lovely.” Rathe would be furious, Eslingen thought, and rightly so. “I was supposed to meet one of the writers, but I suppose that will have to wait.”
 
   “You might try over the border in Point of Graves,” the woman answered. “Seems as though most of them were headed that way.”
 
   Anything to get out of Fairs’ Point, Eslingen thought, and nodded. “Thanks, dame.”
 
   In the end, he tracked Calaon’s daughter to her mother’s shop in Manufactory Point, and listened to Calaon’s indignation over a glass of beer. She had the list for him as well, and he tucked it into his sleeve. “I’ll certainly have a word with Rathe when I see him,” he said, for the third time. “I doubt anyone outside Fairs likes this proceeding.”
 
   “Mairet’s got a bruise on her ribs the size of a plate,” Calaon said. “She can hardly breathe for it. And she says she’s a lucky one.”
 
   “I know,” Eslingen said. “I heard there was some talk of going to the Regents. Do you think that would help?”
 
   Calaon sighed. “I don’t know. I didn’t think so, but—we have to do something.”
 
   “Couldn’t hurt,” Eslingen said, though he was afraid he was being overly optimistic, and headed for the University to give the list to b’Estorr.
 
   Of course the necromancer wasn’t in his lodgings, or at classes, but the doorkeeper unbent enough to say that he thought b’Estorr had gone to the deadhouse, and might still be there. Eslingen thanked him, not entirely happily, but turned toward the University’s bounds. He had no particular desire to revisit the deadhouse, but he had an itching feeling that he shouldn’t delay.
 
   To his surprise, the apprentice who answered the deadhouse door brought him straight back to a narrow workroom, much like the examining rooms except that there was no table for a dead body. Instead, there were twin stone-topped tables, an alchemist’s stove in one corner, and a pair of cabinets crammed with experimental vessels and less identifiable tools. Fanier sat astride a wooden bench, glasses down on his nose for once as he probed what looked like the mechanism of a lock, while b’Estorr and Rathe stared morosely at the pair of silver coins lying on the nearer table.
 
   “Philip!” Rathe sounded glad of his presence, and Eslingen couldn’t help a grin. “Did you get the list?”
 
   “Finally.” Eslingen handed it across, and Rathe unfolded it, using a pair of bankers’ weights to pin the corners. “It’s been a bit of a morning.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Voillemin’s gone after the book-writers,” Eslingen answered. He gave a succinct explanation of his morning’s search, and Rathe swore.
 
   “That’s all we need. Bloody waste of time—”
 
   “‘Respect for the law,’” Eslingen quoted, and received the look that deserved.
 
   “The law doesn’t need help, at least not from him. Was anyone hurt?”
 
   “Bruises and bloody noses, from what I heard. And Voillemin’s people got the worst of it.”
 
   “Better than it could be, I suppose.” Rathe looked at b’Estorr. “Anything?”
 
   The necromancer shook his head. “Nothing that leaps out at me, anyway. I’ll make a closer comparison later. But for now—I’d really like to know what happened here.”
 
   “Not to mention how,” Fanier said, not looking up from his work.
 
   Eslingen looked at Rathe. “Trouble?”
 
   “Of a sort.” Rathe sighed. “Our silver’s gone missing, too.”
 
   “But not all of it,” Fanier interjected, looking up from the lock. He set his glasses on his head. “And I’ll tell you this for free, there was no tampering with lock or box. We put a few extra protections on them both, since we keep so many dead women’s goods, and none of them were touched. I’m Dis himself if I can tell you how it was done.”
 
   “Or why,” b’Estorr said. “I don’t see anything either, Nico. I’m sorry.”
 
   Rathe turned the coins over, the metal ringing softly on the stone top. “These—I think these are the coins we took out of the wall.”
 
   Eslingen came to join him, frowning at the pieces of silver. Rathe had said that the piece taken from Poirel’s chest had been a cut pillar, and there was nothing like that here; these were two seillings, worn and ordinary and he shrugged. “I can’t swear they’re the exact ones, but—they certainly look the same.”
 
   “That’s interesting,” b’Estorr said. Fanier put aside the pieces of the lock and came to prod at the coins.
 
   “Very.”
 
   “I’m not sure I quite see how,” Eslingen said, and surprised a smile from b’Estorr.
 
   “You remember I said it took a great deal of energy to manipulate silver?”
 
   Eslingen nodded.
 
   “I did manage a quick word with Maseigne Vair, and one thing she told me about trying to work silver magistically is that not only does it take a lot of energy to get it to react, the silver then tends to cling to that energy, and release it unpredictably.”
 
   “So you’re thinking that the coins are disappearing because they still have energy attached?” Rathe asked. “What was the original intention, then, I wonder?”
 
   “Not exactly,” b’Estorr said. “I think it’s more as if—I think there may be more than one thing happening here? There’s the original act, the one that puts all the energy into the silver, and then anything magistical around it sets off the residue.”
 
   Fanier was shaking his head. “That can’t be all of it, there’s been enough magistry in use here since the coins were found.”
 
   “All right, what if the original operation was incomplete, and the silver is trying to complete it?” b’Estorr shook his head in turn. “No, because all the evidence suggests that these deaths were intended—”
 
   “Couldn’t they have been an accident?” Eslingen asked. “Something gone horribly wrong?”
 
   “You must have tested for intent,” Rathe said, in almost the same moment, and Fanier looked at him over the top of his glasses.
 
   “You know as well as I do that intent’s a particularly tricksy thing to diagnose. Especially when the body’s been let lie a while.”
 
   “For what it’s worth, I think the intent was to kill them,” b’Estorr said. “Beier and Poirel. But I can’t prove it either.”
 
   “Philip said you thought there was magistry done at Mama Moon’s,” Rathe said thoughtfully. “And there’s been magistry done with this silver, at least enough to kill two men, which you say would leave a residue of power in the silver. The original working couldn’t call them back, could it?”
 
   “Ah.” Fanier cocked his head to one side, and b’Estorr gave a slow nod.
 
   “That makes some sense, actually. Whatever was done, it isn’t finished until the coins have spent their last energies, and without further intent, the coins would tend to repeat their last action.”
 
   “Except they haven’t killed anybody yet,” Eslingen said.
 
   “Well, no.” b’Estorr tapped his fingers lightly on the nearest coin.
 
   “But they could be returning to the site of the death,” Fanier said. “Or be trying to, anyway. It seems likely both men were killed in Fairs’ Point, why not in that alley?”
 
   “Why not, indeed?” Rathe said. “I don’t know where Beier lodged, but it’s easy enough to find out, and, anyway, he’s bound to be have been a regular at Mama’s, all the dog fanciers are. Philip, do you know where Poirel lodged in race season?”
 
   “Most of the boxholders sleep in the kennel,” Eslingen answered. “But I can find out.”
 
   “Thanks.” Rathe looked at the others, alchemist and necromancer. “Is there any way you can test this? Give me proof enough to call a point?”
 
   b’Estorr shook his head doubtfully. “I just don’t know—”
 
   “It’ll take time,” Fanier said. “Maybe more time than you have, but I can build up the proof, I think. And the first thing we need to do is try that with the silver.”
 
   “Try what?” Rathe asked.
 
   “See how much energy it takes up, and how much is released when we complete the working. Istre and I were talking about that before you got here.”
 
   “It would be useful to know if Vair’s right,” b’Estorr said.
 
   Rathe nodded. “Might as well. When can you do it?”
 
   “Now, if you’d like,” Fanier said. He squinted up at the clock set high on the wall behind what looked like an iron cage—a sign, Eslingen thought, that experiments sometimes get out of hand. “It’s the end of our watch, most of the apprentices and journeymen should be available now.”
 
   “Why not?” Rathe said, and looked at Eslingen. “You can stay, right?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Eslingen answered, and resolved to square it with the Masters later.
 
   It took the better part of half an hour to collect the required materials and then to collect nearly two dozen extra bodies, mostly apprentices and journeymen, but a couple of full alchemists as well. Eslingen wedged himself into a corner, perched half on the edge of a tall chest, Rathe pressed tight against him. It was an awkward position, and Eslingen shifted, hoping if he couldn’t achieve comfort he could at least keep from embarrassing himself. Rathe gave him a sympathetic glance, then winced as a hefty young man stepped hard on his foot.
 
   “Sorry, adjunct point,” the journeyman said, and Rathe sighed.
 
   “It’s all right.”
 
   “So what are they doing?” Eslingen asked. It was hard to see, over the wall of bodies, but he thought b’Estorr and Fanier had set up a sort of wire frame on a thick slab of black stone, and had put a copper demming inside it.
 
   “Experimenting?” Rathe said, with a wry grin, and Eslingen would have swatted him had there been room.
 
   “And why the demming?”
 
   The journeyman looked over his shoulder. “That’s to test the process. If it will work with copper, the form is good.”
 
   “All right,” Fanier called from the front of the room, and there was instant silence. He raised his hands, making a series of complex gestures, and a light blossomed at the top of the frame. It spread to the corners, then snapped like lightning onto the coin below. The demming shriveled, glowed, and flowered into a brilliant filigree. There was a murmur of approval from the watching journeymen, and one of the younger apprentices gave a squeak of pure delight, then clapped her hands over her mouth. Fanier removed it, careful not to disturb the frame, and replaced it with a sliver of silver cut from a larger coin.
 
   “So the procedure works,” Eslingen said.
 
   The journeyman nodded. “It’s brought the copper back to its original, purest form—”
 
   “All right,” Fanier called again, and the journeyman snapped abruptly to attention. Disrespectful of normal authority the alchemists might be, Eslingen thought, but they obeyed their own like soldiers. “Let’s haveIo Anders.”
 
   Eslingen looked at Rathe, who gave a tiny shrug, but the words seemed to mean something to the assembled alchemists. There was a moment of shuffling and coughing, and then Fanier lifted his hand. “On three. One, two, three.”
 
   The crowd of apprentices and journeymen began to chant, ragged at first, then louder and steadier as they caught the rhythm. “Io io anders, Demis polla mander.”
 
   The words were nonsense, no language Eslingen recognized, but the hair rose on his arms. Rathe drew breath once, sharply, but said nothing. There was energy there, all right, unfocussed still, but present, the energy of marching in step or cheering a play, and he could feel it building, filling the stone-walled space like water rising. b’Estorr nodded once, sharply, and Fanier raised his hands again. He gestured, and the light flashed along the frame, struck at the piece of silver. Nothing happened, and Fanier gestured again, and yet again, the miniature lighting striking in time with the chant, and then the silver slumped and shifted. The chant faltered, and Fanier lifted his hands, signaling a halt.
 
   The crowd stopped, ragged and off the beat, and the journeyman swayed abruptly. Rathe caught his shoulder to steady him, and the younger man gave him an apologetic glance.
 
   “Sorry, Adjunct Point.”
 
   “Nicely done,” Fanier said. He began to dismantle the frame. “Very nicely done, all of you. Now, go get something to eat—tell the buttery to make a general hand-out, on my direct orders. I want everyone to have at least a slice of bread and butter, is that clear? And a proper meal would be better.”
 
   “I’ll see to it,” one of the other alchemists said, and Fanier nodded.
 
   “Thanks, Jannie.”
 
   Eslingen waited while they all filed out, then followed Rathe down to the table, where Fanier and b’Estorr were staring at the crumpled mass of silver. Compared to the filigree of copper, it was distinctly unimpressive, and he looked from it to b’Estorr.
 
   “Was this what it was supposed to do?”
 
   “Not exactly,” Fanier said. “I was aiming to turn it back to its elemental form, same as the copper, but—not enough energy, I think.”
 
   b’Estorr nodded. “I agree.”
 
   Rathe picked up the lump, examined it, and handed it to Eslingen, who took it gingerly. It was mostly smooth, a rounded lump like a tiny hill, with a few crude strands that might have been the beginnings of filigree at one edge.
 
   “It was supposed to look like the copper?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah.” Fanier held out his hand, and Eslingen returned it. “Didn’t exactly work, though.”
 
   “Definitely not enough energy,” b’Estorr said, taking it from him. “But—” 
He set the piece of metal back on the table and sketched a sign over it. The bright silver blackened instantly, as tarnished as if it had lain in the air for a year, and Fanier’s thick eyebrows rose.
 
   “Well, that’s interesting.”
 
   “Isn’t it?”
 
   “I’m not following,” Rathe said, with a wry grin. “Could you be a bit more specific here?”
 
   “Sorry,” b’Estorr said. “What I did was supposed to add a light patina, a bit of age, but instead—well, you see. There was energy held in the metal that reacted disproportionately to what I did.”
 
   “And you think that’s what’s happening with the missing silver?” Rathe asked.
 
   “Maybe? I don’t know that I’d go that far.” b’Estorr gave the silver a dissatisfied glare.
 
   “We’ve settled two things,” Fanier said. “First, we’ve shown just how much energy it takes to work silver—that chant’s what we use for re-setting the preservatories on the workrooms, and we do that once a quarter. It’s a lot of energy, and you saw where it got us.”
 
   “Not very far,” Rathe said, nodding.
 
   “And we’ve shown that the silver holds the energy.” Fanier took the lump of silver and set it in a crucible, then placed the crucible on the waiting stove. “Mind yourselves, now.” He covered the crucible and worked the bellows.
 
   b’Estorr took a step back. “I’m not sure that’s—”
 
   There was a crack like a firelock going off, and the crucible wobbled on the hob. Fanier seized a pair of tongs and snatched it away. “Maybe not, but at least that’s defused it.”
 
   “You hope.”
 
   “Believe me, it’s going in an earthen box for a few weeks before I meddle with it again,” Fanier said.
 
   “That was the excess energy?” Eslingen asked, and the alchemist nodded.
 
   “Most of it, anyway.”
 
   “So what this means,” Rathe said, slowly. “What this means is that whatever is being done has left the silver wildly unstable.”
 
   “Yes,” Fanier said, and b’Estorr shook his head.
 
   “But that’s not the interesting point, Nico. I don’t see how anyone could be raising that kind of energy, not without being noticed. You saw how many people it took to do the little we did.”
 
   “So how many people are you talking about?” Rathe asked.
 
   “Hundreds,” b’Estorr said, then shook his head again. “Well, at least a hundred, I’d think, but probably more. I can do some calculations, get something more exact for you, but—a huge crowd.”
 
   “Surely someone would have noticed,” Eslingen said, startled.
 
   “You’d think,” Rathe agreed. “Is there any other way to do it? Without a crowd?”
 
   “I don’t know,” b’Estorr said. “I’ll look into that as well.”
 
   “Thanks.” Rathe clapped Eslingen on the shoulder. “Come on, I’m starving myself, even if I didn’t do any of the work.”
 
   “Oh, I’m not surprised,” Fanier said. “A chant like that, it’ll pull from bystanders once it gets going. You’ll be tired tonight, I daresay.”
 
   “Let’s hope it’s a quiet night, then,” Eslingen said, and followed Rathe from the workroom. He was hungry, too, as though he’d been working in the salle, or spent a day at the races, and he shook his head at the power involved. Though if you had thirty women, and drew the rest from bystanders? No, presumably they’d have to hear the chanting, and someone, surely, would not only have noticed but mentioned it to one of her friends, and the gossip would have been all over the city. Surely. He made himself put the problem aside, focusing on the immediate question of a cheap meal and a hasty trip to the salle to catch his last few lessons. Perhaps not thinking about it for a bit would help it all make more sense.
 
    
 
   Rathe made his way back to Point of Dreams still puzzling over the experiment’s results. There had to be a connection to the races, but at the moment he couldn’t see what it might be. His worktable was piled with circulars: more unlicensed book-writers and astrologers, plus the usual run of illegal printers. He skimmed through the pile, then hauled himself to his feet again.
 
   “Chief?”
 
   Trijn was still at her worktable where she’d been when he left, though the piles had changed shape and there were dishes stacked to one side, the remains of a meal from someone’s tavern. “If you’re looking for me to let you loose on Fairs’ Point’s business, the answer is no.”
 
   Rathe shook his head. “Just wanted to know what you thought was the priority in the mess you left me.”
 
   Trijn gave an unwilling smile. “Our business is the printers. Mathiee Gasquine was here this morning complaining that someone’s pirated a copy of their latest play, and she wants that stopped.”
 
   “Demars, for a demming,” Rathe said, and the chief point nodded.
 
   “I don’t doubt it. See what you can do.” She paused. “Any progress on this other mess? Voillemin’s useless.”
 
   “Nothing solid,” Rathe answered. “Useful hints, maybe, but nothing to call a point on.”
 
   “If you get something that’ll bear a point, I’ll back you,” Trijn said.
 
   That was not entirely unexpected, but Rathe felt a weight ease from his mind. He would need Trijn’s support to bring this to the Surintendant of Points, because with Claes out of commission, no one of lesser stature would listen to him. “Thanks, Chief,” he said, and headed out in pursuit of illegal play scripts.
 
   As he’d expected, the other printers were quick to deny involvement, and to point their fingers at Anfelis Demars. When he tracked her to her latest lodgings, on a narrow alley behind the Bells, she didn’t bother to deny it, just shook her head as she slowly jogged her fussing baby from one side to the next.
 
   “Call the point, Rathe, I can’t pay the fines.”
 
   She was looking worn, Rathe thought, and glanced around the narrow room. It seemed empty, for all that it was small, and he frowned. “Where’s your man? What’s his name, Kaas?”
 
   “Hired on a caravan.”
 
   “It’s early for that,” Rathe said. Only the most daring merchants-venturer left Astreiant before they could confirm that the Maar was fordable and the snows had left the land-bridge that led to the Silklands, but if they beat the odds, the profits were correspondingly high.
 
   Demars shrugged one shoulder, still bouncing the baby. “The pay was good. And he was offered a share in the profits. It seemed worth the chance. Of course, that was before the damned Regents brought in the new rule.”
 
   Rathe frowned again, then put the pieces together. Demars never wrote a betting book herself, but her sister Ramanie did, and if they’d been counting on that money to keep them until Demars’s man could send money home—it was no wonder she’d moved out of her nicer rooms above the printshop and sold off half her furniture. “Ramanie having trouble this year, then?”
 
   “She can’t afford the bond,” Demars said. “And she didn’t want to work without it. No more can I, and then the baby was sick, and—like I said, you might as well call the point, because I can’t afford a fine.”
 
   “I have to write you up,” Rathe said, after a moment. “It’s up to Gasquine to press the matter.”
 
   Demars’s mouth tightened. “Be damned if I’ll beg—”
 
   “You stole her play,” Rathe pointed out. “It’s up to you, of course, but you did make her look foolish.”
 
   The baby was quiet now, and Demars set her gently into the cradle, set it rocking as the baby gave a sleepy mutter. It was the nicest piece of furniture in the room, the canopy above the baby’s head carved with a tiny hare drowsing beneath a rose: born in the first week of Lepidas, then, when sun was in those signs. “I’ve not made so many copies that I couldn’t burn them,” Demars said grudgingly. “If she decided not to press.”
 
   “I’ll carry that word,” Rathe said. “In the meantime—you’re on notice to appear at the Seideian court, unless you’re relieved of the obligation before then.”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   Rathe paused in the doorway, wanting to give her advice—don’t steal plays, don’t print outside the law, at least not this season—but none of it would solve her real problem, which was that her man was too brave, and her sister a coward. That was nothing she could hear, not from him. “I’ll talk to Trijn,” he said, and started back to Point of Dreams.
 
   To his relief, Falasca agreed to be the go-between with Gasquine, though he suspected it was more in aid of a long-standing flirtation with one of the actors than from any desire to help him. He stuck his head in Trijn’s workroom to let her know what he’d done, and she looked up from yet another circular.
 
   “Rathe. Come in and shut the door.”
 
   Rathe did as he was told, and Trijn leaned back in her chair, regarding him with eyes narrowed behind a veil of smoke from her pipe. “What’s all this about the Quentiers targeting the races?”
 
   “Astree’s—he’s not put that in writing, has he?”
 
   Trijn shoved the circular toward him, and Rathe relaxed as he read the details. Voillemin was complaining about the unusual number of pickpockets and stall thieves, and pointed out that there were known nests of pickpockets in various parts of the city, but he hadn’t named the Quentiers at all, or accused Besetje of being their accomplice.
 
   “Sorry, chief,” he said, and handed the circular back. “He’s said some things about Besetje—the Quentier cousin I stood patron to—that could cause her some serious harm. I’m relieved it’s not in the official writing.”
 
   “Slander,” Trijn suggested, wearily.
 
   “She’s an assistant dog trainer who happens to be a Quentier,” Rathe answered. “Even if she had the money, she certainly doesn’t have the standing.”
 
   He paused, knowing he wasn’t saying anything Trijn didn’t already know, and she nodded. “Oh, I know. But a woman can hope. Anyway, that wasn’t what I wanted to tell you. You said there was something odd going on with Mama’s Moon’s, right?”
 
   “A bit, yes.” Rathe hoped she wasn’t going to ask him to explain.
 
   “Apparently that’s where Beier was living before he went missing. He had the rooms on the top floor, and the use of the roof for his observations.”
 
   “Was it, now?” Rathe echoed. Something Beier did—something he did wrong? Something that went wrong, or was it something someone deliberately did to him? “Chief, I need to have someone look at those rooms. Can you arrange it for me?”
 
   “Eslingen?”
 
   “b’Estorr, primarily, but, yes, I’d like to send Philip with him.”
 
   Trijn stared at him for a long moment. “Do I want to know what you’re looking for?”
 
   “I think Beier may have been killed there,” Rathe said.
 
   Trijn swore under her breath. “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   “Thank you, chief,” Rathe said, and let himself out of the workroom.
 
   It was almost dark by the time he made it home, but the lamp was lit and Eslingen had Wicked’s ordinary keeping warm on the back of the stove. He looked tired for once, and out of sorts, and Rathe frowned.
 
   “Everything all right?”
 
   “Oh, fine.” Eslingen didn’t look up from his beer. “Duca told me not to come back until I was ready to put my mind on teaching. Which is a relief in some ways, but—I won’t have coin coming in.”
 
   “That’s easily enough mended,” Rathe said, with some relief of his own. “We can live on my pay for a bit, no worries.”
 
   “I’m not worried, exactly.” Eslingen was still staring at the table. “I’m—not sure I’m suited to teaching, not for the long term.” He did look up then, blue eyes very dark in the dim light. “I spoke to Coindarel after the riots. You can’t say his men weren’t useful.”
 
   “No, I don’t,” Rathe said, warily.
 
   “If the Queen approves the new Guard, he wants me,” Eslingen said. “It would mean a lieutenant’s commission for certain, though it’s probably too late for a captaincy.” He paused. “If you hate it, I’ll say no. And it still may come to nothing.”
 
   “We don’t need another rival,” Rathe said. “It’s hard enough to get certain people to take us seriously, the last thing we need is a troop of young sprigs of the aristocracy parading through the city pretending to catch thieves and generally causing more trouble than they prevent.”
 
   “Is that what you think would happen?” Eslingen’s voice was cool.
 
   “Can you tell me it wouldn’t?” Rathe held on to his temper with an effort.
 
   “Can you tell me that it would?”
 
   “I’ve seen the sort they bring in,” Rathe said, and in spite of his best effort, he could hear the bitterness in his voice. “Boys who don’t know the law, who don’t know that it applies to them—”
 
   “Coindarel’s recruiting me,” Eslingen said. “Am I like that?”
 
   “No,” Rathe said. “But you’re one man.”
 
   “I’d be the captain. Lieutenant, at worst. I’d set the rules—set the tone.”
 
   Rathe took a deep breath. “Why do you want this so badly?” It was the wrong question, he knew it as soon as he asked it, and waved his hand, trying to erase the words. “No, sorry—”
 
   “I don’t want to be a fencing master the rest of my life,” Eslingen said. “I thought this would be a way I could stay in the city, do something useful. You’ve been glad of my help more than once—”
 
   “But not as member of a rival force,” Rathe said. “To put it bluntly, you’re more use to me as you are.”
 
   “But I can’t stay this way.” Eslingen’s voice was bleak. “Duca won’t put up with it forever, and more to the point, I won’t be a useful novelty for much longer. And you can’t afford to keep me—”
 
   He broke off, but Rathe could finish the thought:even if I was willing to be kept. He couldn’t blame him, would feel the same way himself if their positions were reversed, but it hurt more than was reasonable. He took a deep breath. “Splitting our authority will just hurt everyone. It’s bad enough with the pontoises, and they’ve been in the city forever.” Longer than we have, even. He could see the words trembling on Eslingen’s lips, and said it for him. “And, yes, we usurped their authority, so we know better than most how it happens. But we’ve been good for the city.”
 
   “I know,” Eslingen said. “I do know that, and the last thing I want is to diminish the points. And, yes, I do see how it could happen. But it wouldn’t be by my doing.”
 
   Rathe nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I know.”
 
   They stared at each other across the length of the table, the bones of Eslingen’s face more heavily outlined than usual by the light of the single lamp. It was what he would look like when he was old, Rathe thought, the fine fair skin fallen in on handsome bone. He wondered what the Leaguer saw in him.
 
   “Well, there’s still time,” Eslingen said at last, a peace offering.
 
   “Yeah.” Rathe nodded. But not so much that they wouldn’t have to decide, and soon. He put the thought aside, determined to match Eslingen’s generosity, and poured another drink for each of them.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Eslingen woke as the clock was striking nine, unsurprised to find that Rathe was not only up before him, but gone. He had left the teapot swaddled in its cozy and a note pinned beneath it:If you’re still willing to help, I’m going to try to arrange for you and Istre to see Beier’s rooms. Come by the station—I’ll stand you lunch.
 
   Eslingen stared at it for a moment, then twisted it into a spill and set it in the cup with a dozen other twisted bits of paper suitable for lighting lamps or starting fires. He’d do it, of course—the job needed doing, needed to be finished—but he still felt oddly unsettled by the previous night’s conversation. He thought this was an apology, at least of sorts, but an uneasy part of him wondered if he was making a mistake, if Rathe found him most useful as a stranger, without employ, and if that was why he was so opposed to City Guard.
 
   Spelled out, though, the thought looked foolish: for one thing, Rathe had been clear from the start on what it was he didn’t like about the Guard, and Eslingen had learned enough about the city’s politics even in the short time he’d been here to believe Rathe was speaking the exact truth about the problems it was likely to cause the points. And for another—Rathe wasn’t the sort to speak of lemanry, not casually, not without meaning it. They hadn’t known each other quite a year, but he was sure of that much. Rathe was the sort who didn’t give easily, who’d rather sleep alone than kiss and part, but once his trust was given, it was a whole-hearted gift. He himself was a lighter sort by nature, and it was important sometimes to remember that not everything could be passed off with a jest. They would find their way to some solution, and in the meantime—he enjoyed the work at hand.
 
   He dressed quickly but with care, and stopped at the barber before he made his way to Point of Dreams, well aware that he was looking his best. Rathe was for once in the main room, arbitrating a dispute between a pair of shopkeepers. Eslingen leaned against the wall to wait for its resolution, quietly pleased by the single appreciative glance the other had sent his way. At last the two women departed, still grumbling, and Rathe came to join him.
 
   “I’m glad you could come,” he said. “I’m still waiting to hear from Trijn, but if she can pull it off, Istre’s said he’ll do it.”
 
   “Not like I had anything better to do,” Eslingen said automatically, then wished he’d been more serious. Rathe grinned back, though, and Eslingen went on, “What exactly is it you want us to do, anyway?”
 
   “Turns out Beier lodged there, and he used the roof for his observations, so I’m wondering what else happened there.”
 
   “You think that’s where he was killed,” Eslingen said, and Rathe nodded.
 
   “That would explain why the silver’s trying to return there—ah.” He broke off as b’Estorr appeared in the open door, looking around as though he was unsure what had brought him here. A girl in a patched skirt slipped past him and darted up the stairs. “Istre!”
 
   “There you are.” b’Estorr was looking less well-turned-out than usual, his coat imperfectly brushed and his shirt visibly darned at the cuffs. “I canceled my classes.”
 
   “You’re giving in early,” Rathe said.
 
   b’Estorr gave a thin smile. “Between the races and the ghost-tide, there wasn’t much point.”
 
   “True enough.” Rathe glanced at the stairs. “As I said in my note, I’m hoping I can get permission for you to look at Beier’s rooms—that has to be where he was killed, and I’m hoping maybe you can get some sense of how—”
 
   “Besides shot full of silver?” Eslingen said, in spite of himself.
 
   “I’d like to know how it was done,” Rathe answered, and Eslingen nodded. “And of course I’d like to know why, but I’ll settle for knowing what happened.”
 
   “Rathe!” The chief point made her way down the stairs, a thin, hard-faced woman in a well-made suit. “Voillemin’s agreed to let me send my people, though if he gets a look at Eslingen, he’ll know for sure who’s really behind it.”
 
   “I can stay behind,” Eslingen said, reluctantly, and was relieved when Rathe shook his head.
 
   “Surely Voillemin’s not handling this himself, Chief?”
 
   Trijn shook her head. “I doubt it. He said he’d have the junior on duty let you in.”
 
   “That should be all right,” Eslingen said, with more optimism than he felt was truly warranted. “By all accounts, they don’t much like him either.”
 
   Trijn grinned. “True. And if you’ll take a suggestion from me, you’ll be off now. Voillemin’s likely to be busiest in the mornings.”
 
   “Sorry about lunch,” Rathe said, and b’Estorr shook his head.
 
   “Oh, no, Nico, you don’t get off that easily. You can stand us a meal when we get back.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Rathe answered, with an easy smile.
 
   They reached Mama Moon’s just as the University clock struck noon, followed a heartbeat later by a ragged chorus of chimes from the surrounding neighborhood. The junior sitting on a stool at Beier’s door proved to be the youngest of Fairs’ Point’s apprentices, and she was happy to let them in.
 
   “And if you don’t mind, sirs, I’ll be off to find a meal while you’re here, seeing as we’re short-handed and I don’t know when I’ll get my relief.”
 
   “Go right ahead,” Eslingen said, with his best smile. “And take your time. I expect we’ll be a while, and in any case we won’t leave until you’re back.”
 
   “Thank you, sirs,” she said, with a bobbed curtsy, and disappeared down the stairs. b’Estorr studied the lock for a moment, then shrugged and turned the key.
 
   “A mage-lock?” Eslingen asked, following him in.
 
   “Not that I could see.”
 
   “So he wasn’t that worried?” Eslingen looked around the sparsely furnished room. Beier had had two rooms, a small bedroom and this larger parlor that took up almost half of the upper floor, and there was a ladder against one wall that led to a closed trapdoor: access to the roof where he did his observations. “I thought most astrologers used the University’s ephemerides.”
 
   “Some do,” b’Estorr answered. “I do myself. But if one has the space and the instruments, it’s always better to make one’s own observations.”
 
   An open cupboard beside the ladder held not the usual cups and plates but a selection of astrologer’s instruments of gleaming brass. Eslingen ran his finger cautiously over the nearest disk, discovered only a thin film of dust. They’d clearly been in regular use up until Beier’s death. “What do we do next?”
 
   b’Estorr ran his hand through his pale hair. “Let’s take a quick look at the roof to start—I’d like to see if he’s been doing magist’s work up there—and then look through the rooms?”
 
   Eslingen nodded, and together they climbed through the trap door. Someone, presumably Beier, had built a wooden platform between the inn’s front façade and the point at which the roof began to slope more steeply upward; from the ground, Eslingen thought, the façade would hide most of what was happening on the platform. And most people wouldn’t look up, not to the inn’s roof after dark, not if there were no lights showing to draw their attention. There were marks on platform, three white crosses painted on the boards, and he realized that their centers were holes big enough to receive his finger.
 
   “He’s had a telescope up here,” b’Estorr said, “but I didn’t see a tripod.”
 
   “I think there was at least one glass on his shelf,” Eslingen said. “It wasn’t very big, though.”
 
   b’Estorr stepped into the center of the triangle, tipping his head back to look at the sky. “I can’t really tell much in daylight, but it looks like a fairly ordinary set-up to me. There’s nothing here to block his view, and not much light to worry about except during the races. And even then, most people are abed before the best hours.”
 
   “There’s the Midsummer fair,” Eslingen said, “but I imagine the same is true.”
 
   b’Estorr nodded, still examining the platform. “He’s had a candle-lantern here—see, the wax has spilled—and presumably that’s ink from his notes.”
 
   Eslingen crouched to examine the dark-blue stain, almost the color of his dyed finger-tips. “Looks like he knocked over the inkwell. Do you think this is where he was killed?”
 
   b’Estorr tipped his head to one side, as though he was listening to invisible voices. “Not here,” he said, after a moment. “Though I think that stain happened at about the same time.”
 
   “Something startled him up here,” Eslingen said. “He—knocks over the ink? No, he goes to shutter the lantern, and knocks over the ink.”
 
   “Someone came to see him, maybe,” b’Estorr said. “If he was up here working, he wouldn’t want a visitor, especially if it was something secret. So he blows out the lantern, knocking over the ink, and goes downstairs to meet them?”
 
   “If that were me, I’d leave the telescope and the lantern,” Eslingen said. “But there’s no sign of them. Stolen, maybe? I’d assume there was a business in such instruments.”
 
   “Oh, yes,” b’Estorr said. “And in stealing them. Though it would be hard to get at them up here—I don’t see how you’d do it without going through Beier’s room.”
 
   Eslingen made his way along the edge of the platform, examining the façade and the roof slates. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s come over the edge. Maybe he brought it down himself? If he had a visitor he expected?”
 
   “That’s possible.” b’Estorr went to one knee, pulled a folding rule out of his pocket to measure the distance between the holes in the platform. He jotted the numbers in a set of tablets, then squinted up at the sky. “It’s not much use without the actual glass he used, the size of the lenses and the barrel, but I’d be interested in knowing what exactly he was trying to observe.”
 
   “Maybe it’s in his rooms,” Eslingen suggested, and they climbed back down the ladder.
 
   There was a small telescope on the shelves with the other instruments, but b’Estorr shook his head. “I just don’t think that one’s big enough to justify that tripod.”
 
   Eslingen quartered the room, the more disreputable skills he’d learned at war helping him find Beier’s hiding places. A loose slate beneath the stove had held something small and flat—notebook or tablets, Eslingen guessed—and a piece of paneling beside the bedroom door turned sideways to reveal a space deep enough to hold a purse or a small strongbox. It was empty, however, and he moved on into the bedroom.
 
   It was even more spare than the parlor, just a curtained bed with the curtains tied back to reveal a lumpy mattress and worn coverlet. The chest held a decent array of spare linen, while the clothespress held a made-over coat and a broad hat with a gray plume. There was a pair of silver shoe buckles, too, and a twist of ribbons, but no sign of a telescope. He considered for a moment, then pulled out the truckle bed. The tripod lay there, neatly cushioned in the mattress, but there was no sign of the glass itself. There was what looked like a fresh gouge in the wood, too, high on one of the legs, and he frowned.
 
   “b’Estorr!”
 
   The necromancer peered in the doorway. “Oh, that’s interesting. No glass?”
 
   Eslingen shook his head. “No, but—take a look at that.”
 
   b’Estorr frowned, then went down on his knees beside the low bed. “You’re thinking there was silver here.”
 
   “I was.”
 
   “It seems likely.” b’Estorr sat back on his heels, and made a gesture over the splintered wood. Sparks flared, and he looked up with a wry smile. “It seems you were right.”
 
   “So the odds are he was killed here,” Eslingen said. “Just as Nico thought.”
 
   “Time to make sure of that,” b’Estorr said. He pushed himself to his feet, and looked around the bedroom. “In the parlor, I think.”
 
   Eslingen followed him into the larger room. “What should I do?”
 
   “Stand over there by the stove and stay still,” b’Estorr answered, and Eslingen did as he was told, flattening himself against the paneled wall.
 
   b’Estorr reached into his pocket and came up with a piece of chalk. He sketched a series of symbols on the floorboards, then connected them with short sweeping arcs, so that he stood within a circle. He placed himself in its center, turning so that he faced north, his feet a shoulder’s-width apart, his hands open at his side. He closed his eyes, frowning slightly, and the air smelled suddenly of salt, as though they were on the coast itself. It was chill, too, a weird little breeze that wandered through the room, coiling around Eslingen’s knees, but there was no sign of even b’Estorr’s personal ghosts. And then the air lightened, and b’Estorr opened his eyes, his expression pensive.
 
   “Well, now,” he began, and there was a sudden crack from the boards at his feet. He stepped back, startled, and Eslingen swore. Between the boards, between the necromancer’s feet, a silver coin glinted as though it had just emerged from the wood.
 
   “That would seem indicative,” Eslingen said, after a moment, and b’Estorr nodded.
 
   “Beier was killed here, and by the silver that your boxholders and apprentices have been finding in the walls.” He stooped to collect the coin, then knelt to examine the gap more closely. “Hand me a straw.”
 
   Eslingen pulled one from the threadbare broom, and b’Estorr inserted it in the opening, wriggling the straw until his knuckles were pressed against the floor.
 
   “It tunneled up from the wall,” he said.
 
   That was a thought for nightmare: a horde of coin burrowing into brick and stones and wood, climbing inexorably back to the place where it had killed. Eslingen shook himself. “We’d best tell Nico,” he said, and b’Estorr nodded.
 
   “Although…” He looked toward the door. “The girl’s not back yet, is she?”
 
   Eslingen went to the door and peered out. “No sign of her.”
 
   “Then there’s one more thing,” b’Estorr said. “Stay where you are.”
 
   Eslingen closed the door and put his back against it while b’Estorr sketched another set of symbols on the dusty floor. He centered himself and murmured a word that Eslingen couldn’t quite hear. He smelled salt air again, and then there was a faint, sweet sound, like the ghost of a silver bell. It hung in the air, a vibration almost solid enough to touch: the sound of silver, Eslingen thought, the music that called it from the stone. B’Estorr gestured again, and smell and sound both vanished, leaving only an emptiness like an echo. Eslingen let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.
 
   “Well,” b’Estorr said, and scraped his foot across the floor, erasing the chalked signs. “That’s fairly conclusive.”
 
   “If you say so,” Eslingen said.
 
   “Sorry.” b’Estorr finished wiping away the marks, and straightened with a satisfied smile. “That confirms that silver was moved here—that was the echo of the actual working you heard, and that gives me an idea of how it was structured.”
 
   “Was it an accident, then?” Eslingen asked. “Beier, I mean. Was he fiddling with something, and got it wrong, or did somebody—I don’t know, aim the silver at him somehow?”
 
   “I think it was murder,” b’Estorr answered. “You heard how clean it sounded, that’s not usual if there’s been a mistake. I don’t know if I can prove it, though.”
 
   Eslingen nodded, not liking the picture that conjured for him. Beier, standing alone in his open parlor—or, worse and more likely, standing there with a friend, someone he’d trusted enough to interrupt his observations for her. And then the air suddenly filled with silver coins, scything through the room to strike the man as dead as musket fire.
 
   “I need to talk to Fanier,” b’Estorr said. “I have an idea—tell Nico he can buy me a meal later, but I want to see what comes of this first.”
 
   “Go,” Eslingen said. “I’ll wait for the girl, and then tell Nico.”
 
    
 
   It was increasingly hard to concentrate on the latest complaint about unlicensed astrologers. Rathe turned back to the front of the circular for the third time, but his mind was on Fairs’ Point. Eslingen and b’Estorr had to have finished by now, surely—but then the Bells’ clock struck two, and he swore under his breath at his own impatience. A shadow crossed his door, and he looked up with relief as Trijn paused in the doorway.
 
   “Chief?”
 
   “A word with you, Rathe,” Trijn said, and swept past. Rathe disentangled himself from the nest of papers, and followed her into her workroom.
 
   “I’ve been with the Surintendant,” she said without preamble, and Rathe blinked. “An unofficial gathering to pass on some unwelcome news.”
 
   Rathe winced. “The City Guard.”
 
   Trijn nodded. “The Queen has stated that it will move forward under Coindarel’s sponsorship.”
 
   “The Sur must be beside himself,” Rathe said.
 
   “He’s exactly as happy as you’d expect,” Trijn answered. She reached for her pipe and began to fill it. “To be fair, it’s not as bad as it could be, at least not on paper. Coindarel’s men are intended to be subordinate to Fourie, and both the Queen and Astreiant have sworn they’ll back the Sur in this.”
 
   “What rank’s the commander?” Rathe asked.
 
   “A Colonel. I don’t yet know who it’s to be—Fourie may know, but he’s not saying.” Trijn got her pipe lit and took a deep breath of the smoke. “There’s a rumor that the Prince-Marshal wants your black dog as one of his captains.”
 
   Rathe winced again. “He’s made that offer, yes. Philip—” He stopped, not at all sure where he wanted to go with that. Eslingen wanted the position, and he couldn’t bring himself to lie to Trijn about it.
 
   “I hope he takes it,” Trijn said. “And if you had any sense, you’d wish the same.”
 
   Rathe blinked at that, and Trijn went on, heedless of his reaction.
 
   “The Guard is a fact. It’s going to happen. All we can hope is to get it on our side. Eslingen’s a sensible man, and he understands the business—if he’d been born here, I’d have begged his mother to apprentice him to me.”
 
   “He’s—” Rathe closed his mouth over what he had almost said: a man kept his leman’s secrets.
 
   “He’s good,” Trijn said. “I’d rather have him captain of a troop than what we’re likely to get in his place.”
 
   “He is good,” Rathe said, feeling himself on more certain ground there. “And I think he wants to do it.”
 
   “For the Pillars’ sake, don’t you talk him out of it,” Trijn exclaimed. “If nothing else, Rathe, he’s less at risk holding that commission than he is doing you favors.”
 
   That was true, and Rathe nodded. Trijn eyed him thoughtfully through the cloud of smoke, and reached for her own stack of circulars. “Now. Any luck on these Dis-damned astrologers?”
 
   “I’ve sent Sohier to make the usual inquiries,” Rathe said.
 
   Trijn snorted. “And got the usual results, I don’t wonder. And Solveert is breathing down our necks. You’d think he got a bounty for every astrologer we found without a badge.”
 
   “I’ll do the best I can, Chief,” Rathe said, and let himself out of her workroom.
 
   To his relief, Eslingen returned within the hour, without b’Estorr, but with an interesting account of the day’s investigation. It was enough to distract Rathe from Trijn’s news, and by the time he had sent to the nearest tavern for a quick meal, and then treated Eslingen to a better dinner at Wicked’s before they returned to their rooms, he couldn’t think of a way to mention it that wouldn’t provoke a quarrel over his not having spoken sooner. Instead, they made love in the big bed, the night air shiveringly cool on their bare skin, and afterward Rathe lay sprawled, listening to Eslingen’s breathing as it slowed toward sleep. The winter-sun had just set, but the waxing moon was still up, and the light falling through the opened shutters and bedcurtains showed Eslingen’s hair black and tangled against the sheets. Rathe brushed some errant strands out of his own face, more wakeful now than he had expected to be.
 
   He was, if he would admit it, a little jealous of b’Estorr, and he couldn’t help a wry smile at the irony. Now that Eslingen seemed over his concerns, it would be wrong for him to sulk. But he would much rather have spent his day in Fairs’ Point, seeing Beier’s room for himself. At least he could rely on Eslingen’s perceptions, and his ability to describe them, he’d learned that much in the months since Midsummer. Still, he wished he’d been there—been there to trade ideas, bounce theories off each other. If Eslingen took Coindarel’s offer, that would be one good thing that came from it.
 
   Eslingen shifted drowsily, working one foot under Rathe’s calf, contact that made no overt demands, and Rathe shifted in turn to accommodate him. They usually started the night apart, though in the morning they woke twined more often than not, as though in sleep their bodies sought each other.In wine and dream comes truth: the old proverb slipped through his mind unbidden. And perhaps he was being foolish—or a coward—to so carefully not name what he nonetheless believed was there. He wanted Eslingen to be happy—to see him happy was itself a pleasure, even when the cause was as petty as proper Leaguer beer, or as ridiculous as a racing terrier. Trijn was right, the Guard was going to happen. They would all be better off if Eslingen was one of the captains.
 
   He started to roll over, then changed his mind and turned deliberately in the other direction, setting his shoulder against Eslingen’s back. Eslingen stirred, but didn’t pull away, and Rathe let himself relax into the familiar warmth. They would still need to talk about it, but he knew what he wanted to say.
 
    
 
   Eslingen was out early, off to see Sunflower in his first ladder race. Rathe let him go without complaint, and made the round of the printers’ shops before he went in to Point of Dreams. He found nothing of significance, just the usual broadsheets, and wrote up the usual summonses with about as much enthusiasm as the printers received them. Sohier was ahead of him at the station, and one of the runners brewed a fresh pot of tea while they went over her notes.
 
   “Honestly, Nico, I don’t know what the Patent Administrator is screaming about,” she said, when they were done. “There aren’t as many astrologers as last year, and there’s no Beier, poor bastard, to make his life miserable alleging cheating and a thousand other unspecified misdemeanors. But he’s acting as though every one of them is taking the coin straight out of his own purse.”
 
   Rathe nodded. “I know.”
 
   “Do you suppose it’s still the Repudiation?” Sohier asked, winding her lovelock idly around one finger. “His family was responsible for so many people backing Malfiliatre and her brother, and the Regents haven’t exactly forgiven any of them. Or so I hear.”
 
   “It could be,” Rathe said, though he thought it was more likely that Solveert was simply out for every seilling he could squeeze out of the races. The Patent Administrator’s perquisites were traditionally generous. “Unfortunately, we’re stuck with the business.”
 
   “I wondered if we couldn’t shift some of the work onto Solveert’s office,” Sohier said, diffidently. “If we sent them a general answer—a list of all the names and possible points—it would be up to them to decide which ones to follow up.”
 
   “I like that,” Rathe said. “They may just send it back to us, but it’s worth the try. And, Lizy—make the list in the order you had them in your tablets.”
 
   She grinned appreciatively—the astrologers were listed there in the order that she’d found them, which would make it that much harder for the Patent Administrators to determine who was actually worth prosecuting—and pushed herself to her feet. “Right, boss. Anything else?”
 
   “Not at the moment.”
 
   “Then I’m going to get breakfast first,” she said. “Want anything?”
 
   Rathe shook his head. “Thanks anyway.”
 
   He bent his attention to the morning’s summonses, finalizing the drafts for the station’s scrivener to put into fair copy that afternoon, and had just put his name to the last one when the station’s senior runner tapped on the door frame.
 
   “Excuse me, Adjunct Point, but there’s a runner for you from the deadhouse.”
 
   “Not another body,” Rathe said, in spite of himself, and Ladoi shook his head.
 
   “He says it’s just a message, but he’s come in a cart.”
 
   “I’ll come down.” Rathe rolled his drafts into a neat scroll, securing it with a twist of string, and handed it to the duty point when he reached the bottom of the stairs. “Pass these on, please, and if I don’t come back, tell Trijn I’ve gone to the deadhouse.”
 
   “Right, Adjunct Point,” the duty point said, and tucked the rolled papers into the basket with the rest of the scrivener’s work.
 
   Rathe went on out into the yard, looking around for the deadhouse runner. There was no cart at the front gate, but a battered two-wheeler was drawn up at the side, an elderly cart-horse dozing in the traces, and an older youth just at the start of apprentice-age holding the reins. He straightened at Rathe’s approach, and Rathe nodded.
 
   “You were looking for me, I think. I’m Rathe.”
 
   “Yes, Adjunct Point.”
 
   He hadn’t been with the alchemists long, Rathe thought, or he would have learned disrespect. He suppressed a grin, and the boy went on as if he hadn’t noticed.
 
   “Fanier says, he and Magist b’Estorr have come up with something he thinks you’d like to see, you and the lieutenant.”
 
   Rathe looked up sharply at that. “Did he tell you to ask for Eslingen, too?”
 
   “Yes, Adjunct Point.”
 
   They had something, then, something solid. Rathe rubbed his chin, considering, then said, “Wait here. I’ll have to send for him.”
 
   He ducked back into the yard, and beckoned to Ladoi, who was hovering by the gate. “Take a note for me,” he said, and fumbled in his purse for a scrap of paper. He scribbled a note on it, folded it, and handed it to the runner along with a couple of seillings. “I want you to go to Fairs’ Point—take a low-flyer, the time matters—and find Lieutenant Eslingen. Give him this and tell him to meet me at the deadhouse. Tell him it’s important.”
 
   Ladoi’s eyes widened almost comically—this was the stuff of bad plays—but he nodded. “Right away, Adjunct Point,” he said, and darted off. Rathe turned back to the side gate.
 
   “All right,” he said, to the waiting runner. “Let’s go.”
 
   Despite the horse’s apparent age, they reached the deadhouse in good time, and a journeyman brought Rathe back to the same workroom where Fanier and b’Estorr had done their first experiments. The necromancer was nowhere in sight, but Fanier was frowning over a sheet of scribbled notes, and looked up as the door opened, setting his spectacles on top of his head.
 
   “Oh, good. Istre’s just gone to fetch an ephemeris. Is your black dog coming?”
 
   “He’s at the races,” Rathe answered. “I’ve sent for him.”
 
   “That’s good. He may have something to say about this.” Fanier put his glasses on his nose again, and scowled at the paper.
 
   “Care to tell me what it’s about?” Rathe asked.
 
   “We’ve got one solid answer,” Fanier said, “and quite a few interesting suppositions. But I’d rather wait till the others get here. There’s tea on the stove if you want some. Perfectly wholesome stuff.”
 
   Rathe grinned, but poured himself a cup, and settled on the bench to wait. To his surprise, Eslingen appeared before b’Estorr, looking both slightly disheveled and entirely pleased with himself, and Rathe poured him a cup of tea. “Good day at the races?”
 
   “Sunflower won,” Eslingen answered. “That puts him through to the next race in the ladder, the last before the final, and I turned back the purse. Naimi thinks he’s got a chance of winning that one, too, given the dogs that are left to run. We had a break when a couple of the favorites stumbled.”
 
   Rathe nodded, a new thought running through his mind. “How many of the owners and trainers turn back their prizes, do you think?”
 
   “A fair number. It’s a reasonable bet, at least at this point in the season.”
 
   The workroom door opened before Rathe could pursue the question, and b’Estorr let himself into the room. “Sorry. I had to go all the way back to the University to find a copy.”
 
   “Alchemists don’t use ephemerides?” Rathe asked, and Fanier snorted.
 
   “We do, but not that kind. It’s a little—fine-grained—for our work.”
 
   b’Estorr set the volume on the worktable with an audible thud. “It may, I admit, be overkill, but I want to be sure I’m reading the planets around the winter-sun correctly, and DeBryck is the only one who gives the tables on a daily basis.”
 
   “The outer planets just don’t move that fast,” Fanier muttered.
 
   “Relative to each other,” b’Estorr said. It had the sound of an on-going argument, and Rathe pulled himself up off the bench.
 
   “Why don’t you start from the beginning, and tell me why you wanted us here?”
 
   He was looking at Fanier, but the alchemist shook his head. “It’s Istre’s idea, not mine.”
 
   “Istre?”
 
   “Ah.” The necromancer looked faintly embarrassed. “Well. I had an idea about how the silver was being moved—assuming, of course, that the intention of what’s been happening is to move silver from one place to another by magistry, and that what I observed in Beier’s rooms was in fact the residue of such an operation—”
 
   “Istre,” Rathe said.
 
   “I’ve worked out how I think it’s being done,” b’Estorr said. “That’s what Fanier’s looking at.”
 
   “And, for what it’s worth, I agree with Istre,” the alchemist interjected.
 
   “It partly depends on the angles between Oriane and Sofia, and Oriane and the winter-sun,” b’Estorr went on, “and it certainly helps that Oriane and the winter-sun are in conjunction—that’s what I wanted to get from DeBryck, some idea of what the tolerances are. But—to make a complicated matter somewhat less so—someone has worked out a way to use the stars as they currently stand to send large amounts of silver from one place to another.”
 
   Rathe stood still for a moment, his thoughts whirling. “Do you know where they’re sending it? And do you have any idea who? And—you said this took an enormous amount of energy. How are they raising it?”
 
   “The races,” Eslingen said, and Rathe stopped abruptly.
 
   “Of course. The crowds, the focus, the cheering—”
 
   “The riot,” Eslingen said.
 
   “And that.” Rathe nodded. “Damn it, I’d like to know what Fairs’ has found out about who started it.”
 
   “I think you’re right,” b’Estorr said. “The riot would be better than the races themselves—the focus is singular, rather than spread across a group of races.”
 
   “But if that’s the case,” Rathe said, “I know what they’re after. The last day of the races, the strongroom at Fairs’ Point will be stuffed with all the purse money, ready to be paid out—because everyone wants to see the flash of coin—not to mention all the bonds ready to be reclaimed.”
 
   “I agree,” b’Estorr said. He shook his head. “And, unfortunately, I don’t have the answers to any of your other questions. I don’t know where it’s being sent, and I most certainly don’t see any indication of who’s behind it.”
 
   Rathe swore. “Has to be someone who knows magistry, though.”
 
   “Or someone who can use it,” b’Estorr said.
 
   “You’re thinking that’s what she hired Beier for,” Eslingen said. “To create this conjuration. And then killed him when he got somehow out of hand.”
 
   Rathe swore again. “Caiazzo.”
 
   “He’d never—” Eslingen began, and Rathe shook his head.
 
   “No, he’s definitely not the man, but—he hired Beier per usual to write his pamphlets, and Beier begged him for an extension, said he had another matter in hand that wasn’t quite finished. It’s not proof, but it’s suggestive.”
 
   The others nodded in slow agreement, and b’Estorr said, “You’d need someone with an education, I think. This isn’t a simple conjuration.”
 
   “How much education?” Rathe asked.
 
   “Education’s the wrong word,” Fanier said. “Familiarity, more like, or comfort.”
 
   “Well, I suppose, but if anything goes wrong,” b’Estorr began, and Rathe interrupted.
 
   “Could I do it? Without Beier holding my hand?”
 
   “I don’t know,” b’Estorr said, and Fanier shrugged.
 
   “You’d have to be very, very careful, and it would take twice as long as it ought.”
 
   “This seems to be coming off very neatly each time it’s tried,” Eslingen said, and it was Rathe’s turn to nod.
 
   “Someone who’s been to University, then?”
 
   “Or someone whose trade or art depends on magistry,” Fanier said.
 
   “That narrows it down a bit,” Eslingen said.
 
   Not as much as one would like, Rathe thought, but swallowed the words. “It’s a help. But we need something more to go on.”
 
   “We might be able to give you that,” Fanier said slowly. “We’ve had some thoughts, Istre and I.”
 
   “It’s a complicated bit of magistry,” b’Estorr said, “and it takes a lot of power, which means it leaves a trail. You heard it, Eslingen, when we were in Beier’s room. There’s an echo, and it lingers. I think we might be able to make a sort of compass to follow that trace.”
 
   “You mean you could use it to track the woman who’s doing this?” Rathe asked. “Or man, I suppose.”
 
   “We could track where the silver went,” Fanier said. “That I’m sure of. The other—we could try, but the correspondences are much less sure.”
 
   “But if you know where the silver went,” Eslingen said, “they’re bound to come to collect it sometime.”
 
   “I’d rather catch them before they have a chance to take the prize money,” Rathe said. “Sweet Tyrseis, if that goes missing on finals day…” There would be a riot that made the one three days ago look like a student frolic. “Couldn’t you, I don’t know, interrupt the conjuration?”
 
   “I don’t know if we can do that,” b’Estorr said. “Not without causing some thoroughly nasty side effects—and by that I mean explosions and fire.”
 
   Fanier nodded in morose agreement. “You saw what happened with one coin when we put it on the fire instead of letting the spell run its course. Imagine that with a strongroom full of silver.”
 
   Rathe swore again. No, that was no solution, and that left him little option. “Can you trace the silver that’s already gone missing?”
 
   “We can try,” b’Estorr said. “But even if we come up with something that would let us do it, we’d have to cross the trail, so to speak. We know where Beier died, but we also know where that silver went.”
 
   “Straight into him,” Eslingen muttered.
 
   “I know where some of the thefts took place,” Rathe began. Except he didn’t, not really. He knew that money had been taken from strongboxes, but most of those strongboxes belonged to book-writers, which meant that they were on the move. And the few shopkeepers with fixed addresses were firmly in Fairs’ Point, as far out of his reach as if they’d been in Chadron. “But probably not closely enough to help us. Istre, I’d take it kindly if you and Fanier would do whatever you can to make that—compass, you called it?”
 
   b’Estorr nodded. “Of course we will.”
 
   “And in the meantime…” Rathe shook his head, not liking his choices. “I need to talk to Trijn.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   Trijn heard him out over a pipe and a pint of autumn ale, and sat frowning for a while after he’d finished. “So you think this unknown person is after the silver kept at Fairs’ Point for the races? But you don’t have any idea who she might be.”
 
   “That’s the sum of it,” Rathe answered. “And because of both those things, I think we need to warn Fairs straightaway. But Voillemin won’t take it from me.”
 
   “What makes you think he’ll take it from me?” Trijn’s pipe had gone out, and she busied herself relighting it. “Claes would, give him his due, but Voillemin—he knows I didn’t think much of him when he was here, and he’ll see your hand in it.”
 
   “Not that he’s wrong,” Rathe said, with a sigh.
 
   “Just so.” Trijn gave a thin smile. “All right, Nico, if this were your case—if it were happening here, rather than Fairs, all the gods forbid—how would you proceed?”
 
   Rathe paused. He’d given the matter some thought on the walk back from the deadhouse, but the ideas seemed even thinner now that he had to put them into words. “In an ideal world, with nothing else demanding much attention? Get b’Estorr and Fanier to put together several of these compasses they’re talking about, and then send some of the juniors out to quarter the area where the thefts took place, see if they can’t pick up a trace of the missing silver.”
 
   “Because you can’t know exactly where a book-writer lost her money,” Trijn said, nodding. “And given that there’s the races to worry about?”
 
   “I’d still try it. Start with the shops, maybe, since a few of them lost coin. If that didn’t pick up the trail—” Rathe stopped, shrugging. “I’d need to talk more to b’Estorr, but I’d try moving the silver. Spread it out over a few different places, preferably in other parts of the city—we don’t know what the range of this conjuration is, or how many caches of coin it can target at one time.”
 
   “Not possible on Finals Day,” Trijn said.
 
   “I know.” The owners and trainers expected to be paid in coin, bags of it that they could hoist overhead, and the city looked forward to that demonstration, the visible, tangible reward for the conjunction of luck and effort. He shook his head. “The rest has to be points’ work—who’s got coin who shouldn’t, what Beier’s job was, the one that he put off Caiazzo to finish, anyone who’s acting oddly. Things I don’t know to look for because Fairs’ isn’t my patch. And if that doesn’t turn it up, then—”
 
   “Then there’s going to be hell to pay on Finals Day,” Trijn said. “Surely they’re already doing those things.”
 
   “But they don’t know about the silver,” Rathe said. “Or the compass.”
 
   “You’re sure that will work?”
 
   “b’Estorr thinks it will.”
 
   “And you trust him.”
 
   “With good cause,” Rathe said, and it was Trijn’s turn to sigh.
 
   “True enough.” Trijn fiddled with her tobacco-pouch, twisting the ties between her fingers. “I think we need to take this to the Surintendant. I can’t make Voillemin do it, but Fourie certainly can.”
 
   “If he doesn’t, it’s only going to make things worse,” Rathe said.
 
   “I know it. And to that end, you, Rathe, are not to speak unless they need something clarified. I’d leave you at home if I could, but you understand the details better than I do.”
 
   “A letter?” Rathe suggested, without much hope, and wasn’t surprised when Trijn shook her head.
 
   “We have to make them see it—we can’t not warn them,” Trijn answered. “Finals Day is coming…”
 
   Rathe nodded, not happily. If the prize money—and the bonds, and the bettors’ cash—disappeared before it could be paid out—no, that wasn’t something anyone wanted to contemplate. But he had no real desire to take the matter to Fourie, either.
 
   As he’d expected, the Surintendant responded by summoning them all to Temple Point, where he held his own court in a three-story tower built onto the side of the larger points station. It also held the station’s clock, and as Rathe climbed to the second floor in Trijn’s wake, he could feel the steady ticking of its gears.
 
   The meeting room was surprisingly pleasant, curtains drawn back to reveal tall, narrow windows that laid stripes of sunlight across the parquet floor. There were herbs in the pierced holders beside the fireplace, where the remains of the morning’s fire was being allowed to die, and there were enough chairs set at the long table to seat more than the group Rathe would have expected. Fourie sat at the center, severe in black and narrow lace, his thinning hair cropped close to his skull and his hands and face bare of paint. A secretary hovered at his shoulder, murmuring in his ear, and the Surintendant nodded, but broke off to give a narrow smile.
 
   “Chief Point. And Rathe. Be seated, please.” He gestured toward the seats at his left, and Trijn gathered her skirts, sitting straight as a Regent. Before Rathe could take his place beside her, the door opened again, and one of Temple’s runners looked in.
 
   “Acting Chief Point Voillemin, sir. And the Patent Administrator and the Senior Racing Secretary.”
 
   Those were the extra chairs, Rathe realized. At least Fourie was taking it seriously.
 
   “Sit, please,” Fourie said, before any of the newcomers could draw breath to protest, and after only a moment’s hesitation, they settled themselves at the opposite end of the table. “Now, Trijn. You say you have some alarming news to broach.”
 
   “It is alarming.” Trijn folded her hands on the tabletop. “We have reason to believe that the numerous small thefts of silver reported by Fairs’ Point and the murder of Aardre Beier are all connected, and may in fact be leading to a much larger attempted robbery.” She went through the chain of inference point by point, laying out what they’d done, and why, and when she’d finished, the Patent Administrator spread his hands.
 
   “Surely this is madness.”
 
   “And it’s none of Dreams’ business,” Voillemin said, his voice tight. “None of these cases should be on their books at all, they’re all within our jurisdiction—”
 
   “With respect,” Trijn said, “I told you how we came to each of them. Beier’s woman is our resident, and she came to us with the complaint. And these small thefts were placed in circular, which makes them of general concern.”
 
   “But not to the point of coming into our area,” Voillemin said, “searching rooms within our bounds. Surintendant, you cannot allow this to stand.”
 
   “While I’m prepared to agree that at least some of this is not Dreams’ business,” Fourie said dryly, “I think we have a larger question to worry about, my masters.”
 
   “You can’t be taking this seriously,” Solveert said. “Perhaps—perhaps!—someone has found a way to move small amounts of silver, but the prize money for the races? There’s easily several hundredweight in the strongroom, probably more. You cannot move silver by magistry, not without a great deal of energy, and to move that much—again, I say, it’s madness.”
 
   “You’re very sure of that,” Fourie said.
 
   “I’m a Fellow of the University.” Solveert drew himself up to his full height. “It’s basic magistry.”
 
   “If it’s not Dreams’ business,” Voillemin said, “then they should be told to lay off.”
 
   Rathe drew breath himself at that, met Trijn’s glare, and subsided. She was right, it would do no good for him to argue. He was only here to clarify what he’d found, and only if he was asked.
 
   “And that’s for me to decide, Acting Chief,” Fourie said, his voice still mild.
 
   The Racing Secretary cleared her throat. “It is indeed an alarming story, Chief Point,” she said. “And Acting Chief. Surintendant. But what, precisely, do you suggest we do about it?”
 
   There was a little silence. They could all see the problem—Trijn had laid it out clearly the day before, and Rathe had found no better answer. Voillemin snorted.
 
   “Yes, Rathe, what do you want to do? Stand guard on it yourself? Do you think that’ll do any good when it disappears from under your feet?”
 
   Rathe glared, and Trijn laid one hand flat on the table. “You’re the Acting Chief at Fairs, as you’ve been so quick to remind us. Perhaps you might come up with an idea rather than blaming your betters.”
 
   “Enough!” Fourie barely raised his voice, but the word cracked like a whip in the quiet room. “Chief, and Acting Chief, I will have courtesy between my people. Is that clear?”
 
   Voillemin nodded jerkily, and Trijn took a breath.
 
   “Yes. My apologies, Surintendant.”
 
   “Madame Secretary has a valid point,” Fourie went on. “The prize money must be there on the day of the races, and the races cannot be delayed. What do you suggest we do?”
 
   “Move at least some of the coin elsewhere,” Trijn suggested. “The bonds, perhaps. The book-writers can collect them from their local stations.”
 
   “No one outside of Fairs’ Point is equipped to keep that much coin locked away safely,” Voillemin said, his voice smug.
 
   That was true enough, and Trijn looked at her hands. “We have to find out who’s behind this—”
 
   “And that’s the thing Dreams hasn’t managed to come up with,” Voillemin said. “A name, any hint of an actual person behind this farrago of theory that’s better suited to the stage—”
 
   He stopped abruptly, as though he realized he’d gone too far, and Fourie said, “Quite. And you have no one, not even a breath of suspicion, Chief Point?”
 
   “We don’t.” Trijn met his eyes squarely. “We have a technique that may help us locate the stolen goods, but—”
 
   “That doesn’t lead us to the villain,” Fourie said. “Not quickly enough.” He tapped one finger on the tabletop, thin lips slightly pursed, then straightened. “Nonetheless. Acting Chief, I want you to take this as information received and treat it with appropriate seriousness. You are to redouble your efforts to find the person behind the original thefts of silver—yes, I know you’re overwhelmed and short-handed to boot. You have my authority to borrow from Customs and Graves as you need—Dasset, make a note of that.”
 
   “Yes, Surintendant,” his secretary murmured, scribbling on a sheet of paper.
 
   “Chief Point, I expect you to leave the matter to Fairs’ Point. Your man’s done good work, but he’s overstepped his bounds.”
 
   “Very well, Surintendant,” Trijn said.
 
   “Sieur Administrator, Madame Secretary, we will of course take all precautions, but perhaps it would be wise to move some of the coin elsewhere, as the Chief Point suggested.”
 
   The Racing Secretary nodded, but Solveert cocked his head to one side. “I wonder, Surintendant. If someone has to raise enough energy to move a mass of silver—well, surely the more silver there is, the harder it is to raise that sort of strength. I wonder if we mightn’t be better protected by leaving it all together, if that wouldn’t make it that much harder for the thieves. If in fact there are any thieves.”
 
   For a moment Fourie looked nonplused, then rallied. “Sieur Administrator, I believe the threat to be real. For the rest—I’d recommend you consult with a magist or two before you decide.”
 
   “I’ll certainly do that,” Solveert said, with a half-bow. He looked at the Secretary. “Don’t you agree, Myntas?”
 
   “I think it’s a good idea to ask,” the woman answered, grimly, and Fourie nodded.
 
   “Very well. The matter is now closed, and in your hands, Acting Chief.”
 
   Not that it would do the slightest good if the money vanished on the day of the races, Rathe thought, watching Voillemin preen as though he’d won instead of been given a particularly tricky assignment, but closed his mouth tight over any words he might have spoken.
 
   He said it all to Eslingen instead, over a bottle of wine that might as well have been vinegar and an overspiced pie, and the Leaguer listened with admirable patience until at last he’d run down.
 
   “Well, I have some better news for you,” Eslingen said, and fetched the stone bottle of distilled spirit from its shelf in the cupboard. He poured them each a small glass, the sharp flavor of mint filling the air, and set one in front of Rathe. “Istre says he may have something for you in the morning.”
 
   “Something?” Rathe took a sip of the menthe, letting it burn its way down his throat. There were nights when he was glad of its scouring fire.
 
   “He thinks he’s worked out a device to track the stolen silver.”
 
   “That’s lovely—no, I mean it, it truly it, but—I’m not allowed back in Fairs’ Point. This is absolutely and completely off Dreams’ books.”
 
   “You’re not,” Eslingen said, and reached across the table to take his hand. “But I’m going to the races. Sunflower is running tomorrow. And then it’s Finals.”
 
   “That’s not enough time,” Rathe said.
 
   For a moment, he thought Eslingen would protest, but then the Leaguer sighed. “It may not be,” he said, “but it’s all we have.”
 
    
 
   The message arrived before they’d finished breakfast: if they’d come to the deadhouse, b’Estorr had a version of the compass ready for them.
 
   “Why the deadhouse?” Eslingen asked, winding his stock into place, and in the mirror saw Rathe shrug.
 
   “Because the walls are thicker than at the University? Come on, I don’t want to be too late to Dreams. Trijn doesn’t need any more trouble from me.”
 
   “That bodes well,” Eslingen muttered, and followed him down the stairs.
 
   To his surprise, there was a basket of cakes in the deadhouse lobby, a note beside it proclaiming them free to all. Eslingen grabbed one and then an extra and followed the necromancer to the workroom where they’d experimented on the coins. Fanier was there ahead of them, tending to a teapot set on the back of the stove, and Eslingen heard Rathe’s sigh of relief as he accepted a cup. But there was something else, too, a faint, high whine just at the edge of hearing, sweet in tone, but insistent. He frowned, and b’Estorr said, “You can hear that?”
 
   “I can hear something,” Eslingen said, cautiously.
 
   “That’s a help,” Fanier said.
 
   “Not everyone can hear it at this level,” b’Estorr said. He pointed to an object on the worktable, so small that Eslingen hadn’t noticed it: a silver hemisphere a little smaller than a baby’s fist. The surface was pierced like a pomander—in fact, that was what it looked like, a woman’s fancy pomander. The sound seemed to be coming from it, though, now that he looked at it, as though it was a bell still quivering in the aftermath of being struck.
 
   “I don’t hear anything,” Rathe said.
 
   Fanier set the teapot back on the hob and picked up a coin that was lying on the shelf above it. He brought it over to the table, and the sound strengthened, became a soft faint chiming, like the striking of a far-off clock.
 
   “All right, I hear that,” Rathe said. “Why—?”
 
   “It’s our compass,” b’Estorr said. “Or at least the best I could come up with on short notice. It reflects the vibrations left behind when the silver is moved—like in Beier’s rooms, Philip.”
 
   Eslingen nodded.
 
   “So why couldn’t I hear it before?” Rathe asked. Eslingen offered him the extra cake he’d picked up on the way in, and Rathe took it gratefully.
 
   “I can’t hear it either,” Fanier said. “Not at that pitch. The lasting note is higher than most people can pick out.” He looked at Eslingen. “I imagine you could hear bats squeaking when you were a boy.”
 
   Eslingen’s eyebrows rose in spite of himself. “I could, though by the time I was thirteen or so I couldn’t seem to make it out any more. I’d forgotten.”
 
   “The closer you get to the silver, the louder the sound,” b’Estorr said.
 
   Rathe lifted his head, and said, through a mouthful of cake, “That could be a bit awkward, Istre.”
 
   “I’d thought of that, yes. But it’s the best I could do on short notice. If I had another week, and it wasn’t the ghost tide, I might be able to come up with something that points like an actual compass, but it’s easiest to make something that responds to the lingering vibrations by chiming. Essentially, I’ve just imbued the bell with the same cantrip I used in Beier’s rooms.”
 
   Rathe nodded. “No, I’m not complaining, truly. It’s just—if everyone can hear it, well, what are the odds that the woman behind this won’t recognize the note?”
 
   “I know,” b’Estorr said. “I’d thought, maybe you could muffle it. It won’t affect it to have felt or something like it placed inside the opening. Or maybe we could use to find where the conjuration was done?”
 
   “Where the sound stops?” Rathe said, his expression dubious.
 
   “I think so.” b’Estorr spread his hands. “I’m sorry, Nico. I’ll keep trying, but this is what I could do overnight.”
 
   “I know,” Rathe said. “And I do appreciate it, truly.”
 
   Eslingen rested a hand on his shoulder, recognizing the real problem. If Rathe himself could go into Fairs’ Point, he wouldn’t care about the risk; he’d be in a position to judge just how much of a danger the sound could be, or whether, as Eslingen suspected, it would be lost in the general hubbub of the New Fair on a race day. Rathe gave him a wincing smile, and Eslingen tightened his hold for just a moment.
 
   “The Fair’s a pretty noisy place. I’m more worried about hearing it at all,” he said. b’Estorr gave him a martyred glance, and Eslingen hurried on. “But it’s the best chance we have. I’ll go to the races today with it in my purse, but the odds are it won’t make a sound.”
 
   “Sadly true,” Fanier said.
 
   Rathe relaxed slightly under his touch, but shook his head. “But if you do stumble across a trail—”
 
   “I’ll be exceedingly careful,” Eslingen said. “You know me better than that.”
 
   “I know you, all right,” Rathe said. “That’s what worries me. But—I mean it, Philip. If you do find something, make sure you’re not seen. We can come back together after dark, track it from there.”
 
   Eslingen nodded, though he was less sure that was a good plan. Still, that was a bridge to be crossed later.
 
   “And you could wrap it in a yard or so of linen and keep it in your purse if you’re that worried about the noise,” Fanier said. “Your stock would about do it, Lieutenant.”
 
   “I’m not sacrificing that until it’s absolutely necessary,” Eslingen answered, and was glad to see Rathe grin. “We can try that later if we have to go in after dark, but today I’m going blamelessly to the races, and hope my dog wins.”
 
   “I’ll hold you to that,” Rathe said, not quite lightly, and Eslingen let himself out of the workroom. The compass fell silent as he closed the door behind him.
 
   After a bit of thought, Eslingen bought a length of indigo ribbon and hung the compass from the buttonhole of his vest, on the theory that no one would be surprised to see him displaying a pretty decorative toy. It had been silent since he left the deadhouse, and it was only the extra weight that reminded him of its presence. In Point of Sighs, he stopped at an apothecary and bought a bit of bagged scent, then tucked the packet into the crevices of the bell. If anyone asked, it was a pomander, picked up Seidos knew where in his travels. Naimi would disapprove—who could dislike the scent of dogs?—but he thought it would be an entirely plausible excuse.
 
   Naimi did wrinkle her nose at the sight of the pomander, but made no direct comment. “You’re late. You said you’d be here to see him fed.”
 
   “Something came up,” Eslingen said. “I’m sorry. It was unavoidable.”
 
   Naimi sniffed. “It matters when he sees you. I don’t want him worked up too soon, and now there’s not time to calm him down before he goes into the box.”
 
   “I’ll stay out of sight, then,” Eslingen offered.
 
   She nodded. “That would be best.”
 
   And it gave him a chance to make a circuit of the New Fair, Eslingen thought, see if there was any reaction from the compass. “I’ll go get breakfast then,” he said. “And maybe place a bet or two. Anyone you’d tip? In the other races, I mean,” he added hastily, and saw her relax.
 
   “My owners always bet their own dogs. But Firebrand in the third should do well, and get good odds—lots of people don’t like a red dog at this time of the month, though that’s pure superstition. And Little Moon should do quite nicely in the main event.”
 
   They were both DeVoss’s dogs, Eslingen noted: Naimi was loyal as well as practical. He thanked her, promised again to stay clear of the kennels until it was time to box the dogs, and returned to the Fair. After a moment’s thought, he decided to try breakfast at Mama Moon’s, and see if he could pick up the reverberations he had heard in Beier’s room. There was no response at his table or in the bower, and it wasn’t until he managed to creep halfway up the back stair that he got any reaction at all. It was little more than the whine of an insect, and he retreated, frowning. It would certainly be hard to hear that over the noise of the crowds.
 
   He crisscrossed the fairground, stopping now and then to chat with other owners and gamblers he’d come to know over the last weeks. With both, he smiled and deflected all questions as to Sunflower’s condition, and made sure that he’d gotten well out of sight of the last one before he went in search of a book-writer.
 
   He didn’t know the names of any of the ones who had been robbed, bar Calaon’s daughter, and he already knew they didn’t know where the money had vanished. However, the writers tended to congregate, a group in a tavern on the north side of the Fair, another group by the practice track, a third by the barber’s, where they had pooled their funds to rent an awning. He put a few seillings on Sunflower with someone in each group, and about the same on the other dogs Naimi had mentioned, as well as on a long shot called Pointsman. The book-writer who took that bet knew him, and shook her head, laughing.
 
   “And here I’d thought owners learned better than to bet on names alone. He’s not nearly as good a bet as your leman, Lieutenant, take it from me.”
 
   “I’d feel disloyal if I didn’t,” Eslingen answered lightly, hoping he wasn’t blushing too badly.
 
   “And I’d be dishonest if I didn’t warn you,” she said. “But if you insist…”
 
   “I do,” Eslingen said, and she wrote up the bet, still chuckling to herself.
 
   Eslingen lowered his voice. “Speaking of Rathe‚ you’re not one of the women who’s suffered a mysterious loss?”
 
   “Not I,” she said, though her hand moved in a quick, propitiating gesture. “That’s a sore subject, Lieutenant.”
 
   “I’m not surprised.”
 
   “And I heard Dreams was warned off it.”
 
   “Do I belong to Point of Dreams?” Eslingen asked.
 
   “Only indirectly,” she said, with a quick grin.
 
   “Call it idle curiosity, dame.”
 
   Her smile widened. “What is it you want to know, then?”
 
   “I was wondering where the—losses—happened.”
 
   “An excellent question.” The book-writer paused, narrowing her eyes. “I know two women who found that it was missing here, but they’d both been all over the Fair that day, everywhere from Mama Moon’s to the practice tracks. Sorry, Lieutenant.”
 
   Eslingen smiled. “Worth asking.” He made his way back toward the practice tracks.
 
   There was less happening in that area now that the races were reaching their climax, just a handful of dogs getting exercise in one of the tracks. The other two were unattended, except for a boy about apprentice age stretched out asleep on top of one of the finish stations. Eslingen leaned on the fence to watch a couple of practice races, mildly amused by his own new-taught ability to pick out the dogs’ good and bad points. And his ability to spot when the boys running the lure were giving a young dog an easy time, or trying to gather an old dog’s scattered attention—
 
   “Lieutenant?”
 
   He turned to see a dark-eyed woman in a pointsman’s leather jerkin, her truncheon only partly concealed by the folds of her full skirts. “Dame? Or should it be Adjunct Point?”
 
   That was a bow drawn at a venture, but she smiled. “Acting Adjunct, thank you.” She rested her own elbows on the fence, watching curiously as a group of boxholders argued about the placement of their dogs. “I’m guessing Rathe isn’t here.”
 
   “He’s not,” Eslingen said. “He’s got work enough at Dreams, and he intends to stay there. As ordered.”
 
   “Letting Voillemin hang himself.” Her voice was neutral, giving no hint of whether she thought it a good thing or not, and Eslingen gave her a wary glance.
 
   “If you like. But he’s been ordered to stay out and he’s doing just that.”
 
   “And you’re just here to see your dog run.”
 
   “It’s the only race I have a dog in,” Eslingen answered. “If you’ll pardon the metaphor.”
 
   “It’s a bit shaggy,” she said, “but I follow you.” She stared down the track, and Eslingen followed her gaze. The boxholders had sorted out their differences, and were loading their dogs. A moment later, one of them sprang the doors, and the dogs came pelting down the track, barking madly. They burrowed through the finish gap, a brindle bitch solidly in the lead. “As long as that’s all you’re here for, Lieutenant.”
 
   “I’m quite fond of dogs,” Eslingen said. The clock at Fair’s Point struck the quarter hour, and he glanced over his shoulder to confirm the time. “And on that note—Sunflower has a race coming up.”
 
   “But of course, Lieutenant,” she said, with perfect politeness, and started away.
 
   Eslingen gave her a bow, and started toward the main track. He heard the faint high chime of the compass at his waist as he turned. He went still, but the sound had already disappeared; he leaned backward a little, and it sounded again, fainter this time. It was too close to race time, he needed to be at the kennels, but—he glanced over his shoulder, saw the acting adjunct point still watching him. That decided him—he didn’t dare let her think he was here on Rathe’s behalf, or he’d lose all chance to act. He scanned the buildings around him, trying to fix the exact spot in memory, and then focused his attention on the upcoming race.
 
   Naimi was waiting at the kennel, Sunflower dancing in his holding pen at her feet. She gave him a thoughtful look, and said, “Say hello. Get him going. But no treats!”
 
   “Not a bite,” Eslingen answered, displaying his empty hand, and bent over the fence. “Sunflower! Ridiculous puppy!”
 
   “Don’t call him names,” Naimi said.
 
   “Brilliant puppy! Beautiful puppy!” Eslingen said obligingly, dangling a leather strap over the edge of the pen. Sunflower leaped for it, yapping.
 
   “Fast puppy,” Naimi said. “All right, that’s enough.”
 
   Eslingen whisked the strap away, and Naimi caught the dog as he leaped after it, lifting him high into the air. “Aren’t you clever?” she exclaimed, and popped him neatly into the basket held open by her waiting boxholder. He secured it, grinning, while Sunflower gave a few more sharp barks and then settled with a heavy sigh.
 
   “He looks good,” Eslingen said.
 
   Naimi waved her hand in a warding gesture. “So-so. I’ve seen worse, but I’ve seen better, too.”
 
   “Not in this race, I hope,” Eslingen said
 
   She allowed herself a crooked smile. “Maybe not in this race.”
 
   Eslingen followed her out into the watery sunlight, filtered through a veil of high, thin clouds. It was what he’d learned to think of as a good day for racing, warm but not too bright, with little wind to stir the dust or send strange smells through the tracks. They were neither first nor last to the track, Naimi’s usual habit of arriving inconspicuously in the middle, and Eslingen was shocked to see the size of the crowd.
 
   “It’s the last rung of the ladder,” Naimi said, though she looked a bit wild-eyed herself. “Of course everyone wants to see who’s going to make the finals.”
 
   “Do you think he has a chance?” Eslingen looked at the basket in the boxholder’s hands, abruptly aware of just how much of his money was riding on four stubby legs.
 
   “He has a chance.” Naimi took a breath and blew it out with a sigh. “This race is harder than the final will be, I think—three favorites took a tumble in their race this morning, so the dogs that will pass through from that aren’t really the best. I doubt they stand much chance of winning, no matter who goes on from these last ones.”
 
   There were three qualifying races left, Eslingen remembered, each the last rung of a ladder, this one and two others; the first and second place finishers in each would run in the final race tomorrow. “What about the two after us?”
 
   Naimi shrugged. “We’ll have to see who wins. There are some good dogs there. But anything can happen—the Great Hound keep my dog clear of them!”
 
   Eslingen nodded in agreement. “Who should I worry most about in this race?”
 
   “Well, of course, they’re all maidens, same as him,” Naimi said, as they moved through the crowd to the entrance to the starting area. “So there’s really only this year’s races and their stars to go on. And every dog here has won a race. But of the dogs today—”
 
   “Moo,” the boxholder interjected, and Eslingen gave him a look.
 
   “‘Moo’?”
 
   Naimi snickered. “His real name is Silklands Warrior. But he’s as spotted as a cow, so—Moo.” She sobered. “And there’s Ahina Ban, that’s Little Bear in one of the Silklands’ tongues, or so I’m told. You’ll have seen her, she’s the one with what looks like a dark mask across her face. They say there are bears like that in the Silklands.”
 
   Eslingen had seen broadsheet woodcuts, of course, but never the animal itself. “So they say…”
 
   They had reached the entrance to the starting pen where only the trainers and their boxholders could go. Eslingen saw Naimi brace herself to face the crowd, and wanted to pat her shoulder in reassurance, but thought it would do more harm than good. Instead, he worked his way down the fence, edging himself into the crowd until he had a decent view of the track. The trainers were all present, and the steward of the race collected the tokens that proved their dogs’ eligibility, a brass medallion matched to each dog. She inspected the contents of each basket, the boxholders expertly thwarting the dogs’ attempts to escape, and then nodded to her assistant. A white pennant rose to the top of the track’s flagpole, signaling that the race was ready to run. The steward gestured, her voice inaudible over the noise of the crowd and the calls for last-minute bets, directing the dogs to their boxes. Sunflower would be in box four, Eslingen noted: it had been lucky for him before. The crowd surged forward, jostling for place. Eslingen put his hand to his waist, not looking down, and slipped the compass into his waistband. There was no need to take chances with pickpockets, even if at least some of those thefts were likely to be linked more closely to the missing silver.
 
   The dogs were all in their boxes, and the steward lifted her hand. Eslingen held his breath as her handkerchief dropped and the doors sprang open. The dogs leaped forward as though they were a single animal, feet churning the dirt.
 
   Sunflower broke well, but the dogs were evenly matched, flying over the first two jumps in a flailing mass. At the third jump, the smallest dog had dropped back a little; at the fourth, the black and white dog, Moo, surely, and Sunflower were shoulder to shoulder with a dog with a black mark like a mask across her eyes. Eslingen clenched his fists as they came together over the final jump, just a short dash now to the finish. The masked dog was tiring, but Moo and Sunflower hit the bales almost together, and Eslingen cheered. First or second, Sunflower was in the final.
 
   The steward called it second place—by a whisker, Naimi said, coming to collect him and escort Sunflower, safely basketed again though hardly silent, back to the start where the prizes would be given. He accepted the token that would admit Sunflower to the finals, and doffed his hat to the steward as she took the prize purse from the waiting chest.
 
   “Do you accept it, Lieutenant, or will you turn it back?”
 
   Accept it, Eslingen thought, but if he did that, then everyone would think he’d lost confidence in his dog. He couldn’t do that to Naimi. “Turn it back,” he said, and the steward nodded gravely.
 
   “So noted. The prize money to be turned back.”
 
   There was a cheer from the crowd, and under that cover, she said, “I’d like a word with you, Lieutenant.”
 
   Eslingen blinked. “Of course.”
 
   “Wait there,” she said, and turned to the next owner.
 
   Naimi tugged at his sleeve, and Eslingen turned to see her smiling up at him, Sunflower’s basket tucked tightly under her arm. “He did well, didn’t he? Solid all through, and never faltered at the finish. That Moo’s a big boy, but I think Sunflower’s stronger.” She stopped, shaking herself. “Will you come back to the kennel? He deserves to be made much of.”
 
   “The steward wants to talk to me,” Eslingen said, and she bridled.
 
   “What about? He ran a perfect race—”
 
   “She didn’t say,” Eslingen answered. “But I doubt it’s anything to do with the race. She wouldn’t have awarded the prizes if there was a question.”
 
   “That’s true,” Naimi said, visibly relaxing. “But you will come back? He does like you.”
 
   “I will,” Eslingen promised, and hoped he could keep his word.
 
   The clock had struck the quarter hour before the steward managed to extricate herself from her duties and moved to join him at the edge of the enclosure,
 
   “Would you rather someplace more private?” Eslingen asked, dubiously, and she shook her head.
 
   “Hare and Hound, no. If anyone asks, you had a question about the turn-back.”
 
   Eslingen nodded, and she hurried on.
 
   “Is Rathe still interested in this matter? The thefts?”
 
   “He’s been warned off,”Eslingen said.As you well know.
 
   “That hasn’t always stopped him,” she answered. “Is he?”
 
   Eslingen hesitated. If this were some sort of trap, some attempt to trick him into betraying Rathe’s disobedience… “It’s not Dreams’ business, of course. But yes, he’d like to know how it turns out.”
 
   “I don’t know how much you know about it all, but—when the Secretary met with the Surintendant, about these threatened thefts—the Patent Administrator said he’d consult with the University about moving the silver. Rathe should know he hasn’t done it, and he isn’t going to move the coin.”
 
   “Really,” Eslingen said. It might mean nothing, or at least nothing more than that Solveert was a stubborn man and certain of his own knowledge, but…
 
   “Just so,” the steward said, with a sharp nod. “And I, for one, would be glad to have someone know it. Though what you can do with it, the Great Hound knows.”
 
   Eslingen doffed his hat again as she turned away. The Great Hound and all the other gods, he thought. We’ll need all their help if we’re to pull this off, and I for one don’t see how. At least not without destroying Rathe’s career. Perhaps if they could trace the vibration he’d heard at the practice track, somehow link it to Solveert, but that would take time and that was the one thing they didn’t have.
 
   And that assumed that Solveert was involved, when there was no solid proof of it at all. Unless Rathe had something, of course, but that seemed unlikely. Eslingen shook himself, shoving those concerns to the back of his mind. For now, he had to go praise his dog, and plan for the final. The rest would have to wait.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Rathe did his best to keep his mind on the day’s work, but he couldn’t help wondering what exactly Eslingen had managed to find at the New Fair. If anything, he reminded himself, and bent again over the station’s daybook. It was his turn to review the week’s events, to be sure nothing had slipped through their fingers, but he was finding it almost impossible to concentrate on the matters at hand. He made a last note that someone should follow up with the managers of the Gallenon about the complaint of spoiled wine, and finally closed the book with a thump, calling for a runner to return it to the duty point. The Bells’ clock struck six, followed more faintly by the clock at the Bridge-tower; the races had been over for more than an hour, and there was still no sign of Eslingen.
 
   He shook his unease away. Possibly Eslingen had found something, and was pursuing it; more likely, he’d fallen into company with some of his fellow owners, and was either celebrating victories or commiserating over losses, with the help of a bottle or two of wine… And if that was the case, he told himself sternly, there was no harm done, but he knew he wouldn’t feel entirely comfortable until he knew Eslingen was safe.
 
   His shift was over at seven, and he let himself out into the twilight streets, the sun red as a coal at the end of the west-running street. He turned his back to it, following his shadow back toward Wicked’s—surely Eslingen would have the sense to look for him there, if he’d been delayed at the races.
 
   The fire was lit in the main hearth, a cheerful antidote to the evening chill, and the main room was already crowded, most of the tables occupied. A quick glance showed no sign of Eslingen, and Rathe made his way to the serving bar, wedging himself into the line. He’d get a couple of plates of the ordinary, he thought, and bring them home. If Eslingen wasn’t here, that was the next place he’d look.
 
   Wicked herself was working the bar, assisted by a pair of buxom twins that Rathe hadn’t seen before. Wicked nodded at him over the shoulder of her customer, and came to serve him as soon as she’d taken the last coins.
 
   “You’re late tonight,” she said.
 
   “I didn’t know I was looked for,” Rathe answered, and she smiled.
 
   “With so handsome a leman? I assure you, you’re watched.”
 
   There was a note in her voice that made Rathe stiffen. “And not just because of gossip?” he asked, lowering his own voice. “Philip’s being watched?”
 
   She nodded once. “He said I should tell you. He’s in one of the alcoves—he’s ordered, but you say what you want.”
 
   “Whatever’s the ordinary,” Rathe said, his hunger disappearing. If Eslingen had been followed—but there was no point in borrowing trouble.
 
   “You don’t like frittes,” Wicked said. “You’ll get spring noodles and like them. And here.” She pulled a bottle of wine from beneath the counter, uncorked it with a deft gesture, and set it in front of him. “Take that back to him, if you would.” She produced the cups to go with it, and he nodded.
 
   “I’ll do that. And thank you, Wicked.”
 
   “Oh, there’s nothing I like better than a bit of intrigue,” she answered, with a smile, and Rathe turned away.
 
   As promised, Eslingen was sitting in one of the alcoves that ran along the back of the room, a candle-lantern lit in the niche at the end of the alcove. The spaces were private enough that conversations couldn’t be overheard, but they could still see most of the gathered crowd. Of course, that meant they could be seen as well, but if they were being followed, that might not be an entirely bad thing.
 
   “Good day at the races?” Rathe asked, and set the wine on the table.
 
   “Not bad.” Eslingen looked a bit disheveled, though, his shirt wilted and a few strands of hair straggling loose around his face. “I won a bit on a dog called Pointsman.”
 
   Rathe gave him a wary look, not sure if he was joking. “You never.”
 
   “I did, I swear. I bet him across the board, and he came in third at very nice odds. He’s paying for dinner tonight, if you like.”
 
   “I’ll take that,” Rathe said. He slid onto the bench opposite the other, and poured a cup for each of them. “Wicked said you had some followers.”
 
   Eslingen nodded. “And not for my pretty eyes, either. Voillemin had someone watching me most of the day.”
 
   Rathe swore.
 
   “And they’re following me still.” Eslingen took a sip of his wine. “Hm, that’s not bad. I spoke to one of them, mind you, the acting adjunct, and I doubt she loves Voillemin all that much herself, but it’s a matter of pride to the station.”
 
   “That’s the problem,” Rathe said. “Some of them may even know I’m right, but it’s a matter of turf.” He grimaced. “And to be fair, I don’t know that I wouldn’t do the same if it was Dreams.”
 
   “You’d think it,” Eslingen said, “but I doubt you’d do it.”
 
   Rathe looked up, startled and pleased by the other man’s comment, and Eslingen shrugged.
 
   “Well, I can’t see it, anyway. I’ve got news for you.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Two things. First, the compass sounded by the practice track, but I’d just been talking to the adjunct point and she was watching me, so I didn’t try to follow. Also, it was time for Sunflower’s race, so I went on to the kennel. I’d thought we might try to go back tonight, but with these people following me, I can’t see how.”
 
   “I should have asked about Sunflower,” Rathe said. “How’d he do?”
 
   “Second, which puts him into the final,” Eslingen answered. “He was getting four-to-one and three-to-one when I left the Fair.”
 
   “Still, you should have made a nice bit on the prize,” Rathe said. “That’ll make up for losing a week of lessons.”
 
   Eslingen looked at his cup. “Actually, I turned it back.”
 
   “You didn’t.” Rathe wished he could recall the words the moment they left his lips, and Eslingen shrugged again.
 
   “I didn’t have much choice. If I hadn’t, everyone would have assumed I didn’t think he could win the final, and how would that look?”
 
   “Might have gotten you better odds with the writers,” Rathe said.
 
   “That would be cheating,” Eslingen answered, austerely. “Besides, it would have upset Naimi.”
 
   And that was certainly true, Rathe thought. Besetje believed in her runners, and wanted her owners to do the same, not try to influence the odds for a bigger payoff.
 
   “The steward had a word for you,” Eslingen went on.
 
   “For me?”
 
   Eslingen nodded. “She wanted it passed to you directly and in particular, even though I told her you were sitting blamelessly in Dreams having nothing to do with any of this.”
 
   “I wish I were,” Rathe muttered.
 
   “She said that Solveert hadn’t moved the prize money or the bond money, not any of it. And he hadn’t consulted anyone at the University about it, either. Apparently that’s worrying the Race Secretaries.”
 
   “As well it might.” Rathe took a deep breath, trying to make these latest facts fit the pattern. Solveert had always been a possibility, just because he had access to the coin—no, he corrected himself, Solveert was the man who decided where the coin was kept. And he’d lost money over Malfiliatre, even though he’d backed the winner: that might make a man bitter enough to plan a theft like this. But, no, he’d have had to work it out long before—say he’d had the idea for some time, but the Matter of Malfiliatre might have tipped it into action. Though Solveert was a University man, and unlikely to cooperate with Beier, unless the rumor was true and Solveert had offered to get Beier restored to his place. That was the one thing the astrologer still wanted, for all he’d tried to hide it; without the University’s acknowledgement, he was just another broadsheet scribbler, a petty astrologer casting horoscopes for dogs. “It’s not proof, though. It’s nothing like proof.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   The waiter brought their plates, and they applied themselves to the food for a few moments, before Eslingen said, “I thought we could try the compass around his house, something like that, but that was before I saw I was being followed.”
 
   “And if you’re watched, I certainly will be,” Rathe said. He’d be within his rights to complain to Trijn, have her call the point on whoever Fairs had sent after them, but that would only cause the feud to escalate. And it wouldn’t keep there from being other spies. No, satisfying as it might be to make the watcher spend a night in the cells, it would serve no useful purpose. Especially when, if he took this to Trijn, and Trijn took it to Fourie, all Solveert would have to do was say “I’m a Fellow of the University, I don’t need to consult anyone else on the matter.” Without more proof—without some solid proof, there was nothing he could do.
 
   “We could try leaving by the back way,” Eslingen suggested. “Over the wall beside the privy. But I’m not willing to bet this is the only one.”
 
   “No more am I,” Rathe answered. He poked at the remains of his dinner, well-cooked as always, but at the moment he couldn’t remember tasting it. Even if they could lose their follower, they’d then be faced with a game of hide-and-go-seek in Fairs’ Point, against women who knew their patch like the backs of their hands. He pushed his plate away, shook his head at the waiter who appeared to ask if they wanted a slice of the night’s tart.
 
   “Well, I do,” Eslingen said, and the waiter returned with it wrapped neatly in an old broadsheet. He looked at it, eyebrows rising. “Apparently Wicked thinks we should be on our way.”
 
   “Evidently.” Rathe gave the crowd a casual glance. “Is your man still there?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Rathe swore. “All right. Let’s go home, like good little boys, see if we can wait them out. Voillemin can’t mean to keep them here all night.”
 
   “Surely not,” Eslingen said, but his tone was less certain.
 
   They made their way back to their rooms at a sedate pace, making no attempt either to lose their escort or to catch clear sight of him. He was there, though, following at a discreet distance, a shadow almost lost in the deepening dark as the winter-sun sank toward setting. Rathe locked the courtyard gate behind them, all too aware of the figure hovering in the alley two houses down, but climbed the stairs to the room without comment. Eslingen lit the smaller branch of candles, and Rathe went to the street-side window, peering through the half-closed shutters. The man was still there, on the far side of the street now, a hat pulled low to hide his face as he took up a post where he could see both the window and the courtyard gate.
 
   “Still there?” Eslingen asked.
 
   “And settling in, it looks like.” Rathe turned away from the window, pacing the length of the floor and back again. Eslingen settled himself at the table and unwrapped the generous wedge of tart.
 
   “Sure you don’t want some?”
 
   Rathe hesitated, then made himself join the other man. “Yeah, a bite or two.”
 
   Eslingen broke off a chunk and handed it across, and Rathe took a careful bite, making himself savor the honey and spices. “He can’t stay there all night,” he said again, and Eslingen nodded.
 
   The clock struck ten and then eleven; without the winter-sun’s light it was hard to see at first, but Rathe was sure the man was still watching. The clock struck the half-hour, and he went to the window again, pressing the shutter open a finger’s-width more. For a moment, he thought the alley was empty, but then a shadow moved against the wind, and he cursed under his breath. After a moment, Eslingen came to join him, looking over his shoulder without trying to adjust the shutter.
 
   “I think we have to give it up,” he said softly
 
   Rathe glared at him. “And then what? Just let him pull off this enormous robbery tomorrow? Hand him the keys, as it were?”
 
   “We’re not going to find anything tonight that will be enough to convince your Surintendant,” Eslingen said. “There’s not time. What’s the best we could do, that we find a trail of sound that leads to Solveert’s house? Do you think that would be enough to call a point?”
 
   Rathe turned away, not wanting to admit that the other was right. “We can’t just do nothing.”
 
   “If I thought it would help—” Eslingen shook his head. “We can’t stop this tonight. I say we get a good night’s sleep, and be ready to face whatever comes tomorrow.”
 
   “How?” He needed to be doing, Rathe thought, needed to be out there trying to stop this; there was no chance he could sleep the night out knowing that Solveert was planning to rob not only the trainers and owners but every honest book-writer, every ordinary bettor, in the city…
 
   “We’ve got the compass,” Eslingen said. “You can warn Trijn, and she can warn the Surintendant. We’ll have to fight this like a war, Nico. We know the attack’s coming, even if we don’t know when, and we’ll be ready.”
 
   “If the money goes missing…” Rathe shook his head in turn. “Philip, there will be a riot that will make the last one look like a midwinter dance.”
 
   “I know. That’s why you’ll warn Trijn, so she can have the Surintendant warn Coindarel, too.”
 
   “It’s not enough.”
 
   “It’s all we have.” Eslingen put an arm around his shoulders, an almost tentative embrace. “Come to bed. We’ll be ready in the morning.”
 
   “We’ll have to be.” Rathe let himself be drawn toward the bed, knowing the Leaguer was right, then stripped and crawled between the sheets. They lay close in the dark, Eslingen’s arm warm around him. Even so, Rathe was sure he wouldn’t sleep, and lay for a while listening for the clocks that never seemed to strike, until at last his eyes closed and he sank into dreamless oblivion.
 
    
 
   Rathe woke with the dawn, and freed himself carefully from the sheets to return to the window. In the rising light, he could just make out a shape in the alley, not the same man, he thought, but still obviously watching the house. Behind him, Eslingen stirred, rolled over, and propped himself up on one elbow.
 
   “Don’t tell me he’s still there.”
 
   “Someone is.” Rathe turned away, began to build up the fire and set a can of water on it to heat.
 
   “Don’t they have something more useful to do?” Eslingen dragged himself out of bed. As always, he looked entirely unlike his daytime self, hair in tangles, the shirt he slept in patched and fraying, stubble standing dark on his chin. Rathe grinned in spite of himself, but went on with the morning’s routine.
 
   “You’d think. Actually, I expect they will have to head back to Fairs soon enough; even with help from Customs and Graves, they’ll need every warm body they can find just to keep the peace.” His smile faded. “And more than that, if things go badly.”
 
   Eslingen was already putting himself to rights, his hair tamed and confined by a neat blue ribbon, and he tested the water on the stove. Rathe knew it wasn’t really hot enough, but Eslingen turned to the mirror and began determinedly to shave himself. “So what do we do now?”
 
   Rathe ran his hands over his own hair, settling the tight curls. “We go to the races and hope for the best. No, first we go to Dreams, and I tell Trijn what I’ve found. She’ll warn the Sur on my say-so, and I think he’ll call out Coindarel. If there’s a riot, we’ll need mounted men, no matter how little he likes the idea.”
 
   “That makes sense.” Eslingen splashed water on his face, then wiped his razor on a tattered towel. “They can’t stop you from going to the races—”
 
   “Not legally, not that I can see,” Rathe said. There were other ways, other things Voillemin might be fool enough to try, but he wasn’t going to borrow trouble. “Not when my leman’s dog is running in the finals.”
 
   “Better dress up a bit, then,” Eslingen suggested. He was already wearing his second-best shirt, fine lawn with no lace, and a better pair of breeches, and as Rathe watched, he reached into the clothespress for his best coat. “That way they’ll know you’re not working.”
 
   “If things go wrong, you’ll ruin the lot,” Rathe said.
 
   “But I’ll be beautiful in the process,” Eslingen answered, with a smirk. “Besides, if we save the day, surely I can get a new coat out of it.”
 
   “Don’t get your hopes up,” Rathe said, but he reached for a decent shirt of his own, and his better coat. Not only would the unexpected display be disarming, there was at least half a chance some of the Fairs’ Point people wouldn’t know him if he was reasonably well dressed.
 
   “You look very nice,” Eslingen said, and breathed a laugh. “Which I know is hardly to the point this morning, but—you do.”
 
   “Let’s hope it confuses some people,” Rathe said, and reached for the bread.
 
   They made their way to Point of Dreams as soon as the clock struck half past seven, and Rathe left Eslingen in the main room while he climbed the stairs to Trijn’s workroom. As he’d expected, she was there already, her breakfast sitting on an unfolded napkin, and she eyed him balefully over her cup of tea.
 
   “This isn’t good news, is it?”
 
   “Afraid not,” Rathe said. He ran down what Eslingen had told him, putting it together in the most convincing case he could make, but wasn’t surprised when Trijn shook her head.
 
   “That won’t hold, Rathe, and you know it.”
 
   “Grant you that. Though I’m pretty sure it’s true—”
 
   “I didn’t say it wasn’t. I said it wouldn’t hold.”
 
   Rathe dipped his head in acknowledgement. “Granting that, too, then—someone, probably Solveert, is going to make all that silver disappear today, and there’s going to be all hell to pay when it happens.”
 
   “We’re on alert,” Trijn said. “And I’m told Coindarel’s Dragons are to be waiting horsed and ready in Graves, just in case, though you didn’t hear that from me.”
 
   “We need to stop it happening,” Rathe said. “If the silver does vanish, everyone’s prize money and all the bets they’ve made—and that’s what he’s counting on, isn’t it? We’ll be so busy trying to keep order that he can just vanish himself, and collect his prize at leisure.”
 
   “I know.” Trijn pushed her breakfast away, the bread and cheese barely touched. “If we even had an idea when…”
 
   Solveert needed power, needed energy, massed energy, to move the silver. He’d gained it from the races themselves, the focused attention of hundreds of women, and he’d gained it from the riot, but to move the amount of silver in Fairs’ strongroom, he’d need even more. “At the prize ceremony itself,” he said. “Before they start handing out the turn-back takings. They always sing the Queen’s Anthem, either the University choir or the crowd, but always. That’s how he’ll do it.”
 
   “Tyrseis,” Trijn said. “That could work.”
 
   “It will work,” Rathe said, grimly. “And all that silver will disappear.”
 
   “The Sur has us all on alert,” Trijn said again. “And I’ll tell him myself what you’ve just told me. I’ve also told our off-duty women that I want them at the races ready for trouble, and I doubt I’m alone in that. Call on them if you need them, Nico.”
 
   “I will,” Rathe said, and went back down the stairs.
 
   They made their way through the streets toward Fairs’ Point in an ever-increasing stream of traffic. Half the shops were shuttered for the day, the first holiday of the summer season, the full moon of Maiden and the Dog Moon, and the first day of the spring ghost-tide, though it was impossible to feel those effects in the bustling streets. But every one of those correspondences would add force to Solveert’s magic, make it easier for him to raise the power he needed and move the silver—elsewhere. Rathe looked at Eslingen in sudden panic.
 
   “Here, you have that thing, the compass, right?”
 
   “In my pocket,” Eslingen answered. “Do you want it?”
 
   Rathe considered for a moment, then shook his head. “No. I think—whatever happens is going to happen when they sing the anthem before the final payouts. You make sure you can track it, I’ll deal with Solveert.”
 
   “Let Fairs’ Point do it, it’s their business,” Eslingen said. “They’re still following you, by the way.”
 
   It took all Rathe’s self control to keep from turning to see. “If Voillemin’s involved, he’ll do everything he can to confuse the issue. I outrank him, there’s a chance the other points will listen to me.”
 
   “True enough.” Eslingen glanced at the clock as they came past the Fairs’ Point station, the gates of the New Fair thrown wide ahead of them. “It’s too early to go to the kennels. What do we do now? Breakfast?”
 
   “I’m not hungry.” In point of fact, his stomach was a painful knot. Rathe grimaced. “Place a bet or two, I think. That would be the normal thing, right?”
 
   “Not when my money is likely to disappear in a puff of smoke,” Eslingen muttered.
 
   Rathe elbowed him. “Keep your voice down, for Astree’s sake. We don’t want to change your routine, make anyone suspicious.”
 
   Eslingen sighed. “You’re right, of course. I just hate losing money knowingly.”
 
   And that’s different from putting money on the dogs precisely how? Rathe swallowed the words, knowing what Eslingen’s answer would be, and linked arms with him. “You must have a favorite book-writer or three. Introduce me, maybe I’ll put a demming on the race myself.”
 
   “That’ll be the day,” Eslingen answered, but started toward the practice tracks.
 
    
 
   They spent the first hours of the morning stalking the book-writers. The odds on Sunflower had shortened overnight, most of the writers quoting three-to-two, but Eslingen managed to find a couple of women who were willing to give him three-to-one, and placed his bets there. He made Rathe do the same, though the pointsman refused to put more than a spider with any one writer. Still, it was more than Eslingen had seen him do before, and he thought they were making a reasonable counterfeit of a blameless day at the races. They were no longer being followed, but there were plenty of pointsmen in sight, conspicuous in their leather jerkins, and Eslingen did his best not to draw their attention.
 
   The final race for the year’s maidens was scheduled for eleven o’clock, and Eslingen made his way to the kennels at half past ten, not surprised to find Naimi already watching Sunflower in his pen. The little dog looked fit and happy, his nose to the dirt as he searched for any missed bits of food, and Eslingen said, “I brought Nico. I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   Naimi’s face lightened. “Nico! Oh, it’s good of you to come. This is the best dog I’ve had yet, and it’s all your doing.”
 
   “‘Best dog yet,’” Eslingen quoted, in spite of himself, and Naimi spun three times and spat in the dirt.
 
   “I shouldn’t have said it. I didn’t say it.”
 
   “It’s all right,” Rathe said. “He looks fit enough. Who’s the competition?”
 
   “He’ll do,” Naimi said, visibly relieved at the change of subject. “They’re all good dogs, of course, that’s the trouble. But there’s Moo—”
 
   “Looks like a cow,” Eslingen said, at Rathe’s lifted eyebrows, and the pointsman nodded.
 
   “And then there’s Sieur Sasha,” Naimi went on. “I don’t know if you’ve seen him? Big black dog, heavy shoulders? He’s old for the class, born at the start of Serpens. He’s the one I’m worried about, truth be told.”
 
   Eslingen frowned, trying to remember. Yes, there had been a black dog in one of the other heats; a bruiser of a dog that bulled his way over two smaller dogs to take the prize. “I think I know him.”
 
   “But our boy has a chance.” Naimi looked down at him with a fond smile. “Don’t you, clever puppy?”
 
   Sunflower’s head snapped up and he raced across to her, going up on his hind legs in hopes of a treat. When none was forthcoming, he barked sharply and wheeled away again, quartering the pen in search of crumbs. Naimi looked over her shoulder, and beckoned to the waiting boxholder.
 
   “It’s time. Let’s go.”
 
   Eslingen obligingly dangled the toy for Sunflower to leap at, and when he was sufficiently excited, Naimi scooped him up and tucked him into his basket. The dogs around them were louder than ever, and she had to raise her voice to be heard over the commotion.
 
   “There’s no point in coming to the start with me. I’ve got the token, and you’ll never get a decent spot on the fence if you do.”
 
   “If you’re sure,” Eslingen said, and she nodded.
 
   “Good luck, then,” Rathe said, and Eslingen reached out to pet the basket.
 
   “Run well,” he said, and felt himself blush. Naimi merely nodded, the words perfectly reasonable to her, and he and Rathe turned toward the kennel doors.
 
   As Naimi had predicted, the track was already crowded, and it took a certain effort combined with a few discreet elbows to win them a place at the fence. He was reasonably sure that Rathe wouldn’t approve, but he had some hope that the other hadn’t noticed, and planted himself against the wooden rails in the stance of a man who didn’t intend to be moved. Rathe edged in at his shoulder, shaking his head.
 
   “You got good odds. The best I’m hearing now it three-to-two, and the woman over there’s crying two-to-one.”
 
   “I think he’s good.” Eslingen had lost count of the amount of money he had riding on the race, between the turned-back prize money and his own bets, and that was far from a comfortable feeling. “Now let’s hope he’s lucky.”
 
   The trainers were all present, and the steward raised the pennant for a pending race. Sunflower had drawn the second box, Eslingen saw with a grimace. The outer boxes tended to be slower, offered less of a direct line over the jumps and into the finish. Worse luck, Moo and Sieur Sasha had drawn the middle boxes, the spotted dog wriggling and yelping as he was lowered into place, Sieur Sasha bunching up like a guard dog, the muscles heavy under his sleek coat. It took a bit longer than usual to get them all settled, and Eslingen swore under his breath. It did no one any good to wait, and least of all an inexperienced dog. But then at last the boxes were all closed and the steward raised her handkerchief.
 
   It fell, and the boxes dropped open, the dogs leaping out in an untidy pack. Moo lurched sideways at the first jump, knocking Sunflower momentarily off his stride, and Rathe swore as a red bitch grabbed the lead. Sunflower recovered quickly, though, and by the third jump he was shoulder to shoulder again with Moo. The red bitch was tiring, and Sieur Sasha surged past her, thrusting to a half-body lead over the other dogs. But he’d misjudged the next jump by a hair, had to take a short step to go over it cleanly, and Moo and Sunflower passed him in the air. Sunflower shoved a nose in front, lost it at the next jump, but landed better than Moo, putting the spotted dog half a length behind.
 
   “Come on,” Eslingen said. “Come on—”
 
   Sunflower lengthened his stride, caught up with Sieur Sasha at the finish and shouldered through it with him. The crowd cheered, but Eslingen fixed his eye on the board above the finish.
 
   “I can’t tell,” Rathe said. “They went through together—”
 
   “Nose and nose,” someone else said, and a woman shook her head.
 
   “I don’t envy the stewards calling that one.”
 
   Moo’s name appeared in the third place slot, no surprise and no controversy, but no other names appeared. Eslingen looked at Rathe, who shrugged.
 
   “I’ve no idea.”
 
   “We need to get back to the start. If there’s any question—I need to be there.” He pushed his way through the surging crowd, most of them arguing now whether there would be a decision or a run-off, and fought his way to the rail by the starting pen. Naimi came to join him, her arms folded tight across her chest.
 
   “The stewards are calling it,” she said, raising her voice to be heard over the noise. “If it’s too close, they’ll run them again, and there will be an extra prize for that—”
 
   Her words were drowned in a sudden roar, and Eslingen craned his neck to see. The names were on the board at last: Sieur Sasha the winner, Sunflower in second.
 
   “I don’t believe it,” Rathe said. “How could anyone tell?”
 
   For a brief moment, Naimi looked as though she was going to cry, and then she shook herself like one of her own dogs. “Second is good money, especially with the turn-back. And it’s a strong year for maidens. We’ll do well with him.”
 
   Second. She was right about the money, and about the prestige, but still…he did hate losing. Eslingen forced a smile of his own. “You did well by him, especially getting him so late. If you’ll keep him—well, I can’t wait to see what he does the next meet.”
 
   “There should have been a run-off,” someone said behind him. Eslingen glanced back, saw DeVoss shouldering her way through the crowd. “Nadisse, why no run-off?”
 
   The steward gave her a guarded look. “The stewards’ decision is final, you know that, Maewes.”
 
   “No one could see clearly which dog finished first,” DeVoss said. “I was there, I saw it myself. Hare and Hound, I’ve seen you grant a second race when everyone could see who’d won.”
 
   “The decision is final,” the steward repeated. She lowered her voice. “Maewes, we’re under orders to keep the races running on schedule. There’s no time for run-offs, not today. And it was clear. If it weren’t your assistant, you’d see it.”
 
   They moved on, and Naimi shook her head. “That was kind of DeVoss. But it doesn’t matter. Second is still good.”
 
   “It is,” Eslingen said. “Besetje. I think—there’s a chance there’s going to be trouble when they give out the prizes. Do me a favor: don’t bring Sunflower.”
 
   Naimi caught her breath. “What kind of trouble?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Eslingen said, with a guilty blush, “but I don’t think it’s going to be safe.”
 
   “All right.” Naimi gave him a challenging look. “But—I’m going to tell the other trainers.”
 
   “Go ahead,” Eslingen answered. “It’s better for everyone that way.”
 
   She nodded and hurried away. Eslingen watched her and the dog disappear into the crowd, and Rathe caught his sleeve. “Did you hear that?”
 
   “DeVoss?” Eslingen nodded. “But it’s the Racing Secretary who gives those orders—”
 
   “At the Patent Administrator’s behest, no doubt,” Rathe said. “But either way, it confirms it.”
 
   Eslingen nodded again. Solveert, or the Secretary—or both of them; that was always a possibility—they had to have the attempt timed to the twelfth of the hour. Whether it was to get a favorable conjunction or because there was someone expecting to receive the silver, it didn’t matter: it was proof that something was planned. “What do we do?”
 
   “I need to find the rest of our people.” Rathe looked over his shoulder as though he might find someone standing there, and Eslingen grabbed his arm.
 
   “Wait. We’ll go together. If you’re with me, there’s not much Voillemin can do about it.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The rest of the races passed in a frantic blur. Rathe wove through the crowd, finding most of Dreams’ people—one of them Sohier, to his relief, who could be counted on to do the sensible thing. He gave her the details while Eslingen chatted up a book-writer, his eyes drifting past her to watch for any of Fairs’ men, and she nodded soberly. “I came with friends, boss. I’ll let them know.”
 
   “Good. Just—be as close as you can to the stage when they start to give the prizes. On the station side if you can manage it. Don’t let Solveert get past you if he tries to bolt.”
 
   She nodded again, and slipped away. Rathe watched her go, but his eyes were drawn to the newly-built platform outside Fairs’ Point, draped with bunting and gilded wooden ovals marked with the city’s seal. It had gone up overnight, as usual, and even at this last minute, workers were fussing with the decorations and the seating. Neither Solveert nor the Racing Secretary was anywhere to be seen.
 
   Finally the last race was over, and he and Eslingen joined the crowds moving toward the platform. Steps led to each end of the platform, watched by pointsmen carrying old-fashioned halberds, and Rathe dragged Eslingen as close to the end away from the Fairs’ Point station as he dared without the points noticing him.
 
   “We won’t be able to see anything,” Eslingen said. “The owners and trainers are supposed to be up front—there where the ropes are.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. When it happens, I want to be able to get up there right away.”
 
   “I’m with you, then,” Eslingen said.
 
   “You have to track it,” Rathe said. “That’s the main thing. If you don’t do that—” He broke off, not wanting to put it into words
 
   Eslingen nodded soberly. “I know.”
 
   Trumpets sounded, a ragged chorus from beside the station’s gate, and there was a cheer from the crowd. The dignitaries emerged from the station: two of the Regents, splendid in black skirts and bodices edged with snow-white lace, their caps trimmed with gold and pearls. Solveert followed them, his dove-gray academic gown open over a suit of expensive burgundy velvet, and the Racing Secretary and her chief stewards followed him, all of them in their best dresses, heavy satins and velvets in spite of the spring warmth, jewels pinned to their bodices and glinting in high-piled hair. Behind them came three more pairs of stewards, each carrying a brassbound chest between them—not gracefully, the weight bowed them inward. The prize money, Rathe knew, and took a breath.
 
   Eslingen nudged him. “Coindarel.”
 
   “That’s a mercy.”
 
   The Prince-Marshal was resplendent in deep blue satin, with a paler blue vest beneath it; he wore a royal collar across his shoulders, the queen’s monogram on a medallion the size of a man’s hand. At least there would be no arguing with that authority, Rathe thought. Behind Coindarel came nearly a dozen other notables, some from the University, by their gowns, the rest nobles or merchants-resident, though it was hard to tell the difference by their clothes. Was the woman in green Malfiliatre? There was a murmur of disapproval from the crowd, but she seemed not to hear it, pacing with dignity among her fellows.
 
   Behind the cluster of important women came the delegation from Fairs’ Point, and Rathe caught his breath to see Claes among them, limping on crutches, with two sturdy young men to provide support if it was needed. Voillemin was there, too, of course, and from the rolled papers in his hand it looked as though he was going to be performing the station’s part of the ceremony, but it was reassuring to see Claes present.
 
   The crowd cheered as the Regents took their places, handed to their seats by Solveert himself, and another for Coindarel as he exchanged bows with the Patent Administrator. Hearing them, Coindarel bowed to the crowd as well, flourishing his plumed hat, and took his place beside the Regents and the Racing Secretary. The rest of the procession made their way onto the stage—Rathe winced to see Claes’s awkward progress—and the delegation from the University took their place at the end of the stage. From their gowns and wreaths of fresh flowers, it was a student choir, and, sure enough, their leader bowed deeply to Solveert. Solveert gave a gracious nod in return, and the choir-master lifted his hand.
 
   “In the Queen’s name we gather, in her name we sing.” The familiar words rose in delicate harmony, and the crowd joined in ragged harmony on the next lines. “The people of our city, our loving hearts we bring.”
 
   It was now, Rathe thought, his muscles knotting. He could feel the crowd focusing as more and more people joined the singing, everyone in the square picking up the familiar words. On the tower of Fairs’ Point, the clock’s hands stood at twenty past four. Istre would know what that meant, what stars it indicated and therefore when it would happen, but he didn’t, and he hadn’t thought to ask. He could only wait, bracing himself for the disaster.
 
   “In the Queen’s name we gather,” the chorus began again, the crowd with them in ragged harmony, “in her name we sing.”
 
   Rathe glanced sideways, saw Eslingen’s fist clenched around the compass. It had to work, they had nothing else, but in that moment it seemed horribly inadequate. Eslingen’s face was pale, all his attention focussed on the stage.
 
   “The people of our city, our loving hearts we bring.”
 
   A bell struck, sweet and heavy, drowning the last word. The sound swelled, a single note as oppressive as thunder, drowning out the cries of the crowd. Rathe staggered, and beside him a woman fell to her knees, her hands pressed to her ears. A man stumbled against him, mouth open as though he were shouting, but his words were drowned in the overwhelming noise. He was bleeding from his nose, Rathe saw, and in the same instant realized his own nose was bleeding. Eslingen staggered, holding the compass above his head as though that would better catch the sound, and as abruptly as it had begun it vanished.
 
   For a stricken heartbeat, there was nothing, and then the screams began. Rathe glanced wildly around, but saw no one more hurt than a bloodied nose or lip, and leaped for the stage stair.
 
   “Don’t let anyone leave!”
 
   The pointsmen crossed their halberds and Rathe ducked past them, taking the stairs two at a time. On the stage, all the dignitaries were on their feet, Claes and Voillemin shouting contradictory orders to their men, Coindarel with his hand to his hip as though reaching for the sword he wasn’t wearing. One of the Regents collapsed back into her chair, clasping her handkerchief to her bleeding nose, and Malfiliatre bent over her helplessly.
 
   “The silver,” the Racing Secretary said. “Sweet Tyrseis, the silver.”
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” the other Regent demanded, her voice shrill. “What is all this?”
 
   Solveert, Rathe thought. For an instant, he thought he was too late, but then he saw the man, moving quickly toward the other stairs. Rathe leaped after him, caught him by the shoulder.
 
   “Oh, no, you’re not going anywhere.”
 
   “Rathe?” Voillemin spun around, furious. “Baeder, arrest that man.”
 
   The pointsman gaped at him, and Rathe said, “Don’t be a fool. Here’s the one you want.”
 
   “That’s the Patent Administrator,” one of the stewards said, as though she was sure he’d made a mistake.
 
   “Check the silver,” Rathe said, over her shoulder, aiming the words at Coindarel and the Racing Secretary. “Check the prize money.”
 
   The Racing Secretary went to her knees beside the nearest strongbox, fishing under her skirts for the keys. She flung back the lid, and fell back on her heels, swearing. Even from where he stood, his hand still on Solveert’s shoulder, Rathe could see a pile of empty velvet purses, the prize money utterly vanished away. Someone screamed, and there was a rising murmur from the crowd as they began to realize what was wrong.
 
   “Send to the station,” Claes began, but a young woman came running up the stairs, her eyes wide.
 
   “Chief! Chief, it’s all gone, all of it—”
 
   “It can’t be.” Claes swayed on his crutches.
 
   “The strongroom’s empty!” The woman was on the verge of tears. “Sweet Astree, it’s all gone.”
 
   There were more shouts from the crowd below the stage, a knot of women gathered around a pregnant woman who clutched her belly as though her pains had come. Beyond them women and men wiped at bleeding noses, staring angrily at the stage. The trainers had pulled together in a tight knot, and Rathe could see their short clubs drawn, concealed for the moment against skirts and coats.
 
   “Give us our prizes,” someone shouted, and Solveert tried to pull himself free.
 
   “For Astree’s sake, man, they’ll riot if we don’t speak to them.”
 
   “Should have thought of that before you stole the silver,” Rathe said.
 
   “But I never—” Solveert looked past him to the other pointsmen. “The man’s run mad.”
 
   “That’s entirely enough,” Voillemin said. “Rathe, this is my district. You’ve no rights here. Let him go.”
 
   “No.” Rathe shook his head, though he knew how thin the ice was beneath his feet. “That sound, that was the silver being stolen, and he’s the man responsible.”
 
   “Let him go,” Voillemin said again. “Or I’ll call the point on you myself.”
 
   “Where are the prizes?” The shout came from the knot of trainers, was picked up by more voices. “Give us our money!”
 
   “For Heira’s sake, let him speak to the crowd.” That was Malfiliatre, coming forward to join Voillemin. “There’ll be a riot else.”
 
   “There will be a riot if he does speak,” Rathe said. He looked past Voillemin at Claes, swaying gray-faced on his crutches. “Chief, you know me. I swear to you, he’s the man, and I can prove it—”
 
   “Do it, then,” Claes snapped, and Voillemin echoed him.
 
   “Yes, if there’s any proof, let’s have it.”
 
   Rathe took a breath. Everything he had was weak; he was sure, but that wasn’t enough to bring a point, not even in this extremity. “He’s the one who’s made sure all the silver was brought here, kept here, including the bond. And he’s the one who refused to move it even after he was warned that this was going to happen.”
 
   “I’m a Fellow of the University,” Solveert protested. “I don’t need advice to know how to handle silver.”
 
   “Except evidently you do.” Coindarel stepped forward. “Dames, my masters, this is out of hand. Madame Secretary, speak to the crowd.”
 
   “Yes.” She pushed herself up from the boards, still visibly shaken. “Yes, at once.”
 
   “The rest of you, with me.” Coindarel drew them back toward the row of chairs as the Secretary began to speak, her voice high and strained. “He’s right about one thing, we need to settle this quickly. Rathe, that’s all the proof you have?”
 
   “It’s no proof at all,” Solveert protested. “It’s nothing.”
 
   “He has a mad grudge against our station,” Voillemin said. “And he’s been at feud with me for years.”
 
   The noise of the crowd rose behind them, drowning the Secretary’s attempts to calm them, developed into a steady chant. “Prizes, prizes, we want prizes.”
 
   “We can get it back,” Rathe said, desperately.
 
   “You stole it,” Voillemin said. “You’re behind this.”
 
   “No. But we knew it was going to happen—and you were warned, Voillemin, the Sur himself warned you—” Rathe bit back the rest of the accusation, fixed his eyes on Claes, still leaning heavily on his crutches. “We took precautions. We can find it and get it back. Tell them that.”
 
   Claes took a breath. “Right. Let him go, Adjunct Point—and you, Sieur Solveert, I’d appreciate your staying right here for the moment. Rathe, you speak to the crowd.”
 
   Rathe’s breath caught in his throat. He was no diplomat, to find the words that would tame a mess like this, and Coindarel smiled slightly.
 
   “Allow me,” he said, and took off his hat, waving it back and forth over his head three times. There was movement at the edges of the square, and the first of his Dragons began to pick their way into the space behind the crowd. Coindarel stepped to the edge of the stage.
 
   “Good people! As you’ve guessed, there has been another theft here. But, thanks to the foresight of the city points, we know where it’s gone and are sending men to fetch it.”
 
   “How do you know?” someone shouted.
 
   “When will I get my money?”
 
   “We want our prizes!”
 
   Coindarel lifted his hands, and reluctantly the crowd stilled again. “I’m sending Adjunct Point Rathe to collect it—you all know Rathe—Rathe and some of my Dragons.” He turned to Rathe. “If that’s agreeable, Adjunct?”
 
   “Yes,” Rathe said, and made himself nod vigorously, like an actor on stage. “Yes, of course.”
 
   “A little patience, good people,” Coindarel said, “only a little, and we’ll have the culprit in hand and the money back where it belongs.”
 
   He turned away as though he expected nothing but agreement, though Rathe saw his shoulders braced for thrown rocks or rotten vegetables.
 
   “You’d better be able to do it, Rathe,” he said.
 
   Rathe looked over his shoulder, saw Eslingen waving at him from the bottom of the stage stairs. “Let him up,” he called, and Eslingen ducked under the crossed halberds, his fist still closed around the compass.
 
   “We can do it,” Rathe went on. “We have a—sort of a compass, we can track the silver with it.”
 
   “How far do you think it’s gone?” Coindarel asked.
 
   “I don’t know.” Rathe jerked his head at Solveert. “Ask him.”
 
   “I’ve no idea!” Solveert glared indignantly at them. “How would I know what’s happened to the Dis-damned silver?”
 
   “Because it’s your working and your plan,” Eslingen said.
 
   Rathe lifted his hand. “It can’t be too far away. There was a lot of silver, the strongroom was full. Even with all the energy he raised, it can’t have gone far. There’s just too much of it.”
 
   “Outside the city,” Eslingen said. “I’ll lay money. Not far, but—outside the points’ jurisdiction, and not somewhere anyone would think to look for him.”
 
   Rathe nodded. “That makes sense.”
 
   Coindarel reached into his purse and produced a silver whistle. He put it to his lips, blew a trilling call, and Rathe saw several horsemen split off from the main group, working their way around the edge of the crowd to the stage.
 
   “Take horses—Philip, take a dozen men, you’ll want them. Rathe, if there are points here you trust, take them, too. Find the silver before we have a riot on our hands.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Eslingen said.
 
   Rathe looked at him. “You’ve got the trail?”
 
   “Couldn’t miss it,” Eslingen said, and loosed his hold on the compass. It chimed loud and clear, and Rathe gave a sigh of sheer relief.
 
   “Right. Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   Eslingen shoved the chiming compass into the breast of his coat, feeling it vibrate against his chest. The knot of Dragons had reached the stage and he slid down the steps to join them, glad to see that one of them was riding King of Thieves. “You,” he said, pointing, “I’ll take your horse. And I need one more—” He looked up at the stage, saw Rathe coming toward them, two more pointsmen trailing behind. “No, three more horses, solid ones. Who’s sergeant here?”
 
   “I am.” That was a thin-faced young woman with lemon-bleached reddish hair and the look of a hardened campaigner. “Faraut, Lieutenant, at your service.”
 
   “We need horses,” Eslingen said again, and she nodded.
 
   “Dirx, Almaraves—you, too, Mareille.”
 
   The Dragons she named slid from their saddles without complaint as Rathe came down the stairs, and Eslingen said, “You men support the Prince-Marshal. Rathe, I’ve got horses for you.”
 
   Rathe nodded. “Good. You know Sohier—”
 
   Eslingen nodded, remembering the younger woman from Dreams.
 
   “The other’s Delijle, from Fairs.”
 
   Eslingen knew her, too: the woman who’d questioned him at the races. He merely nodded, and she gave a wry smile as she hauled herself ungracefully onto one of the waiting horses.
 
   “Before you ask,” Rathe said, “they both say they can ride.” He accepted a leg up from one of the dismounted Dragons, and swung himself into the saddle.
 
   “Sergeant Faraut,” Eslingen said, nodding to the woman. “It’s her troop.”
 
   “Sergeant.” Rathe gave her his unexpectedly winning smile. “We don’t have much time.”
 
   “No, sir,” she said, her voice controlled but her eyes wary. She was very carefully not looking at the crowd, still too close to her horses’ legs, and Eslingen was glad to see that the Dragons, at least, were well armed, swords and carabines and firelocks both. “Where away, sirs?”
 
   Eslingen pulled the compass from his coat. It chimed steadily, a note an octave above the noise of the great spell, and he saw people turn, pointing. He ignored them, spun King of Thieves in a steady circle until he was sure he was facing the strongest sound. “Southeast.”
 
   He was pointing straight at a wall of stables, of course, but Rathe nodded. “Out the gate there, and then double back on the Royal Road south.”
 
   He kicked his horse into a trot, and Eslingen copied him, waving for the others to follow. A few voices raised a cheer as they passed along the crowd’s flank, but most stared silently, promising trouble to come.
 
   Rathe led them through the maze of streets toward the broader thoroughfare that was the Royal Road that ran south toward the coast at Evrenne, and as they turned onto it Eslingen was relieved to hear the chime strengthen again. He nudged King of Thieves forward so that he rode level with Rathe, and the pointsman glanced quickly over his shoulder.
 
   “Still good?”
 
   Eslingen nodded. “I think we’ll still need to go a bit east once we’re out of the city.”
 
   “If we go east too soon,” Rathe said, “we’ll be in the marshes south of Customs Point, and I don’t think Solveert would send his silver there.”
 
   “Not if he has any sense. And he’s not lacked for cleverness so far.”
 
   They made their way down the Royal Road at a trot, all other traffic making way for them. Faraut’s men rode in loose formation, the points trailing a little to the side, and Eslingen wished again that he was armed. Well, if worst came to worst, he could borrow firelock or sword from one of the Dragons, and that would have to be enough. Besides, it was at best even odds whether Solveert would have left anyone to guard the place where he’d sent the silver. It would be dangerous, for a start—presumably Solveert had seen what had happened to Beier—and once they reached the countryside, a guard would draw unwanted attention. Solveert had been clever so far; they’d hope he’d been clever still.
 
   They reached the edge of the city proper, where the Royal Road became a rutted, dusty track and the neat walled houses of merchants-resident gave way to thatch-roofed cottages. They were built in clusters, three or five together, and then fields in between, and Eslingen held up the compass again. It seemed fainter, but when he turned King of Thieves through a full circle, the road’s direction was still where the sound was strongest.
 
   “We’re outside the city,” Rathe said. “These are all part of a pair of little villages, Atheria and Forza; they give allegiance to the Soueraine of Bederes, not to the city or the Metropolitan.” He gave a flick of a smile. “I hope the Dragons carry a royal writ.”
 
   “Near enough,” Eslingen answered. They were an armed troop, it was unlikely anyone could stand against them. “And you know the Queen will back us.”
 
   Rathe nodded, not entirely appeased. And that was a thing they would need to be sure of, when the Guard was established, Eslingen thought, and shook his head at his own lack of concentration. The main thing now was to find the silver.
 
   A few miles further on, the land changed, the farmland giving way to rolling hills. This was demesne land, held directly from the crown; the only buildings visible were a manor house and its outbuildings a mile or so to the west, nestled in a shallow valley. To the east, a scattering of sheep dotted the hillside, and one of the troopers pointed toward them.
 
   “There’s dinner if we need it.”
 
   “If we take that long, there may not be a city to come back to,” Rathe said, his voice grim.
 
   The troopers exchanged looks, and Faraut said, “That bad?”
 
   “You saw the crowd,” Rathe answered, and she grimaced.
 
   The chime was softer again. Eslingen lifted his hand to halt the party, let them mill about in the middle of the road while he walked King of Thieves back the way he’d come. Sure enough, the chime grew stronger again, but faded as he crossed the shallow stream. He turned back, fixing the point where the sound was strongest.
 
   “Rathe! It’s east from here.”
 
   “Damn.” Rathe stood up in his stirrups, surveying the ground. “I don’t see a track—or much of anything out there, except the damned sheep.”
 
   Eslingen shaded his eyes, but could make out nothing in the hazy distance. The later afternoon sun was behind them, throwing long shadows. “Where there’s sheep there’s usually shepherds, but I don’t see any.”
 
   “Astree’s tits,” Rathe said. “Shepherds have huts, especially in this neighborhood—it’s too close to the city, we get too many hungry travelers.”
 
   “You think that’s where he’s sent it?” Eslingen asked.
 
   “If not there, then to another outbuilding,” Rathe answered. “This is manor land, that shepherd belongs to someone.”
 
   “Right.” Eslingen turned, lifting his arm. “Faraut! We’re cutting cross-county. Keep an eye out for any buildings. There’s bound to be a shepherd’s hut, maybe more.”
 
   He kicked King of Thieves forward without waiting for her answer, felt the big bay stretch to jump the roadside ditch, and urged him to a trot, not daring to risk a faster pace across the uneven ground. The sheep scattered away from them, bleating, and a dog leaped out of nowhere to nip at the horses’ heels. Faraut swore, reaching for her firelock, and Rathe yelled, “No! Leave her be!”
 
   Faraut pulled her horse away, swearing as it kicked out beneath her, and a boy came running, heavy staff in hand.
 
   “Leave her alone, leave my sheep alone—”
 
   “Call off the dog,” Eslingen said, pitching his voice to carry. “In the Queen’s name, call it off.”
 
   The boy whistled sharply, and the dog ran back to him, to bark and snarl from the shelter of his legs.
 
   “You’re on my mistress’s land, you’ve no business here frightening the sheep.”
 
   “Who’s your mistress?” Rathe asked.
 
   The boy glared at him. “Dame Solveert, and she’ll take you to court in the city if you hurt her animals.”
 
   “Ah.” Even though he’d been expecting something like it, Eslingen couldn’t help smiling, and saw the same fierce glee in Rathe’s face as well. “We’re on the Queen’s business, shepherd—the Queen’s Royal Dragons and her points together. If there’s damage, your mistress will be compensated, of course, but we mean to cause none.”
 
   “Is there a hut you use?” Rathe asked.
 
   The boy looked from one to the other. “There’s no hut for us.”
 
   Rathe swore.
 
   “He can’t have just left it in the open,” Eslingen said. He lifted the compass again, but the chime was steady, still drawing them east, toward hills covered with low scrub. There was no sign of a roof, a chimney stack…
 
   “Any building at all?” Rathe asked.
 
   “There’s the wine cave,” the boy said.
 
   “Where?”
 
   The boy pointed toward the hills. “It’s set into the slope there, where the old vineyard used to be.” He scowled. “It used to be our hut, when the sheep were in this quarter, but the mistress’s son shut it up because it was falling down dangerous.”
 
   “Thank you, Seidos,” Eslingen said. “That has to be it.”
 
   Rathe nodded, and held out his hand to the boy. “If you take us there, I can promise you a share of the reward.”
 
   “Reward?” The boy hesitated for less than a heartbeat. “Very good, master, I’m with you.”
 
   The boy led them by an almost invisible path up into the hills. The chime of the compass grew louder again, and Eslingen breathed a sigh of relief. They might just make it, might be able to find the silver and get it back to the city in time—
 
   And there it was, little more than a heap of weathered boards, the thatch of the low roof blending into the grass of the hillside. But the bar across the door was new, and the chain and lock that held it in place showed no signs of rust. Eslingen swung himself down from his horse, tossing the reins to the nearest trooper, and joined Faraut and Rathe in contemplating the lock. Faraut shrugged and unslung her carabine, ready to use the butt on the lock, but Rathe said, “Wait.”
 
   He reached into his purse, came out with a tangle of oddly shaped iron instruments. He inserted one into the lock, frowned, and chose another. A moment later, the tumblers turned over and the hasp fell loose.
 
   “Interesting skills you have, Adjunct Point,” Eslingen said, in spite of himself.
 
   Rathe gave him a limpid look. “It doesn’t do to damage women’s property, Lieutenant.”
 
   Faraut hauled the beam aside with the help of one of her troopers, and together they pushed in the door. For a moment, it wouldn’t budge, though the compass in Eslingen’s hand rang louder and louder, and then it scraped open far enough to reveal a fan of coins spilling toward the door. The compass gave a final clang and split into pieces with a force that left Eslingen shaking his fingers.
 
   “Seidos’s Horse!”
 
   “It’s here,” Rathe said, and there was relief in his voice, as though he hadn’t quite believed it himself. “It’s all here.”
 
   The woman from Fairs’ Point peered past him and nodded, and Eslingen came to see for himself. At first glance, the room was filled with silver, piled nearly knee high in the center, and strewn across the floor in drifts that made it hard to open the door. The earthen walls at the back of the room were pocked with coin, as though some of the coin had struck there first, and it looked as though there were more coins embedded in the workbench that stood to one side.
 
   “All of it?” That was Sohier, and Eslingen heaved at the door again, pushing it back far enough that he could squeeze inside.
 
   “If it isn’t, it’s damn close.”
 
   “We’re not done yet,” Rathe said, ducking through the opening. “We’ve still got to get this back to Astreiant somehow.”
 
   “We’re not bringing it on horseback. We’ll need a wagon. A couple of strong cart horses, too.”
 
   “That’ll take too long,” Rathe said. “If we’re not back by sunset—sooner, even—I don’t know how long Coindarel can hold them.”
 
   Eslingen looked around. “Faraut! Get me a sack.”
 
   “Right, Lieutenant.” The sergeant disappeared from the doorway, returned a moment later with a heavy canvas bag with a drawstring neck. “That’s the biggest we have.”
 
   “Thanks.” He looked at Rathe. “We can bring back a sack of coin as earnest, to prove we’ve found it and that the rest is on its way. Will that work?”
 
   “It will have to,” Rathe said.
 
    
 
   Rathe busied himself filling the sack, listening with half an ear as Eslingen gave orders to the Dragons. He sent a pair of troopers with the boy to requisition a wagon, ordered Faraut and the others to stay and guard the silver under Sohier’s orders. Hearing that, Rathe straightened, ready to reinforce the order, but Faraut merely nodded.
 
   “Do you think we’re likely to run into any trouble, Lieutenant?”
 
   “Seidos knows,” Eslingen answered. “But it’s as well to be prepared.”
 
   Rathe weighed the bag in his hand. It wasn’t full, but it was getting uncomfortably heavy, and the horses were already tired. Surely it would be enough. He knotted the cords and ducked back out of the hut. “I don’t think Solveert was planning for this to be a fight,” he said. “If nothing else, then he would have had to share. My guess is, he was planning to leave it here, and live blamelessly off his secret horde.”
 
   “Are you ready?” Eslingen asked, and he nodded.
 
   “If the horses can take it.”
 
   Eslingen took the bag, hefting it thoughtfully. “King of Thieves can manage it. I’m not sure about yours.”
 
   “You carry it, then,” Rathe said, and dragged himself gracelessly into the saddle. He had little occasion to ride in the city, and the muscles of back and thigh were already complaining. He’d be miserable in the morning, but he could worry about that later. Eslingen mounted with discouraging ease, tying the bag to the saddle in front of him.
 
   “Let’s go,” he said, and sent King of Thieves into an easy trot. Rathe kicked his horse into motion and followed.
 
   It seemed to take forever to reach the road, though after a moment Rathe realized that Eslingen was leading them at a different angle, cutting off a few hundred yards. Once they’d reached the road, Eslingen pulled up long enough for Rathe to catch up, and shook his head.
 
   “We’ll need to take this in stages, give them a breather partway or they’ll never make it.”
 
   Rathe looked to the west, where the sun was barely the width of two hands above the horizon. The winter-sun was still up, its brilliant pinpoint nearly lost in the dazzle: they’d have its light for an hour or so after sundown, but no longer. “Right,” he said, and braced himself to follow.
 
   The road unreeled beneath them as the sun set, their shadows stretching grotesquely across the fields, but at last they were among the houses of Forza, and then Atheria, and finally as the sun kissed the western horizon they crossed into Astreiant proper. The streets were empty, shops closed, doors and windows tightly-shuttered, and Rathe felt a stab of fear at being too late. He took the lead, then, urging his tired horse up the Royal Road and through the tangle of lesser streets that led to the New Fair. He could hear the rumble of voices as they approached, saw Eslingen’s eyes roll like a horse’s as he registered the ragged chant—prizes, prizes—and he was unsurprised to see a detachment of points lined up at the entrance to the Fair, truncheons at the ready.
 
   “Let us pass,” he shouted. “Queen’s business!”
 
   The Adjunct in charge turned, tension giving way to something like relief, and she cursed and dragged her people out of the way.
 
   They broke into the Fair itself near where they’d left the few hours before. The crowd was no bigger, but it was also no happier, and there were clear signs that the points and the Dragons had already broken up smaller fights. Torches were lit on the stage—magelight would have been better, Rathe thought, but guessed there hadn’t been time to arrange it—and Coindarel was once again addressing the crowd. Rathe raised his hat, waved it over his head as he spurred toward the stage, people and points and Dragons giving way before them. Coindarel saw him and stopped, and there was a shout from the crowd as they realized what was happening. The nearest people surged toward them, ready to see the coin for themselves, but a handful of Coindarel’s men moved to block them, and Rathe reached the stage stairs, Eslingen at his heels. Rathe flung himself off his horse and dragged himself up the stairs, not caring what happened as long as a riot could be forestalled.
 
   “We got it, Prince-Marshal.”
 
   Even in the uncertain torchlight, Coindarel’s relief was clear. “You found the coin?”
 
   “We did.” Rathe’s voice carried to at least the first rows. “We found it. In a vineyard hut belonging to the Patent Administrator’s mother.”
 
   Coindarel gave him a sharp glance at that, and Solveert said, “That doesn’t prove anything! My mother’s property is near the road, and extensive enough that anyone might make use of the outbuildings. Why, our vineyards have been abandoned ten years or more.”
 
   “I’m calling the point,” Rathe said.
 
   Voillemin stepped between him and Solveert. “That’s circumstantial, it’s not proof. And it’s not your place—”
 
   “Where’s the coin?” someone yelled from the crowd, and other voices picked up the call. “Where’s the prize money?”
 
   “Rathe,” Coindarel said sharply. “Give them an answer.”
 
   “Most of it’s still in the hut,” Rathe shouted. “You saw yourselves, we had ten women and no wagon. And you know how much coin there was. We left the rest of our people to load it and bring it back to the city, and we rode ahead to bring the news.”
 
   “I don’t believe you!” someone shouted, and there was a roar of agreement. “Show us the coin!”
 
   Eslingen promptly held the sack over his head, and Rathe pointed to it. “Here’s what we brought.”
 
   “That could be anything!”
 
   “Show us the coin! Show us the coin!”
 
   Coindarel shrugged, and doffed his hat, holding it upside down. Eslingen picked at the ties that held the bag closed, frowning as though the knots were tighter than he’d expected.
 
   “No—” Solveert took a step backward, cannoning into Malfiliatre, just as the last knot came free.
 
   The air was filled with a hissing rumble, and the coins seemed to leap from the bag. Solveert flung up his arms in fruitless defense, but the first coins battered him to the ground. And they kept coming, driving into and through him, his body jerking and hitching like a puppet made to jig. Malfiliatre dropped to her knees beside him, screaming, her own arm bloodied, and the Racing Secretary dragged her away.
 
   “The silver has avenged itself,” Coindarel shouted. Even he sounded a little shaken. Beside him, Eslingen was white as paper, holding the empty bag at arm’s length as though it was likely to attack again. He seemed to realize what he was doing, and let it fall, his eyes still wide.
 
   “The robbery is solved, and the thief is dead,” Coindarel repeated, sounding more confident. “The rest of the silver is on its way back to Fairs’ Point, and the prizes will be handed out tomorrow—” He glanced at the Racing Secretary, and received a determined nod. “Tomorrow at nine o’clock in the morning. But for now, good people, disperse to your homes, let the points handle this matter as is proper.”
 
   The crowd’s response was an ambiguous mutter, but Rathe thought they’d go in the end. He looked at Coindarel. “Solveert’s clearly the main mover in all this—”
 
   “And the only,” Voillemin snapped.
 
   “Liar!” Malfiliatre tore herself from the Racing Secretary’s grip and slapped him across the face, sending him staggering. “You petty pimp of a pointsman, you murderous scum, you’re not going to get off scot-free.”
 
   “The woman’s mad!” Voillemin protested, but one of his fellows caught him by the arm.
 
   “Let’s hear her out,” he said.
 
   “Yes, indeed,” Claes said, and Voillemin subsided.
 
   “He was as much part of it as Solveert,” Malfiliatre said, “and I wish to all the gods he’d died, not Gaeten.”
 
   “You were part of this,” Rathe said, and she went to her knees beside Solveert’s body, smoothing the hair away from his face. A coin had smashed his cheek to ruin, but she didn’t seem to care.
 
   “What does it matter? He’s dead.”
 
   “You and Solveert—and Voillemin?”
 
   “That pimp.” Malfiliatre looked as though she wanted to spit. “Solveert fee’d him to help, to keep the silver where it was and to keep the other points away. Much good it did—what use are you, who can’t even stay bought?”
 
   “But why?” Rathe asked. “You had what you’d worked for all these years, you’re the Soueraine of Malfiliatre.”
 
   “There’s no money left in the title,” she said bitterly. “Even repudiating my brother’s debts wasn’t enough. Gaeten learned something from that Dis-damned astrologer, some trick or other, and he said he could move the silver. And he could, which is more than anyone believed possible. But—oh, gods, he’s dead.”
 
   “I’ll take it from here, Rathe,” a familiar voice said, and Rathe looked over his shoulder to see the Surintendant climbing to the stage. “You’ve done your part, and well. The rest is mine.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Rathe answered, and took a step back. He found himself next to Eslingen, still looking shaken, and took the Leaguer’s arm. “Are you all right, Philip?”
 
   “I should have realized.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The coins. They were—buzzing in the sack. I should have realized what they wanted.”
 
   “To go back to the one who’d sent them.” Rathe shook his head, thinking of Beier. “Not a good death, but I won’t say he didn’t deserve it.”
 
   Eslingen shook himself. “Seidos’s Horse, what a mess!”
 
   “It could have been worse,” Rathe said, with fervor, as Eslingen nodded. “It could have been so much worse.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen 
Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   Rathe woke to brilliant sunshine and a familiar weight pressed against his hip, and reached down to pet his childhood dog before he was fully alert. There was nothing there, of course, the sensation vanishing: it was fully ghost-tide now, and his most usual ghost was the curly-tailed mongrel who’d been his companion from the last of his school years through apprenticeship. The memory was a fond one, but his smile turned to a wince as he tried to move. As he’d expected, the previous day’s unaccustomed exercise had left him stiff and sore.
 
   By the angle of the light, it was past nine, and the other half of the bed was empty. Presumably Eslingen had gone to collect his prize money, if it really was that late, though it would have been kinder of him to wake his leman before he left. Rathe dragged himself out of bed and pulled on shirt and breeches, swearing under his breath. What he really wanted was an hour or two at the baths, but he would be needed at Dreams.
 
   Eslingen had left the swaddled teapot on the table, along with the new loaf wrapped in a towel. Rathe started to pour himself a cup, and saw the note tucked beneath the pot. It was Eslingen’s newly-familiar hand:Trijn sent a runner to tell you not to come in before noon. I’m off to the Fair, suggest you try the baths. A wooden bath token lay beside the note. Rathe regarded it gratefully, then dressing and limped off to Tajan’s Bathhouse.
 
   The hot water was reviving, and he spent the demmings he’d saved by using Eslingen’s token on a painful but restorative massage. Thus fortified, he reached the station at Dreams just as the clock struck noon. Trijn’s mercy did not extend to his paperwork: there was a stack of statements on his table, waiting for him to read and initial them, and the runner who brought him a fresh pot of tea informed him cheerfully that the Surintendant was sending someone round to interview him.
 
   That someone arrived almost on the runner’s heels, a fresh-faced young advocat with dyed fingertips and a bodice cut low beneath her scarlet gown. She had brought a scrivener with her, and took Rathe through the events of the past week with brisk good humor. By the time she was done, he felt as though his thoughts had been extracted from his skull, beaten free of dust the way a householder beats her carpets, and returned to him neatly docketed. She left him with a smile, promising fair copies for his signature in the morning, and disappeared in search of Sohier.
 
   Rathe looked at the now somewhat diminished stack of paper still waiting for his attention, but couldn’t muster the enthusiasm. He pushed himself away from the table instead and went down the hall to Trijn’s workroom.
 
   “Chief?”
 
   “Go home, Rathe.” Trijn didn’t looked up form her own work. “Take tomorrow off, too.”
 
   Rathe opened his mouth in automatic protest, then closed it with a snap. “Right, Chief,” he said, and took himself away.
 
   He made a detour to Wicked’s to collect a couple of bottles of decent wine, on the theory that it couldn’t hurt, and dragged himself up the stairs to his room, planning to send Eslingen to fetch their dinner later. To his pleased surprised, the Leaguer was there ahead of him, stripped to shirt and breeches and printed dressing gown and stretched out on the bed reading a broadsheet. There was a basket on the floor at the foot of the bed, and as Eslingen sat up on his elbow, Sunflower wriggled out from beneath his arm, barking a challenge.
 
   “Don’t tell me,” Rathe began, and Eslingen shook his head.
 
   “It’s just for tonight. DeVoss is moving her kennel today, and Naimi didn’t want him disturbed after all he’d done.”
 
   Sunflower wormed his way out of Eslingen’s grasp and jumped off the bed, hackles up as he sniffed suspiciously at Rathe’s ankles.
 
   “I live here,” Rathe said. Sunflower gave him a doubtful look, and resumed sniffing the air around his feet. He barked twice, and bowed, laying his forelegs on the boards. A moment later, he leaped away, tail wagging, and disappeared under the bed.
 
   “What in the world?” Eslingen asked.
 
   “Mud, I think,” Rathe said. “My dog, the one I had when I was a boy. I see his ghost, this time of year—”
 
   “And Sunflower’s found a friend,” Eslingen said, swinging himself off the bed. “Why not?”
 
   Rathe decided he wasn’t capable of answering that question. “So you got your prize?”
 
   “I got a vowal. And if that’s from Wicked’s…”
 
   Rathe took the hint and opened a bottle. He poured them each a cup and took a swallow himself, savoring the cool, tart liquid. “Only a vowal?”
 
   “That’s what everyone got,” Eslingen answered. “Being as the silver’s still active, and no one wants their coin to be trying to find its way back to the strongroom at Fairs—a vowal seemed a better bargain.”
 
   Rathe nodded. Anyone who’d been at the Fair last night, who’d seen Solveert’s death, would be unwilling to take that chance.
 
   “The University has figured out a way to—defuse the whole mess,” Eslingen went on, “get rid of the excess energy, but they weren’t able to do more than a few sacks of it overnight. They’ve promised to have the rest taken care of by the end of the Dog Moon.”
 
   “That’s not too bad.”
 
   “No. And there’s better news, or so I hear. It seems Solveert’s conjuration depends on a particular conjunction of stars, so it’s not really something the average merchant-resident needs to worry about—or that the average thief can make use of. Mind you, that’s not stopping the University, and probably half the magists in Astreiant, from promising charms against it, but either way, I don’t think it’s going to become common practice.”
 
   “That is good news,” Rathe said, and felt a weight lift that he hadn’t known was there. If this was just a fluke, luck of the stars, some clever villain spotting a window that had never before needed to be locked—that was ordinary, business as usual, and they all knew how to deal with that. Something bumped against his ankles, and he looked down: Sunflower, not his ghost.
 
   “Beier,” Eslingen said, settling himself at the table. “What really happened there? You can imagine how many different stories I heard this morning.”
 
   “It’s a good question.” Rathe had read Malfiliatre’s statement, alternately defiant and trying to shift the blame to others, and still wasn’t sure how much of it he believed. Voillemin was refusing to speak while his mother and aunts rallied to his defense, but there was little they could do in the face of Malfiliatre’s accusations. “Malfiliatre says the whole thing was Beier’s idea, that he was the one who found the conjuration in the first place, and that he took it to Solveert and they planned the theft together. But Beier threatened to go to the points unless Solveert increased his share, so he pretended to agree, and the next time they tested the conjuration, he made Beier the target.” He seated himself, wincing, and reached for the wine, pouring a second cup. “It could have happened like that, I suppose. It’s not really like Beier, though—he hated Solveert. And if he’d worked out a way to make silver vanish, he’d be more likely to publish it to make a mockery of the University. He’d have liked to see them scramble to find a counter, and he was an honest man, more or less. My guess is that he was planning to do just that, but his printer became faint-hearted when she read the draft—or perhaps she saw a possible profit and took it to Solveert. Then Solveert challenged Beier to prove it, or maybe he did talk Beier into joining him at least for a bit…and the rest happened the way Malfiliatre said.”
 
   “And it’s not likely you’ll find the printer, not after all this,” Eslingen said. “It’s ugly no matter how it happened. What about Poirel, did she say what happened to him?”
 
   “Bad luck. Or so she says, but I think I believe her in this one. He saw them moving Beier’s body, and tried to get a few seillings in exchange for his silence. Solveert gave him the money, all right—”
 
   “Just straight to the heart.” Eslingen shook his head. “They were playing a long game, her and Solveert. How long do you think it would take for the energy to dissipate enough for them to retrieve the money?”
 
   “The silver was overcharged,” Rathe said, quoting from one of the reports he’d read that afternoon, “and so was unstable enough to seek either the magist who had performed the working or to return to the place where the conjuration had been performed. They didn’t say how long it would be that way, but I doubt it would be quick. The coins were still trying to get back to Beier’s room a good ten days after he died.”
 
   “So they were just going to sit here and go about their business until it was safe enough to start taking the money.”
 
   “I’d guess that was one reason for choosing the vineyard hut,” Rathe said. “Solveert could visit it without arousing suspicion, but that nice solid door would keep the coin from hitting him if he hadn’t left it long enough.” They’d never have been able to take much, either, not at any one time—well, Malfiliatre might have, everyone thought her lands had a generous income even after what had been spent on the trial, but not Solveert. It took a cold mind and a cold heart to plan a crime that could only benefit you slowly and in the very long run. And if it was true that Malfiliatre had looked to him to father her children, she’d made no promise of marriage. He wondered how long she might have lived after a daughter was born. “Still, your old colonel’s likely to benefit from this,” he said, with deliberate good humor. “Rumor says the court’s decision will be overturned, and that gives the souerainitie to t’Anthiame.”
 
   “She always did land on her feet,” Eslingen said. He turned his cup slowly in his fingers, not meeting Rathe’s eyes. “Speaking of that—Coindarel spoke to me today. He’ll make me captain—he can make me captain, after what we did—but I have to give him my answer now. I told him I needed a word with you first.”
 
   Rathe’s breath caught for a moment in his chest. He knew how much Eslingen wanted this, and it was both gratifying and terrifying to know that he could say yes or no and change his leman’s life.It’s going to happen: Trijn’s words came back to him, a relief and an excuse.It’s going to happen, and Eslingen’s the man we want in charge. It was true, and there was no one he’d rather trust. He felt the pressure of a dog’s body, and then another, one against each ankle beneath the table, didn’t look to see which was past, the ghost, and which the present. “You said the uniforms were blue?”
 
   Eslingen blinked once, then gave a tentative smile. “Yes, in point of fact.”
 
   “Then you should take it,” Rathe said. “Tell him so, Philip.”
 
   Eslingen reached out to take his hand across the tabletop. “And if I’d said they were red?”
 
   “You’d look dreadful in red,” Rathe answered, and Eslingen grinned.
 
   “Blue is better, yes.” He sobered quickly. “Nico, you’re sure?”
 
   “It’ll be best for both of us,” Rathe said, and hoped it would be so.
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