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			At the start of Lord of the Fire Lands (Book Two of the Tales of the King’s Blades series) a Blade hero, Sir Spender, brought back to Ironhall the swords of two Blades who had died defending their ward. Spender himself had been grievously wounded on the same mission. He never reappeared in any of the later stories, so details of this tragedy have never been published.

			New information having now come to light....

			Book One: Death
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			Chapter 1

			He had grown old and lame—and also fat. His beard had faded to white and he rarely ventured out of the palace. Yet, like a wounded bear in a cave, he was still dangerous.

			Having ruled Chivial for over a third of a century, Ambrose IV no longer went galloping like a madman through the royal forests in pursuit of venison, or paced his workroom barking dictation at his secretaries. Gone were the masques and balls that had once made his court sing and sparkle. Most evenings he settled quietly in his withdrawing room, where he would not be disturbed, made himself comfortable in his oversized and thickly padded chair, put his sore leg up on a stool. There he might listen to a minstrel or fiddler; or reminisce with an old crony, although those were dropping like fall leaves now, one after another.

			Quite often he would discuss important business with Lord Chancellor Roland. That way no one else need know that the royal eyesight had faded until he must have everything read to him. The idea that Lord Roland had a wife and family and might like to see them once in a while probably never entered the royal head. If it did, it was not allowed to stay there for long.

			But one unseasonably hot evening he had an appointment, a duty that he could not delegate to any man. It would be a sad reminder of former times, of friends cast off and forgotten—even of decisions that might have been hasty and ill-advised, but could never be recalled, and so must not be discussed.

			A diffident tap on the door heralded the arrival of Sir Dauntless, the new commander of the Royal Guard, leading in three other Blades. Ambrose had always honoured his swordsmen, or at least flattered them that he did, so he heaved himself out of his chair and rose to his full, imposing height, hiding aches and stiffness with a fearsome, piggy-eyed smile.

			All four of the newcomers were tense and nervous—Dauntless because it was less than a week since he had been appointed Leader, and he had not done this before. He saluted, and indicated the first of his white-faced followers. “Sire, I have the honour to—”

			“No need to introduce them, Commander!” Ambrose growled, in the husky residue of a voice that had once boomed like a great bell. “I know Sir Trusty as I have known every Blade who has served me in the last half century, and I am grateful for his many years of service. Your sword, Guardsman.” He held out a huge plump hand.

			Many times the king must have watched Blades whine and plead when faced with this terrible moment of release, and for a moment it seemed as if Trusty would refuse the royal command. He handed over his sword obediently and sank to his knees, but his reluctant fingers took a shamefully long time to open his doublet, unbutton his shirt, and pull them both back to uncover impressive shoulders.

			The king raised the sword that he once had driven through Trusty’s heart in the conjuration that had bound him, but this time he merely used it to tap those husky shoulders: right and then left. “I dub thee knight in our Loyal and Ancient Order of the King’s Blades. Rise, Sir Trusty.”

			Trusty blinked in momentary confusion as the conjuration that had bound him for the last ten years faded away. Then he rose, smiled, stepped back, and bowed. The king passed the sword to Commander Dauntless, for only a bound Blade might bear arms in the royal presence.

			“May the spirits favour you, and lead you to long life and prosperity,” Ambrose said. “And my doughty Sir Sharp...”

			The ritual was repeated, word for word.

			“And Sir Rhys...” But when that third Blade had been dubbed, the king said, “Our blessings go with you also, Sir Rhys. We have not forgotten Sir Spender and we honour him still. Give him our regards. You have our leave, gentlemen.”

			The king watched them go and the door close. He sank back into his chair with a sigh for the passage of years, for memories of all the terrified youngsters he had skewered in the Forge at Ironhall, for the few who had died for him and for the fortunate majority who had lived to be released and given their lives back, like these three. Now he could sit and watch the candles burn down until he saw that it was a respectable hour for him to summon Scofflaw to help him into bed. Until then he thought of old, unhappy, long-ago things.

			Spender? That had been the year he was tied up in the Nythia campaign. He had never gotten the whole truth out of that boy... Not a boy any longer. Might be a good idea to keep an eye on what his son did now. King Ambrose reached for the handbell that was always within reach.

			When an alarmed footman’s face appeared around the door, the king growled, “What kept you? Tell my secretary I want him. Yes, I mean Master Kromman, you idiot. Find him. I want him now!”

			A bear in a cave.
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			Back outside in the anteroom, Dauntless returned the precious cat’s eye swords to their owners—True to Sir Trusty, Speedy to Sir Sharp, and Dragon to Sir Rhys. Then he shook their hands.

			He said, “Good luck, lads. Now you can go and get drunk.”

			Thus was the milestone passed.
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			Dauntless had not mentioned the one last duty his three former subordinates owed to the Guard, but he had earlier warned the court haberdasher of the three men who were to be dubbed that evening, and new clothes in their respective sizes had been laid out, waiting for them in trade for their Guard uniforms—respectable, quality garments, fit for belted knights to wear into the unfriendly world outside the court.

			In each of King Ambrose’s palaces, there was a place where only Blades ever went, a lair in which to gossip, gamble, and drink ale. Sharp, Trusty, and Rhys were still Blades, but they were no longer Royal Guard, and to enter that noisy, yeasty lair that evening in civilian clothes would be to advertise the chasm that had so suddenly opened between them and their brethren. They would be greeted with a complex mixture of envy, horror, and sympathy, leading to a painful blend of celebration and wake. It was unthinkable. Without discussion the three free men headed instead to one of the mess halls where lesser mortals fed and quaffed—clerks, officials, secretaries, and such like.

			They found a shadowed corner and ordered ale, two tankards apiece. Intoxication might be in order, an intriguing state that none of them had ever explored, because the magical oath that bound Blades did not allow them to become drunk. Even when they were off-duty, a mild buzz was the best they could achieve before their beverage began to taste like sewage. That restriction no longer applied to dubbed knights. They clanked pewter together in a toast and poured ale down their throats in a wild demonstration of their new freedom. Then they put the tankards down and looked at one another rather sheepishly, as if wondering why the world seemed to have changed so little.

			They were all cast in the standard Blade mould—average-sized men, trim and agile. Trusty and Sharp were both thirty, Rhys was two years younger, which made him the odd man out, but the others hadn’t noticed that yet. Sharp was slightly taller than the others, and Trusty was heftier in the chest and shoulders, a natural sabre man. Rhys was the smallest, although not by much, and notably the fastest. All three were superb fencers, but he was outstanding, having won the King’s Cup in 379 and 383.

			He was amused to note the costumes the other two had chosen. Sharp was flaunting red and green, and the feather in his hat was almost as long as his rapier. Trusty had gone for unobtrusive grey and browns. Rhys himself had chosen blue, because although he had jet black hair, his eyes were an intense blue; several girls had told him how well the Guard’s blue livery set off his eyes.

			Boys admitted to Ironhall were allowed to choose a new name for themselves—within reason, for many thirteen-year-olds had gruesome imaginations, and Grand Master would veto anything too outrageous. Trusty had chosen his from the approved list, saying that it would give him something to live up to, and he had done so, for he was placid, solid and steady, a man who never been known to raise his voice in anger. In fact, he rarely had need to, for his face was scarred, one corner of his mouth being curled up to expose his left canine. Combined with his extra brawn, that let him look unusually menacing when necessary. The disfigurement predated his stay in Ironhall. Wounds there were not uncommon, for even button-ended foils could do damage in fencing practice and seniors usually practiced with real weapons, but Master of Rituals would swiftly organize a healing conjuration. Even his skills could not remove old scars, though.

			Sharp, by contrast, was fidgety and outspoken, always ready with an opinion on anything. He liked to be in charge, and had fancied his chances of being appointed Leader after Crenshaw was knighted, but Ambrose had chosen Dauntless. That might be why Commander Dauntless had taken the first opportunity to send Sir Sharp packing.

			Predictably, he was the one to start the conversation. “So what are you two planning for tomorrow and the rest of your lives?”

			“Two buxom dollies and stay in bed till noon,” Trusty said.

			“The dollies could be a problem,” Rhys warned, and they all sighed. Blades staunchly believed that their bindings made them irresistible to woman, and most would offer personal testimony to that effect. Increased freedom to drink was a poor exchange for liberal wenching.

			Trusty raised his tankard. “To the good old nights!” All three took another slurp of ale.

			“We need to find profitable employment,” said Sharp. “Failing that, honest employment.”

			“I recall Grand Master telling us that old Blades never starve,” Rhys said.

			Sharp snorted. “But some of them end up eating Ironhall food until the day they die. We could try Old Durendal,” he added, in a disrespectful reference to His Excellency Earl Roland, Lord Chancellor of Chivial. “He can often find jobs for relics like us. He tucked Crenshaw into bed as sheriff of Wayeshire. How about chief guard for some rustic earl? Husband for a lovely young heiress?”

			“Prison warden somewhere?” Rhys suggested. “State executioner?” He faced two angry scowls. “That would still be better than going back to Ironhall to teach snot-nosed sopranos which end of a sword they’re supposed to hold. What are you planning, brother?” he asked Sharp.

			“I don’t know. That’s why I asked you two turnips. You?”

			“I’ll be heading north, to Squires Willow, near Ambor.”

			“Why?” Sharp demanded. Trusty would not have asked.

			“Because I have family there.”

			“Most Blades would rather forget their families,” Trusty said philosophically. “And vice versa.”

			Sharp frowned at Rhys. “What are you doing here at all, sonny? The king bound Trusty and me on the same day. He was the Brat when I was admitted. I might add that he promptly turned into the worst sadist in living memory.”

			“I’d been Brat for six horrible weeks!” Trusty said. “I had a lot of suffering to avenge. You were Brat for only eight days, although a particularly odious one.”

			“But young Freckles here,” Sharp said, indicating Rhys, “was two years behind us. He was bound two years after us. We’ve both served out our decade. Why are you being thrown out already, baby brother?”

			Trusty grunted as he saw the discrepancy, but it was Sharp who said, “Well? Why?”

			Here it came. “Because I asked to be released.”

			The other two stared at him in shock. No Blade ever wanted to be released from his binding. Most were happy afterward, but to ask for it was unheard of, because the binding conjuration itself was an enormous motivation against it. Sharp’s divided loyalty had almost made him weep when Dauntless told him he was to be dubbed.

			Sharp said, “You did? And the Fat Man agreed?”

			Rhys nodded. “He must have done. Dauntless just said he’d ask.”

			Sharp glowered. “He asked, but then he added us to the list! So it’s your fault that we’ve just been chopped?”

			Rhys shrugged. “I might have shortened your careers by a week or two, brothers, but no more than that. You know Leader is trying to cut the Guard numbers. Ambrose doesn’t need guarding anymore. He never goes anywhere. He wouldn’t even go to Ironhall to bind the seniors if he didn’t have to do that in person.”

			Sharp asked, “What was it that Fat Man said to you at the end there?”

			Rhys sighed again, more deeply this time. “That he hadn’t forgotten Sir Spender. He’s listed in the Litany of Heroes.”

			“I remember. A private Blade, bound to some lord.”

			Rhys nodded. He was both amused at his companions’ puzzlement and annoyed at the interrogation. When a man has kept a secret for more than half his life, he doesn’t like to have it dragged out of him. On the other hand, he might have a very nasty problem ahead of him, in which case these two could be of considerable help.

			“Spender was bound by Lord Bannerville when he was appointed Chivian ambassador to Fitain. He already had two Blades, but it was a tricky posting, so the king awarded him a third. They got caught up in a civil war. Bannerville’s Blades brought him out alive, but Burl and Dragon died. Spender survived, badly wounded. When he could walk again, he Returned the others’ swords to Ironhall.”

			“He’s listed in the Litany and yet he’s still alive?” Trusty looked shocked at this breach of tradition, although death was not a compulsory requirement for hero status.

			“He earned every word of it!”

			“You named your sword Dragon, didn’t you?” Sharp said. “So what’s the connection?”

			“Spender is my father.”

			Even more shock. “A Blade the son of a Blade? Never heard of that happening!” Trusty said. “But he’s alive, you say, so you’re no orphan. He threw you out? You must have been a hellion and a half.” Ironhall admitted only the rejected and the hopeless.

			“Just a fool kid,” Rhys said. “He was a great dad when he could spare any time for me, but an only Blade has to spend every minute guarding his ward. I was too young to understand, and I suppose I resented it. As soon as I was old enough, I walked out and headed for Ironhall to prove I was as good a man as he was. If I’d had the brains of a squirrel, I’d have taken four times as much food with me and waited for springtime.”

			“I remember that!” Trusty said. “The butcher wagon found you on the moor and brought you in, looking deader than the beef. They rushed you to the elementary and conjured you back to life.”

			“The sopranos went very easy on you while you were the Brat,” Sharp added.

			“It didn’t feel easy. What would they have been like if they’d known I was a Blade’s son?”

			Trusty laughed. “I can’t even imagine it.” He emptied one tankard and reached for his second.

			Sharp said, “Wait a moment! Your father was bound to Lord Whatsit? You were brought up in an earl’s palace?”

			Rhys nodded. “That was something else I didn’t want to mention at Ironhall.”

			“Spirits, yes! And you’ve kept the secret all these years?”

			“Sir Silver got it out of me. As soon as a new Brat arrived and I was properly accepted, I offered my last coin to a carter to carry a letter for me. My feet hardly touched the ground before I found myself in Grand Master’s study explaining how come I could read and write and why I was writing letters, and to a Blade hero at that. I thought he was going to wring my neck for lying to him earlier, but he didn’t. I learned years later he wrote to Dad, enclosing my note and asking what Dad wanted him to do with me. Dad wrote back, telling him to make a man of me, because he couldn’t spare me the time I deserved. Silver never told anyone my secret, so far as I know. I don’t think even the king knew until today, when I had to tell Dauntless. Of course I wrote to Dad again as soon as I was bound and left Ironhall. He wrote back that he was very proud to have a son in the Royal Guard. We’ve written back and forth ever since.”

			“All very interesting,” Sharp said with a sneer, “but what does that have to do with what just happened? Does a Blade get special treatment just because he happens to be a Blade’s son?”

			“I received a letter this morning,” Rhys said. “Dad’s ward is dying. You know what that could do to him.”

			Even Sharp could not belittle this excuse. He muttered, “Oh, shit!” half under his breath.

			Trusty said, “Flames! You need some company? I’ll be glad to come along and do what I can to help, brother.”

			“I’d be grateful,” Rhys admitted. When a Blade’s ward died, he often went insane, frequently homicidally so. Everyone knew that, so Dad would be both a danger to the public and in danger himself. He might have to be tied up and guarded for weeks, or even years.

			Sharp said, “How far is it?”—which was typical of him. Trusty had volunteered without asking, but Sharp counted costs and calculated odds. When they weren’t wenching or fencing, Blades spent much of their time playing dice. Many of the Guard refused to play against Sharp. Trusty was trusty, but Sharp... While no one had ever proved anything, he was suspected of being a little too sharp.

			“In this weather? About half a day’s ride.”

			“You’re on!” Sharp raised his tankard in salute. “All for one.”

			Chapter 2

			Retired Blades—known as knights, because their titles were now legal and no longer just courtesy—received no pension or bonus, but they did retain their cat’s eye swords, and those gave them the right to borrow the king’s horses. Very soon after dawn the next morning, Rhys rode out the gate of Greymere Palace, he hoped for the last time. He also hoped that he would never again have reason to struggle though the mob in the narrow, crowded, fetid alleyways of Grandon. Trusty led the way, because he was more imposing to start with, and a good enough horseman to risk riding a three-year-old stallion that was quite capable of using its teeth to clear a path through the tumult of pedestrians, carts, donkeys, hawkers, and wagons.

			For a capital city, Grandon packed its inhabitants into a very small area, and the travellers soon passed through the north gate and let their mounts show their worth on the open highway. The rains of Fourthmoon had ended. Sunshine was bright and hot again, the air silken, the roads were dry. It was a great day for a ride, and a great day to begin the rest of their lives. Free at last!

			Land was wealth, of course, and wealth was not something Blades in the Royal Guard accumulated. Rhys had a few crowns saved, and he owned two gold cups, each supposedly worth a hundred crowns. Lord Bannerville had been wealthy, and no doubt he would leave Dad a fair bequest for his thirty years of service, but a man couldn’t sponge off his father. Despite last night’s flippant talk, finding employment must be a priority.

			“How far to this fancy castle?” Sharp shouted back to Rhys, who had accepted the hindmost place because he knew Sharp never would. Trusty’s stallion was now a furlong ahead, possibly being a little harder to control than Trusty had anticipated. Or perhaps Trusty was just enjoying his own liberty, including freedom from having to ride in tight order around the king.

			“Five or six leagues, but it’s no castle. Willows Hall at Squires Willow, near Ambor. We’ll be there by noon, easy.”

			When Dad’s letter had arrived the previous morning, Rhys had not counted on having company on his journey, although he was glad of it. If his father did react badly to his ward’s death, then three Blades would have a much better chance of restraining him than would one man alone. It would be a gruesome irony if the long-awaited family reunion resulted in an insane act of infanticide.

			So near, yet so far. For eight years, Rhys had lived agonizingly close to Dad, and yet neither had been able to leave his ward for long enough to visit the other. And now they must meet in dire circumstances. Blades’ reaction to their wards’ death was well known and the villagers would have had time to prepare—time to call in the best archer in the district, perhaps. It was not impossible that Rhys would arrive at Squires Willow to find his father already slain, skewered through the heart by an ash shaft trimmed with goose feathers.

			On the other hand, his lordship had been ailing for many years, and Dad ought to have become reconciled to the inevitable; in which case he should be able to resist the curse.

			The other traffic dwindled, until the three knights could ride abreast, arguing amiably over trivia. The sun grew hotter. The country became more rolling, and more forested with beeches and oaks. Soon Rhys recognized a vague familiarity—nothing specific that he could put a name to, just a rightness of shape and colour and texture. Eventually Ambor came into view. He turned off on a side road heading west and saw a stream he knew, with a ford that was no problem in high summer but could be tricky in winter. Squires Willow was just over the next rise...

			No! Where was the hamlet, the huddle of cottages where the crofters and ploughmen lived? Had lived. There was nothing there now, only pasture with sheep. No children laughing as the horsemen trotted by, no dogs barking. The ploughed fields had gone, their ancient strips still faintly evident in the texture of the grass. Where the orchard, where the mill? Squires Willow had vanished.

			To his huge relief, Willow Hall itself was still standing—no castle or palace, just a glorified overgrown two-story manor house with white plaster walls and oaken timbers turning black with age. The king had donated the estate to his longtime friend, Everard Bannerville, when promoting him from baron to earl. It had always been a modest seat for a nobleman of his rank—twenty or so rooms, high-gabled tile roofs, glazed windows, but it had been a fair and gracious building, and handy to the capital. Now it had a desolate air. The great elm trees were missing. Some outbuildings had disappeared and others had collapsed. A single paddock held two grazing horses. Only two?

			“He’s gone!” Sharp said, pointing off to the left. In a field there, a crew of workmen were unloading lumber from a wagon and arranging it in a carefully crafted pile that could only be intended as a funeral pyre.

			As one, the knights spurred their horses and galloped the last thirty or forty yards to the main door. Rhys leaped from the saddle just as an elderly man came limping out, leaning on a cane. He paused at the top of the steps. The newcomers wore civilian clothes now, but the old man’s eyes were sharp enough to notice the cat’s eye pommels on their swords.

			He grimaced. “Aha! Just as I thought. I knew the old bastard wouldn’t want his precious Blades shamed by a massacre. Well, I’ve only killed a dozen so far, but you’d better tie me up now, before I get to the rest of them.”

			Rhys halted at the foot of the steps, appalled. He had not expected this, even after thirteen years. His father would soon turn fifty, an age at which a farmhand might have become a hobbling ruin, but which should not be old for a Blade. Alas, few Blades went through what this one had. The former flaxen hair had thinned and turned to white. He had shrunk.

			Hiding his shock as well as he could, Rhys said, “Spirits be with you, Sir Spender.”

			“Rhys? Rhys!”

			The old man dropped his cane, lurched forward, and lost his footing. Rhys jumped up the steps and caught him just in time. They hugged, mumbling greetings, thumping each other’s backs, before Rhys more or less carried his father back up to the top platform, where it was safe to stand. A boy had come running from somewhere to take the horses.

			Although Rhys was shorter than the average Blade, he was taller than his father now. He blinked a dampness from his eyes and cleared his throat. “Dad, please welcome Sir Trusty—and Sir Sharp. The king did not send us. They freely offered to come with me, to help me with the knots on that bondage you mentioned.”

			The visitors whipped out their swords to honour the hero with a formal salute, Trusty a fraction ahead of Sharp. Greetings were exchanged.

			“His lordship has gone, then?” Rhys said.

			The scrawny old man nodded, blinking tears. “Sunset last night. It was a blessing, brothers. He suffered much over the winter. Come in, all of you. You must be thirsty after your ride.”

			Limping on his cane, Spender led the way inside, shouting for ale to be brought for his guests. Rhys waved the other two ahead of him. The interior was dark after the sunshine, and had a musty, unused smell. The entrance way seemed oddly bare, but when he joined the others in what once had been the great hall, he was dismayed to see that it was an empty, echoing barn. The enormous table and sideboards had gone, leaving a mismatched group of chairs and stools as the only furnishings. Drapes, tapestries, and pictures likewise—all missing. Sharp had his lip set in a fixed sneer: this was an earl’s palace?

			Whatever was wrong could wait. No disaster could shadow the reunion of father and son after so long, and the horrors of possible insanity had fled. Rhys accepted his horn of ale and perched on a stool to grin at his father. He had been worrying needlessly. Bannerville had been a long time a-dying, and had perished of natural causes, thus affording his Blade time to adjust to the coming release. In this case there had not been, and would not be, any massacre. His father must have been worried, though. He could not have been sure until the moment arrived.

			“You did not change your name when you enrolled in Ironhall?” Sharp said, making it more an accusation than a question.

			“I changed it back,” Rhys said, still smiling at Dad and wishing his traveling companions would fade away and leave the two of them free to shed the pretence and become all maudlin and sentimental. “Remember, I knew all about Ironhall before I got there. I wasn’t utterly green, like other applicants. I gave a false name to Grand Master when he interviewed me, and then changed the lie to my real name when I was accepted. Why?”

			“A new name is traditional.”

			“But I hadn’t done anything to disgrace my old one. Both ‘Dragon’ and ‘Burl’ were already back in use by then, or I might have chosen one of those. Besides, there’s a Rhys listed in the Litany of Heroes—slain by Baels while defending King Ambrose at Candlefen, back when he was still crown prince. When I was bound, I named my sword after Dragon. You could hardly name a sword Burl!” Rhys put aside thoughts of reminiscences until later. “Father, what has been going on here? This hall is a ruin and Squires Willow has disappeared altogether. Where are all the servants?”

			“All gone years ago. He couldn’t afford servants.”

			“Downie too?” Rhys’s mother had died two weeks after his birth. Downie had been his wet nurse and mother surrogate, right up until he ran away to Ironhall. He had been looking forward to being reunited with Downie just as much as with Dad.

			“I told you. She found a husband in Ambor. They moved north to Wayeshire years ago.”

			Years come and years go. Rhys looked around the echoing void that had once been a noble hall. “But Bannerville was rich! What happened?”

			Spender smiled wolfishly. He had lost most of his teeth, as well as most of his hair, which helped explain why he looked so old. “You could say that the estate was looted.”

			“Not by the Baels, though? They never raided this far inland.”

			“No, not Baels.” Spender took a drink. He clearly did not want to discuss the matter in front of the two strangers, so Rhys changed the subject.

			“That reminds me, sir—King Ambrose told me to tell you that he remembers you. He sends his regards.”

			“I don’t want them,” Spender said. “You can take them right back to Grandon and stuff them up the royal ass.”

			Sharp raised his drinking horn and said, “Hear, hear!” Trusty just raised his eyebrows.

			Rhys said, “When is Bannerville’s funeral to be?”

			“Soon as the coroner gets here.” His father shrugged. “When I heard the hooves, I thought it was him. I sent word over to Ambor this morning. The sheriff’s deputy will probably come, also, and the notary to read the will. Bailiffs, perhaps. It should be a damnably jolly party. We can all dance on the old man’s grave. The funeral feast may be a trifle scant, though.”

			“Family? Friends? Neighbours? Tenants? Servants?”

			“No family. Enemies of the king don’t have friends, lad, and their neighbours build invisible fences. The tenants went with the land, and we’re down to one man and a boy.”

			This bitterly caustic old man was not the father Rhys recalled or had expected. The others were staring.

			“Why do you call him an enemy of the king? I thought Bannerville and Ambrose had been friends since childhood.”

			“It’s a long story.”

			Sharp’s sharp ears caused him to jump up and stride over to a window. He wiped a dusty pane with his sleeve and peered. “Company’s on its way. About a score of them, I’d say.”

			Rhys rose also. “Father, is there going to be trouble?”

			The old man drained his drinking horn, then muttered, “Could be.”

			“I’m happy to be home, Dad, and I’ll do all I can to help, but it won’t be fair to involve my friends. Brothers, I am truly grateful for your kindness in coming here with me, but we should let you go now.”

			Trusty rose also, and went to Spender’s other side, giving him the appearance of a guarded monarch. “Blades don’t desert their heroes. I’ll stick around, if you don’t mind.”

			All eyes went to Sharp, still at the window. He came wandering back, smiling thinly. “My horse is tired.”

			Trusty’s support was hugely welcome but no real surprise. Sharp’s was. If both of them meant what they said, then whatever trouble Spender foresaw, it was unlikely to get past the swords of three Blades.

			“Thank you, brothers,” Rhys said. “But I think, Dad, you owe them a quick explanation of this ‘enemy of the king’ expression you used a moment ago. We’re not bound to guard Fat Man any longer, but we are still knights of the Loyal and Ancient Order. I won’t involve them in treason.”

			The old man looked at each of them in turn. “Yes. Rhys is my flesh and blood, but you two are being foolhardy. This could get you into serious trouble—not with the king himself, but with the law. Listen...

			“Thirty-two years ago, when King Ambrose sent Lord Bannerville off to be ambassador to Fitain, he furnished him with a fortune in gold, so heavy that two strong men could barely lift it. It was specified as ‘expenses’. In diplomatic terms, that means bribes. In the catastrophe, Burl and Dragon died. His lordship and I were wounded. We escaped by a hair’s-breadth, but the treasure was lost.

			“‘So?’ you may ask. So King Ambrose was angry. King Ambrose had sent a fool to do a man’s job, and refused to replace him, however many times Bannerville wrote, begging to be recalled. Kings never admit mistakes, so Ambrose made Bannerville pay it all back. This estate was looted by the king.”

			Rhys glanced at his Blade brothers to see if they were as appalled as he was, and they were.

			“Bannerville was no burgher,” Spender continued. “He had no head for money. His only assets were Willows Hall and some lands he had inherited from his father, but those were near the coast and had been badly mauled by Baelish raids. So he sold those for a pittance and borrowed the rest, with Willows as surety. He managed to repay the king, but of course he considered that nobility must maintain its station, so he kept his army of servants, his horses and hounds and falcons. Most years his revenues didn’t cover the interest payments, so he borrowed more to pay those. His fortune sank like an anvil. I was sworn to guard him against all perils, but I didn’t know what was happening until he began selling off his stud herd, then furniture... Not that a crippled sword jockey could have helped him anyway. His wife died of a broken heart. Now the ravens have come home to get what’s left, and there’s nothing left.”

			The hall echoed to the sound of many hooves as the cavalcade came thundering up the driveway.

			“Just what do they expect to do?” Rhys asked, looking around the echoing emptiness of the hall, and remembering its glory during his childhood.

			“Claim the house, I s’pect,” his father mumbled. “And whatever odds and ends they can find.”

			“Evict you? Seize your personal goods? You must have some things of your own.”

			“Not much. Bannerville stopped paying me years ago. He did promise to leave me something, but spirits know what, and the creditors will undoubtedly try to include it in his estate.”

			Rhys said, “Right! No, I mean wrong.” Willows was still the place he thought of as home, and he wasn’t going to stand by and watch it being ransacked and ravaged by a gang of strangers. Nor see his father being thrown out face first.

			Trusty said, “You’re wearing the sash, Brother Rhys.”

			Sharp nodded. “Aye, Leader.”

			Chapter 3

			Rhys dashed to the kitchen, startling a man and boy eating at the table. Both jumped up in alarm. The youth was the one who had taken the horses away.

			“You—what’s your name?”

			“Eric... my lord.”

			“I’m Sir Rhys, Sir Spender’s son. Those two horses that were there when we arrived—who owns them?”

			“The sorrel was His Lordship’s. The old grey’s Sir Spender’s, Sir Rhys.”

			“And the three we brought belong to the king. Their hooves are marked with a crown. I want you to go out there and warn anyone who tries to take them away, understand? If they wave papers at you, tell them to talk to me. Do not let them put their horses in with ours! Say you have orders from the king’s man. That’s me. I’ll make it worth your while.”

			Rhys saw him out, slammed the outer door behind him, and dropped the bar across it. The window was protected by an iron grille.

			“You?” he asked the manservant.

			“Frank, Sir Rhys.”

			“Disappear, Frank. Go and dust the attics or something far away, because I expect men will try to enter here, shouting nonsense in the king’s name. I don’t want you able to hear them, understand?”

			Rhys raced back to the front door in time to take his place between his two accomplices just as the first of the newcomers came waddling over to the steps. He was short, dumpy, and twenty years past his best, although his ermine-trimmed cloak and osprey-plumed hat proclaimed him to be a man of stature, legally if not physically. They made him vastly overdressed for the weather; his face was inflamed and shiny. His chain of office glittered.

			Sharp had underestimated the invasion. There must be close to three dozen men out there, including six men-at-arms. Those were not the sort of mourners normally seen at funerals, but nothing to worry about. Six men-at-arms going against three Blades would be suicide. They and some of the younger men were collecting horses’ reins.

			Osprey Plume stopped and frowned up at the barrier of three swordsmen across his path. They were not wearing Royal Guard livery, but they had tilted the swords on their belts to provide a clear view of the cat’s eye cabochons on the pommels. Everyone in Chivial knew what those meant.

			“Good cheer to you, sir,” Rhys said graciously. “I regret to inform you that Lord Bannerville is not receiving visitors today.”

			“I am Master Fitzroy Colford, mayor of Ambor.”

			Rhys tapped his sword hilt in salute. “In normal times you would be welcome, Your Worship, but things are otherwise for the nonce. I am Sir Rhys of the Loyal and Ancient Order of the King’s Blades, son of Sir Spender of this house.”

			“But not a companion, just a knight?” Meaning: the king did not send you. Obviously the mayor was better informed than most rustics. Pity.

			“I am a knight, Your Worship, just possibly not as ‘just’ as you would hope, and my brothers and I are here on the king’s business.” Rhys had his toes on the edge of a precipice there. “I repeat: Lord Bannerville is not receiving visitors today.”

			“I was informed that the spirits of death had received Lord Bannerville.”

			The invading horde had now divided into two. The fifteen or sixteen older, more important, men were clustered behind the mayor, while their younger helpers were leading off the horses. Poor little Eric was going to be massively outnumbered.

			Rhys turned to Sharp, whose tongue was as facile as his rapier. “Surely there must be legal formalities to hurdle before a nobleman can be declared officially dead?”

			Sharp barely had to draw breath. “Of course, brother. Firstly, the coroner who has jurisdiction in the area must view the corpse and certify that he is truly deceased. The body must also be identified by the next of kin, normally male, of course, but female if necessary. After that—”

			“I am the coroner.” Another man stepped forward as the mayor turned to look for him. He was just as short, but slighter, and his clothing was both more suitable for the weather and less ostentatious than Colford’s.

			Rhys was enjoying this hugely. “You are most welcome, sir, if under sad circumstances. I am sure that my father will lead you to His Lordship, whether deceased or not. But what are you going to do about the next-of-kin problem, as I understand that Lord Bannerville has none—or had none, as the case may be?”

			The coroner minced up the steps. “I am personally acquainted with Sir Spender, who has been His Lordship’s Blade for over thirty years. His identification of the deceased will be perfectly adequate.”

			Sharp was nodding.

			Pity, again.

			“Very well, sir,” Rhys said, stepping aside and gesturing to Dad, who was standing just inside the doorway, eavesdropping on the confrontation with a wan, faint smile. He had belted on his sword, perhaps for the first time in years. He shook hands with the coroner as if they were old friends, and led him off into the house.

			“Are you going to make us stand out here all day, young man?” demanded the mayor, puffed up like a pouter pigeon.

			“You are free to go at any time, Your Worship. If Lord Bannerville is alive, he does not wish to see you. If he is dead, and you came to pay your respects, you may attend him on the funeral pyre, over there, not in here.” The undertaker’s men had departed, Rhys noticed. All that was needed now was the corpse and some tinder.

			“You are insolent! I will report you to Lord Chancellor Roland.”

			Rhys did not even try to suppress an entirely genuine smile at that prospect. “Please do.” Lord Roland was another knight in the Order whose name was written in the Litany of Heroes. He would most certainly take Sir Spender’s side in this dispute.

			“That sword does not give you the right to break the law, young man!”

			Rhys edged even closer to the precipice. “And that chain does not permit you to oppose King Ambrose, old man. Last night His Majesty called for me and sent me here to look after the interests and well-being of my father, Sir Spender, and also to convey his regards to him.”

			“I was there and witnessed that!” Trusty said.

			“And I,” Sharp agreed.

			Rhys could see at least five men in the audience wearing attorneys’ robes and flowerpot hats. They could not all be representing the same client. “Divide and conquer” might be the best strategy here. “Perhaps, Your Worship, you would explain just why you are so anxious to gain access to His Lordship’s house?”

			Mayor Colford turned to the onlookers, and said, “Master Nuckles!”

			One of the attorneys edged forward to the bottom of the steps. He was tall and thin and wore both a satchel and an unhealthy pallor. “The town of Ambor, which I have the honour to represent in this matter, holds a mortgage on certain chattels believed to be located within these precincts. As you may know, Sir Blade, the word ‘mortgage’ means a death pledge, and now that the mortgager, videlicet Lord Bannerville, is reported to be deceased, the mortgagee, videlicet the town of Ambor and certain other—”

			“Ahem!” barked one of the other attorneys. “My client also holds a mortgage on this property, viz the house and contents.”

			Two other attorneys surged forward, brandishing documents.

			In minutes the debate before the steps became a verbal free-for-all, learned voices thundering legalities, none of which made any sense to a Blade: seisin, usufruct, wadset, ut de vadio, and so on. Several younger, tough-looking men declared that they were the deputy sheriff’s bailiffs, and nobody was going to get their hands on... And so on.

			Trusty chuckled. Sharp yawned. Rhys wondered what was going to happen next.

			What did happen eventually was the return of the coroner, who stepped out between Rhys and Sharp. Everyone fell silent to hear his announcement.

			“I, Maxim Swanside esquire, sheriff’s coroner for the town of Ambor and purlieus, do hereby certify, on this third day of Fifthmoon, in the thirty-seventh year of the reign of King Ambrose the Fourth, that I have viewed a male corpse identified to my satisfaction as that of the late Everard, Earl Bannerville, and that I judge his death to have been caused by natural decay. I hereby release his cadaver to his executors, charging them to return it to the elements with all deliberate speed.”

			“Executors?” Sharp prompted in a whisper, but Rhys had already seen that opening.

			Before anyone else could speak, he said, “Are Lord Bannerville’s executors present?”

			An arm rose at the back of the audience, and a voice shouted, “Aye!”

			The crowd parted to let the speaker come forward, leaning on a stout staff. He was tall and burly, limping as if every step hurt. His beard was white, his face unhealthily florid, but he bore an air of authority, as if he had been staying in the background out of indifference to the squabbling, not humility. He hesitated at the foot of the steps, and Trusty ran down to assist him.

			To Rhys’s surprise, Mayor Colford decided that the tiny platform was going to be uncomfortably crowded, even unsafe, and went down one step.

			When the newcomer had taken his place, he turned to face the crowd. “In case any of you don’t know me, I am Baron Weldon Arbrit, and I was sheriff of Dimpleshire long years ago. I have Bannerville’s last will and testament here, and I propose to read it out. It is witnessed by my attorney, who was unable to attend this meeting on such short notice, and by myself. I’ll let you pettifoggers see it right after. Anyone object?” He glared at the lawyers, daring them to speak, and none did.

			Rhys sensed that he had just lost control of the meeting, but that it might now be in better hands than his. His father could have been wrong when he said that his former ward had lacked friends.

			Lord Arbrit unrolled a paper and raised it up to let everyone see the dangling seals. Then he held it at arm’s length and squinted at the writing.

			“This is dated, um, two years ago. It’s very short. I’ll jump the legal jargon and just tell you what it says. It says that he has nothing left to leave to anyone because it was all stolen by... Um. You don’t need to hear that bit, although it can’t hurt him now he’s dead. He makes only two bequests. He asks that any servants still in his employ at the time of his death be paid off with the sum of one crown apiece. He also thanks his long-serving Blade, Sir Spender, for saving his life in Fitain, many years ago, and bequeaths to him the painted document box that he keeps in his bedchamber, because he knows that it has no intrinsic value to anyone else, but holds memories of better days for him.”

			Three Blades had ridden from Grandon to secure ownership of a painted wooden box?

			The big man lowered the document and scowled at his audience. “How many of you believe that you have claims against this estate, or clients who do?”

			A dozen arms were raised. Evidently Lord Bannerville had been more adept at raising money than Dad had suspected.

			“Thought so,” Arbrit growled. “Well, I’m telling you now that you can’t settle it here. It will have to go to the sheriff’s court. You had better ask the sheriff to appoint a caretaker, too.” He turned to glance down at Rhys, who was half a head shorter. “If these noble doorkeepers would agree, I’d suggest that the bailiffs now present be allowed to make an inventory of the contents, chattels, and other appurtenances.”

			That sounded like a fair solution. Rhys nodded. “No more than four, and one of us Blades will accompany each man.”
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			Arbrit handed the will to the mayor, who stumped down to the gaggle of lawyers, where a melee developed around it, voices were raised, elbows were jabbing.

			Rhys said, “Thank you, my lord.”

			The baron grunted. “Bannerville was a fool. If he’d just put his estate up for auction and let it be known why he had to, the nobility wouldn’t have stood for it. The king would have had to back down. The trouble was that Ambrose should never have named him ambassador, and after the catastrophe he didn’t want parliament to know that he’d wasted a fortune.”

			“Ambrose was green, back then,” Dad said, joining the conversation. “He had to learn on the job. I’m most grateful to you for coming, my lord. I didn’t know about the will.”

			“Least I could do. Well, you’re free at last. This son of yours has done well for himself, hasn’t he? I liked the way he handled the ravens today. An ‘unkindness of ravens’ is the correct expression, I’m told.”

			Dad chuckled as one should when nobility make jokes. “An unkindness of bailiffs, too. I’d like to invite you in for hospitality, my lord, but I have none to offer.”

			“No, that’s understood, and you still have to shoo the scavengers off the premises. Young sirs, you are a credit to your Order, all of you, but now, if one of you would be so kind as to steady me on these steps, I’ll go down and find my man and our horses.”
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			To make an inventory of a well-nigh empty house should not take long, Rhys considered. He promptly discovered that people were much harder to manipulate than swords. He began, naturally, by asking Dad, who ought to be in charge, “How do you want to do this, sir?”

			His father smirked happily. “By leaving it to you, Son.”

			Might there be a hint of criticism there, a suggestion that Rhys had run out on his filial duties thirteen years ago and had better start making up for that now? Setting this aside for later consideration, Rhys eyed the four bailiffs, who could swiftly be distinguished as Shifty Weasel-face, Gaunt Bad Cough, Wheezy Overweight, and Junior Brawn. Four bailiffs, four Blades to keep an eye on them, so divide the house into four, right? Wrong. None of the bailiffs trusted the other three, because each represented a different group of creditors. So each would have to survey the entire building independently, from cellar to attics.

			Many rooms contained nothing but dust and mouse droppings. The roof leaked in several places. Rhys was relieved to see that some musty bedding remained in the servants’ quarters, because he and his friends would need to sleep now—a long-forgotten procedure that was going to take some getting used to. Lord Bannerville himself remained in what had been his bedchamber, wrapped in his winding sheet, but the few sticks of furniture in there were nothing like the elegant treasures that Rhys remembered from his childhood. The general impression he formed on his tour was that the house and its contents were not worth as much as one good horse. Attorneys’ fees would gobble up everything.

			It took hours for the unkindness of inspectors to crawl around the musty old mansion, listing every cobweb, and hunger was probably what brought the procedure to an end at last. Rhys was very much aware that he had eaten nothing but a slice of bread and honey all day. Probably none of the others had either. By then evening was upon them, the bailiffs were eager to reach home before dark, and it was too late to light a funeral pyre.

			At the end they all gathered in the hall, but no one was invited to sit down. The final topic of discussion was the painted document box that Lord Bannerville had bequeathed to Sir Spender. It was about the size of two outspread male hands, and about a thumb-length deep. The outside had once been highly decorated with paintings of flowers and fruits, but those had faded almost to invisibility, sockets that might once have held decorative stones were now empty, and the wood was both stained and scuffed. It was unlocked and empty. Each bailiff in turn peered inside it, shook it to see if it rattled, and hefted it to judge its weight. Then they paused, each one waiting to hear what the others thought of it.

			“Doubt if it’s worth half a groat,” Dad said plaintively. “I’m not usually sentimental, but it does hold many memories for me—some sad, some happy.” That broke the impasse.

			Wheezy Overweight said, “I say we let him have it.”

			“Might as well,” said Gaunt Bad Cough.

			Junior Brawn agreed. “Why not?”

			Shifty Weasel-face shrugged. “Go ahead.”

			So Dad was allowed to keep his legacy. Surprisingly, the appraisers accepted that the old grey horse also belonged to him—possibly because they understood the inadvisability of arguing with four cat’s eye swords. All present were warned not to remove anything of value until the sheriff of Dimpleshire had made his decision. Sir Trusty showed the bailiffs to the door. They took the sorrel horse with them.

			Chapter 4

			Rhys went back to the kitchen, where Eric and Frank were waiting to hear their fate. He handed them each two crowns out of his own purse, which made their eyes shine as bright as the gold.

			“Lord Bannerville left you this in his will. I expect Sir Spender will be leaving here within a few days, so he may ask you to stay on that long, and is there anything at all to eat in this damned place?”

			“Half a smoked ham, sir,” Frank said. “Onions, cheese. Bread’s a bit stale. Nothing to drink but water.”

			“You’ve both eaten?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Then please divide whatever’s left into four and bring it to the hall.”
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			Trusty returned to say that the last of the ravens had flown. Sharp reported that the horses were surviving in the barn and all doors were locked or barred. Frank brought in the meal.

			Four knights of the Loyal and Ancient Order of the King’s Blades sat on stools around a bench that served as a table, and ate like starving horses by the light of a single candle and moonlight shafting in through dirty windows. Chirping bats were swooping past outside. The ham could have been fresher, but there was plenty of it.

			“On the whole,” Sharp said with his mouth full, “while this has been an entertaining day, palace life was more comfortable.” He could always be counted on for a sarcastic remark.

			“I’m very, very grateful to you both for your support today,” Rhys said. “Tomorrow, if you’d help us carry the deceased out before you leave, I’d appreciate that a lot, too.”

			“We can stay and watch the balefire burn, if you want,” Trusty said. “Personally, I have very few appointments lined up for the next ten years.”

			“Nor I. If you just happen, sir,” Sharp asked Spender, “to have a list of beautiful young heiresses in the district needing husbands, perchance you would lend it to me for a day or two?”

			Rhys was happy to see hints of his father’s old smile returning. Today must have been a trial for him, but now he could look forward to the first freedom he had known since he was a child.

			“If I had such a thing, lad, I’d be reading through it myself.” Which was a reminder that it was not just the three new knights who were currently poverty-stricken, it was all four of them.

			Sharp said, “I do think Spender and Son owe us one thing, though. I don’t want to trespass on any painful memories, sir, but I’d dearly like to know what the significance of that scrappy old box is.”

			Having fewer teeth, Spender was eating more slowly than the younger men. He took a moment to swallow what he had been working on, then said, “So would I. I’ve never seen it before in my life.”

			Three jaws stopped chewing.

			“Well, that’s not quite true,” he went on, in a teasing tone that Rhys remembered from his childhood. “But the first time I saw it was about a week ago, when we both knew he was dying and we had no money to take him to an elementary for a healing. I’d been trying to spoon some nourishment into him, but he’d refused. He’d had another stroke and couldn’t speak. He signed for me to look in the wicker hamper he kept his winter clothes in, what was left. He kept signing deeper, deeper. Right at the bottom I found this box. He gestured that he wanted me to leave it in full view.”

			“So you never opened it?” Rhys asked.

			“No. I could tell there couldn’t be much in there. It’s definitely of Fitish origin. The grapes and flowers are not Chivian, but the workmanship and art are crude. It’s a cheap replica of the sort of box Fitish ladies keep their jewels in, except that the inside should be partitioned and lined with felt. He couldn’t tell me why he wanted it. Now I know it’s empty. As far as I can see, it isn’t worth a stale bun, but my ward seemed to think it was precious.”

			Six hands grabbed, but Rhys was fastest. He took up the box and opened the lid. There had once been a lock, but it had been jimmied off. The illustrations were too faint to study in the dim light, but he’d had a good look at them earlier without making any sense of them, so perhaps they had never been intended as anything more than decoration. This time he closed his eyes and relied on his sense of touch.

			After a moment he opened them again and looked at Dad. They exchanged small smiles, so the old man must have found the secret too.

			Having passed the box to Trusty, who was closer than Sharp, Rhys stood up. They needed more light, but he had hunted for lamp oil or candles earlier without success. In its nights of glory, before its owner fell into royal disfavour, the hall had been illuminated by half a dozen bronze chandeliers, which were still there, hung on ancient cables. He walked over to the wall where the closest of them was secured, wondering just how heavy the monster would be. Whoever had built the hall must have been able to employ dozens of servants to handle such tasks. As he began to unwind the extra rope from the cleat, Trusty handed the cryptic box to Sharp and ran over to help.

			“That thing weighs more than you do, brother. It’ll smash into the floor and you’ll be dangling up there in its place.”

			Rhys laughed at the image. “There’s a job I could handle! You think the mayor would employ me as a sconce, holding a candle in my mouth?”

			More likely the rope would break or the pulleys fall apart, but there was nothing directly below the monster, so the risk could be taken. As the cleat’s grip on the cable began to weaken, Rhys felt no threat of being hoisted into the air, but he was very glad that staunch Trusty was there beside him. In this case four hands were more than twice as good as two. The rope was filthy and so dry that the surface crumbled in their grip, but it did not snap, and the pulleys overhead also held, squealing in agony at being awakened from their long sleep. When the chandelier was down to head height, they secured it to the cleat again and ruefully dusted off their hands—there was no such thing as soap left in Willow Hall.

			Most of the thirty or more candles had burned away completely, but three had guttered and died partway, so a little work with a knife reshaped them until they could be lit. The viewing improved dramatically.

			Dad had already worked out the secret of the box. If Rhys had, then so had Trusty and Sharp, for neither was stupid.

			Rhys took it up again. “Of course the lid is hollow,” he said. “It is thicker than the base or the sides, and if you squeeze it, you can feel it yield, so it is made of two very thin sheets of wood, not one thick one. Did anyone find a secret clasp? No? Tell us, Noble Ancestor, what can be hidden inside here?”

			His father was sitting with his back to the new candlelight. It flickered revealingly on the younger men’s faces, but wrapped his expression in shadow. He shrugged. “I have absolutely no idea. If there is no hidden clasp, then whatever is inside it has been sealed in there for nigh on thirty years.”

			“Your ward was still in his right mind, Dad? He left it to you as a bequest, but was he truly grateful for all your long service? It isn’t just some dying man’s delusion? Or a cruel joke?”

			“Certainly not! He was a fine gentleman foully abused by his king.” Sir Spender’s binding had not completely faded yet; he could still defend his ward’s memory from slurs.

			“Then let’s all guess,” Rhys said. “It can’t be money—no man would live in such humiliating squalor for thirty years if he owned a valuable bill of exchange. My guess is a written account of how badly King Ambrose treated him. Bannerville wanted it preserved until it could be safely published.” He looked questioningly around the group. “Brother Sharp?”

			“Love letters? His Lordship left it to Sir Spender so he could blackmail the king.”

			A thirty-year old scandal did not sound very dangerous, and blackmailing the king would be life-threatening at best.

			“Not gold,” Trusty said. “The bailiffs tested its weight.”

			Sharp’s next suggestion was even more bizarre: “A map to hidden treasure?”

			Dad sighed. “I won’t even hazard a guess, but I do know this: there’s some sort of conjuration involved.” He smiled at the sudden alarm. “Not much, I’d guess, but I’m one of those people who’s sensitive to spirituality. I’d never have made a sniffer, like the White Sisters, but the Forge at Ironhall used to make me shiver with excitement. As I grew older, I realized that it was almost sexual. I can sense a very slight something in that box. It slides about when I tilt the box, but I can’t hear anything if I shake it.

			“So be prepared. And careful. None of us will sleep tonight if we don’t look. The box itself is worth nothing, so why don’t a couple of you strong young men just tear it apart?”

			Rhys thought the results might be catastrophic if the box itself were enchanted, but surely Lord Bannerville would not play such a trick on his Blade.

			“No need to send two men to do a boy’s work,” he said. He turned the box upside down, holding it by the lid and letting the box itself dangle on its hinges. Then he pulled the lid apart. One end snapped off in his fingers with no trouble. As he expected, it exposed the edges of two thin sheets of wood with a gap between them, the hidden chamber. Not wanting to do more damage, he turned the box on end and shook it over the bench that was serving as a table.

			What dropped out was a glove.

			Dad said, “Fire and death! No, don’t touch it!”

			Gloves usually came in pairs. There ought to be another. Rhys shook the box, peered in the slit, and finally tore the fake lid apart, but without success. One only.

			Dad drew his knife and slid it inside the glove so he could lift it and inspect it up close. The others leaned closer.

			“Black on top and yellow underneath?” Sharp said. “It’s a lady’s size. Only a very small man could wear that.”

			Sharp laughed. “Only a very foolish one would try. If it were enchanted thirty years ago, won’t the spirituality have worn off by now?”

			“No. I told you,” Dad said. “There’s still some.”

			“It looks like very soft material,” Rhys suggested.

			“It’s velvet,” his father said.

			“What’s velvet?”

			“A very soft and hugely expensive fabric. Fitish sumptuary laws restrict its use to members of the royal family. Not that Desidéria ever paid any attention to laws.”

			“Desidéria?”

			For a long moment it seemed that the question would not be answered. Then Dad sighed. “Marquisa Desidéria da Eternidade. She was one of the big players in the Fitish mess. A witch, a very potent and evil witch. She was known as the Cobra, which is Fitish for ‘snake’. Black and gold were her colours.”

			Glances were exchanged. It seemed that Sir Spender had spoken truly—perhaps more truly than he had known—when he told the bailiffs that the cryptic box held many memories for him. He had been a virile, vibrant young Blade in Fitain, thirty years ago, so high-born ladies were not impossible, although a marquisa seemed overly ambitious. But witches? Chivial had no witches or wizards. The elementals were conjured inside an octogram, and it took eight chanters to do it.

			“Snake?” Trusty asked. “She doesn’t sound very sexy.”

			“Oh, she was! She was reputed to be King Afonso’s mistress. Very sexy.”

			Trusty and Sharp exchanged glances, no doubt wondering as Rhys had, how well the younger Spender had known the snaky lady. Unable to recall ever seeing Dad look as he did now—almost scared?—Rhys reached over and took the knife so he could examine the glove more closely.

			“Two pieces of material sewn together and then turned inside out to hide the seams. Black on top and yellow underneath if you wear it on the right hand. The reverse on the left. It certainly doesn’t look like menswear. In fact, I think it was once much longer, one of those elbow-length gloves ladies wear in the evenings; it’s been cut across at the wrist, so half a glove.”

			“I think this is the left one,” Dad said. “I saw her once wearing long two-coloured gloves. She was offering her right hand for men to kiss, and the back of her hand was gold, not black. Of course she could have switched them sometimes.”

			Rhys assumed Lord Bannerville’s lips had been included, but in Chivial a marchioness would never acknowledge a mere bodyguard that way. “What about her husband, the marquis? Did he approve of the king’s interest in his wife?”

			“There was no marquis,” Dad said. “None that I ever heard of, anyway.”

			“So if this glove is, as you suggest, enchanted, then how did your ward acquire it, why did he keep it secret all these years, and why did he leave it to you in his will?”

			Spender smiled toothlessly. “I’ve been wondering about the ‘how’ ever since I first saw it. It came from Desidéria, I’m sure. At the end, you see, when Burl and Dragon were dead, Bannerville and I were both badly wounded. We were also hiding out from the Fitish authorities, because one side’s heroes are the other side’s mass murderers. It was Desidéria who saw that we had food and shelter, and eventually she smuggled us out of the country. She must have sent the box to us, but whether she meant it for me or my ward, or for him to keep for me until... now... I don’t know. There’s a lot I don’t remember about those times. As to the ‘why’...”

			After another long pause Dad muttered, “Perhaps Sir Sharp wins the contest.”

			“Me?” Sharp exclaimed. “A map to hidden treasure?”

			Spender suddenly chuckled, shaking his head to throw off his strange mood. “Not a map. I know where the lost money was put. This could be a key to getting to it. Or any one of a dozen other things also.”

			“We could take it to the palace and ask the White Sisters what it does—or did,” Rhys suggested.

			“I won’t take it anywhere near them,” his father said sharply, “or the king. Don’t get your hopes up, lads! Supposing we believed that it would lead us to the lost treasure, we’d need to take it back to Fitain to use it, and where would we find the money to do that?”

			“How much treasure?” Sharp asked.

			Dad appraised him for a moment, then said, “A lot. Some of it had been spent, but most of it hadn’t. Roughly ten million crowns.”

			Stunned silence. Ten million?

			Four unemployed men sitting in moonlight, dreaming impossible dreams... But the thought seemed to hang in the air like the smell of bad meat.

			Chapter 5

			Old Blades never starve. Rhys remembered Grand Master telling him that on the day he was admitted to Ironhall. The old man hadn’t considered a Blade still bound to a former royal favourite later reduced to poverty. Dad had certainly not grown fat in Bannerville’s service. Nevertheless, there were hundreds of dubbed Blades scattered around Chivial, from lowly stablemen to the king’s lord chancellor, and together they formed a close-knit fraternity with a huge variety of talents on call.

			Around noon, Rhys rode his father’s horse up to the gate of Muellet Castle, bringing the mysterious velvet glove in a leather bag hung on his saddle. Lord Bannerville’s funeral had taken up the morning, and now the other three Blades had headed into Ambor to eat at the Bael’s Head, whose table had a good reputation despite the establishment’s name and gruesome signboard, which Rhys recalled from his childhood. Sir Spender was going to hand over the keys of Willows Hall to the local deputy sheriff. Eric and Frank had been dismissed and sent home.

			The kings of Chivial had long since forced the nobility to raze all fortifications except those needed to guard the coast against raiding Baels, so Muellet Castle was a castle in name only; in fact, just a nobleman’s home built of brick, probably much more comfortable than its ancient predecessor. It was owned by a Lord Muellet, but the interest it held for Rhys was the wife of its captain-at-arms, Sir Damian. Damian had been three years ahead of him at Ironhall, and thus senior to him in the Royal Guard, and he had married a gorgeous White Sister named Lavender.

			The Sisters, commonly referred to as sniffers, were trained to sense the taint of spirituality and thus formed the Blades’ first line of defence for the king. In the process many of them naturally fell victim to the predatory libertines of the Guard, but some found the spirituality of the Blades’ binding repellent. Lavender had been one of those, much to Rhys’s regret, for he had pleaded his heartfelt adoration to Lavender a couple of times and been firmly rejected. So, no doubt, had Damian, but the very day he had been dubbed he had proposed to her and been accepted.

			He had then doubled up this disgusting exhibition of good fortune by winning honourable employment as captain of the guard at Muellet Castle, a two-hour ride from Willows Hall, a job which required him to do little more than look ornamental on social occasions. Should war ever come to Chivial, then he would have to lead Lord Muellet’s hayseed militia into battle, of course, but that was a small risk. Since Lavender would be at his side and Rhys knew her, his father had chosen him to go and seek her opinion on the glove, rejecting eager indications of availability from Sharp and Trusty.

			The doorman recognized a gentleman in spite of Rhys’s unshaven and travel-worn condition. “I regret to inform you, sir, that Lord and Lady Muellet are not presently...” Then he saw the cat’s eye pommel. “To see Sir Damian, sir? I believe he’s around at the mews. I can send for him, if you wouldn’t mind...”

			Rhys said he would be happy to watch his old chum playing with his feathered friends, and asked to be led there. Clearly Damian had done extraordinarily well for himself, residing in a home almost as grand as one of the king’s lesser palaces. Rhys found him in a large and shady, but well ventilated, shed, chatting to a peregrine perched on his glove. Messing about with hawks and falcons was a very genteel occupation, although talking to them might be carrying matters a little far.

			“Does she often talk back?”

			Damian glanced around with a dangerous gleam in his eye. Then he beamed, carefully coaxed the bird onto a perching stand, secured its jesses, and turned to greet his visitor. There followed the traditional hand clasps, shoulder thumps, and insults.

			“I didn’t think you were due for the order of the royal boot yet, brother. You must have really tweaked the Old Man’s beard.”

			“We agreed that our sentiments were mutual. You haven’t gotten too fat yet—not really grossly, I mean.” Rhys then explained that he had come with a conjuration puzzle for Sister Lavender, and admitted that he not yet dined.

			“Then you will. Come with me.”

			Damian led the way to a secluded terrace, shaded by towering beech trees, enclosed by rose-bearing trellises. In short order servants brought ale. Lavender arrived wearing a stylish summery gown, but still every bit as beautiful as she had been in the white robes and steeple hat of the White Sisters. Rhys was no expert, but he suspected she was partway to becoming a mother. Both men rose, he bowed.

			But she cut through ceremony to greet Rhys with a worried frown. “You are welcome, and I can tell that you have been dubbed, but what in the world are you wearing? Or carrying?”

			Obviously Dad had been right in believing that the glove had been conjured. Rhys produced the leather bag.

			“It’s weird!” she said at once, nodding. “Please sit, both of you.” She took a chair and held out her hand for the mystery.

			“Careful, please,” Rhys said. “It may be dangerous.”

			“It isn’t. There are death spirits involved, of course, but they are well confined.” She took out the glove and stared at it in astonishment, first the yellow side and then the black. “Velvet, very costly. But it’s as if... Yes, the two sides have been conjured separately, so if you put it on, you’ll be equipped with two separate conjurations.”

			“Or possessed by?” Damian queried.

			“Or possessed by,” she agreed. “It’s hard to distinguish...” Laying the glove on the table, she stroked the black side with her fingertips. Then she gasped and opened her lavender-coloured eyes wide. “Where did you get this, Sir Rhys? I’ve met its like before, although this one feels a lot more subtle. Conjurements like this are strictly banned—not that they aren’t available for a price.” Chuckling, she slid the glove on her left hand, black side down, and reached over to caress her husband’s cheek.

			Damian frowned, then flushed brick red.

			Lavender whipped her hand away and stripped off the glove. “Perhaps after dinner, darling?” She was much amused.

			He was not. He spluttered and nodded, breathing heavily.

			“Seduction?” Rhys said. Left hands were always suspect.

			“Stronger than that, I’d say,” Lavender said, turning the glove over. “Love, fire, and water are the standard formula for physical sex, but the death spirits hidden in this glove threaten violence, so it’s a rape weapon. You could sell this for a baron’s ransom, Sir Rhys.”

			Rhys recalled that the glove had reminded Dad of a marquisa called the Cobra—gold and black were her colours, he’d said. Just what had happened in Fitain thirty years ago? Better not to wonder.

			“Tell me what the right hand does.”

			She stroked the golden velvet and again raised her eyebrows in surprise. “The dominant element here is air! That’s very rare in a conjurement, because air is hard to bind. It’s summoned mostly during active conjuration—treating someone with lung disease, or trying to calm a strong wind. In the Blades’ binding ritual, it is invoked to strengthen the words of the oath. In a conjurement like this, it normally implies a message, speech. Combined with some love it would be a blessing, with death it could be a curse.”

			“So what else is bound with it?”

			Lavender repeated the fingertip stroking. “Time... a lot of time. Love... no sign of death, so it’s definitely benevolent. And water! This is an extraordinary piece of work, Sir Rhys: just four elements, three contiguous diametrically opposed to the dominant, yet it seems to be quite stable. Whoever created it was a very clever scholar.”

			“But what does it do?”

			She shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s a message to someone, but I suspect only that person could understand it.” She slid it back in the bag.

			“Could it be a compass,” Rhys asked, “a guide to somewhere or someone?”

			Lavender looked surprised, brought the glove out again, and slid it on her right hand. After a moment she said, “I would expect a compass enchantment to relate to the sun, and there’s no fire in this. I suppose the time element might replace it... That’s an ingenious idea, but I cannot feel any compulsion to point in any specific direction. The target could just be too far away, that’s all, or dead, if it refers to a person.”

			Fitain was very far away. Bannerville was dead.

			“But water?” she added. “Water often relates to journeys... I honestly don’t know, Rhys. It’s almost as if it’s written in a foreign language.”

			Both she and Damian were too polite to ask outright why he was there or what he was doing, but he trusted them and felt that he owed them the story. Neither of them was old enough to remember the Fitish civil war, any more than he was. Damian would know of Dad’s participation in it, of course, because at least one entry from the Litany of Heroes was read out every night at Ironhall.

			“Your neighbour, Lord Bannerville has returned to the elements.”

			“None too soon,” Damian snapped. “That mad old coot? He lost all his lands and money—gambling, so I heard. I’ve always felt sorry for Sir Spender, stuck with a batty idiot to ward.”

			“It’s not quite that simple, brother...”

			But at that moment the servants brought out water for them to wash their hands, quickly followed by dinner. The first course comprised four dishes: pheasant, mutton pie, boiled leeks with mushrooms, and pickled lamprey, all beautifully prepared and much hotter than was ever served in a palace. Ambrose often threatened to make his footmen deliver his food on horseback.

			Chapter 6

			By the time Rhys made his farewells, he felt more like falling into bed than vaulting into a saddle. Fortunately, Dad’s horse, while it had probably eaten more than he had, had not drunk of the same fluids, and it delivered him safely to Arbor. Dad had assured him that the town had changed little, but it did seem quainter and smaller than he remembered. The Bael’s Head still displayed its gruesome image of the detached top seventh of a pirate, much admired by small boys. It was an ancient building of thick stone walls cowering under an obese thatched roof. Having decided that the interior would be cooler than outdoors, Rhys handed his reins to a stableboy and ducked inside to look for his companions. He found them huddled in a dark and quiet corner of the taproom. The rest of the clientele had withdrawn to the far end to keep an eye on, and discuss, these dangerous strangers.

			This was going to be the decision point, and Rhys had been wondering all the way from Muellet Castle how it would go, and how he wanted it to go. He pulled in a stool and ordered a mug of the small ale.

			“Well?” Dad said.

			“It’s a conjurement, and still active—actually two conjurements, depending on which hand is wearing it. She said that worn on the left hand it could have certain nasty, illegal sexual uses. She wasn’t sure about the other. It’s a message to someone. Air, time, love and water, she said. When I suggested that it might be a direction finder, she could neither agree nor disagree.”

			“Not much help, then?”

			“Not much discouragement, either.”

			Trusty said, “I wish I knew why your ward left it to you, sir.”

			“So do I,” Dad said resignedly. “And I wish I knew how he got it home. We lost just about everything except the clothes on our backs, and they were in tatters by the time we returned to Chivial. Is a mystery.”

			He was so much older and more senior than the others, that he ought to be wearing the sash, but he was not now the vibrant father Rhys remembered. The death of a ward was a massive trauma for a Blade, one that only time could heal.

			Rhys was tempted to give Sharp and Trusty the velvet glove and tell them to go away and seek their fortune, so he and Dad could be alone together, but it was Dad’s inheritance, and if anyone was due some good luck in his life, it was he—the spirits of chance had never been kind to him. Moreover, the matter must be settled quickly while this faint odour of hidden treasure hung in the air, for there would be serious trouble if King Ambrose ever caught the scent. Three months ago, Parliament had refused the increased taxes he wanted, so he would see the lost fortune as his money, conveniently forgetting that he had long ago bled Lord Bannerville white to repay it. Put not your trust in princes. The matter must be decided now. Above all, Sharp must be muzzled. Trusty could be trusted.

			“Let’s get one thing clear, Dad. Lavender called the left hand glove a rape weapon. ‘One touch and you’re mine, my pretty!’ So the easiest way to cash in on this bequest of yours would be to sell it some rich old rake.”

			As he expected, his father glowered at him. “I hope you’re not serious?”

			“No, sir. But could that be why your ward left it to you—because he had nothing else of any value to leave?”

			“Never! Everard was a prude through and through. If he’d known what you just told us, he’d have burned the accursed thing. Maybe I’ll just do that.”

			Noting the disapproval on Sharp’s face, Rhys took a sip of the ale. Ugh! Not palace ale, nor Muellet Castle ale either. “Forget the glove for a moment. Is it possible that there is still a treasure to find? Could some of those millions have survived the civil war and Bannerville have known about it?”

			His father said, “It could have survived, and Bannerville knew where it had been put, because I told him.”

			Smiles from everyone except Sharp, who frowned. “Then why didn’t your Everard go back to Fitain to look for it after the civil war ended?”

			Shrug. “Because he was a broken man after King Ambrose disowned him. I couldn’t leave him, so I couldn’t go in his stead. Because he would have had to find helpers he could trust not to cut his throat if he found anything. He had no money to pay their fares and upkeep. Because he was known in Fitain and he’d made enemies galore.” Another shrug.

			“Assuming we can find the fare to sail to Fitain, do we want to try it?” Rhys deliberately did not specify whether “we” implied two men or four. “Nobody’s going to cut our throats without a struggle.”

			Silence. Yesterday Dad had lost the ward he had cherished for thirty years. To go off adventuring to foreign lands was not an easy decision.

			“My sword is for hire,” Trusty said. “No gold, no pay.”

			“We certainly won’t need to employ guards,” Sharp said. “And I hope four Blades can trust one another not to start cutting throats.”

			Trust was another problem. Trusty was solid as a mountain, but Sharp? Sharp the dice champion? It was quite possible that the cash tucked away in his bundle was worth more than Rhys’s gold cups.

			“Another question,” Trusty said in his ponderous but potent way. He had shed his doublet in the heat, and now leaned back and folded his brawny arms. “Why do we want to be rich? It’s often a good way to end up dead. You, sir. What’s your ambition, now you’re your own man?”

			Dad smiled. “A cottage with a few beehives and a wife, no one exotic or erotic, just a widow who needs comfort and company in her old age, like I do.”

			“You won’t need more than one tenth of the hoard for that,” Sharp said, “I fancy a castle with retainers, horses, a game forest, and enough concubines to supply variety.”

			Trusty snorted. “That would take ten tenths and more. Me, I’d like to travel a bit and see some of the world. Brother Rhys?”

			“A loving wife and kids. Lots of kids. And a good job so I can afford to feed them, dress them, and educate them.”

			Dad said, “Finding the loving wife is the hard bit. The kids come without asking. Sounds like three of us are going to be fairly easy satisfied. I doubt we can satisfy your hopes for a castle, Brother Sharp.”

			“So what can we do?” Rhys asked, returning to practicality. “I have money, or will have as soon as I sell my cups. They’re supposed to be worth two hundred crowns. That’ll have to be done in Grandon itself. Greasy Tom’s my man, I suppose.”

			“He won’t pay you anything like a hundred golds apiece,” Trusty said. “He offered Conradin fifty for his one.”

			“I’ve got two crowns, and some small change,” Dad said. “My horse is close to dog food, poor old fellow.”

			“And the glove, sir,” Trusty said. “You own the glove. That’s what lets us even think about this. I’ve got eleven crowns.”

			All eyes went to Sharp. “About nine, I think. I would like to hear the whole story, though.”

			“It’s a long one. I could tell you on the journey,” Dad said with a hint of reproof. “The Litany of Heroes version is, um, call it ‘incomplete’. And so was the story King Ambrose heard.”

			Could tell you on the journey—if we go.

			“Your decision, sir,” Trusty said.

			Dad looked slowly around the group. “I warn you that it will be dangerous. I know where the loot was hidden, but that was thirty years ago, and I wasn’t the only one who knew, so it’s very likely it has been liberated long since. The odds are high that we’ll be going on a wild goose chase. I hope you all understand that?” He waited until he saw three nods. “The only reason I would even dream of going is that glove! It feels like an invitation, somehow, because it’s a reminder of the marquisa.” He sighed. “I don’t know whether she’s alive or dead. And she may have spent every jot of the money on sumptuous ball gowns.”

			Rhys said, “Let’s vote on it. Hands up to go to Fitain and hunt for the lost fortune, if it exists.”

			Sharp? Yea. Trusty? Yea. Rhys also...

			Dad smiled. “Three newly dubbed Blades? Stupid question, wasn’t it? Let me see that glove again, Son.”

			Rhys brought out the bag and extracted the velvet glove. It had never looked big enough to take a man’s hand, and Dad had the full-sized hands of a man who had fenced every day of his youth. Yet it slid on without protest. He pulled a face. “It still has plenty of spirituality on it.”

			Then he smiled shyly. “Maybe it is intended for me. It does feel like an invitation!” He pulled it off and raised his hand. “I’ll make it unanimous— four stony-broke Blades, Fitain-bound.”

			Smiles all round. “Too late tonight to ride to Grandon,” Rhys said, “but we’ll have to go there tomorrow to sell my cups.”

			Sharp snorted. “Don’t go near that crook, Greasy Tom. Keep them until we get to Brimiarde.”

			Rhys wondered why, but he would trust Sharp’s judgment in fiscal matters, as long as he was on the same team. “After that... What’s the best port? Brimiarde? We have more than enough to get us there, but how much will our fares to Fitain cost? And what will an elementary charge us for a Fitish language conjuration?”

			Dad chuckled, which was a welcome sign that he was starting to think about the future. “Eu ainda posso falar Fitês, so I can be interpreter. If you brawny men are prepared to haul on ropes and live on ship’s biscuit and salt cod, I think we have enough cash to reach Lindora. That’s the capital. The real trouble starts a day’s ride from there.”

			“Got a better idea,” Sharp said. “Remember Goodwin—former deputy commander? When he was dubbed, couple of years ago, Durendal found him a living at Brimiarde.”

			“Right,” Rhys said. “Port warden! I remember him as a straight sword. He could help us get passage to Fitain somehow.”

			“If we can get there,” Trusty said, “we can worry later about how we get back. At worst, we are still four of the world’s finest swordsmen. But let’s agree on the split right now. I say one third to brother Spender for the glove, one third to brother Rhys for his gold cups, and one third between Sharp and me. Right, brothers?”

			Sharp disagreed. “I say we split it four ways. We’re each risking a life.”

			Silence. If Sharp wasn’t satisfied, he could head straight back to court and spill beans all over King Ambrose’s ermine-trimmed slippers. Rhys caught his father’s eye and seemed to see his own thoughts mirrored there.

			“I think Sir Sharp is right,” Dad said. “We’re all in this together.”

			Rhys said, “I agree. One for all!”

			“And all for one,” said Trusty.

			Sharp smiled wryly. “And may the best man win.”

			Book Two: Love
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			Chapter 1

			Where to begin? With my childhood? That was thirteen years of abuse, hunger, and contempt, but every boy in Ironhall had run away from something like that. My admission to Ironhall? What I remember most about that was the food, being able to eat until I could eat no more. That was the miracle. The hazing didn’t bother me. I’d had thirteen years of that and lived, and I wasn’t going to let it drive me away from all that food. Nor from having a bed of my own, either. Of course after years of discipline and training—after puberty when it happened—Ironhall began to feel more like a jail than a heaven. By then I was a man, a swordsman, and I was eager to show the world what I could do.

			Begin then, with the day I met the man I dedicated my life to—Everard, Lord Bannerville, the king’s friend. The king’s fool. My dreams all died that day.

			It was spring. The snow had melted off the tors, the bogs were thawing, hares were dancing, larks singing. I considered riding to be the second best activity available in Ironhall, after fencing, but in winter it was neither enjoyable or profitable. Now a man could go for a long ride without fear of dying in unexpected fogs, bogs, or blizzards. Most of the horses were has-been nags, so the best were reserved for the senior candidates, and that sunny morning the best of the best had been commandeered by Prime Candidate Random, Second Glanvil, and me, Spender. I was third in line, and thus had no title but no special duties either. The three of us had been close buddies since our soprano year, and we were all excellent riders, even by Ironhall standards.

			And where else to ride but eastward, along the Blackwater road? Rumours had been flying for a week that the king would soon be coming to harvest some Blades, and even the king could not break the strictest of all rules in Ironhall, that men must leave in the order in which they had been admitted, about five years earlier. There were thirteen in the seniors’ class now, so he would probably take eight or nine of us. After five years and more, school was over. The end was in sight, life could begin.

			“Blue sky, white clouds!” Random proclaimed with a dramatic gesture that almost frightened his horse.

			“Youth and a good mount,” said Glanvil. “What more can a man want?”

			That left the punch line for me. “Girls of course.”

			Yes, girls. But there would be lots of girls in Grandon when we got there, and Blades’ bindings made them irresistible. That was the dream, the golden prospect that would lead us to submit to a sword-thrust through the heart.

			And then, around a rocky spur not a furlong ahead of us, came the king—Ambrose IV himself, riding at the head of a cavalcade of the Royal Guard, two dozen or more.

			Prime cried, “Yikes! Whoa, my hearties. We’d best go and warn Grand Master.”

			“Mustn’t turn your back on the king,” I said. “And you’re not going to outrun Big Man. Let’s just rein in and salute him as he goes by.”

			That seemed like a fun idea. We rode aside, far enough off the trail that the Guard would not take alarm at the sight of us, for seniors wear real swords with sharp points and edges, not fencing foils. We lined up in order of seniority, and at the appropriate moment Random said, “Now!”

			Three swords whipped out, flashed in the sunlight, and rose in parade salute. The king saw us, and laughingly raised a hand in acknowledgment as he thundered by.

			Watching with one eye on either side of my sword, I almost chopped off my nose. I’d seen the king ride in before, and Commander Montpurse had always been at his side. This time he had been directly behind. I had not gained a clear view of whoever had been in the place of honour, only that he had not been wearing Guard livery. Moreover, there had been two other unknowns at the rear of the column, two men in green and blue.

			Random sheathed his sword. “Methinks we should now make haste and arrive betimes.”

			“Verily ’tis thus,” said Glanvil, and all three of us nudged our horses forward. Already a second caravan was coming into view, two strings of horses led by a couple of mounted Blades, staying well back from the main party lest the wind blow their dust in an inappropriate direction. Count those spare mounts and you would know how many candidates the king expected to bind.

			I was still analyzing what I had seen. I was certain that the two extra men at the end of the column had been armed, and no armed civilian would be allowed so close to the king. Therefore, they must be private Blades, bound to someone else, who could only be the man riding alongside the king. Private Blades rarely lived in the palace, did not quite belong to the gang, and were bound for life, until they or their ward died. So the man at the front of the column must be a royal favourite. If he already had two Blades, was he about to be given more?

			It could happen. If it did, some poor sucker in the seniors’ class was going to get a truly horrible shock.
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			The courtyard was a madhouse, as it always was when the king came. Candidates down to the rank of beardless were unsaddling, rubbing down, watering, and stabling the Guard’s horses, most of them under the watchful eyes of the men who had been riding them. Already some fencing bouts were starting up, as inmates demanded lessons from someone other than their usual instructors. The king and his guest were not there. They would have entered by the royal door and would now be quaffing ale and talking with Grand Master.

			Prime beckoned over a trio of beansprouts and ordered them to look after these three horses, because he had to go and put on his chain mail. They laughed and obeyed. With Glanvil and me on his heels, he headed for First House and the seniors’ dormitory. As I reached the door, I noticed one of the men in unfamiliar livery chatting with Master of Protocol. He was in twenties, and therefore dated from before my time, but he hardly needed his cat’s eye sword to be recognizable as a Blade. He had the limber, athletic physique to perfection, in his case combined with chiseled features and a mop of shiny black curls, at present artfully windblown. Even without his binding he would bowl over girls at a glance, or so I concluded wistfully as I raced up the stairs. Girls were an obsession for an eighteen-year-old who had not come within smiling distance of one in the last five years.

			When the seniors’ class grew large, its dormitories became crowded, and mine was currently in even more confusion than the courtyard below. At the best of times there was barely room to walk between the six beds. Now arms and clothes flailed in all directions, provoking howls of outrage from two men trying to shave. Any minute now the binding ritual would begin with the Brat bringing a formal summons from Grand Master, and then all of these men would be heading off to meet the king.

			I shouted over the hubbub: “There’s going to be a private binding!”

			Dead silence. Ten horrified eyes stared at me.

			I explained. Apparently neither Glanvil nor Random had noticed the king’s companion and his two Blades in blue and green, but the logic was indisputable. Only very rarely was one man alone bound as a private Blade, for that promised a lifetime of hell, trying to keep watch over his ward day and night. Two was normal, but still not enough, for how could they find time to keep their swordsmanship up to standard if one of them must always be on duty? Three would be tolerable, although a far cry from being a Royal Guardsman. But why else would the king have brought a courtier to Ironhall?

			“Only one, surely?” Random said with an attempt at confident leadership. “I can’t recall Fat Man awarding more than three Blades to anyone else.”

			He could remember further back than the rest of us, but only a few days farther than Glanvil or me, because the three of us had been admitted in a single week. Dressing, shaving, grooming resumed in a brooding silence. No more than one meant odds of about one in eight or nine, likely. Still not a safe bet to stake your life on.
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			Half an hour or so later, all six of us were ready, sitting on the edges of our beds, each trying to look perfectly calm while suppressing frantic needs to chew fingernails or urinate. Or both. Both at the same time, even.

			“Cheer up,” I said. “We’re waiting on the king, and we’d better get used to that. We’re going to be doing it for the next—”

			A sharp tap on the door silenced me. Random had put himself closest to the handle. He barked, “Er... um... enter!” and sprang up, almost tripping over his feet—hardly a good demonstration of a Blade’s legendary reflexes. Nervous? Certainly not!

			Enter the Brat... This brat was a little older than most brats, already speaking in baritone, although that would not save him from a year in the soprano class as soon as some new candidate was admitted to take his place. Having been around for over a month, he had gained enough confidence to know that seniors regarded tormenting him as beneath their dignity.

			“Honoured Prime,” he announced solemnly, “Grand Master bade me tell you that he requires you to come at once to the Flea Room, bringing with you the next eight candidates in order of seniority.”

			Eight! That meant nine in all, eight to be bound and one left over to assume the office of Prime.

			Random responded as formally. “I thank you, Brat, and if you would just tap on that door over... Too late!” he added, as the door in question opened to see what was going on across the corridor. “Scrimpnel—you and two more, please. Wait, Brat! This is your moment of glory. You have to lead the parade.”

			Everything in Ironhall ran on tradition.
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			Then, as now I expect, Flea Room was as stark as an abandoned tomb, used for only two purposes: interviewing applicants when they first arrived and presenting graduates to their wards when they left. It was far too small to hold twelve people on what was turning out to be an unseasonably hot day.

			Nine anxious candidates stood rigidly as fence posts, facing old Sir Silver, who had been Grand Master for longer than anyone could remember. We kept our eyes firmly on him and not on the king, who stood in the corner to Grand Master’s right. We were even more careful not to acknowledge the stranger in the corner to his left—he was a threat. Commander Montpurse stood behind us, out of our sight.

			It was hard not to notice the king. He was by far the tallest and mightiest man in the room, looking as if he could snap any Blade in half with his bare hands, and his frilled and slashed and piped clothing outshone every other man’s garments. The country had cheered itself hoarse when old King Taisson died at last, and Ambrose was still more popular than most monarchs ever were. He had fulfilled the people’s hopes by ending the thirteen-year Baelish War—although there were still some murmurs that he had talked his father into starting it. The awful raiding had stopped and prosperity had returned. One thing no one could doubt, and that was that Ambrose IV enjoyed his job—hunting, jousting, wenching, and bullying Parliament into doing his will. He stood there now like a jovial giant, beaming through his reddish beard.

			At a nod from Grand Master, Random began the ancient ritual, having witnessed it the last time.

			“You summoned us, Grand Master?”

			The old man nodded. How many hundred times had he done this? How many scruffy, unloved, often criminal boys had he turned into dashing and deadly young swordsmen like us? “Yes, Prime. His Majesty has need of a Blade. Are you ready to serve?”

			“I am ready, Grand Master.”

			“Sire, I have the honour to present...”

			Random bowed, knelt, accepted a kind word about his reputation with sabres from Ambrose, kissed the royal hand, and then backed off, out of the way. One through safely...

			“Candidate Glanvil...” Two through...

			Then, “Candidate Spender?” just instants before my knees really began knocking.

			“I am ready, Grand Master.” I was relieved that my voice had not quavered.

			Oh horrors! Grand Master turned to the left, not the right. “Then greet Ambassador Lord Bannerville, who will be your ward.”

			No! No! No! Why me? I wasn’t the best fencer, nor the worst. I didn’t pick my nose or scratch my ass in public. This was shame and humiliation and outlawry and the end of both dreams and all my friendships. Even now, after almost thirty-two years, I still remember the nauseating jolt of that disappointment.

			The stranger in the other corner was almost as tall as the king, and dressed almost as fancifully, but he was skinny, his hair was mousey-coloured, and either his nose was much too big or his chin much too small. I must then have gone through the motions of bowing and mouthing hypocritical words, but I do not remember doing so.

			Eight were processed, the new Prime was presented to the king, and seven excited young men went clattering down the narrow stairs, chattering like kids. Behind them trailed me, the outcast, plus a glum Candidate Bravo, condemned to be the new prime, very likely for six months or more. A chorus of congratulations met us at the bottom as we retrieved our swords from the Blade who had taken care of them while they were in the royal presence. Random and Glanvil broke loose briefly to commiserate with the black sheep, the pariah. Which was good of them.

			“Stuff it!” I said. “You’re just jealous! You may spend the next ten years fucking your brains out in the palace, but I’m going to be guarding an ambassador, who’ll be a lot more, um— endangered—than the king.” I’d very nearly said, “worthwhile”, which would have been treasonous.

			“Try to keep thinking that way,” Random said, as he was again swallowed up by the jubilant mob.

			Glanvil said, “I’ll hump some girls for you, brother,” and parried a fast lunge by my knee that might have delayed the proposed activity for several days.

			Sheathing my sword, I stepped out into the sunshine. I admit that I felt like a discard, the one who wasn’t good enough, but I was determined that I would never admit that. I kept my chin up, happy smile in place, and...

			“You must be Spender?”

			I turned. It was Pretty Boy in the blue and green livery—Bannerville’s livery, that I would soon have to wear.

			“Dragon,” it said, extending a very soft hand. “This isn’t the end of the world, honestly it isn’t.” It had a lovely face, with perfect teeth, and a vapid smile quite unlike the wary, leery, cagey gaze of a guardsman. Was this what a Blade became if he wasn’t under the discipline of the Guard?

			What to say? “Thank you, sir.”

			“‘Brother.’”

			“Brother, of course.” I managed to maintain the smile. “I’m honoured to join the elect.” May the elements strike me dead.

			Dragon glanced around to make sure no juvenile ears were listening. “I’ll let you into a secret, although you’re not supposed to hear this yet. You know why you were chosen? Because you’re the best swordsman Ironhall has on offer right now.”

			That wasn’t true. We all kept very careful tally of our standings. Random could beat me three times out of five and Godfrey four times. Who was lying?

			“Maybe on a good day,” I said.

			Dragon shook his head. “Don’t be so modest! Burl and I have been His Lordship’s Blades for five years, almost, and never swung a sword in anger, but that may be about to change. The reason the king is giving him a third Blade is that he’s sending Chinless—that’s what we call him—sending him overseas on a mission that could be very touchy. So all these pals of yours can quietly die of boredom in the palace, while you may find yourself fighting for your life, and your ward’s also, of course.”

			This was comfort? Blood and death! What of the lifetime after the mission? Ten years was the standard term in the Royal Guard. Only death could release a private Blade. But a man could do nothing except grin wider and say, “Hey! Now you’re scoring, brother!”

			Dragon’s attention wandered, his eyes searched. Then he shouted, “Burl! Over here.”

			The second Bannerville Blade emerged from the crowd and headed in their direction. If Dragon was a paragon of male good looks, Burl was close to his direct opposite. What joker had paired these two? Burl had the most grotesquely bowed legs I had ever seen—he could click his heels on horseback, as the saying goes. Oversized shoulders made him look top-heavy, his chin and brows were too solid, and his ugly face seemed permanently and aggressively thrust forward. With those legs could he possibly fence at Blade standards? Then I noted the length of both the man’s arms and of the hand-and-a half sword at his waist. He wouldn’t fence daintily, but he’d be a human earthquake on a horse or in a melee.

			He enveloped my hand in an enormous paw and said in a surprisingly soft tenor, “Welcome to the zoo, brother. I promise we won’t make you take out the piss-pot every day.”

			“Oh, good. I was really worried about that, brother. How about the stable shovelling?”

			“No, that’s top of your list.” He laughed and gave my shoulder a thump like a sledgehammer.

			Dragon said, “Looks like they’re rounding up the sacrificial lambs, so the massacre will be held right away, tonight.”

			Chapter 2

			I was halfway to the Forge, where bindings took place, when a voice called my name. I turned to see Raider racing toward me on unseemly long legs. The sopranos had named him while he was still the Brat for his brilliantly Baelish red hair, and he had stuck with the name. He had recently been promoted from Fuzzy to Beardless, although he had been shaving for at least a year, and was already the tallest man in the school.

			“Spender! Commander Montpurse wants to speak with you. Over there.”

			Intrigued, I changed direction and headed for the man standing in a shadowed corner at the base of the Queen’s Tower. If anyone outranked the king in Blades’ eyes back then, it would have been Montpurse. No one had ever heard a bad word about him. He had served Ambrose since he was merely the crown prince. Like me, he was blond, blue-eyed, and looked no more than fifteen, the main difference between us being that he could thrash any man in the guard with steel.

			In my soprano and beansprout years, I had put up with many jibes about my being a Montpurse by-blow hidden away in Ironhall. Then I had treated those as compliments, but later I decided they were insults and began taking offence. That attracted the louts, of course, but after I thoroughly thrashed two of the biggest, the rest lost interest.

			I arrived and tapped my sword hilt in salute.

			Montpurse held out a hand to shake. “Well done! Very well done. I’ve been watching you, and no one would ever guess that you’d just been kicked in the gonads.”

			“Sir?” The words felt good. I am grey and wrinkled now, but in those days I had a face as fresh as morning dew, not suitable for disguising my feelings. I knew I looked at least two years younger than my age, and was liable to flush scarlet at the least excuse, which I was presently doing.

			“Listen, because we have very little time, and I’m going to tell you things that I shouldn’t tell you until you’ve been bound. Trouble is, for about two weeks after you’ve been bound, you’ll be sticking to your ward like bark on a tree, and he mustn’t hear what I’m about to say. In fact, nobody should, ever. But I know I can trust you.”

			The world was spinning faster than usual today. “Yes, sir?... I mean Commander.”

			Montpurse ignored the slip. “Grand Master does not tattle to the king about the candidates in Ironhall. That’s understood, always, right?” He was smiling.

			“Right.”

			“But he reports to me, and I tattle to the king—within limits. And I am flaming furious that you’re not coming into the Guard. We had you flagged as a possible commander after the one after me.”

			“You’re not making it hurt less, sir.” That was the understatement of the year.

			Montpurse nodded. “I will in a minute. You know, of course, that kings’ children’s playmates are always chosen from the nobility? It wouldn’t do for them to start bonding with cooks or stable hands. Lord Bannerville has been Ambrose’s bosom buddy since childhood. He inherited his father’s barony before Ambrose got the throne, and one of the new king’s first acts was to promote his pal from baron to earl.”

			Worse! I nodded.

			“Trouble is, Bannerville is as thick as a castle wall. The one thing, the only thing, that Lord Bannerville does well is kiss the king’s ass. Report that I said that and you’ll get my head chopped off.”

			For the first time in what felt like hours, I did not have to fake a grin.

			“A year or two later, Fat Man appointed him ambassador to Thergy. That didn’t matter much, because nothing ever happens in Thergy, but of course a Chivian ambassador must have a Blade escort. It’s expected. That’s the sort of situation where Grand Master and I indulge in a little manipulation that a... certain person... might get very mad about and call treason if he suspected it was going on. Burl was easy, because the king would never tolerate a man that ugly around the palace—bitterly unfair, of course, but true. Dragon happened to be next to him in seniority and had no special talent, so we arranged that His Lordship got those two. Are you with me so far?”

			Nod.

			“But now, dammit, he’s made the idiot Ambassador to Fitain, and that’s not the same thing at all. Fitain matters! It’s vital and its politics are a snake pit. Chancellor Bluefield is tearing his hair, but the king is the king and he’s adamant that his childhood chum will be the new ambassador.”

			Montpurse would never stoop to soft-soaping me, so things must be even worse than I had feared. That made me feel no better, of course, but I nodded eagerly.

			“Bannerville hasn’t got a brain in his head,” Montpurse said grimly, frowning at the courtyard behind my back as if time were running out. “Burl is a really nice guy and a great fighter, but he’s no tactician and certainly no strategist. Dragon cares only about what’s happening between his legs—he’s far from the first Blade to fall into that trap. I persuaded the king that Bannerville ought to have a third Blade, because of the dangers. I promised to choose the best possible fencer in the next harvest of candidates, which you are not, although you’re probably third best. But then I turned around and swore to Chancellor Bluefield that I’d pick the smartest, toughest pup in the litter. And without a doubt, that’s you.

			“So I’m the one you have to blame, Spender. I am throwing you into the lions’ den in the hope that you will find a way to keep your ward from treading on the lions’ tails. Grand Master thinks you can do it and after watching how well you took the bad news, so do I. I have seen candidates breakdown and weep when they heard they were to be private Blades. You managed to look excited. You won’t be in the Royal Guard, but you’ll be serving your king in a way that none of the others in your group will or could.”

			Speeches like that explained why Montpurse was Commander of the Royal Guard.

			“Thank you, Commander. You’ve doubled my load, but you’ve made it feel worth carrying. I’ll do my best, sir.” I almost felt that I believed that.

			Again Montpurse offered a handshake. “One last thing. Your ward’s valet will accompany you, name of Gudge.”

			Why bother to mention a personal servant? “He’s a snoop?”

			Montpurse smiled and nodded as if that lucky guess confirmed his weird belief in my wits. “Of course. A Master Robins will also be joining you. He’s supposed to be a political secretary, but I’d give any odds that he’s another one from the Dark Chamber. The king will know about Robins being a snoop, although he probably wouldn’t admit it. Gudge would have been appointed by Grand Inquisitor to spy on the king’s friend, but without the king’s knowledge of course. Never forget that snoops have a knack of knowing when people are telling lies, and may have a lot of other odd talents they prefer not to mention. Oh, damn! They’re waiting for you, you’d better run.”
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			I sprinted across to the low dome at the north end of the yard which marked the Forge, where both Blades and their swords were wrought. Master Armourer was standing at the door like an oak tree, with seven swords at his feet. He was very nearly as big as the king, and his massive bare arms—much admired by the sopranos and beansprouts—were all speckled with old burn marks. He held a slate and a chalk.

			“And Spender,” he muttered. “Name?”

			“Fortune.”

			“Good one.”

			“Thanks.” Five years earlier, when I was admitted, I had picked my new name from the approved list because I thought that lurid inventions like Bullwhip or Bonebreaker sounded stupid, and it made more sense for a swordsman to have an unobtrusive, self-effacing sort of name. Now I got to name my sword, and whatever I chose would be known only to me and my closest friends. I was pleased that Master Armourer approved of it, and its double meaning: any Blade wanted good fortune, and a spender needed more fortune than most people. One day, hopefully a long time in the future, Fortune would join the thousands of others hanging in the great hall’s sky of swords.

			I ducked through the low doorway, trotted down the eight shallow steps into the Forge, and at once began to shiver. After centuries of conjuration, the Forge was saturated with spirituality. I found the weirdness thrilling, but some people were so sensitive to it that they could not even approach the building. No doubt my reaction to it that day was magnified by the knowledge that this must be the last time. Either I would stride out proudly as a bound Blade, or my lifeless body would be carried out, wrapped in a shroud.

			Down there in the shadows that morning, I thought I could almost distinguish the individual elements: Fire elementals streaming from the eight forges around the walls, Water spirits dancing above the eight quenching troughs, Earth enduring in the bedrock of the floor, and Death lurking in both the eight anvils on which the cat’s eye swords were forged and also in that great coffin-sized metal block in the centre, upon which boys were transformed into Blades. Tonight the binding chant would summon Air, and Love, and Time—and hopefully banish Chance, Death’s handmaiden.

			What followed was very much what you three had to go through, years later, but not quite, because this was still in the rule of old Sir Silver, who had been Grand Master for years uncounted, and had never once changed the rite by smallest jot from what had been decreed by the original Durendal, centuries ago. Silver’s successor, Sir Vicious, had once been the king’s Grand Wizard, and was an outstanding conjurer. I know that he modernized the ritual in some ways.

			Pale in the gloom, seven faces gathered around the octogram watched my arrival. The ritual then required a full day of fasting and meditation, and the sun was high already. The king and Lord Bannerville were apparently delayed, possibly by some nutritious substances and a keg of ale, but of course kings could fast faster than other men. I chose an empty patch of floor between Random and Glanvil and sat down.

			“Sorry to hear of your bad break, Spender,” Scrimpnel said loudly from the far side of the crypt.

			“No. It sounds really exciting. Truly! Can’t say more.”

			“Well done,” Random whispered.

			Over in the hall, they would be eating dinner. I wasn’t hungry, and I had plenty to meditate about. In my case meditating felt indistinguishable from brooding.
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			Along toward evening, Master of Rituals arrived with a pile of towels and reminded everyone of the rules for the bathing ceremony—start with fire, then death, chance, and finally love. The water felt cold as ice, and for some reason the trough at death point was the coldest of all.

			The king and his friend arrived as the most junior of us were still shivering into their clothes. Everyone scrambled to their feet, of course. Ambrose went around the circle, greeting each candidate by name to show that he could, and cracking unfunny jokes, every one of which made Bannerville guffaw.

			Then the odd man out...

			“Candidate Spender! I am trusting you to guard my dearest friend! I rely on you to keep him safe in Fitain. It may be dangerous!”

			“If harm comes near him, sire, it will be over my dead body.”

			“Bravely said! Commander Montpurse was very reluctant to part with you, but I insisted. ‘I want the very best man you’ve got!’ I told him. Grand Master agreed you were the best. You’ll love Fitain. Palm trees, sunshine, the finest wines, the most beautiful girls. Right, Everard? Dark-eyed sultry beauties?”

			“I’m looking forward to them, too, sire,” Bannerville agreed, “but I don’t expect I’ll be able to keep up with young Spenser here.”

			If the king noticed the slip, he didn’t say so. Probably everyone else had heard it, though.
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			The king’s bathing was the fastest of all, four explosions of water drenching half the Forge. Everyone had politely averted their eyes, but the first plunge soaked a few candidates who had stayed too close.

			Near midnight, the rest of the Ironhall population trooped in to witness the binding, sopranos whispering excitedly, fuzzies and the remaining seniors grim-faced as they pondered their own ordeals yet to come.

			Master of Rituals saw everyone to his correct place: Random at death point, with Glanvil on his right at earth, me on his left at air, and the king opposite him at love. Grand Master chanted Arbiter’s role at time, Master of Archives was Dispenser at water, and Master of Rituals Invoker at fire. That left only chance point, which was traditionally taken by the Brat, who in this case could be relied on to play his tiny part correctly, although by definition chance was never predictable. Two swords lay at his feet.

			The conjuration began, solos and choruses. Voices rolled and echoed in the crypt, making my itching grow until I wanted to claw my skin off, but I clenched my fists and resisted. I had witnessed more than a dozen bindings, but I had never fallen off a horse or been bruised badly enough at fencing to need a healing, so I had never been inside the octogram before.

			When the invocations ended, Grand Master stepped forward and dropped a few coins on the great slab of iron in the centre. He inspected the result, and seemed satisfied that no bizarre imbalance of elements had resulted. As he gathered the coins up, the Brat came forward and laid the first sword in their place.

			Random’s face was flushed with excitement, his eyes gleaming in the light of the fires. I helped him remove his shirt. Glanvil marked on his chest the narrow gap above the eleventh rib, marking the road to his heart. Random stepped forward, lifted his sword, and sprang up on the anvil to salute the king and swear the oath to defend him against all foes. My gloom deepened. My oath would not be quite the same. I must confirm the exact words with Master of Rituals.

			Now came the dread moment of binding. Random knelt to the king, offering his sword, then backed away to the anvil and sat down. Glanvil and I gripped his arms to steady him. The king stepped forward, bellowed, “Serve or die!” and thrust the sword right through Random, who arched in a spasm of agony, his mouth opening in a silent scream. Then the king pulled out the sword, and it was over. Random smiled down at the wound, which had stopped bleeding already, and stood up to accept the sword back from his new ward. The audience roared and applauded.

			Next came Glanvil, of course, taking his place at death point. No need to reform the octogram, although Invoker had to chant again. This time I marked the target—which was tricky, because Glanvil’s chest was so hairy that the charcoal barely showed. We had teased him for months that I would need to use red paint. Random and I held the subject’s arms, and a second binding was completed without incident.

			The king then left the octogram, as did his two new Blades, who crowded in to stand as close to him as they dared—bark on a tree, as Montpurse had said. Now the octogram must be reformed, which was enchanters’ jargon for starting all over again. Master Armourer laid a sword at the Brat’s feet—a rapier of course, I saw. Standing now at death point, I was more concerned about Lord Chinless, directly across from me at love point. The highborn ninny had managed to bind Dragon and Burl a few years ago. Montpurse had not mentioned how many times he had gotten it wrong, though, like that nincompoop I had watched kill Candidate Harvest four years ago. How many corpses had they dragged away before the dolt did it right?

			The chanting began, and I realized that I had forgotten to rehearse the words of my oath with Master of Rituals. I ran it through in my mind and decided that I knew it. I was startled when Jarvis began to fumble with my shirt. Then Godfrey was scratching my chest with a piece of charcoal. The Brat was laying the rapier on the anvil...

			Oh, yes, a beauty! I grabbed it and examined it lovingly for a moment, my own personal sword that had been crafted for me and my style of fighting. She was full length, but incredibly light, with a triangular blade and a short ricasso on which her name was inscribed in tiny letters, then a simple guard and hilt, topped by the cat’s eye cabochon—a small one because there was so little weight to counterbalance.

			Then I saw that everyone was waiting on me. I leapt up on the anvil and raised Fortune in salute to Chinless. If I was going to die now, at least I would be slain by a most gorgeous sword.

			“Lord Bannerville, upon my soul, I, Candidate Spender of the Loyal and Ancient Order of the King’s Blades, do irrevocably swear in the presence of these my brethren that I will evermore defend you against all foes, setting my own life as nothing to shield you from peril, reserving only my fealty to our lord the king. To bind me to this oath, I bid you plunge this my sword into my heart that I may die if I swear falsely or, being true, may live by the power of the spirits here assembled to serve you until in time I die again.”

			I jumped down, took three long steps, and knelt to proffer the sword, then backed away until my calves met the anvil. Sit... Godfrey and Jarvis gripping my arms... Chinless aiming at my chest...

			“Serve or—”

			Oh, screaming shit, that hurt!

			Then it was done. The wound Fortune had made was so tiny that it barely showed. A single drop of blood had run down my belly. I accepted my shirt from Jarvis, my sword from my ward, and it was all over. I suppose the school was cheering as usual—I didn’t notice. With Fortune hung through the loop on my belt, I followed Lord Bannerville out of the octogram and moved into his proper place beside my ward.

			“Beautifully done, thank you, my lord.”

			“That isn’t much of a sword they gave you.”

			I looked up in disapproval. Fortune was gorgeous! Not even my ward could be allowed to insult her. “My lord, if Sir Burl came at me with that hulking great hand-and-a half meat chopper of his, I would drop him at my feet. I assure you that I am much more deadly than he is, or Sir Dragon. If you don’t believe me, ask Grand Master.”

			His Lordship sniffed. “I did.”

			Pause for silent question.

			“He said the same.”

			Great Baels of Fire! I had never imagined Grand Master telling lies like that.

			Chapter 3

			I stood behind my ward at dinner, endlessly elbowing the king’s new Blades, who were equally anxious to crowd in behind him, and salivating until servants brought me a plateful to eat standing. I spent the night on a chair outside the second-best guest room. Nights are long if you cannot sleep and all your dreams have died.

			Montpurse had slandered Bannerville in one respect—the man was an excellent rider. He could not have been the king’s friend otherwise, and all Blades were equally skilled, because they might have to keep up with the royal whirlwind someday. Chinless and his guards could have ridden to Brimiarde in one day easily, had he not slept in until almost noon, long after the king had left, and had he not then wanted to visit an old friend whose baronial mansion was roughly on the way.

			During the journey, I rode at his side—so possessed by the binding that I would have drawn my sword on anyone who tried to come between us. My ward barely spoke a word to me, although he chattered enough to Dragon whenever the trail was wide enough for three horses abreast. When they reached their destination, I was never more than two steps away. Bannerville was obviously annoyed by my persistence, but he must have been through this ordeal before, with Burl and Dragon.

			Those two were happy enough to skip the banquet and eat in the kitchen, where they could chat up a couple of servant girls with promises of a special treat later. I again stood behind Bannerville’s chair, ignoring the hostess’s scowl. I spent a second night on a chair outside Chinless’s chamber.

			It was there that we were joined by Gudge, Lord Bannerville’s body servant, a colourless, scrawny man of around forty, with a stoop and a shuffling walk. He was so unobtrusive that he was practically invisible, which supported Montpurse’s warning that he was probably an inquisitor. The next morning, he turned out to be a skilled rider, a curious talent in a man of humble station.

			Brimiarde was the largest city I had ever seen, although Burl and Devon assured me that Grandon was much bigger. It was, they admitted, the largest port in Chivian. His lordship’s party checked in at the Queen Godleva, who had, according to the daubed signboard outside, a marked squint and mud-coloured hair. There I made my first move.

			“My lord, I do not approve of this room.”

			Bannerville frowned angrily. “What’s wrong with it?”

			“It opens directly off the corridor. If you sleep here, sir, either one of us will have to sit in full view outside, which is very bad practice, or sit inside, on the other bed.”

			“That’s absurd! Sir Burl?”

			Dragon was downstairs, overseeing the baggage.

			Burl said tactfully. “Strictly speaking, my lord, he is correct, and a newly bound Blade does have to go by the book. Why not have him see what else is available?”

			Five minutes later, we set up our ward in a smaller chamber, without a view of the sea, but reached through a larger room that would serve as a guardroom. I ordered the beds there to be removed and replaced by chairs and a table. Authority felt dangerously enjoyable.

			Downstairs in the tap room, we ate a surprisingly good dinner.

			“Dragon,” Bannerville said. “Take Sir, um, Spender to find a tailor and get him some proper livery. I am going upstairs to lie down for a while.” He obviously had his eye on one of the servant girls to lie with.

			Burl glanced at Dragon for approval, and followed our ward and his companion upstairs to stand guard. Less than two days after my binding, I could not possibly desert my post. I beckoned the innkeeper over and asked if he knew of a good tailor nearby who would come and measure a client. The man swore he knew the best tailor in town and would send a boy for him at once.

			“Probably his brother,” Dragon opined as soon as the man was out of earshot. I laughed, which I rarely found an opportunity to do with Dragon, but when the tailor arrived, he looked old enough to be the innkeeper’s grandfather. He pursed his lips at Dragon’s snug blue doublet above green tights extending all the way down to half boots.

			“The same colours, please,” I said, “but much less bombast in the sleeves; jerkin and doublet unpadded; keep the slashing to a minimum; the mantle flowing and lighter so it can be discarded quickly if necessary; hose with draw strings below the knee; white stockings, black shoes, and no codpiece visible.”

			The tailor brightened, Dragon scowled.

			“Our ward said nothing about that! That is not his standard livery.”

			“Your cut, brother, is too tight to fight in. The king stopped dressing like that two years ago, our ward doesn’t, and the Guard never has. Measure me, please, master tailor.”

			“Lord Bannerville has to pay for it!” Dragon complained.

			“He will—and almost certainly when he sees it, he will want to bring you and Sir Burl up to date too.”

			That got the tailor onside, but left Dragon scowling.
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			I dropped the third boot after supper, when the ambassadorial party had congregated in the guard room. By then we had been joined by Master Robins, who was to be Ambassador Bannerville’s political secretary. He was a smiley, plump little man with jowls and a pointed nose like a mouse’s. He wore a brown robe tied by a cord around his waist and a skull cap above silver-streaked hair. Altogether he looked pleasant and harmless, but his eyes were sharp as Fortune and missed nothing.

			“Gudge,” Bannerville proclaimed, “I shan’t need you more tonight. Tell the innkeeper to send up his youngest night girl. “Good morrow to you, sirs.”

			As his entourage bowed, he marched into his room and closed the door, while Gudge scuttled out like a fugitive spider. In a few moments he returned with a highly painted girl of around fourteen, who eyed the assembly with indifference as she sashayed across the guardroom. The Blades watched with interest, but I now had more important matters on my mind than my so-regrettable virginity.

			“I think I will also leave you brave men to your duties,” Robins announced as soon as the inner door closed. “The brothel across the street is highly recommended by the innkeeper. I expect his wife runs it.”

			Dragon rose also.

			“Brother,” I said. “What is that?” I pointed to a narrow red ribbon stretched diagonally across his chest. I knew perfectly well what it was, but it had first appeared at supper time.

			“Regulations, brother. Any group of Blades must have a leader. Burl and I agreed long ago that—”

			“Right.” I rose. “I’ll fight you for it.”

			Dragon rolled his eyes. “No, sonny. It’s done by majority vote. And we have no foils.”

			“We don’t need foils, we’re Blades.” I drew Fortune for the first time in public and swished her a few times. “First blood or best of three?” Fresh out of the box, versus a private blade six years older seemed like good odds unless the older man was a fanatic who practiced every day, which Dragon obviously was not.

			“Kid, you are out of your mind! Burl, tell him.”

			Burl remained silent.

			“On guard!” I said, coming straight to the point. “I’ll start by giving you a hare lip. That will really mess up your kissing muscles.”

			“Put that pipsqueak sword away and behave yourself.”

			Suddenly I realized that I was enjoying myself for the first time since I had watched the king riding to Ironhall. “This is your last warning, Brother Dragon.”

			Fortune flicked, fast as a whip. Dragon howled and jumped back, clapping a hand to his mouth.

			“Next time I will cut, not prick.” Fortune had no cutting edge at all, which was why I carried her in a belt loop, not a scabbard, but her point was sharp as a needle, and she would rip skin if I told her to.

			“I do believe you ought to draw your sword, Sir Dragon,” said Master Robins, who had sat down again to watch the action. Gudge had mysteriously vanished.

			I said, “You heard him, brother. He’s an inquisitor, so he knows that I’m not bluffing.”

			“Inquisitor? What’ch mean he’s an inquisitor? He’s just a mangy clerk.” Angry now, Dragon drew his rapier and went to middle guard. I feinted high, at Steeple, swept under Dragon’s parry in Snake, and lunged at Cockroach, nicking his groin one inch to the left of the vital central organs. Dragon yelled and slapped a hand over the wound. This one was really bleeding, oozing through his tights.

			“Fire and death! Idiot! There’s an artery near there.”

			“If I’d wanted the artery, you’d be bleeding to death right now. How much padding do you have in that bulge? I think I’ll find out. On guard.”

			Dragon went back to guard, keeping it low. Rapiers went clink! clink! And again he yelped, reached for a bleeding ear lobe.

			I said, “You are seriously out of practice, brother. That is worth knowing. Now, are you satisfied, or do you want worse?”

			Holding his sword down—with the guard in front of his crotch—Dragon said, “Burl, stop him!”

			The ogre shrugged. “I talked with the kids at Ironhall, Drag. They didn’t think he was as great with a sword as Commander Montpurse told Chinless. But they did say he was sharp as a tack and as tough as nails. Last winter he was out running on the moor with Prime; Prime slipped and broke an ankle. Spender carried him on his back for five miles before the search parties found them, and Prime was bigger than him.”

			“It wasn’t five miles,” I said. Two, maybe.

			Burl ignored me. “They also said he has a mean streak if crossed. So why not let him strut his stuff for a week or two? If he’s all mouth we can stuff him back in the box.”

			“Can’t ask for more than that,” I said.

			Dragon slammed his sword down on the table, hauled the leader’s sash over his head and threw it on the floor.

			I scooped it up with Fortune, then hung her back in her loop. I tucked the ribbon in my belt, having no need to wear it just then. “Thank you, brothers. You two are on watch until I get back. I will be as fast as I can. Master Robins, I have two groats and a penny. What will that buy me at the cat house?”

			The little man’s eyes were twinkling. “Not much more than a foot rub, I’m afraid—one foot. That was a most entertaining self-promotion, but it does seem a little hasty, this being only your second day on the job. Why did you do it?”

			“Commander Montpurse told me to.” He had dropped a broad hint, anyway.

			Dragon howled, “What?”

			Burl laughed. “I think we’ve been had, brother. Two fat cats and a tiger cub!”

			Robins nodded. “I am not surprised. Come along then, lad, I will be happy to treat you to the house special, whatever it may be. And if it’s your first time, I’ll make it a double.”

			As I opened the door for the older man, Burl’s gentle voice behind him said, “Leader?” With a jab of fear that he might have to face that horrible bastard sword, I turned.

			“Yes, brother?”

			“He’s flubdubbing you. He knows your binding’s still so strong that you won’t be able to leave the building. Why don’t you just tell the landlord to send a girl up here and charge her to his lordship’s tab? Drag and I will wait outside the door if you want.”

			Robins’s smile was quite well done, even if not believable. “I had forgotten about the binding.”

			“So had I,” I said, realizing that it was true. I might not get even halfway down the stairs. “You two go with him and I’ll stand guard. I’m young enough yet. I have lots of nights ahead of me.”
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			The following morning, when the sun shone brightly, and I ached with frustration, still shamefully virgin, Master Robins announced that he had arranged for all five of us to be enchanted with fluency in Fitish. So we all walked over to the elementary. The conjuration made me itch so much that I almost screamed in two languages.

			That afternoon Bannerville noticed the ribbon. “Harrumph! I believe I appointed Sir Dragon to be my senior Blade.”

			“Blades elect their own leader, my lord. It’s one of the Order’s rules. My brothers did me the honour.” Better not to go into details.

			His lordship pouted but promptly asserted his overall authority. “That’s a much more fashionable livery they made for you. Dress your men in the same style, Commander.”

			“Um, I’m not ‘commander’, my lord, just ‘leader’. And I was thinking your lordship would want to wait until we arrive in Fitain and you can see what the style is there. No need to throw money away, I thought.”

			Bannerville said, “Harrumph!” again and changed the subject.
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			The following day, Master Robins took his lordship—escorted by three Blades—to view a fifty-foot, three-masted barque available for charter. Captain Silber, a rangy, weatherbeaten man who seemed very anxious to show us around his little craft, Fair Voyage, which was obviously old but well-scrubbed—suspiciously well-scrubbed, I thought. Every rope was neatly coiled, every tarpaulin tidily folded. There were only two other men in sight. Obviously out of his depth, Bannerville let Robins ask all of the questions on the tour. Near the end, though, I broke in to ask where the ship’s last voyage had taken her, and how long ago. Captain Silber rattled off several ports, but of course I was also testing to see if Master Robins had an inquisitor’s ability to detect lies.

			“So how long has she been tied up here?” I persisted.

			“’Bout a week,” he growled. “Trade is slow just now.”

			“That,” Robins said, with an inscrutable glance at my innocent smile, “is why Lord Bannerville is going to Fitain.” But he bargained harder after my intervention.
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			As soon as supper was over that evening, I managed to shepherd everyone into the guardroom, where I asked the political secretary if he would briefly summarize the problems we were likely to meet when, if ever, we arrived in Fitain. I did not expect my ward to stay and listen because he ought to know the story better than anyone, but he did.

			Since the incident aboard Fair Voyage, I had no doubt that Master Robins was an inquisitor from His Majesty’s Office of General Inquiry, or as the Blades would put it, a snoop from the Dark Chamber. Blades and snoops distrusted each other intensely. Both served the king—probably—but they did so in very different ways. Snoops featured prominently in the seniors’ political classes.

			Gudge was busy in his lordship’s bedroom, but the door was open.

			Again Robins eyed me carefully, as if Blades were not supposed to think. “Of course.” He leaned back on his chair and folded his hands over his paunch.

			“Chivial and Fitain have been allies for centuries. That is understandable since they are separated by Isilond, an arrogant and oppressive nation. They used to trade extensively—wine, olives, and spices from Fitain; wool, tin ore, and hard wheat from Chivial. Mostly, that is. Many other things also, in smaller amounts.

			“But then came the Baelish War, and of course the Baels are pirates par excellence. Trade withered as ship after ship was seized or sunk. Some commerce persisted by way of Isilond, but land transport is very expensive, and of course the Isilondians took their bite. It is true that the Baels also preyed on ships making the crossing from northern Isilond to Chivial, but that is a short hop, and the vessels could carry men-at-arms to defend them. Feeding men-at-arms on the much longer voyage to and from Fitain itself was not economical. All with me so far?”

			I was. I thought my ward’s frown meant that he was trying very hard to understand the lesson. So was Burl. Dragon just seemed bored. His job was to guard Lord Bannerville, not to think or understand.

			“Of course King Ambrose ended the Baelish war with the Treaty of Twigeport, and trade began to pick up at once. Then it faltered. You see, during the war the Isilondians had been doing very well out of taxing the goods passing through their territory. They had even developed a taste for Fitish wines, although they would never admit that. A year ago, King Afonso of Fitain began imposing fearsome duties on seaborne trade. Choking it off, in fact.”

			Master Robins scanned his audience with fishy eyes to see who would react to that information.

			I said, “Why? Surely a large part of his own income must come from import and export duties?”

			“The duties on overland trade remain at their former levels, but now everything has to go through Isilond again. Just like wartime.”

			I felt lost. “It seems wrong somehow. He will bankrupt a lot of his own people and probably cut his own income.”

			Robins gave me a sleepy smile. “That depends on how large the bribes are that he receives from King Francois of Isilond, but Afonso IX is generally believed to be loopier than a crocheted bedspread.”

			“He sounds it. These bribes are large?”

			“They must be enormous. Yes, Afonso’s own merchants are suffering, because Isilondian merchants pay much lower prices than Chivial’s did, but his nobles are even more furious, because they rely on the revenues from their vineyards. They believe the king’s real purpose is to impoverish them.”

			Ironhall encouraged candidates to ask lots of questions. When no one else commented, apparently leaving it all up to me, I said, “Just how secure is King Afonso on his throne?” Assassination was not on the Blades’ approved schedule of duties, but was rumoured to be a Dark Chamber speciality.

			Master Robins chuckled, nodding as if approving of this baby Blade. “His Majesty is not as secure as he was. He has a cousin, Prince Luis, who seems to be actively gathering support.”

			Master Robins was remarkably well informed, as would be expected of a Dark Chamber snoop. Was Ambrose sending his ambassador to Fitain to out-bribe King Francois of Isilond, or to help Prince Luis depose King Afonso? I could not ask that question then, although I decided to bring it up with Robins later, in private.

			I said, “I see now why Commander Montpurse warned me that Fitish politics are a snake pit.” That was a deliberate indiscretion, and the reactions were interesting—my ward frowned and Burl raised eyebrows. Dragon still looked bored.

			Robins smiled. “Did he mention the Marquisa?”

			“No. Who is she?”

			“Desidéria da Eternidade, known as the Cobra. She is King Afonso’s mistress, and reputed to be a witch in the pay of the Isilondians. I suspect her of being the chief snake in the pit.”

			If King Ambrose thought that his childhood chum Lord Bannerville could straighten out such a mess, he must have been galloping his horse under too many low branches. If Commander Montpurse expected me to, then he was even crazier.

			Chapter 4

			Ambassador Bannerville did charter Fair Voyage, but it was more than three weeks before she was ready to sail. Captain Silber had to hire a crew and load stores, and especially buy extra water butts, because Master Robins insisted that we must make no landfalls in Isilond. Lord Bannerville was equally adamant that the captain’s cabin in the stern castle be enlarged and improved to a standard befitting a Chivian earl. I firmly required that the noble lord’s quarters be accessed only through a guardroom, for I was determined that no Blade would have to sit on deck for hours during any heavy weather we might encounter. At that point Master Robins declared that he was not going to be the only one sleeping with the crew in the fo’c’sle, so Captain Silber would have to do so. The captain, obviously furious at being evicted, was so desperate for a charter that he had to accept the terms.

			I never wore the sash after the first day, and yet Chinless always remembered which of his Blades to address when he wanted something, much to our unanimous surprise. He tended to address me as, “Um... Leader?” so Burl and Dragon took to doing so also. I would then reply, “Um brother?” It was childish humour, but the start of fraternity.

			I also purchased foils—two rapiers and two sabres. I trusted my own skill at fencing with real swords while on dry land, but wouldn’t dare try it on a rolling ship. I instituted daily fencing lessons, and quickly confirmed that my companions were shamefully out of practice.

			“You couldn’t find something in my size?” Burl grumped when handed a sabre.

			“Perhaps I could have done, but I already had quite enough of a load to lug back to the ship. I never heard of the hand-and-a-half sword being seriously taught in Ironhall.”

			Burl’s great scar gave him a fearsome grin. He patted his weapon lovingly. “Sir Durendal uses a bastard. We hew-and-cleave men are a rare breed, but there are at least four like my Thunderbolt hanging in the Sky of Swords.”

			Having made his complaint, he then did his best with a sabre, which was better than I had feared. He was not as fast as we rapier men, but his bovine shoulders could apply enormous pressure during engagement, and he would be deadly with his preferred bastard sword.

			Dragon was not pleased by his demotion, but did not openly refuse my orders. On the second day of practice, held on deck while Lord Bannerville was aboard and Fair Voyage was still tied up in at the quay, Master Robins stood and watched the play. I was close to losing my temper, because I was sure that Dragon could do better if he really tried, so I drove hard, barking out comments, directions, and even insults.

			When we broke off to catch our breath and drink water, the tubby inquisitor wandered over and held out a hand for my foil. He swished it a few times, then turned to Dragon and remarked mildly, “I could use some exercise, also. Best of five?” Dragon went white and showed his teeth. For a Blade to be beaten by a layman—and by a possible snoop at that—would be the shaming of a lifetime.

			The two men went to guard, then Dragon lunged, Robins parried like a master, and the fight was on. They fenced like maniacs, dancing around the deck in a staccato of steel on steel and shoes on oak. It was no practice, it was a battle. Dragon did win, three touches to none, so there was no need for ridicule or suicide. I accepted the return of my foil with a grateful smile. Robins was so good that I couldn’t be certain, but I suspected that he had been holding back several times, slowing his ripostes. He certainly fenced in Ironhall style, which the inquisitors were known to have stolen from the Blades years ago. From then on Dragon needed no urging to do his best.

			I was well aware, though, that Robins was trying to ingratiate himself with me. Camaraderie was more pleasant than acrimony, but I had not forgotten Ironhall warnings that snoops were always willing to shift blame onto Blades when anything went wrong and claim the credit when they went right.
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			A crisis arose near the end of Fair Voyage’s refit. The ambassador and his supporters were still living at the Queen Godleva, and had developed the custom of having a breakfast snack delivered to the guardroom each morning before venturing out. There we would discuss the day’s agenda, and I had something to ask before Dragon complained. Burl, I was sure, would not.

			“My lord, this is the last day of the month. May I request that you issue us our stipend?” Whatever pittance that might be—I had never asked—Blades expect some pocket money in addition to room, board, and clothing.

			“Ah, certainly, um Leader. Master Robins, pray issue Sir Burl and Sir Dragon three groats apiece, and four to Leader.”

			So Dragon would be taking a pay cut since I bounced him. That would not boost morale much. “I will take the same as the others, my lord,” I said. “My life is worth no more than theirs.”

			My reply was a filthy look; his lordship did not appreciate backtalk. “While we’re talking money, Master Robins, I do believe you could have the heavy cargo delivered now. You had better put it in my cabin for safety.”

			The inquisitor nodded somewhat glumly. “Yes, m’lud.”

			“I will be going shopping this morning um, Leader. I must purchase some precious trinkets, suitable for ladies. For political seduction, not personal—most of the time, anyway.” Chuckling at his own wit, Bannerville started to rise. Everyone else did so, except me.

			“What is ‘heavy cargo’, my lord?”

			“Gold!” Robins said, in a conspiratorial whisper. “A greasy metal, good for lubricating palms.”

			Bannerville chuckled. “We estimate that it will need four strong men to carry it up the gangplank.” He turned as if to go.

			“Then you are moving us all aboard today, sir?”

			“Not yet. Four more days, Captain Silber says.” Then Chinless paused, either remembering that his Blades already knew that or seeing that their boy leader was shaking his head, as if planning to be difficult again. “You foresee a problem?”

			“I don’t have enough men to guard both you and a chest full of gold, my lord, unless you are both in the same place.”

			“Harrumph! Your task is to guard me, Leader. Captain Silber posts a watch every night.”

			“And what will the king say, sir, if Captain Silber casts off and sails away with your heavy cargo while you are asleep ashore?” I wanted to add that we could not guard our ward against the headsman’s ax, but that was obvious.

			Lord Bannerville paled and sat down again.

			It might help to twist the knife a little more. “Also, I have learned by gossiping with the sailors and dock workers that Captain Silber is deeply in debt, in danger of losing his ship. I have noticed men ashore keeping watch on her, day and night. I assume they are waiting until the renovations are complete before they pounce.”

			“Master Robins did mention this,” our ward said stiffly. “Our journey to Fitain is not unconnected with the troubles assailing men like Silber.”

			“You need not worry over that, Sir Spender,” Robins interjected. “I have obtained a sheriff’s warrant forbidding any legal hindrance to our departure, and I trust that three Blades can discourage any illegal efforts to board her before we sail.”

			Ignoring him, I said, “But why was I not informed about that? And certainly I should have been warned about the gold, my lord. We three are responsible for your safety. Silber is hiring a crew of around forty. Three Blades against forty sailors would be a very messy affair, and by no means a walkover. How many can we kill before we lack enough crew to sail the ship?”

			Chinless pursed his lips angrily, but failed to look authoritative. “Just what are you proposing, um, Leader? I need that gold for my mission to Fitain.”

			“Why gold, my lord? Several banks in Grandon could issue scrip that will be honoured by banks all over Eurania.”

			“You are smart enough to understand that we are talking about bribe money here? We decided that gold would be much easier to handle when we get there. Letters of credit can be traced.”

			Master Robins’s expression hinted that he had not been one of the “we” who decided.

			I said, “It is getting it there that I am worried about, sir. Even smuggling that much dead weight aboard in small packets will not be easy. If the crewmen begin to suspect that they are carrying such a treasure, then the temptation to throw all of us overboard will be irresistible. Scrip would be easy to disguise, and worthless to them, because none of them can read. You could convert paper to gold when we reach Fitain.”

			The earl shrugged as if such trivialities were beneath his notice. “Could you arrange enough letters of credit, Master Secretary?”

			“Very easily, m’lud. As always, Sir Spender’s thinking is as sharp as his rapier. And his suggestion that you move us aboard right away is a good one, too. A few days’ dry run will show us what we have forgotten to bring. Plus, it saves money.”

			“Then do it!” His lordship stood up and stalked over to his bedroom door, but he did pause before closing it behind him, just long enough to say, “Thank you, Leader. Your advice was well considered.” From an earl to a juvenile sword jockey, such praise was world-shattering, but he spoiled the effect by slamming the door.

			Robins said quietly, “I thank you also, Sir Spender. I talked myself hoarse trying to persuade him that carting bullion around like onions was absolute folly, but he wouldn’t listen to me.”

			I didn’t necessarily believe Robins, but I was fairly sure that Burl and Dragon would, and every little helps when you look as young as I did in those days. I thought I had Robins worked out, though. I thought I had all of them worked out, other than the elusive and ill-affected Gudge.

			Master Robins was clever, knew he was clever, and despised those who weren’t. His snoops’ training had made him formidable, arming him with skills and magical tricks that he would never divulge unless he was forced to. King Ambrose thought he had appointed Lord Bannerville to be Chivial’s ambassador to Fitain, but in fact Grand Inquisitor had appointed Master Robins to do all the work as the puppeteer, the power behind the Bannerville figurehead, l’éminence grise.

			Sir Dragon? Dragon was a lightweight, so cursed by his dazzling good looks that they had devoured all the rest of his personality; he lived for female conquest. If he carved notches in his sword, it would be barely a fruit knife already. A couple of nights ago, he had bragged to me that his reason for taking refuge in Ironhall—all Blades in those days began by taking refuge in Ironhall from someone or something—was that he had gotten a girl pregnant when he was only twelve. I could understand why a boy of that age who believed that he had done such a thing might want to boast about it, but not why a man in his twenties would even mention it. Or believe it.

			And poor, ogreish Burl? He must have known right from the day he walked into Ironhall that he would never be allowed into the Royal Guard. Grand Master would not have misled him on that. The big man never told me why he had sought acceptance at Ironhall, but it might have been because he had heard how Blades were—or claimed to be—superbly successful with women. He might well have feared that none of them would ever look twice at him otherwise.

			What of Everard, first Earl Bannerville of Squires Willow and third Baron Bannerville of somewhere-or-other? As a nobleman, he was a leader of society, a pillar of the establishment, an arm of government. He was very skilled on a horse and at toadying to the king, but as a man he was as solid as mist, stubbornly hiding his nullity behind a mask of rank. Without vassals to satisfy his wants, he would disappear altogether. How much of that hard truth did he know? I could not guess. What would happen if events stripped away the illusion to expose the emptiness within? Pray to the spirits that they never would!

			Finally there was me. I had done well so far. I knew that, but I also knew that I had just been following my Ironhall training. When the Bannerville embassy arrived in Fitain, things would be very different, and the youngest member of the party would have to make up his own rules. I would probably find myself miles out of my depth, needing all the help and support I could get.

			So the Bannerville party moved aboard Fair Voyage that afternoon. I was still a virgin, to my shame, but that first night as I was leaning on the rail, studying the dock life, Burl wrapped a hand like a ship’s cable around my arm, and led me irresistibly to the gangplank.

			“Over there,” he growled, pointing across the harbour. “The one where those men just came out? There’s a cat sign over the door. Dragon and me have kept Chinless safe for five years without you. We can do it for another twenty minutes. Or even longer, if you need to check that you done it right the first time. Go!”

			I felt a momentary panic at the thought of abandoning my ward, but this time my manhood prevailed. “How much do they charge?”

			He chuckled coarsely. “Tell them you’re a Blade and they should be paying you. That won’t work, but it may get you a laugh, which is a good way to start. A groat should buy you a romp, even two if they’re not busy. You’re a good-looking kid.”

			I went. By the time I reached the door I was panting and could feel my face glowing hotter than a smith’s forge. I went in and was accosted by a woman with her breasts bare and most of the rest of her close to it.

			She said, “Wrong place, boy. The hopscotch lessons are next door.”

			“My Mom told me you’d give me my first one free because I’m a virgin.”

			Irene—I learned her name later—laughed raucously, and so did the other girls in the background, whom I had not noticed while admiring the first. As Burl had said, laughter is a good starting place.

			I won’t go into details, but I proved worthy of the Blade legend, or so my partners told me. It’s said a man never forgets his first time, and I certainly recall getting the necessary guidance from the buxom Irene. I have vaguer memories of the others—Alice, Ginger, and Bunny, although I admit that Bunny and I were faking at the end. I don’t know which one of them emptied my money pouch, but between them they had probably earned almost that much by the time I went hobbling back to Fair Voyage, broke, exhausted, and content.

			I was very pleased to know that I could perform a man’s functions, but that is not my proudest memory of Brimiarde. That came four days later, as Fair Voyage put out to sea. I was again leaning on the rail, but this time enjoying the gentle motion of the ship, sniffing the briny sea smells, watching the other ships and the wheeling gulls. Timbers and ropes creaked, pulleys squeaked. Water made hissing, slurpy noises. This was life, but I could not help wondering if I would ever see those fair green hills of Chivial again.

			Burl’s great hairy forearms settled next to mine, making them look naked and puny. “Um Leader?”

			“Yes, um brother?”

			“Your apprenticeship is up. We gave you two weeks, and you’ve had more than three.”

			With a sinking heart, I turned to the ogre face beside me. “So?”

			“Dragon hasn’t suggested any change, and I’m sure he isn’t going to. If he ever does, I’ll vote for you. You’ve made a team of us already. Thought you ought to know, lad—you lead and we’ll follow.”

			Chapter 5

			Captain Silber predicted that the voyage to Fitain would last about three weeks. It took twice that long. Four days out of Brimiarde, Fair Voyage was becalmed, motionless on a sea of glass under a cloudless sky. I took the chance to increase fencing practice. A few times I had the captain bring out his charts and portoplans, and give us geography lessons. It was obvious from those that the currents must be moving the ship steadily toward the rocky coast of Isilond, but no one said so.

			Sailing began to seem as boring as counting snowflakes. The sailors’ information ended at the shoreline, but Master Robins could supply information on the country around Lindora, the Fitish capital, although he had never been there.

			The calm was followed by a howling sou’wester, blowing exactly the wrong way. Lord Bannerville was at once laid low by seasickness, as were half the crew, but he could take to his bunk and they had to work. Blades were apparently immune, as was Robins. So, curiously, was Gudge—almost as if he were so good at being inconspicuous that even the malevolent water elementals failed to notice him. Silber managed to tack westward, away from all land, but when the wind at last veered more to the north, he had no way of knowing how far Fair Voyage had gone. For two weeks he bore south until his back-staff told him he was at the correct latitude for Lindora, and then he steered due east. But he had already had to cut back on rations.
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			At sunset the sailors saw clouds to the east that they said indicated land. Just after dawn, Fair Voyage sailed into the estuary of the Torquola River, which is spectacularly wide, with hills to the north and flatter lands to the south. I left my sword with Dragon and swarmed up the mast to admire the view. I counted a dozen other ships in the channel, and could guess that there were more, too far away to see. Silber was angling toward the north shore, where small settlements and castles were coming into sight. The world was inhabited again!

			Near to noon, the wind failed and the heat jumped from unpleasant to extreme. Silber blew a signal on his pipe, and the crewmen scrambled aloft to furl sails. By then the ship lay not far off Lindora, the capital, which was large enough to impress both Chinless and Master Robins, who were familiar with Grandon. It had two castles and several palaces, behind a shoreline bristling with masts like the teeth of a comb. The river turned north just there, and widened into a fine anchorage, extending out of sight to the north and east.

			“This,” Master Robins declared with a wave at the hills behind the city, “is Lisi. It is a peninsula between the river and the ocean, very defensible.”

			I had already worked that out. “But what happens now? The current will carry us out to sea again.”

			I got my answer as the anchor ran out with a long grumble of chain.

			“Customs officials will come to inspect us,” Robins said. “Chivian ships must be a rare sight in Lindora these days.”

			I looked at the flag, wrapped around its pole like a scarf. “How can they know we’re Chivian?”

			“By the shape of the ship. ‘The cut of her jib’, the sailors call it.”

			It was very annoying to be so ignorant, but here in a foreign land it was something I must expect, and cure quickly.

			“I suggest,” the inquisitor said, “that a Blade honour guard might be in order for the harbour master, even a salute when he comes aboard. Captain Silber could advise you.”

			Why hadn’t this been suggested sooner? The correct protocol was not taught in Ironhall, but Lord Bannerville had been ambassador to Thergy, so I went off to consult him with very little hope that I would receive any helpful instructions. I didn’t, but the captain just smiled and told me that three or four cruzados ought to solve any problems.

			How many crowns to one cruzado? Or cruzados to one crown? And how much usable money did they have aboard anyway? Scream.

			Small boats were already drawing close, the crews offering to sell baskets of fruit, and the sight of them gave me an almost unbearable longing for a plum or an apple or even a fresh lettuce, but I had no money.
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			The whole day was a series of jarring incidents like that. The fat, greasy customs official took the honour guard as a threat and Lord Bannerville as a fraud because he refused an outright request for a landing fee, meaning bribe. Chinless rose to the occasion by turning away and saying, “Leader, this man insults our king. Throw him overboard.”

			Even a rookie like me knew that this was absolute insanity, but to refuse the direct order would be much worse. I snapped, “Guard, draw!” and sunlight flashed on three swords. The official scrambled down the ladder much faster than he had clambered up. Once safely out of reach, he bellowed that any man who set foot ashore would be thrown into jail imediatamente!

			Secretary Robins took the next step by beckoning a boat closer, tossing down a glittering coin, and telling the occupants that Senhor Anselmo Ernesto would certainly reward them for informing him that the Chivian ambassador designate had arrived. Senhor Ernesto, he explained to me, was a wealthy Fitish merchant, who had acted as Chivian consul in Lindora for many years. It was in response to his pleas that King Ambrose had decided to send Lord Bannerville. I could only hope that the noble senhor would be pleased with the way his prayers had been answered.

			Soon after that, a large rowboat appeared and offered to tow Fair Voyage to the docks. Silber bargained the master down to six cruzados, which Robins paid with five Chivian crowns. So a crown and cruzado were approximately equal, and the secretary had been smart enough to bring some of King Ambrose’s money along in coinage. Explain all that to Dragon and Burl...
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			An hour or so later, Fair Voyage was made fast to a dock, but the customs official set guards on the gangplank and allowed no one on or off. Senhor Anselmo Ernesto, when he arrived, settled the matter with soothing words and a handful of shiny disks. The guards were withdrawn.

			The consul waddled aboard. He was short and round, but very grandly dressed. His face and beard were well oiled, as was his voice when he greeted Lord Bannerville, bowing with a courtly flourish. I followed them into the deckhouse wardroom, leaving Burl and Dragon to keep watch on deck. Master Robins poured wine for the principals, but none for himself or me, who would have refused it anyway. The two principals sat across the table from each other, the secretary stood at the window, I stayed near the door.

			Ernesto sniffed, sipped, and chuckled. “An Isilondian vintage!”

			“Fitish wines are almost unobtainable in Chivial,” the ambassador said huffily. “That is why King Ambrose sent me.”

			“They are cheap as seawater here in Lindora. The big landowners are starving to death.” Ernesto chuckled often, but his smiles never reached his eyes.

			“What of the sailors and traders?”

			“Walking skeletons, Your Excellency, walking skeletons.”

			I caught Robins’s eye. The merchant’s own skeleton was well padded.

			Bannerville was skilled enough at meaningless conversation, and the babble went on until the wine was poured again. But then he came rather abruptly to the point, asking what he should do next to promote his mission.

			Ernesto coughed delicately. “There is the matter of the dock fees, which I just disbursed on your behalf.”

			First things first, but Bannerville took offence at this blatant mention of money. Aristocrats were notorious for not paying their bills. “Speak to my secretary when we have obtained some of whatever the local currency is.”

			“Of course, my lord. First you require a residence. You are most welcome to come and reside with me, Excellency. I have ample room for all of you, having had to dismiss so many servants and workers, alas!”

			Bannerville looked down his lordly nose. “I was thinking more of hospitality from some noble gentleman who favours our cause.”

			Ernesto appeared distressed. “It is very hard to tell which cause any nobleman genuinely espouses, my lord. So many who profess to be true to King Afonso are secretly in the pay of King Francois, or supporters of Prince Luis.”

			His lordship disliked hearing aristocracy so stigmatized. “In my experience gentlemen will normally be more open with their peers, whatever they may tell the commonality.”

			Seen only by me, Robins rolled his eyes.

			Ernesto probably did not enjoy being classed with the commonality, but he hid his feelings better. “My house has long served as the Chivian consulate; it can be the Chivian embassy while you are here.”

			This conversation was bizarre, I decided, because they were at cross-purposes. Bannerville regarded a commoner’s home as beneath his dignity. He had just enough sense not to say so, but not enough to realize that Ernesto was hoping to charge a big fat rent.

			“I do not wish to impose on you, senhor.”

			“It would be an honour, my lord. How many in your party?”

			“Five only, so far. Myself, Master Robins, and my three Blades. They don’t need beds, though, because they never sleep.” The bargaining was starting. “Oh, and my valet, of course.”

			“Ah, yes. The famous Chivian Blades!” Ernesto now chose to recognize my presence, eying me up and down and up again, until I felt like a stuffed unicorn on display. “They may not need beds for sleeping, my lord, but their reputation suggests that they would rapidly put every woman of my household into a parturient condition.”

			Bannerville laughed. “What say you to that charge, Sir Spender?”

			Keep your ward from treading on the lions’ tails, Montpurse had said. “Such would never be our desire, sir. Those rumours are started by the Blades themselves. You belittle the virility of your own countrymen, senhor. We are no more lascivious than any other male retainers.”

			“But very grandly dressed,” Ernesto said sourly. “You must expect to receive challenges, boy. Fitish noblemen fancy themselves as the best fencers in Eurania.”

			My querying glance to my ward brought a nod to continue.

			“We are merely humble servants of our king, senhor, charged by him to protect his ambassador. In Chivial we are not permitted to duel with anyone, and gentlemen do not consider us worthy opponents anyway. I believe my father was a soldier, because my mother was a camp whore. Of course my ward might permit a demonstration match with buttoned foils, but that would be entirely his decision.”

			In fact, it wouldn’t. I would veto anything I thought might lead to trouble.

			“You choose strange servants, my lord. Bastard whoresons?”

			Lord Bannerville naturally took this personally. “It is true that Sir Spender is the youngest of my three guards, but he is also one of the finest swordsmen in the whole of Chivial. Whatever the challenge, you can safely put your money on him, senhor. That is what you were wondering?”

			Fire and death! Chinless the witless.

			Ernesto folded his cheeks into another dead-eyed sharkish smile. “In Fitain it would be unseemly for gentlemen to gamble on such a match.”

			I held my breath in case my “diplomat” ward now told Ernesto that he was only a merchant, not a gentleman, but that did not happen. I let out a long sigh of relief.

			“As it would in Chivial.” Bannerville was twisting the truth to the breaking point there, but the present contest was not being fought with swords. “Perhaps you can now discuss with Secretary Robins how our move ashore can be organized. Then we will inspect the quarters you have offered and decide.”

			Bannerville rose, nodded coldly, and went into his cabin. His parting glance summoned his senior Blade to follow. I did so, closing the door behind me.

			His Excellency was white with fury. “You handled that buttery scoundrel excellently well, Leader.”

			In my opinion, I had failed, and Bannerville had completely botched his first action in Fitain, antagonizing the man who should have been his principal helper, but all I could say was, “Thank you, my lord.”

			“You and your men,” Bannerville continued, “have my leave to defend yourselves against any unprovoked assault—provided, of course, that there are witnesses to testify that it was unprovoked.”

			We didn’t need his leave, for any man has the right of self-defence. “And if there are no witnesses?”

			“In that case you’d better not kill them, dear boy.” For the first time since we met, Bannerville gave his chief Blade a truly genuine smile, one I was expected to return.

			“I thank you for that clarification, my lord,” I said. “We always aim to please.”

			Chapter 6

			Master Robins went ashore with Senhor Ernesto, and I sent Burl along with them, assuming that Robins would find somewhere to change some of the letters of credit into cash. I trusted that Burl’s grim aspect would be protection enough, without any need for swordsmanship. There was nothing more to do then but lean on the rail with Dragon, bring him up to date on the recent conference, and watch the bustle on the docks.

			“Look there!” Dragon said, pointing to a pair of swordsman strutting along the dock. “Guards! I like their livery.”

			He meant that he would look good in it, and he was undoubtedly right, but the style was so ornate that any man wearing it in Chivial would be laughed off the streets. Burl would appear grotesque in such grandeur, and I knew I would feel absurdly overdressed.

			“You look good in anything, friend,” I said, “but surely those bombastic codpieces must frighten the girls away?”

			“I am told,” Dragon said haughtily, “that men who have problems thereabouts carry a couple of spare handkerchiefs around in them to enhance their profiles.”

			“Then I’ll remember not to use that as target if we ever engage in any swordplay. But I certainly won’t try to fence with one of those hats on. The feather would tickle my nose and make me sneeze.”

			“Can you get us dolled up like that, Leader?” He made it a challenge.

			“I’ll suggest it to Chinless; he likes to put on a show.” Especially when he could do so with the king’s money, of course. Bannerville was just then lounging in a patch of shadow near the fo’c’sle, sipping a drink and no doubt enjoying the calm after so many weeks of rolling and pitching. I strolled along to him and pointed out the sword-bearing popinjays.

			“Excellent! Yes, as soon as possible. Blue and green, of course, but a few touches of those reds and purples, or gold, maybe...”

			“Thank you, my lord.” I turned to go.

			“Um, Leader... We brought a draft of a letter addressed to King Afonso, announcing my arrival and requesting an audience to present my credentials. I’d like to read it over. It’ll be in Master Robins’s baggage somewhere. Fetch it, will you?”

			“No, my lord.”

			Glare. “What did you say?”

			“I won’t touch Master Robins’s baggage. He’s an inquisitor, and I won’t even try to guess what enchantments he’ll have set on it. I’m not even sure my binding would let me risk touching it.”

			“Inquisitor?” The ambassador looked as blank as fresh snow. “He’s only my secretary. Why do you think—”

			“Because he can fence very nearly as well as a Blade and ride as well as I can, and I was the best horseman in the seniors’ class. He’s a snoop, my lord. He’ll be very helpful to you in your mission, I’m sure, but he’ll also be reporting on you to the Dark Chamber.”

			Leaving Chinless with his chin hanging, I went back to my observation of Fitish dock life.

			“We have approval to dress up, but lack the funds at present,” I told Dragon.

			The only reply was a nod, and silence. Then I realized that my companion was waiting for orders. I was leader—so? So nothing. Dragon had five years on me, including foreign experience with Bannerville in Thergy. He must know what should happen next, but he wasn’t going to prompt. I hastily reviewed Blade regulations, and scored at once. One of the prime rules was to know your surroundings, and especially to identify escape routes in case of trouble.

			“This place is a warren. Why don’t you take some shore time? Scout the area for us.”

			Dragon looked doubtful. “What about Chinless?”

			“I won’t let him go ashore until either you or Burl returns.”

			“Right answer,” Dragon murmured, and stalked away, heading for the gangplank. He must have learned his manners by studying his ward.
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			I had a few minutes’ more peace before life suddenly grew hectic. Robins returned to report that Senhor Ernesto’s residence would make excellent temporary quarters. Burl agreed, testifying that it looked as secure as anywhere we would be likely to find on short notice. Robins had already converted some scrip into cash, so Captain Silber could be paid off and we were solvent—I promptly asked for the Blades’ pocket money and brazenly suggested that a danger bonus might be appropriate while in foreign parts. Chinless agreed readily, because it was the king’s money, not his. He told me to organize our move to the consulate. I counted our baggage and hired half a dozen of the crew to be our porters, and another six as escorts, armed with stout staves.

			Dragon returned just before we set out, which added more security, but in fact I needn’t have worried about the dockworkers and other locals we passed on our migration. It seemed that everyone, down to the urchin pickpockets and the gap-toothed fishwives, knew who we were, and hailed us with cries of, “Viva o Chivianese!” They wanted their foreign trade back. Some even threw flowers at us. Ambassador Bannerville should have pranced along at our head, preening and acknowledging the crowds with haughty grace. In fact, he was furious because I had not provided a horse for him and did not try to hide his pique.

			Happy as I was at this welcome, I could not relax for an instant. The streets were narrow and winding, a smelly, crowded maze, carpeted with ordure. Some of the buildings were five or six stories high. I was less than three months hatched from Ironhall, and hated the thought of dragging my carcass back to Greymere Palace to explain to dear King Ambrose that I had let someone drop a roof tile on his best friend’s head.

			My ward’s disposition improved dramatically when we turned a corner and entered the Praça Real—the Royal Square—which was grand and spacious, and almost deserted by comparison with the slums we had just left. Bannerville beamed at the sight of fountains, statues, and nobility swanning about in carriages. The king’s palace formed the whole of the far side of it, while the other three were occupied by noble houses, one of which was Senhor Ernesto’s. Chinless’s delight was made complete when the Chivian flag was unfurled at a window to celebrate his arrival.

			“And just look, Leader,” he proclaimed, “there is the Isilondian embassy. Ours is three doors closer to the palace!”

			Oh joy. The Isilondian Embassy was about four times as big, but whatever made him happy was fine by me.

			Senhor and Senhora Ernesto were at the door to welcome us. I told Dragon to stay within arm’s length of our ward and Burl that I wanted a tour of the house. He had already inspected most of it, of course, but I insisted on seeing all of it, even the servants’ quarters in the attics and the wine supply in the cellar.

			Casa Ernesto was a noble building—not up to the baronial hall I had glimpsed on the journey from Ironhall to Brimiarde, but far superior to anything else I had ever seen. The locks on the doors were sturdy enough, the ground floor windows were stoutly barred, and the roof seemed quite secure. I was even happy with the room designated for our ward, which had an antechamber meant to be a dressing room, but ideal for his bodyguard.

			Alas, the household had fallen far from its previous glory. Half the servant beds were stripped to their boards, several of the bedrooms for family or guests had been emptied completely, and marks on walls showed where pictures had been removed. Everything seemed threadbare and careworn. The Second Baelish War had lasted for thirteen years, and the years since had failed to restore trade.

			I found Master Robins setting up an office. Blades normally referred to Inquisitors’ quarters as chambers of horrors, but his seemed pleasant enough, at least so far, with a fair view of the Praça Real. I sent Burl off to hunt down some supper and then relieve Dragon. I closed the door with me inside.

			“Prepare to be astonished,” I said. “I have no complaints!”

			He flashed his innocent little smile. “Dumbfounding news!”

			“Except one. I want to know where you plan to keep the money.”

			“What money?”

			“All the money.”

			Robins pursed his fleshy lips. “I believe there is a clear division of labor here, Leader. Your duty is to keep the ambassador alive. Money falls within my jurisdiction.”

			“I am aware of my primary responsibility, Inquisitor, and if possible I will extend it to keeping you alive also. If forced to make a choice, however, I will certainly decide in my ward’s favour—regretfully, of course. Inquisitor Gudge would rank even lower in my list of priorities.”

			He did not bother to insult my intelligence by denying that Gudge also belonged to the Dark Chamber. “I fully understand, Sir Spender, but I still intend to retain personal control of His Excellency’s finances.”

			I strolled over to the window to admire the quality of the glass. “Sir Burl informed me that you and he needed to traverse some extremely insalubrious environs on the way to and from the banker you visited this morning. He described obvious cutthroats loitering at corners. I imagine that this may turn out to be true of many of the treks you will have to make in the process of converting all those letters of credit into ready money.” I turned to face him and tried to look menacing.

			Robins detected my threat, but pretended not to. “Meaning?”

			“Meaning that I will have to provide you with two guards on all future trips,” I said cheerfully.

			Inquisitors are trained to conceal their feelings, but I suspected that he was suppressing a snarl. “And then you will be unable to guarantee which of us will be carrying the cash when we return?”

			“I will guarantee that it won’t be you.”

			He laughed, back to being everybody’s favourite uncle in his homely brown robe and skull cap. “You remind me very much of Commander Montpurse, you know? The same ripe-barley hair, eyes of periwinkle blue. You look as innocent as a babe in arms, yet you fence like a whirlwind and your mind is a pit full of vipers. He chose you well.”

			“I love to hear you talking in this vein, Master Robins, and hope to enjoy much more of it, but only after we finish discussing money.”

			He walked over to a shabby leather holdall lying discarded in a corner. It had once been red, but now was faded and scuffed almost to grey. He knelt to open the straps. “I keep everything precious in this, Leader. Anyone other than myself who tries to open it will be stricken with a severe apoplectic fit, probably fatal.”

			This was what I had warned Bannerville of, but more drastic than I had expected. “And now you will tell me today’s password—which will not be tomorrow’s password?”

			He shook his head, smiling as if I were being much too obvious. “There is no password. This satchel and I were conjured together inside an octogram, by an extremely potent enchantment. Only I can open this satchel, Sir Spender. Not even Gudge, who is indeed an inquisitor, as you so perceptively deduced. However, I will concede that you have a good point about emergency funding. You do not fit the average Blade mould, as it was taught to me in my youth.”

			“Your instructors may have been biased.”

			With the bag open, Robins reached inside and pulled out a small linen bag and a roll of papers. “One hundred cruzados!” He hurled the bag at my face, so I could demonstrate my reflexes by snatching it out of the air before it blacked my eye. Then he rose, went to his writing table, and separated out some sheets from the roll.

			“Here are four bearer certificates in the amount of five hundred cruzados apiece, drawn on the some of the most respected banking houses in Lindora. That should be ample for any eventuality. Even one would be enough to get all the rest of you home to Chivial in the event of my demise.”

			“‘Bearer’ meaning payable without question to whoever has the paper clutched in his sweaty hand?”

			“Exactly.”

			I said, “Thank you. It is a pleasure to be treated as a rational being once in a while.”

			“I did say you were exceptional.”
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			Night had fallen. I trotted downstairs and found our host and hostess conducting Lord Bannerville into a small sitting room for a private chat and nightcap. Burl was following.

			“I’ll see him to bed,” I whispered. “You and Dragon take turns all night, and I’ll relieve you at dawn, all right?”

			Burl bared his teeth in a leer of agreement, which was a ghastly sight, hinting that he already had plans for the evening. I tapped lightly on the sitting room door, which had been closed against us, and walked in. Three comfortably padded chairs had been arranged around a table bearing crystal glasses and decanters. Three angry faces looked up at me.

			“I have no further need of you today, Spender,” my ward announced. “You may retire.”

			“All part of the service, my lord,” I said cheerfully. I placed myself in a corner and folded my arms, prepared to stand there for as long as might be necessary. We had arrived in Fitain and in a sense Bannerville was now on duty for the first time since my binding.

			He flushed angrily, knowing that I would not back down. “But your presence implies that I am not safe in this house. You insult our host and hostess. You insult me by refusing to obey my orders.”

			True, I did not seem to be making any friends that evening.

			“Such are never my intentions, my lord. Senhor, senhora, please let me explain. My two companions and I have dedicated our lives to defending Lord Bannerville. We have sworn an oath and submitted to an enchantment that we cannot break. If necessary, we will die for him. Thus we must obey our consciences and our training at all times. If we deem it necessary, we will even refuse his orders, because our ultimate allegiance is to King Ambrose, not to him. My presence here does not mean that I distrust you, senhor and senhora, in any way, but His Excellency’s duties will undoubtedly require him to meet with other important and powerful people in future. Some of them may feel offended as you so reasonably do, but he can always explain—truthfully!—that we Blades can never, ever, allow him to go anywhere without at least one of us in attendance. I hope this explanation will let you forgive my intrusion? Please be assured I will never repeat anything I hear or see while in attendance on my ward. Regard me as a piece of the furniture.”

			Senhora Ernesto was a blowsy, overstuffed woman, although she had probably been attractive in her youth. She reacted well to my sermon.

			“Then you are forgiven, er, Spendero was it? I would prefer that you sit in that chair, though, because the sight of you standing makes my ankles ache.”

			I bowed and obeyed, and the other three returned to their drinking and gossip.

			Chapter 7

			It must have been two hours later that I helped my ward up the stairs to his room. The anteroom had acquired a comfortable-seeming couch, which bore Sir Burl with his arm around a young woman whose hair was unpinned and bodice unlaced. She cowered away in horror as the Chivian lord staggered through, but Bannerville paid her no heed. He was leaning heavily on me, and two-thirds asleep already. Gudge was nodding on a chair in the bedchamber, so I left my ward in his care and shut the door on them.

			“This is Eneida,” Burl said shamelessly. “Isn’t she beautiful?”

			“Gorgeous,” I said with a bow. “Be nice to her. Where’s Dragon?”

			“He’s with Palmira. She’s toothsome too, but not as lovely as Eneida.”

			“She couldn’t possibly be. I am about to die of starvation, so please excuse me. I wish you both a good night.”

			“I have already promised Eneida the best night she has ever known,” Burl said as I departed. He was doing very well for a man of surpassing ugliness. Without doubt the Blades’ power over women was no legend, but I was determined, in my prim and prissy way, not to use it to prey upon them so blatantly.

			I hurried down to the cavernous kitchen and began hunting for food by the light of my candle. I had collected some onions, cooked beans, and half a cold chicken when another candle came flickering in through the doorway, borne by a woman much older than Eneida and at least twice her size. She appeared to be wearing a nightdress and nightcap, although that was hard to make out in the dim light.

			“So who are you, scrounging around in my kitchen?” She had a voice as deep as the bugle calls that sailors use in fog to warn other vessels of their presence.

			“My name is Spender. And yours?”

			“Graça. And I’m the only live-in left unclaimed, unless you’re interested in men. You missed the boat.”

			“Eneida and Palmira are in good hands. My men won’t hurt them.”

			“Your men?”

			“I’m their leader.”

			“By right of birth? Noble blood?”

			“My blood is as common as it comes, but I lead because I’m the best swordsman.”

			“You mean real sword, or just being vulgar?”

			“Real sword. My skill with the other is sadly in need of practice.”

			“Well, you’re still out of luck.” She scooped up the plate I was loading and carried it over to a larder I had not yet explored. “Unless all three of you will just be passing Eneida and Palmira around like wine bottles?”

			“That’s up to them. I won’t interfere in their leisure time.”

			She had disappeared, but I heard crockery being clattered and her voice carried well. “Not old enough yet?”

			I was both amused and intrigued by this interrogation. “I am old enough. That’s the problem.”

			She came marching out holding a platter loaded high and set it down noisily on the table. Mouth watering like a spring tide, I hauled a stool close and sat down. Graça headed back to the larder. Then, “Why?” she demanded from its depths.

			“Because the ambassador will be going back home to Chivial in a few months. We Blades will go with him, but Eneida and Palmira will be left holding the babies.” I bit into a crusty roll.

			Graça reappeared, carrying a wine bottle. “What sort of man worries about that?”

			“The sort of man who remembers being a fatherless boy. Or rather,” I said with sudden bitterness, “a man who had too many fathers to count. This is delicious. Many thanks.” I took a swig from the bottle, not having been offered a cup or mug.

			Graça stood across the table with massive arms folded, watching me for a while by candlelight. I became aware of her gaze and laid down the onion I had been about to try. She was probably about forty, plump but not obese, still pleasing on the eyes. Her hair hung like black drapes from under her nightcap, her nightdress swelled out over cushioned breasts, and she was wearing nothing under it. She was twice my age, but she would be a comfy hug, a hefty armful. She reminded me of Bunny in the Brimiarde brothel.

			“Fatherless child?” she said. “Then what about a widow who remembers burying her children?”

			Was she hinting that she was past bearing age, or that she would welcome another child, even out of wedlock? Either way, her invitation was clear. I had done nothing to encourage her. The Blades’ legend had done it for me.

			I grinned and handed her the wine bottle. “Then tonight must be my lucky night.”

			She took a long swig and passed it back with her first smile. “And mine?”

			“I’ll make you happy, I promise. From now until dawn, I am at your service.”

			“Now you’re bragging, young sir.”

			“Call me Spender, dear Graça. I’m not bragging at all.” I took up the plate in one hand and my candle in the other. “This can wait until I have attended to our immediate requirements. Bring the bottle and lead the way.”

			Her room was close by, because one of her duties was to make the morning bread, but that was not for many hours yet. We had plenty time for lovemaking, and my hectic first day in Fitain ended very happily.

			Chapter 8

			After the storm of that first day, came an unexpected calm. Bannerville was eager to gather up his documents, march across the Praça Real to the Palácio, and demand to see the king. Robins and Ernesto eventually convinced him that protocol would not permit anything so easy. First, although that imposing edifice was indeed the Palácio Real, King Afonso did not live there all year, any more than King Ambrose stayed permanently in Greymere. The flagpole was not currently flying the royal standard, meaning that the king was not in residence. Nevertheless, that was his official address, and the new ambassador’s request for an audience must be delivered there.

			Sir Dragon must deliver it, His Excellency decreed. I heartily agreed. I looked far too young and Burl’s ogreish appearance would provoke the bureaucrats into fits of laughter. But Dragon must wear a Fitish-style livery, and for that we needed tailors. Thus the wheels began to turn, but at tortoise speed.

			Bannerville himself wanted fresh garments and insisted that nobility must take priority over mere swordsmen—he failed to see that he was thereby delaying his own progress. He also wanted to meet and mingle with all the local gentry, for which he needed an entirely new wardrobe. Robins had to explain several times that the senior merchants would be happy to fawn over him, but nobility could not acknowledge him before the king did. Burl, Dragon, and I by turns had to witness endless arguments. Montpurse had warned me of the ambassador’s shortage of wits, but I had never expected it to be so acute. I worried that King Ambrose could not perceive his longtime buddy for the vapid flatterer he truly was. Burl, when I asked his opinion, merely shrugged his great shoulders and hinted that perhaps the king could, and had posted him to Fitain just to be rid of him.

			It was four days before our new liveries were ready. We had settled on the simplest we dared, just a blue and green doublet, tight at the waist with a flaring skirt, split below the belt to display the codpiece, which wasn’t too conspicuous because the pantaloons themselves were well puffed. Below that we had full-length white silk hose and well-fashioned shoes. We also had short mantles that we rarely wore in that baking hot summer, but a pancake hat with a feather was de rigeur.

			It all looked dashing on Dragon as he strode off to the palace with the letter of introduction. He returned with an official receipt, but nothing more. Ernesto reported that King Afonso was believed to be dallying at Casa Marítima, his summer home on the coast, not far from Castelo Velho, residence of the notorious Marquisa da Eternidade, the Cobra. Allow a day there, maybe two for royal consideration and scribal inscription, and a day back, and the response should arrive in four, maybe five, days.

			But it didn’t. Paralysis set in. Day followed night followed day...

			Palácio Real was not merely the royal post box, it was also the seat of government, and a ceremony as momentous as the acceptance of an ambassador’s credentials must be conducted there, not in some seaside cottage or any shabby old hunting lodge. Could it be, Master Robins mused, that His Majesty was frightened to risk a visit to his own capital city?

			I could not have cared any less. Lindora was a wonderful place, a magical paradise compared to anywhere I had previously lived, and especially so compared to my five-year captivity in Ironhall. I explored it thoroughly and made sure that Burl and Dragon did so also, as required by Blade rules. I accompanied our ward when he visited drapers’ establishments to choose fabrics and styles, or livery stables to purchase a coach and four. He did know horseflesh, but he had nowhere to keep any, so he had to pay rent, board, and care for a rig that went nowhere. It was the king’s money.

			Another Blade rule was that we must maintain our fencing skills. Since we three were outnumbered by at least twenty thousand young men in Fitain, I decided to advertise our expertise and thereby discourage challenges or outright assault. Thus every morning, before the heat of the day, two of us would go out to the plaza and practice in public for an hour or so. This soon became a civic attraction, so that we performed before ever-increasing crowds. Hundreds of youngsters begged us for lessons, and hundreds more offered wagers. Both were always refused.

			Our hostess, gorging on gold supplied by Lord Bannerville, hired more staff, whose female members quickly found themselves helping to populate Dragon and Burl’s game forest. Senhora Ernesto—no one ever referred to her otherwise—soon discovered what was happening after dark and attempted to dismiss the women involved. I managed to convince her that this behaviour was inevitable when there were Blades in the house, and Bannerville supported me, despite his disapproval.

			On our second night there, I was well fed, but still had other needs, so I went down to Graça’s room, and saw that the door was ajar. I scratched, very softly, and a voice said, “Who’s there?”

			“Your lover.”

			Silence... then a deep voice said, “Oh, you think so? Just because I was feeling sorry for you yesterday, you assume now that I’m a loose woman, available to satisfy any horny young killer’s lechery?”

			“No. I believe your rapture last night was as genuine as mine was. Were you faking?”

			“No,” she said reluctantly.

			“Neither was I. That was the most exciting night of my life. I will never forget it. Don’t you want me?”

			“What happens if I say no?”

			“I go away, of course. Do you want me to go away?”

			There was a longer pause, and then a sigh. “I know I will weep if you do.”

			I went in and took my clothes off.
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			On the third night my enthusiasm collapsed her bed. The whole house must have heard the crash. We lay in fond embrace amid the wreckage, gasping and choking with suppressed laughter, while waiting for the inevitable reaction.

			It was Dragon’s voice that came outside the door. “All right, Leader?”

			“Terrific,” I said. “Best one ever.” That set us off again. Of course I was eager to finish what I had begun, but each time I got into position, one of us would go back to having hysterics again, and the other would follow. I didn’t give up, though.

			This household scandal would have resulted in any other Ernesto servant being fired at dawn, but Graça was such a superlative cook that she was in no danger. I made sure the replacement bed was made of sterner stuff, and tested its resilience at every opportunity. About our seventh evening there, Burl tentatively asked if I would like to change partners that night. He must have thought he was doing me a kindness by offering me Eneida, who was half Graça’s age and half her size. If so, my furious reaction must have shocked him, because I threatened to cut his balls off if he laid a finger on my woman. I apologized to him the next day, and admitted I had fallen in love. I suppose he put that down to juvenile infatuation.

			Graça never spoke of her childhood, but I learned from gossip passed on by Dragon that she had been gentle born. At about fifteen she had run away with a sailor, so her family had disowned her, which would have been normal in Chivial and inevitable in Fitain. She had borne him two sons before his ship disappeared, either lost in a storm or taken by Baelish pirates. As the Baels were known to enchant all prisoners out of their wits and sell them as mindless slaves, the difference was immaterial. I never learned how her sons died, but in Fitain, as in Chivial, hunger and sickness winnow children of the poor. Nor did she ever explain how or where she learned her culinary skills, but she must have been a beauty in her youth, and I could make theories about that. Some nights she wept in our embraces, but much more often she found ecstasy there, as I did.

			Summer in Lindora is very hot and dry. Harvest time approached, and still the palace ignored Lord Bannerville’s presence. Sinister rumours told of fighting in the north between the king’s forces and supporters of his cousin, Prince Luis. There were riots in Lindora itself, at which time we locked up House Ernesto like a fortress, but we were not molested. A mob trying to storm the Isilondian embassy, was driven off by Fitish troops, leaving a dozen corpses in the plaza.

			I worried at times that sheer frustration would drive my ward out of what few wits he had. He dreamed of dallying with the Fitish nobility—banquets, balls, and hunting parties—and utterly despised the grumbling merchants and their whiny wives, who were all that the Ernestos could supply by way of company. He wrote at least three times to King Ambrose, begging to be recalled. I never saw the replies, but obviously his request was refused.

			He had come to trust me implicitly, even more than Master Robins, and I found this worrisome. He had even stopped calling me “Um Leader”. Now I was usually his “dear boy”, which was worse. Burl and Dragon took it up until I threatened to put them on twenty-four-hour ward attendance.

			Half a year passed in this leisurely fashion. Bannerville had expected to be home in Chivial by then, but he still had not spoken one word to King Afonso or any of his officials. Master Robins was equally baffled. The traders and merchants’ guilds were unable to help, not being on speaking terms with the government either. Bannerville’s threats that he would send messages to Prince Luis drove Robins frantic, for the prince had been officially outlawed and declared a traitor.

			But nothing lasts forever.
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			One fine fall morning Burl and I were out in the plaza, demonstrating the use of two-handed swords. Since those favour sheer physical strength as much as agility, he was very close to being my equal, even with dummy weapons. He would have slaughtered me with real ones. Fortunately, this style of fighting held little appeal to the fencing buffs, so our audience was much smaller than usual. We had paused to catch our breath and take a drink and were about to resume, when a troop of ten lancers went galloping by and reined in at the Ernestos’ door.

			I cried, “Hold!” and raised a hand to stop Burl before he could give me another crack on the ribs.

			Two riders dismounted. One held both horses and the other—who was armed with a sabre, not a lance—marched up to our door and hammered on it. In his free hand he held an official-looking scroll, with dangling seal. The other eight men gathered around in a protective cordon. All ten wore livery in black and gold, which were, of course, the colours of the flagitious Marquisa Desidéria. I didn’t know this at the time, but our audience did, and the result was an instant riot.

			Our quiet time was over.

			Book Three: Chance
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			Chapter 1

			I would not have thought that there were any useful missiles lying around the plaza, but I quickly learned that there were. Shoes, plants, flowerpots, bottles, handfuls of horse dung, fragments of benches freshly ripped apart, and even fish from an ornamental pool—all converged in a hailstorm on the detested intruders, amid cries of, “Snake! Bitch! Traitor! Whore! She-wolf!” and so on. Men who wore swords drew them, and the crowd that had a moment before been watching our display now rushed forward to slaughter the lancers. Burl and I stood alone, watching the madness in appalled silence.

			In the eyes of the Lindorians, Marquisa Desidéria was the cause of all their troubles. It was she who had perverted their king into siding with the Isilondians, their traditional enemies, and had therefore induced him to tax the port’s trade to death.

			Men on foot, whether trained soldiers or not, should never attempt to take on cavalry. One bark of command and the lances were couched. A few of the rioters saw the danger and fled, but most either continued their suicidal assault or just came to a halt, undecided. A second command and the lancers charged. In a tumult of screams and a thunder of hooves, men were impaled or simply ridden down. Burl and I dropped our wooden swords and raised our hands to show that we were unarmed, but our livery was probably a more important sign that we were not part of the mob. We were not harmed. The lancers passed on either side of us, then wheeled around to reform for another charge.

			I was furious to see that Sir Dragon had answered the door—his post was beside our ward, always. The lancer with the scroll thrust it at him and ran, not waiting for a receipt. In a moment he was mounted again, the Marquisa’s men galloped out of the plaza, and the battle was over. But the emergency was still in force. A dozen screaming casualties lay on the ground, and a rumble from the far side of the square warned us that a troop of the king’s cavalry was on its way.

			“Leave it!” I snapped as Burl bent to retrieve his foil. Side by side we ran for home. We did not linger to aid the wounded—our binding forced us to attend our ward, and common sense said that we could do them no good in the few moments we would have before the king’s men arrived to restore order, and undoubtedly create more havoc in the process.

			Dragon held the door for us and slammed it the moment we were inside. Bolts and bars clattered into place. We had left our swords there when we went out; I snatched up Fortune and Burl his massive Thunderbolt. Then we ran to the dining room, where Robins and Bannerville were examining the letter that had already caused so much chaos.

			It lay there on the table. The penmanship was exquisite, but the text was brief, and written in Chivian: Her Grace, the Marquise Desidéria of Eternidade, humbly requests the presence of His Excellency Everard, Lord Bannerville, at Castelo Velho, to meet with certain interested persons. It was dated the previous day.

			Then I knew who owned the colours that had so maddened the crowd. Before anything was said, thunder at the front door announced that the king’s men had arrived. I signalled Burl and Dragon to remain with our ward, and followed Senhor Ernesto and Master Robins out to the hallway, to hear how they were going to deal with this. I need not have worried. They kept the outer door closed and spoke through the grill.

			“As you can tell from the flag displayed above you, Senhor Capitão,” Ernesto said, “this house is the Chivian embassy, and as such is sovereign territory. Would you expect to break into the Isilondian embassy?” He was wrong, of course. Lord Bannerville would not be an ambassador until King Afonso had accepted his credentials, but a mere cavalry officer could not be expected to understand that or to argue the point.

			“I want to know what those dogs were doing here!” I could not see the man outside, but I could hear that he was a blusterer.

			“They were delivering a letter,” Robins said.

			“Show me this letter.”

			“Certainly not. Do you often get to read that lady’s correspondence?”

			Amused and relieved, I left them to it and went back to the conference.
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			My ward fixed me with a lordly eye. “You have read this footlin’ missive, dear boy?”

			“Yes, my lord.”

			“I am mindful to accept this invitation.”

			How could he not? After being left to cool his heels for more than half a year, he must grab at any chance to do something worthwhile. The marquisa was reputed to be the king’s mistress, and her invitation included a broad hint that King Afonso was one of the “persons” he would meet at Castelo Velho. King Afonso himself was juggling his relationships with two other monarchs, Ambrose of Chivial and Francois of Isilond, so he might not want to let his left ear know what his right ear was hearing while he kept both eyes on his rebellious cousin, Luis.

			I said, “Aye, my lord.”

			Bannerville looked relieved that for once I was not going to argue. “We can leave tomorrow at dawn, then?”

			I had never yet seen him vertical at that hour. “A little before that, my lord. After today’s events, the city riffraff will have you branded as a Desidéria confederate, so it would be unwise to let them catch you out of doors. With your permission, I will send Gudge to attend you about one hour before first light.”

			He pulled a face, and then nodded. He had come to rely on my advice in matters of security because I always had reasons to back it up. Besides, I would never let him overrule me, and he hated arguing with a servant, which was how he saw me.

			At that moment Senhor Ernesto walked in, with a smirking Master Robins close behind. Bannerville said, “Master Secretary, pray write, accepting this invitation post haste.”

			The inquisitor bunched his cheeks in a smarmy smile. “From the manner in which it was delivered, my lord, I don’t see any easy way to do so other than to turn up at the lady’s door. I suspect that she regards it as a royal command anyway... Er, I took the liberty of asking the officer in charge of that troop of royal hussars to post guards on this house for the next couple of days. After what happened this morning, it may become the target of more mob violence. Her Grace is known around town as the Cobra, you will recall. Also, her Old Castle has a sinister reputation. Rumours tell of witchcraft, and visitors vanishing without trace, never to be seen again.”

			His Excellency blinked a couple of times as he absorbed this discomfiting information. “Um, yes” He glanced at me to see if I was going to change my mind but I just offered what I hoped was a sceptical smile. He said, “Well, we cannot let wild tales keep us from our duty, can we? But I will dictate a report to His Majesty and seek to send it before we leave here.”

			Finding a postal carrier would be the hard part of that program, but could be left to Senhor Ernesto. I nodded to Dragon to follow me, exchanged glances with Burl to see that he would remain with our ward, and led my errant subordinate off to the withdrawing room, which was fortunately empty. There I turned and halted.

			Dragon closed the door, drew himself up straight, tapped his sword hilt, and said, “Leader, I was seriously in error when I left our ward and went to answer that knock on the front door. I admit my fault.”

			“Then name your punishment,” I said, as required by Blade tradition. I would still have the right to amend whatever he thought appropriate— halving or doubling were the most commonly used changes, but I had unlimited discretion in the matter. A Blade can be put on twenty-four-hour watch for days on end, but I had decided that half pay for two weeks would be about right. He surprised me.

			“No woman for three nights.”

			Not what I expected, but then I recalled Commander Montpurse’s scathing comment on Dragon’s interests. Fair enough, if that was what mattered to him, but how had he ever survived those celibate weeks aboard Fair Voyage?

			“Doubled,” I said. “Six days and nights starting now, but tomorrow I may suspend the sentence until I say otherwise.” If there were no vulnerable women at Castelo Velho, that time of abstinence must not be included.

			Dragon went so pale I thought he would protest, but then he saluted again and said, “Aye, Leader.” He was glaring furiously as he opened the door for me.

			Arranging for our departure, I had my work cut out for the rest of that day and the following night. It was much later than usual when I arrived at Graça’s room. She failed to move. Assuming she was asleep, I stripped and slid in beside her as quietly as I could. Then I realized that she was sobbing. I knew she tended to dramatize everything, so at first I wasn’t too worried. I slid an arm underneath her, and spooned tightly. She began to gasp, then squirmed around to face me, and I felt real tears on her face, and thus on mine too.

			“Tush!” I said and kissed her. She responded wildly, and the resulting mating was even more frenzied than our usual couplings, which were as energetic as they come.

			This time, though, making love failed to make peace. Graça’s sobs resumed, louder and faster than ever.

			“I have no choice, love,” I whispered. “I warned you months ago that my life is dedicated to my ward. I have no choice.”

			“That’s what my husband said, every time he sailed away.”

			“I’ll be back, I promise. We must come back through Lindora on our way to Chivial.”

			“For a few quick ones while you’re finding a ship? Well, you won’t find any rivals bouncing on me. No one else wants this fat old hag.”

			Hugging her in her misery, I came to understand how much I was going to miss her, and then I began to cry too. A nineteen-year-old trained fighter blubbering? I had not wept since I was seven and my mother died. I said the words I had never expected to say.

			“Graça, I love you. I want you. I’ve told you often enough that I love you, and I do.”

			“Stop it! Men always tell lies like that.”

			“I want to marry you.”

			“No you don’t! You’re leaving me.” More wails.

			“When we come back to Lindora, I will marry you, and you will come to Chivial with me.”

			“Liar liar liar! Men always make promises. You just want to bounce me again.”

			“I don’t have to lie to you to do that. You can never refuse my caresses, and you know it. Lord Bannerville adores your cooking. He will hire you as his cook, because he will be setting up his household again.”

			Sniff... “You really mean this?”

			“I swear it by the elements that made me. So stop blubbering, Future Lady Spender, because I am now going to give you a month’s worth of bouncing, as you call it, to keep you happy until I return.”

			Chapter 2

			By first light we had the baggage assembled at the front door, under guard of course. We had acquired quite a pile of chattels since our arrival in Lindora. I worked my way along the line, lifting each item briefly as if checking the overall weight. Most important in my eyes was the battered red holdall that contained our money. When I gripped the handle, I felt a strange shiver run up my arm, reminding me of the Forge at Ironhall and the elementary in Brimiarde. I was detecting the enchantment that Master Robins had boasted of. The bag was heavy, but not heavy enough to be full of gold. If it still held the expedition’s funds, then they were mostly in the form of bankers’ scrip.

			Senhora Ernesto was not the only one who had been spending King Ambrose’s money. Lord Bannerville had purchased a magnificent carriage and a team of four matched horses. The carriage had glazed windows, silver lanterns inside and out, and had been repainted with his armorial bearings displayed on the sides. The horses had remained a shiny chestnut. He had hired a postilion, Donato, and footmen Xande and Silvio, all of whom had been decked out in his livery. None of them had ever been allowed inside Senhor Ernesto’s house, ostensibly because it was overcrowded, but in reality because all three of them were spies. Robins had warned me of this when they were hired. Inquisitors can recognize lies.

			“They were not corrupted when his lordship interviewed them,” he said with a wry little smile. “Two days later Silvio was in the government’s pay. The Marquisa’s agents bought Donato soon after that, and Xande hung out a day longer before accepting the rebels’ coin.”

			“Do they know that you know this?”

			He drew himself up indignantly. “Certainly not!”

			Chinless had wanted to hire a troop of men-at-arms also, until I pointed out that their loyalty would always be in doubt, so if we ever ran into serious trouble, they would be the first people his Blades would have to kill. That ended that argument.

			He was an excellent horseman, so the carriage was just for show, but it came in handy for carrying the baggage. It rolled up to the door shortly before sunrise. I left Dragon and Burl to supervise the loading while I went upstairs and chivied a valet and a half-shaven earl downstairs—now!

			In a feeble effort to mislead our foes, whoever they might turn out to be, I had told Donato that our destination was the king’s seaside villa, Casa Maritima, because I knew it lay in the same general direction as the marquisa’s Castelo Velho. And so we drove off, out the city gate the moment it opened, and westward, with Burl and I leading the way, Donato riding the nearside lead horse, Master Robins on the box of the carriage, our ward and Gudge inside, and Xande and Silvio standing on the back. Dragon rode in the rear, looking as dashing as ever and blowing kisses to any young women he saw whenever he thought I wasn’t looking.

			The weather was changing, signalling the end of fall, although I knew Fitain’s winter would not compare with bitter Starkmoor’s. Dark clouds had replaced the eternal blue I had grown used to, and the olive harvest was well underway. The roads were narrow, often bounded by high stone walls. I suspected that Master Robins had known this and had chosen to sit on the box so he would be high enough to see over those, but I saw enough to recognize olive groves and vineyards. The houses were all of grey stone, with red tile roofs, and most had a few fruit trees or date palms. It was a rich and pleasant land, and I hoped the civil war would never reach it.

			The carriage cabin was suspended on leather straps to ease the bumps, but the roads grew steadily rougher the farther we travelled from the capital, and I could guess that his lordship would be regretting his decision to put pretension ahead of practicality. He would have been much more comfortable on a horse, but he knew how nobility went calling, and I did not. I could see Robins being bounced around, hanging on grimly, and looking so miserable that even a Blade could feel sorry for him—a little.

			By noon we had reached the hills and his lordship called a halt for dinner. Graça had packed an ample spread for all of us, and our footmen displayed their skills at laying it out on the grass; Donato freed the horses to roll and graze. The sun had come out, so we could enjoy our feast. Our three servants especially did, as if they had never tasted better food or wine.

			As we prepared to move on, I went over to our postilion. “There’s been a change of plan,” I said. “Take us to Castelo Velho instead.”

			Donato was a smallish desiccated man of around thirty with a droopy moustache that gave him a perpetually mournful expression. He was a good horseman, as I already knew, but so hopeless at deception that he took the news with obvious relief. He had known where we ought to be heading. His clandestine mistress had summoned us and was expecting us. He smiled rather toothlessly and said, “Si, Capitão. Not so far, then.”

			“Will we make it there by sunset?”

			He glanced at the shadows. “Si. Or soon after.”

			“That was a good meal we just had. Does the marquisa keep a good table?”

			Alarm. “I don’ know, Capitão. I never bin there.”

			“Then how do you know where to turn off?”

			“Because there is big gate that nobody goes in. Bad place. Ghosts.”

			“Do the ghosts wear clothes?”

			His eyes widened to an owlish stare. “Clothes, Capitão?”

			“I’ve always wondered why ghosts would need to wear clothes. If you meet any ghosts in Castelo Velho, ask them for me, will you?”

			He laughed uneasily, having decided that I must be crazy.
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			Not long after that, I caught a whiff of the sea. The coast there is high and rocky and much less fertile than the lands around Lindora. Most of it is given over to goats and sheep, but eventually we came to a high stone wall on our left. It looked ancient, dividing the road from a thick forest, whereas the landscape to our right was scrubby moorland, quite deserted. When Donato slowed the team, I saw a gateway ahead, and could guess that we had reached the entrance to Castelo Velho.

			Although once there might have been an actual gate, now there was merely a gap in the wall, flanked on either side by a high stone pillar. Whereas the wall was built of the reddish local rock, much weathered and crumbly, the pillars were of some imported black stone that must once have been polished and impressive but was now coated with moss and lichen. A massive serpent was carved into each, twining up until the fanged head rested on the top of the monolith.

			“Not very welcoming,” Burl said as we two rode through. The dense forest ahead seemed even less friendly. I reined in my horse off the track and turned to watch Donato maneuvering the carriage through the narrow entrance. Master Robins looked down at me with a cynical smile, and opened his mouth to say something, probably some comment similar to what Burl had just said.

			He never uttered it. He slammed back against the carriage box, with his mouth gaping wide in surprise and the feathered end of an arrow protruded from his chest. I was certain that it had gone through his heart as surely as Fortune had gone through mine when I was bound. His limbs twitched a few times in his death throws, and then his head slumped forward.

			I was close by the offside lead horse, on the opposite side from Donato. I whipped out my rapier, whacked the nearest horse on the rump, and roared, “Drive! Go like the wind!” The team lurched forward. Xande and Silvio managed to hang on. Lord Bannerville had opened the window and put his head out to see what was happening. He fell back out of sight. Master Robins’s corpse also stayed where it was, being nailed in position. And we three Blades urged our mounts to follow as the carriage went bouncing and rocking along the stony trail, into the forest.

			Chapter 3

			“You want me to hunt him down, Leader?” Dragon shouted, but we were well past the killer by then.

			“No. You’ll never find him, and there may be a dozen of them in there.” He must know that a swordsman against archers was a hopeless match, and I was almost certain that the arrow had come from high in a tree. “Scout ahead!”

			Dragon nodded and spurred forward to overtake the carriage, which was no easy task, for branches and thorns reached in greedily on both sides, and the footing was beset with rocks, roots, and tangle. Despite my orders to go like the wind, Donato was managing little more than a gentle breeze. There was no pursuit from the gateway, but now I expected none. Had there been horses hidden in the undergrowth, ours would have scented them and whinnied. That did not mean that there were no more archers there, ready to block our escape if we managed to turn the carriage around.

			As I rode, I cursed myself for not foreseeing the danger. Yesterday Ambassador Bannerville had received a message from the Marquisa, and last night I had told his stable staff to prepare for an early morning departure. Any or all of our three spies could have reported the news to their paymasters. Perhaps all three of them had, but which faction had organized the assassination?

			The carriage must come by this route, it must slow down to pass through that gateway, and the forest provided perfect cover for a whole regiment of bowmen. Master Robins had paid the price for my incompetence, but had he been the intended target, or had my ward just been extremely lucky this time? Only a skilled archer could have made that first shot, and a skilled archer could have gotten away another arrow while Bannerville had his stupid head hanging out the window. Or could he? I struggled to remember the exact direction from which the attack had come, which depended on the angle of the coach at that instant. I decided, without much confidence, that Bannerville had looked out on the wrong side—wrong from the bushwhacker’s point of view, but the right one from his own.

			But why Robins? Why not me, or Burl? The answer to that was fairly obvious and not at all flattering. I was just one of three sword bangers. Bannerville was the figurehead of the Chivian mission, but Robins had been the brains. The assassin, or assassins, must have known that, and had seized the opportunity presented. Had I been thinking properly, I would have insisted that the inquisitor travel inside. Ironically, had my ward been up on the box instead, he would likely have been spared. Killing an ambassador would provoke an international scandal or even a war. In diplomatic terms, a dead secretary was just a nuisance, too trivial to raise a fuss over, and yet in a practical sense, his loss effectively condemned Bannerville’s mission to futility.

			Meanwhile, Donato reined in the team at the edge of a gully, about one yard deep and four wide. Only a trickle of greenish water still flowed at the bottom, but the sides were steep, and would require care. I shouted for him to wait. The forest was dark, steamy, and alive with flies and mosquitoes.

			Gudge’s head appeared at the window. “His Lordship wishes to know what is going on. Why the haste? It is very rough in here.”

			Lord Bannerville must have a fair idea of the answer, as he was staying out of sight. I considered this a commendable display of original thinking on his part. I rode over to explain what had happened.

			Staying inside, he listened with horror.

			“That is simply appalling news, Sir Spender.”

			“Yes, sir. This crime has deprived you of a very able aide, and I admit I am uncertain what to recommend that we do next. Fortunately, no one has pursued us. Sir Dragon has ridden ahead to see if there is any further hazard. I suggest that we wait here until he returns.” There might even be one gang lying in wait for us up front and another moving in to block the gate, but we would need hours to turn the carriage on that trail, if we ever could. I had no idea what we might do if continuing on seemed to be too dangerous. “Master Robins’s body is still on the box, gruesomely nailed in place by the arrow that killed him. With your permission, while we wait for Sir Dragon’s return, I would like to free the corpse and secure it in a more seemly position.”

			Permission received, I mustered the footmen to make themselves useful, and they managed to release the body, lay it flat on the roof, and tie it in place as part of the baggage. I examined the arrow, but it held no identifying marks. I noticed that the shabby red holdall was close by Robins’s left hand. My ward’s safety must be my first concern, but the second was what to do about his mission if we could not access the treasure in that bag.

			A horse whinnied, and Dragon came into sight around the farthest visible bend. Even a single horse had trouble crossing the gully. He rode up to the carriage window, so he could address both me and our ward at the same time. Everyone else was listening, of course. He had a very worried look on his face.

			“The road is clear, Leader. I went far enough to see the castle itself. But are you certain this is our destination? The place looks like a ruin. It’s deserted.”

			I drew Fortune. “I am certain that we were supposed to come here, but I now wonder who made that decision.” I turned in the saddle to look down at Postilion Donato, who had dismounted to examine the terrain. I pointed my rapier at him. “Who told you to bring us here, wretch? Lie to me and I’ll poke your eyes out.”

			His sudden pallor was quite convincing—he had not expected to be accused of treachery. Robins had branded him as a spy for Desidéria, but a recent hireling, not a sworn loyal-to-the-death liegeman, just a petty knave, taking some money on the side.

			“You did!” he squealed. “You said to come to Castelo Velho, and I did. This is the right way, senhor.”

			Castelo Velho meant Old Castle, but how many old castles would there be around the Lisi peninsula? Yet if Donato had merely blundered into the wrong place, then why had Robins been murdered? In a civilized land like Fitain, trespassers should be issued fair warning before the slaughter begins. Everyone was waiting for me to make a decision. I had never felt more bewildered in my life.

			Then the footman-government-spy Silvio spoke up. “He tells the truth, senhor. This is the way to the castle which is the home of Marquisa Desidéria.” Whose side was he on?

			“How do you know?”

			“A few years back I was employed by a noble lord who came to visit her, and we came in this way.”

			I slid Fortune back in her loop and looked to Dragon. “Where is the nearest space wide enough for us to turn the carriage without having to unharness the horses?”

			“Nowhere along the trail, Leader. There is a clearing in front of the castle, though.”

			Now I could face my ward. “My lord, I propose that we go ahead and look at this old castle.”

			Bannerville agreed, because even he could see that we had no alternative. Any Blade who puts his ward in that situation is grossly incompetent.

			I told Burl to cover our rear. Dragon and I crossed to the far side of the gully and watched Donato work the carriage across. It was no easy task, and a couple of times I thought it was about to tip over or break an axle. In winter and spring that trickle of water would be a rushing stream, so there must be some other, easier, road into the castle. Our invitation had not mentioned one.

			I said, “You can forget that punishment I laid on you yesterday. It is cancelled.”

			Dragon thanked me with a sneer. “Tired of being sadistic?”

			“I was being lenient, not sadistic. No, I sent you into danger just now. I should have gone myself.”

			“Leaving Chinless in charge? You couldn’t go.”

			“Maybe. But I am resigning as leader. You and Burl can decide between you who wears the sash from now on.”

			“You mean you got us into this mess and now you expect one of us to get you out of it?”

			“You have an elegant turn of phrase,” I said, bitterly aware that I deserved every acid syllable.

			Dragon laughed. “You’ve been doing fine, kid. You’ve got wits and the nerve to use them. I won’t accept the sash. I’m totally certain that Burl won’t. If anyone can get us out of this shit hole and safely home to Willows Hall, it’s you. Soldier on, Leader, we’re right behind you all the way.”

			“Now who’s being sadistic?”

			We shared a smile. Dragon could not realize how bad things really were. He didn’t know about the death trap guarding our money.

			[image: ]

			As soon as the carriage was safely across, we continued our path through the forest. I became more and more convinced that this was not the best road in. It looked as if no one had come along it in a dozen years, but eventually it swung around to the west and I saw daylight ahead. We emerged from the forest as if from a tunnel, but the clearing Dragon had mentioned was so narrow that we were right under the walls of Castelo Velho—the old castle, the very old castle. It certainly deserved his description of it as a ruin, a gloomy, mouldering corpse of what must once have been an imposing stronghold. All we could see of it was ivy-coated masonry, pierced with arrow loops, and topped in places by battlements. A crumbling tower stood at either end. Perhaps there was a newer residence inside the old curtain wall?

			The clearing itself was barely worth the name, being overgrown with tall thistles and thorns and weeds, but yet no trees. The ground around a castle is always kept open so that enemies cannot creep up on it, but why had the forest not moved in completely? We had approached from the east and I had no need to give Donato directions, for the trail continued straight toward an archway in the centre of the eastern wall. Dragon and I led the way until we were forced to halt at what had once been a moat, but was now only a weed-infested trench. In places heaps of stone in it showed where turrets had fallen.

			The drawbridge’s chains had rusted away and its timbers were heavily weathered, but they looked sound enough to try. Having told Donato to wait until Dragon and I had made sure it was safe, I urged my gelding forward. He snorted doubtfully, testing each step before making another. As he carried me across, I was almost hoping that it would collapse beneath me so that I would die under my horse in the rocky bottom of the dry moat. When that did not happen, I beckoned to Dragon to follow, and together we proceeded along a tunnel toward daylight. The thump of our horses’ hooves on the flagstones echoed all around us. I shivered when I realized that this had once been a murder space, where invaders could be trapped between two portcullises and then slaughtered through loopholes in the ceiling.

			We emerged into an open bailey, and the illusion of ancient ruins popped like a bubble. Castelo Velho was a huge park—far larger than I had expected, twice or three times the size of Ironhall or even the Praça Real in Lindora. It was glorious. Most of the huge quadrangle was occupied by a close-cut lawn, decorated with fountains, flowerbeds, decorative palm trees, and statuary. Glazed windows looked down from walls tiled in vibrant colour, as if the entire edifice was an enormous jewel. The great towers marking the corners were not the weathered relics we had seen from the outside, but smooth and proud. Castelo Velho was not only larger inside than it was when seen from the outside, it was also centuries younger.

			In one far corner a band was playing to an audience of a dozen or so men and women, while small children romped in a shallow pool nearby.

			Dragon said, “Fire and death! It’s a fogging palace.”

			“How does it compare with Greymere?”

			He glanced at me in surprise, then recalled that I never been to Grandon. “Like Greymere is a cowshed.”

			I took a more careful look at the towers—one at each corner, their tops shining in the light of the setting sun, all built of stone that might have been cut and polished that morning. Two towers were circular, one built of black stone like the two pillars at the gate, and another of red. A third was square, horizontally striped in white and black, while the fourth seemed to be an irregular polygon, made of some variegated stone.

			The walls connecting them were three or four storeys high, tiled in giant frescoes, picturing birds and animals. A second look told me that they were not mere castle curtain walls, but buildings in their own right, for rows of windows were hidden within the frescoes. I recalled my shiver as I was riding in, and realized that I could still feel a faint background of conjuration menace. Then the whole spectacular panorama of colours and imagery suddenly made sense.

			“It’s an octogram!”

			Dragon glanced at me as if I had announced that I could fly. “Not from where I’m sitting, it isn’t.”

			“Not in shape, but I’m sensitive to spirituality, and this place is full of it. Imagine you’re back in the Forge at Ironhall, standing at air point. Now look at these towers. They represent the virtual elements—black for death, black and white for time’s days and nights, red for love, and that variegated stone must represent chance. Now go round in the same way, looking at the great frescoes on the walls. The one behind us shows white clouds on blue for air, then come red and yellow for fire, fish and waves for water, and finally hills and animals for earth—the manifest elements! It’s a gigantic octogram in everything but shape.”

			Dragon laughed rather shrilly. “So instead of jewels and art inside a palace in a park, you’ve got a park inside art inside the palace. Leader, this can’t be real! We’re being bewitched.”

			I saw my own amaze and shock reflected in his eyes. “Master Robins did warn us that Marquisa Desidéria is rumoured to be a witch.” I spoke with all the good cheer I could manage. “But, spirits! She has fantastic taste.”

			He nodded. “Which makes me even happier that I am not wearing the sash, Leader.”

			I said, “Don’t gloat!”

			Chapter 4

			I waved for the carriage to cross the drawbridge. Meanwhile two pike-bearing men-at-arms in gold-and-black livery had emerged from a nearby doorway. They glanced between us, undecided, then one of them guessed correctly and saluted the younger one with the red sash.

			“We bring the Chivian Ambassador, Lord Bannerville,” I said.

			“His Excellency is expected.” He pointed along the road that encircled the lawn. “The Red Tower, if you please.”

			We led our procession southward along a paved road that wound in graceful bends along the edge of the parkland, skirting fountains, massed flowering shrubs, and statuary, until we came to the polygonal tower, which I attributed to the elements of chance. Close inspection showed it to be built of an infinite variety of stones: white, black, red, green, brown, and speckled.

			Then our way swung westward and continued on under a wall decorated with a great conflagration, ravaging both forest and houses, rendered in tiles of yellow, orange, and red. It was at once gruesome and glorious.

			“I wonder if the model is still available,” Dragon mused.

			“What?” Turning my attention the other way, I saw that we were just passing a life-size female nude, carved in jade, standing on a white marble plinth. I should have remembered that my companion cared for only one sort of beauty.

			And so we came to the southwestern tower, the red one. By the time we arrived at the doorway, men were emerging to greet us. A stable hand took my horse’s cheek strap and held my stirrup as I dismounted. A tall man in gold-and-black finery bowed to me. He also wore a dignified white beard and an air of all-encompassing infallibility.

			I saluted. “Sir Spender of the Royal and Ancient Order of the King’s Blades and Sir Dragon of the same. We are in the service of His Excellency, Everard Lord Bannerville of Willows Hall, ambassador designate.”

			“Don Régulo da Quern, having the honour of being the marquisa’s chancellor.”

			“My lord, I regret to inform you that a member of his lordship’s staff was murdered on our way here. His body is on the carriage. Will you please have it removed and treated with proper respect until his lordship decides how to proceed?”

			Don Régulo looked appropriately shocked and turned to instruct a minion. A crowd of them now bustled around us like flies.

			“Dragon,” I murmured in Chivian, “will you please supervise the baggage unloading, and especially keep your eye on the shabby old red holdall that Robins brought, but without letting your interest in it show?”

			Dragon raised elegant eyebrows and went back to the coach. I introduced the chancellor to his lordship and followed as they mounted the steps to the door. The red stone of the tower was granite, looking as fresh and shiny as if it had been cut that morning. Burl joined me and we followed their lordships in and up an imposing spiral staircase inside. On the way I tried to persuade Burl to take the sash. He solemnly assured me that, although he was very stupid, he was not insane.

			The interior of the Red Tower was overwhelming. Everywhere I looked there was colour, in art and in decor—ceramics, tiling, gilding, cornices, pilasters, bronze candelabras taller than myself, floors of veined marble, granite pillars, gold balustrades, frescoes of scantily clad lovers frolicking on meadows or snuggling in flowery bowers... I was dazzled.

			Nor could I find anything to complain of in the guest quarters, which comprised three rooms in sequence. We Blades would claim the first, the next could serve as both the dressing room and Gudge’s quarters, while our ward would sleep in the farthest, which was also the safest. By the time Burl and I arrived there, Chancellor Don Régulo was leaving, and we exchanged polite nods. Leaving Burl to make a detailed inspection of the rooms, I went out to join our ward, who was standing on a balcony.

			He was admiring a spectacular view of the sunset and a ruggedly impressive coast—reddish cliffs, towering sea stacks, and snowy ranks of white surf marching steadily in to die on the rocks. The land fell away steeply only a few yards from the castle wall, so there was no moat on this side. Far out on the sea, white sails glinted, keeping well off what I guessed was a dangerous shore. In a cove not far to the north of us, just past the striped tower, a couple of boats were drawn up on the sand. That, I guessed, was another way in to Castelo Velho.

			“Now we are getting somewhere at last! Right, dear boy?”

			“It seems so, my lord.”

			He chuckled, rejoicing at being back in blue-blood luxury at last. “Tell Gudge to prepare a hot bath for me, will you? The marquisa is to receive me in an hour.”

			“Yes, my lord. About Master Robins, my lord...”

			“Ah, yes. Abominable business. You don’t suspect that the marquisa is responsible, I hope?”

			“I do not know who ordered that murder, sir, but I hope you will question her on the matter. We must be very much on our guard while we are here.”

			“Oh, quite, quite...”

			Clearly he was in no mood to discuss unpleasant subjects just then. His dear messenger boy went back indoors and found Gudge unpacking clothes in the dressing room. Footmen had already delivered most of our baggage. As I entered, so did a portly, grey-haired man in the clothes of a senior servant.

			He bowed to me with professional respect. “My name is Bruno, sir. I am assigned to be your butler while his lordship is in residence here.”

			I named myself and Gudge. “And how do we call on you if we need something?”

			He offered a silver handbell. “With this, sir. A quiet jingle and I will hear it, wherever I am.”

			“Very convenient,” I said. More conjuration! I named Burl and Dragon for him. “His lordship wants a hot bath.”

			“I will send it at once, Sir Spendero. Anything else?”

			The four of us watched him go. I placed the bell on a nearby table.

			“Gudge, tell me about this bag.” I nudged the red holdall with my toe. “Can you open it for me?”

			He stopped unpacking Bannerville’s small clothes and regarded me with pale, watery eyes. “That was Master Robins’s, may the spirits receive him.”

			“I know it was. I also know—and Robins confirmed—that you are also an agent of the Dark Chamber. Does Chinless know that yet?”

			For what seemed a long minute, Gudge just stared at me without expression, but I was notorious during my soprano year at Ironhall for being able to out-stare anyone. Finally, he lowered his gaze and said, “Not from me, Sir Spender.”

			“And can you open that bag?”

			“No, Sir Spender. Inquisitor Robins warned me never to attempt it.”

			Dragon and Burl were watching this exchange with interest, of course.

			“Without that money, my ward’s mission is almost certainly doomed to failure.”

			“I agree. But I cannot open that bag.”

			I wondered whether the Dark Chamber itself would be able to, assuming we managed to take the odious thing back to Chivial with us. If not, King Ambrose was sure to throw a stupendous royal tantrum.

			Our unpromising dialogue was terminated by the arrival of Castelo Velho flunkies bearing an oaken tub and many buckets of hot water. I went out to the guardroom with Burl and Dragon at my heels.

			“Does this mean we’re broke?” Burl asked. “What do good swordsmen earn in Fitain these days?”

			“Not quite broke. And I have no wish to earn my pottage by carrying a spear in some stupid civil war. I did bully Robins into giving me some emergency funds, which I am now going to share between the three of us. At the very worst, it will buy passage home to Chivial for whichever of us survive. Also, we must make ourselves presentable for a marquisal reception in the near future.”

			In that noble cause, we took possession of one of the buckets of water on its way in to our ward.
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			Preceded by two linkboys carrying lanterns and followed by his three Blades, Lord Bannerville descended to two flights, proceeded along a corridor, went down one more staircase, and then through a wider hallway. I noted that we were consistently heading north, behind the wall that I had identified as representing the spirits of water, and the interior decor continued the same theme. We passed frescoes of seascapes and mountain lakes, and sculptures of leaping fish and whales. In the big hallway we seemed to walk on glass, while golden fish swam below us in semi-darkness.

			When we arrived at another grandiose spiral staircase like the one that led up to our quarters, I estimated that we had arrived in the striped Time Tower, the one at the northwest corner of the castle. Here the decor was starker than in the Love Tower, mostly black and white or shades of grey. The artwork favoured sculpture, either freestanding or in low relief, much less colourful than paintings or mosaic frescoes, and yet somehow the effect was just as dramatic and effective.

			One floor up, we came to a landing whose walls were decorated in a forest of black trees through which slender chinks of pale gold daylight showed. Beyond an open doorway, we could view a sizeable reception hall—I was starting to suspect that not only was Castelo Velho itself bigger inside than out, but that the same was true of its individual towers. The linkboys stepped aside and retraced their steps down the stairs, their job completed. Our ward paused to regard the spectacle. Most of the hall was only dimly visible, for all the lighting was concentrated around the throne at the far end.

			The girl sitting on it could only be the marquisa herself, Desidéria da Eternidade. Who else would sit on a throne below a wall of black tiles inlaid with a huge snake in coils of gold?

			The only other person present was Chancellor da Quern in his black and gold robes, standing alongside the throne like an ancient monument raised in memory of himself in better days. I had expected pomp and trumpets, dazzling courtiers, or at the least a doorman to proclaim the guest’s name and station. Bannerville’s hesitation showed that he was equally at a loss.

			“Will I send for your horse, my lord?” I whispered.

			That broke the tension. Bannerville chuckled softly, murmured, “Dignity, dear boy, dignity!” and began to walk. His Blades followed—Dragon on the left, Burl in the middle, and me on the right. I had not set that up, it was just the order that happened.

			I had never met anyone like Desidéria before, and I know I never will again. That first encounter made an indelible impression on me, one I can barely find words to express. The first surprise was how young she was. My eyes wanted me to think of her as a mere child, but the rest of me knew that she was much more than that. She was reputed to be the king’s mistress, and kings can claim the best. She was nearer tall than short, she was boyishly slim and yet undeniably feminine; her gaze as she watched Chinless approach was cold, reserved, and impenetrable, yet incredibly sexual. A man could not even glimpse her without sensing intense femininity.

			Above all, she emanated power. This was her palace, her castle, and I did not doubt at all that she was a supreme enchantress. Everything else might be illusion, but not that.

			Ironhall teaches the seniors court etiquette, but Burl and Dragon had also had experience in Thergy, so I had rehearsed the drill with them and asked Dragon to give the signal. He did and all three of us halted, letting Bannerville go the last few steps alone. Chancellor da Quern announced him and he bowed.

			Desidéria said, “Welcome to Castelo Velho, Your Excellency.”

			“The honour is entirely mine, don’t you know?” Chinless had his faults, but he had been trained for this sort of situation since he learned to speak. He babbled as required, and eventually even won a smile from those fascinating lips. It might be, of course, that she had just concluded that there was nothing to him, he was all show. Chancellor da Quern might as well have died and been stuffed.

			“I am informed,” Desidéria said solemnly, “that one of your retainers was most foully murdered at the border of my property?”

			Bannerville confirmed that this was so.

			“Explain exactly what happened!”

			“Well, you know... I did not see it myself. Um, Sir Spender...” He looked around for me.

			Keeping my feet where they were, I tapped my sword in salute. “Yes, my lord. Your Grace...” I reported the incident in detail, and she listened without a word or change of expression. When I had finished, she looked to my ward.

			“I swear to you by all I hold dear that I knew nothing of this, my lord. I did not order it or drop any hints that might have been misinterpreted. We must give him honourable departure in whatever way your Chivian customs require.”

			“That would be appreciated.” No doubt in diplomat-speak that meant that it was the very least she could do. “Have you any idea who might have ordered this atrocity?”

			A move of her hand was so subtle that it conveyed a whole host of possible meanings. “If I had to guess, I would say probably Afonso. He does not want your king meddling in what he regards as his own affairs—as if a king’s affairs were not his people’s affairs also. He plays too many silly games.”

			“With respect, senhora, I do not consider an arrow through a man’s heart to be a silly game.”

			“Nor do I, my lord, but Afonso is crazy.” Desidéria rose, and I became aware of her clothing—gold and black, silk and satin, daring lace bodice and a flowing train. Her shoulders were bare, as were her arms above black-and-gold elbow-length gloves. The train rustled as she stepped down off the dais. She offered Bannerville fingers to kiss, and then her gaze swept over the rest of us.

			“Chivian Blades! I have heard fascinating legends about Chivian Blades. Present them, Your Excellency.” She flowed over to a very startled Dragon.

			Bannerville stammered, for Blades are formally invisible in Chivial, and to comment on them there was a gross breach of etiquette. Then he saw that to refuse her request would be worse.

			“As you wish, senhora. I have honour to present... Sir Dragon.”

			Dragon saluted with a tap to his sword hilt, but she offered her hand to be kissed. He gave her his most seductive smile before raising it to his lips. She held the pose a moment, studying him.

			“A pretty blossom, but no thorns,” she said. Her glove, I noticed, was gold on the back where he had kissed, but black on the underside. Then she moved on to Burl and repeated both the gesture and that steady appraisal. Seeing the two of them together, reminded me of fairy tales of Beauty and the Beast.

			“Staunch,” she concluded. “One must not judge an oak tree by its bark”

			So far I agreed with her judgments wholeheartedly. Then she arrived in front of me, and my ward named me. She offered her hand—and I took a quick step backward. Dragon gasped, Chinless spluttered. Desidéria raised supremely elegant eyebrows.

			“Your glove is enchanted, my lady.” I wasn’t certain that her glove was the problem. It might be her hand, or her entire body. My reaction was an appalling insult, but I just knew I dared not let her touch me.

			Chapter 5

			“A warrior and sensitive to spiritualism?” the Cobra asked.

			“A little, my lady.”

			“Yet you are yourself enchanted.”

			“The Blades’ loyalty spell, is all. It can make me react in ways I do not myself expect, senhora.”

			“Fascinating,” she murmured, and I could not tell what was going on behind those flawless features—whether she was surprised, amused, or furious that my trivial sensitivity might be disrupting some deep-laid plot.

			Meanwhile, I had to wonder whether her touch might have somehow bewitched my two Blade brothers. Both of them looked worried, as they should. They were well out of their depth, and so was I. Ironhall had not taught us about enchantment of this sort.

			Desidéria turned her attention back to Bannerville. “Come, Everard, you will sip some wine with me while we consider how I can best further your purposes.” She offered her hand for his arm, and let him lead her across to where three chairs flanked a small table bearing goblets, wine flasks, and candlesticks, all of gold. Chancellor da Quern came back to life and joined them. As they neared the table, the tiny flames on the candle wicks lengthened and grew bright. That was a clever trick, but I had to make a fast decision.

			With Robins gone, I felt I must try to take his place as Bannerville’s brain. Montpurse had implied as much, although he could not have anticipated Robins’s death. In proper Blade etiquette, I should draw up our little troop out of earshot of the nobles’ conference, although close enough to react if we saw any threatening move. Now, as my ward’s new chief advisor I ought to muscle in on their conversation. Alas, that would never work. Bannerville would just order us away and I had already created one serious scandal. For me to refuse his direct command would make a mockery of his authority as ambassador.

			“I think we just remain where we are, brothers,” I whispered. “If either of you has any better ideas, let’s hear ‘em.”

			“I say we ought to have stayed in Chivial,” Burl remarked softly.

			Dragon said, “What does magic feel like?”

			“In my case, it’s like a sort of shivery itch. The Forge used to—” Ugh! I jumped and looked around wildly, wondering where that had come from, whatever that had been.

			Desidéria had leaped to her feet. “Spendero!”

			“My lady?” I ran to her. Not hurried, ran. I sensed that something bad had happened.

			“You felt that?”

			“Yes, my lady. But I don’t know what it was.” Her face was in shadow, so I could not tell what she was thinking, but she was obviously tense.

			“Nor I. You will come with me. My lords, excuse us.” She grabbed up a candlestick and took to her heels, heading for the door. I followed, knowing that Burl and Dragon would stay with our ward.

			The young marquisa was an astonishingly accomplished sprinter and I had a hard time keeping up with her. She flew recklessly down the long stairs, her candlestick streaming flames like a bitumen-soaked torch. On the flat, I had to be careful not to tread on her train as it danced along behind her. Unlike me, she clearly knew where we should be heading, and soon it became obvious that she was taking me back to the Red Tower. The absence of other people puzzled me, but the palace was huge and staff might be restricted to their own quarter.

			Then we reached the Red Tower and she hurtled up that great staircase almost as fast as she had moved down the other. I matched her pace, although by then I was sweating and gasping for breath—me, an athlete in my prime, accustomed to at least an hour’s vigorous fencing every day. As we neared our apartment, I saw light where there should be none. The door was open, with a key still in the lock. I had locked it when we left and had that key in my pocket. I guessed then what had happened.

			Our baggage, bags and baskets, some empty, some still full, mostly lay untidily around in the first room, the Blades’ room, which held chairs but no beds. A lantern glimmered on the table, and below that lay a corpse. Hefty in build, he had been little older than me, was dressed as a low-rank servant, and had died nastily. His face was blue and swollen, he had chewed his tongue and lips, and clawed at his neck, as if fighting for breath. Beside him sat the shabby red holdall. The straps that held it closed were still firmly buckled.

			Desidéria recoiled in horror, possibly real, possibly not. “What happened?”

			We were both breathing hard after our run. “It means... your servant... looking... something to steal, my lady.”

			“Why... Is he dead?”

			“Because that bag is enchanted, of course. I was warned never to try to open it.”

			“Enchanted by whom?”

			“By Master Robins’s associates back in Grandon.”

			“What’s in it?”

			“Our valuables, ma’am.”

			Desidéria was flushed, but whether from embarrassment or rage I could not tell. Her eyes blazed. She had denied planning Robins’s death, but was not denying that she had ordered this intrusion. “You knew it was deadly and you just left it lying around unattended?”

			I held up the door key and said nothing.

			She clenched her teeth, thumped her candlestick down on the table, and took up the lantern. “Move him outside.”

			“Not yet.” I drew Fortune.

			“Insolence! Do as I say.”

			“In a moment. First I want to meet his accomplices. Bring the other light please.” I would need that if there was to be any fighting. I was guessing that the dead man was too young to have organized this break-in on his own, so he had been brought along to do the drudge work. Had his supervisor fled—or not? I threw the next door open and stepped in, holding the candlestick high in my left hand. The dressing room was tidy, and Gudge’s bed was empty. Chinless’s room likewise. I thought Desidéria seemed relieved.

			“The jackdaws have flown,” I said, and we returned to the corpse. I slid my rapier back in its loop and took hold of the thief’s ankles. “After you, my lady.” That was a deliberate insult, implying that I did not trust her alone with our possessions.

			She glared at me. “Can you remove this enchantment?”

			“No, my lady.”

			“So who else can open the bag?”

			I sighed. “No one that I know of.”

			“Then it is useless, and must be put in a safer place. Bring it.” She swept out of the room. I followed her, dragging the body, and then went back for the holdall. I knew it could be carried safely; only an attempt to open it was deadly. I locked the door and pocketed both keys.

			We went down the stairs much more slowly than we had gone up, leaving the dead man abandoned on the landing. I wondered about him. Had he a wife? Children? If he did, would Desidéria see they were cared for? Or would she just evict them as useless mouths? I realized that I had no idea how her mind worked. She was a female, blue-blooded, Fitish sorceress, so she and I were as unlike as fish and fowl.

			When we reached ground level, she did not head for the Time Tower, but crossed to an unobtrusive door, which opened on a musty-scented darkness. Beyond it, more stairs led downward. Crudely hacked out of bedrock, they were steep and narrow and lacked a handrail. With candlestick in one hand and holdall in the other, I followed the light of her lantern very cautiously, conscious of uncertain footing and roughly hewn rock walls. Desidéria was waiting for me about twelve feet down, in what seemed to be an unfinished, irregular cellar hewn out of the living rock, a manmade cave.

			“Watch where you put your feet, Spendero.” She was standing by an irregular hole of unseeable depth.

			“What is this, my lady?”

			“What does it look like? It’s an unfinished cellar. Your deathtrap bag will be safe enough here, and it won’t be able to kill any more people. There should be some wall staples somewhere...”

			Falling into the world’s oldest trap, I looked around for the wall staples. The moment I took my eye off the holdall, which I had set down at my feet, she kicked it. It rattled back and forth for several seconds as it fell.

			“It will be even safer down there,” she said smugly. “It’s quite dry. They gave up digging the well when I told them they would never find water so close to the edge of the cliff.”

			Surely the loss of the money bag was the final nail in the Bannerville embassy’s coffin. Until then I had hoped that I might still be able to open the holdall by chopping through the leather with Burl’s sword. That might be suicidal, which meant that I would have to do it myself, so my anger was tempered by relief, and that realization made me even madder.

			“I am much tempted to send you after it... my lady.”

			She snapped her fingers at me, and I reeled back in agony, as if red-hot pokers had been thrust in my eyes. Unable to see, knowing there was a bottomless pit just inches from my feet, I tripped, of course, and fell on the ragged rock floor. Light swirled for a few minutes, and then steadied. Gradually my aching eyes began to function again. I had bruised my left hip and knee, wrenched my sword arm, bitten my lip. Marquisa Desidéria da Eternidade was looking down at me with open contempt.

			“You do understand that I could have blinded you and left you here to die?”

			I said, “Yes, my lady,” and painfully clambered to my feet. I had dropped the candlestick somewhere and the candles had gone out, so I could not see it.

			“Come, then.” She turned and headed for the stairs.

			“My lady?”

			She paused. “Yes?”

			“You do understand that I could have punched you as you turned and hurled you into the pit after our bag?”

			Perhaps that second impudence worried her, for she did not answer until we had emerged from the door at the top. Then she raised the lantern to study me. “You are a puzzle, Swordsman Spendero.”

			“Do you think I can understand you?”

			“That is of no importance. But watch your tongue from now on.”

			She did not speak another word until we were back in the reception hall, where a table was already laden with food. Lord Bannerville and Chancellor da Quern rose and bowed as their hostess joined them. I went to stand beside my brother Blades, who were silently salivating in the shadows.

			“You’re bleeding,” Burl murmured.

			“I very nearly broke her neck,” I whispered. “She had sent men to rummage through our gear. The money bag killed one of them. She threw it down a well, so it’s gone, perhaps forever.” Or, more likely, until the witch ordered it fished out and used her sorcery to open it.

			When the three diners had finished their meal, servants emerged from the darkness to remove the table. I followed them to the door and told them to leave it there. They balked and I drew my sword to make them obey. By then, obviously, I had run out of patience with the marquisa and was trampling all over the normal rules of behaviour, but so was she, and a leader has to see that his men are properly fed. After Burl and then Dragon had eaten, there was still enough for me.

			It was after midnight before our ward and hostess finished their tete-a-tete. Linkboys appeared to light our way home. I still did not know whether Desidéria controlled her servants by magic or with subtle signals. I did not care, either.

			I was relieved to see that Bannerville was quite steady on his feet, and much closer to sober than I had feared. I outlined my night’s adventures to him as we walked, and then brazenly asked him how his conference had gone.

			“‘Stord’nary woman! Claims’s civil war‘s ‘bout to explode all over. Calls King Afonso a madman and Cousin Luis a traitor. Got nothing good to say about Francois of Isilond either.”

			“So she can’t help you?”

			“Hinted she could, but won’t. Need to sleep on it, lad. Talk in the morning.”

			Chapter 6

			Back at our quarters we left our ward in the care of a sleepy Gudge. Burl and Dragon sank thankfully onto chairs, having been on their feet for hours, but my duties were not over yet. I stripped and washed blood off my abrasions, with some help from Burl in the places hard for me to reach. Blades heal fast, so I had stopped bleeding and did not need bandaging. My hose and pantaloons were ripped and probably ruined. I put the stained garments in our wash basin and dressed in my spares.

			Meanwhile I described my story again, in more detail, and we discussed what we were going to do. I was coming around to the opinion that our hostess, although undoubtedly a sorceress, was also as crazy as a rabid bat in a beehive. She might well refuse to let us leave her castle, so I had let my ward walk into a trap. We had no idea whose side she was on, and Fitish politics seemed to have far too many sides. We decided we could only wait until daylight, when we might learn what Chinless wanted.

			I had just found a chair and began to relax when there came a tap on the door. Burl opened it and admitted a pint-sized page carrying a lantern.

			He glanced around us uncertainly and announced, “My mistress requires the attendance of Sir Spendero,” in a musical treble.

			“Better you than me,” Dragon murmured, although he might have been hoping for such an invitation—Burl was ugly, I was plain, but he was beautiful.

			My heart sank at the prospect of another bout with Desidéria, but to refuse her summons might harm my ward’s cause, so I stood up—painfully, for my bruises were stiffening. “I am Spender.” I handed Dragon one of the keys and told him to lock the door behind me.

			Down the stairs we went with the linkboy, and for the third time that night I made the trek to the Striped Tower, the one that signified Time. All I could see of the guide at my side was the top of his cap.

			“What’s your name?” I asked.

			“Joel, senhor.”

			“How long have you worked for the marquisa?”

			“Two hundred years, senhor.”

			“Don’t you ever grow up, then?”

			He glanced up with a sweet smile. “Why should I want to?”

			I could have told him that he didn’t know what he was missing, but he might have good counter arguments, so I didn’t. Instead I tried to think of reasons why he might have been told to lie to me that way. I had found only two, neither of which made much sense, by the time he halted at a golden door. He rapped on it, opened it, stepped aside for me to enter. The room was lit and emitted a scent of roses.

			I went in, and found myself in a bedchamber, as I had feared—gold and black and many mirrors, floors layered with lambswool rugs like thick snow. I advanced three paces and heard the door close behind me. Beeswax candles twinkled in golden holders, yet the space was so large that the temperature was pleasant and the overall effect was one of shadowy, romantic intimacy. Desidéria, clad in a loose robe of golden silk, was standing at a side table, pouring wine.

			“I am told that you Blades never sleep?”

			“Not while we are on duty, my lady.”

			“Are you on duty now?”

			“Yes.”

			She handed me a crystal goblet filled with blood-red wine, and then took one like it went back to the bed. She sat on the edge, leaving me standing. Her hair hung unbound, in heavy cataracts of shiny jet.

			“Propose a toast, Sir Spendero.”

			“To friendship between Fitain and Chivial.”

			“And to friendship between men and women.”

			We drank.

			She regarded me the way a prospective buyer regards a horse on first viewing. “You interest me. You are completely without fear. I have never met a man who feared absolutely nothing. Your lackeys are both terrified of me, although they are hiding it well. Most people could not tell.”

			“They are Blades and will do their duty whatever the cost, so their fear does not matter, as it might with other men. You like men to be frightened of you?”

			“It is so long since I met one who wasn’t that I have no way to judge.” She smiled sensuously. “You think you are good, don’t you, Spendero?”

			“The hour is late, my lady. What do you want of me?”

			She chuckled, as if we were playing some childish game, then crossed her legs so the silk fell back to expose them from the knees down. “What do you want of me?”

			“My leave, so that I can go and rest after a hard day.”

			“Don’t be impertinent! Make a wish.”

			I was not enjoying this conversation at all, but I, too, must do my duty whatever the cost. If she was truly willing to buy my body as she was hinting, and if her sorcery was as potent as it seemed to be, then there might be a chance that I could save the Bannerville mission from utter disaster.

			“I want my ward to be officially received by King Afonso.”

			“How dull!” She sipped more wine without taking her midnight eyes off me. “I can arrange that. My price is that you strip to the waist so I can admire your manly chest.”

			So far so good, or at least not so bad. I set my goblet down on the drinks table. The wine was so powerful that I wanted no more of it anyway. Then I set my hat down on a chair, followed it with my jerkin. I untied my shirt and added that to the heap. I was young and exceedingly brash and not at all ashamed of my body. Quite the reverse, in fact, although I was nowhere nearly as vain as Dragon.

			“Oh, very nice,” Desidéria purred. “Chest hair to match. I wondered. Turn around.”

			I performed for her—turning around, flexing muscles. “If brawn is what excites you, senhora, you should send for Sir Burl. He has three times as much as I do.”

			“That lop-faced ox? Don’t be ridiculous! What’s your second wish, you lovely swordsman?”

			She had dropped the top of her robe to expose her breasts. Since they were being displayed so blatantly, I did not hesitate to stare, and they were breathtakingly lovely. The rose colour of her areolas seeming to blaze in the otherwise colourless room. I could see where this was heading, of course. I had left my innocence behind in a Brimiarde brothel.

			“I want King Afonso to lift his absurd tariffs on seaborne trade.”

			“He won’t do that, not even for me. Over his dead body, he says. Wish again.”

			“Then I want my ward to meet with Prince Luis.”

			She smiled gleefully. “I can arrange that, too!”

			“But will you?”

			“If you strip naked for me, yes, I will.”

			“Meeting first, strip later.”

			“Strip now. I give you my most solemn oath that I will produce Prince Luis to meet with your insipid Lord Bannerville.”

			I did not trust her oaths, but I could see that pretending to believe her would be much safer than refusing. Provoked, she might do terrible things, like blinding me. I was quite convinced that she expected to have me gasping with desire so that she could refuse me. I intended to refuse her first. I kicked off my shoes, dropped my pantaloons and hose, hauled them off, leaving myself in nothing but my drawers, with all my scrapes and bruises revealed. “Everything, my lady?”

			“Every stitch.”

			I obeyed and straightened up mother naked. I rotated without waiting to be told. I had an erection like a granite monolith, which I did not try to hide. I was sure that she had seen plenty of those, despite her apparent youth.

			“Wonderful,” she said. “The same all the way down to your ankles. The golden man. How you must sparkle in sunlight!”

			She stood up also, dropping her robe to a heap around her feet, leaving her wearing only those elbow-length bicoloured gloves that I distrusted. Naked, she seemed little more than a child—slender, vulnerable, gorgeous, and yet much more than a child, the epitome of man’s desiring.

			“Excellent! What else do you want of me, pretty man?”

			“Nothing more tonight, thank you, my lady. I will cherish the memories. You are very beautiful.” I began to dress again.

			“How insulting. Should I send for Joel, then?”

			“I did not mean to insult your body, senhora. I have never seen a better, but I am the bastard son of an army whore, and unworthy to tup you, even if ordered to do so. But I give you my solemn oath that if you grant my two wishes you can have whatever else you want of me.”

			“Insolent! I know you’re not one of those men who just wants boys. Graça says you’re the best lover she’s ever known, and she should know.”

			I paused in my robing to scowl at my tormentor. “Graça is your spy in the Ernesto residence?”

			Taunting smile... “Of course. Has been for years.”

			“Well, I happen to be betrothed to Graça, and that’s why I’ve given up whoring.”

			Finally, I had scored. Desidéria paled and showed her teeth at me, which were as perfect, as the rest of her. “Graça? That fat old kitchen slut? Over me?”

			“Yes, Graça. I love her and am going to marry her.”

			She stalked forward like a hungry panther. “I can force you.”

			That might not be true. Blades’ bindings are resistant to other enchantments, but I did not want to put mine to the test against a sorceress of her skill. “Forcing me would be no fun. You really wanted me to grovel and plead so you could refuse me, didn’t you? Present my ward to the king and Luis, and I will play your game, whatever vile humiliation you demand.”

			I slid my rapier through the loop, crammed my hat on, and bowed my farewell. Marquisa Desidéria just stood there, nude except for her gloves, staring disbelievingly at me as I departed, taking a candelabra to light my way home. Not a real home, of course, because I had never had one of those.

			Chapter 7

			“That was quick,” Dragon remarked as I locked the door with me inside. “She didn’t want seconds?”

			“She didn’t even want firsts,” I said truthfully. “She’s a cock-tease, a witch, and a lunatic. I think she was testing our binding conjuration, but it won—I didn’t touch her. But I did get her to promise to arrange for Chinless to meet with the king and the prince. Whether she’ll deliver I don’t know.” I sat down and sighed over the worst day of my life so far.

			“Look at this. Bruno brought it.” Burl threw a brown garment at me, and I recognized Master Robins’s hooded gown. When I held it up, I saw the tiny hole made by the arrow. The bloodstain around it was no larger than a man’s palm.

			“It was delivered just after we left, so Gudge says,” Burl continued. “He claims that the pockets were empty then, but he could be lying.”

			“We counted thirteen pockets,” Dragon said.

			So I had another failure to add to my dismal tally. I should have remembered that Dark Chamber snoops always carry nasty little conjurations around with them. I’d been told so often enough at Ironhall. I ought to have searched Robins’s body before anyone else got near it.

			I moved my chair so I could lean my head against the wall. Blades don’t sleep, but they do need rest and I felt that a couple of years would be about right. “Tomorrow I resign as leader,” I said with my eyes closed. “I have imperially fucked up.”

			“Not a chance,” Burl growled. “Even if you got us into this mess, you’ll do a lot better at getting us out of it than Drag or me or Chinless would.”

			That was true, so I would have to keep on trying.
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			The only bright thought that came to me before dawn was that, while someone had certainly been spying for Desidéria in the home of Chivian Consul Ernesto, she might well have been lying when she implicated Graça. Anyone else in that household could have reported that I was Graça’s regular lover. Someone had reported that Master Robins was the crux of the Bannerville mission, so that it must collapse without him. Reported to whom? No data. Who else had been spying, and for whom? Again, no data.

			The game was between Afonso and Luis, and Desidéria was a wild card. She might be a third, independent, player, or she might be working for either man. Or both, as she pleased. Even had my binding allowed me, I could not have slept a wink that night.
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			Morning came, and a light snack of wine and fresh fruit was delivered to our door. The boys who brought it both looked about fourteen, and both had the correct cheeky grin for that age. I thanked them and idly asked how long they had worked for the marquisa.

			“Since I was nineteen, senhor,” said the first.

			“Feels like forever,” the second added.

			Burl lunged to his feet. “Want some heads cracked, leader?”

			The prospective victims did not cringe in terror from the monster, but instead raised their chins and faced him calmly.

			“No,” I said. “They’re trained not to answer questions. Let them go.”

			They left, smirking.

			Chinless was usually a rabid tomcat in the mornings, but that day he was relatively mellow, probably because he had not drunk much the previous evening. While Gudge was shaving him, we had an all-hands conference. I reported that Desidéria had promised to arrange meetings for him with both Afonso and Luis.

			He made pleased noises. As soon as the razor moved away from his throat he added, “Then you did better than I did. What did you give her in return, dear boy?”

			“Promises are only worth other promises, my lord.”

			Dragon muttered, “The man is out of his mind.”

			“I hope I’m not. My lord, I suppose we’d better wait here for a few days to see if there is any change. If there is not, then as your senior Blade, I must formally advise you that you should leave right after that, and return to Chivial. I accept the blame for losing you both the money bag and your invaluable advisor, Master Robins, but I cannot see how you can fulfill your mission now.”

			“The night is always darkest just before the dawn, lad. We’ll fight our way out of the swamp, you’ll see.”

			“Robins’s death was his own damned fault,” Burl said. “Find some rope and I’ll lower you down the shaft to retrieve the bag.”

			Dragon laughed. “And I’ll help him haul you up again—probably.”

			“There you are, dear boy! What did I tell you, mm?”
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			An elderly herald brought us news that Master Robins’s funeral could commence as soon as the ambassador wished, so we hurriedly spruced up and sallied out to attend. The pyre had been built in the centre of the great quadrangle, on a small paved area blackened by ancient scorch marks. As soon as we arrived, a footman lit the tinder and then departed, leaving us five Chivians as the entire congregation. I snatched some flowers from a nearby flowerbed and tossed them up beside the shrouded corpse. There was no singing, no music even, just a lonely mortal far from home, slain by treachery while doing his duty. Gardeners scythed lawns and clipped shrubs, but always at a distance.

			Poor Robins! He and I had probably come as close to being friends as snoop and Blade ever could. I should have realized sooner how vital he was to my ward’s mission—one of our enemies had seen that. If pawn takes queen, can checkmate be far behind?

			No doubt the wood had been well dried out by the heat of a Fitish summer, for the pyre blazed up fiercely. Tomorrow someone, perhaps I, would gather up the bones. We might even be able to take them home to Chivial, for burial wherever dead inquisitors sleep.

			“You have orders for us, Leader?” Trust Dragon to break the spell and return to mundane affairs before anyone else did.

			I looked to our ward.

			Bannerville had been as pensive as the rest of us, perhaps more so. “Mm? What? Oh, I think a day of rest after yesterday. Need to wait and see what our hostess can do to fulfill her promises to you—right, dear boy?” He glanced around. “Think I’ll take a walk and admire the art.”

			I needed only a nod to inform Burl and Dragon that they were at liberty and I would look after Chinless. Even fencing practice seemed unnecessary somehow, for we were as ready as we could ever be. The next move was up to our foes, unless Desidéria could be classed as a friend, which seemed very unlikely to me.

			So the ambassador elect and his Blade strolled around that great park with its flowerbeds and fountains, its shrubbery and statuary. I stayed one pace back until I was spoken to, which happened when we came to the first statue, a bronze nude standing on a creamy marble plinth.

			“Good likeness, would you say, Leader?”

			I saw then what he had—the metal face bore a strong resemblance to the marquisa. And so did the rest of it: the streaming hair, the conical breasts, the slim hips, and long, slender legs. I had not specifically told him that she had exposed her all to me, but I had made it fairly clear. Memories brought a thrill to my groin.

			“Dead on, I’d say, my lord.”

			“Live on must have been something to see.”

			“Very hard to resist, sir.”

			He chuckled and resumed his stroll. The next statue was of pale pink marble, but it also depicted Desidéria, albeit in a slightly different pose, and perhaps by a different sculptor.

			“I’d say that the lady displays narcissistic tendencies, Sir Spender.”

			“You suppose all the others are going to be the same, sir?”

			And they were. We counted twelve statues, each one represented the marquisa, always nude but in a variety of media and poses—standing, kneeling, sitting, reclining. The only exception was a plinth of black stone standing just across the road from the Time Tower. It seemed to bear no figure at all.

			“She must be keeping this one for her future husband,” was Bannerville’s verdict, but when we drew closer we saw a tiny golden snake curled up on the stone.

			“I think the lady has a sense of humour, Spender. What do you think?”

			“I think she is as mad as a baited bear, my lord. Here comes more trouble.”

			A diminutive page was hurrying toward us, one I recognized from the previous evening.

			He saluted Bannerville. “My lord, the marquisa invites you to dine with her at noon. She has a friend she believes you would like to meet.”

			“Indeed?” Chinless drawled. “Do I get to know the name of this friend before we dine?”

			“She said to say Prince Luis, my lord.”

			We exchanged glances. This was too good to be true.

			Bannerville dismissed the lad with a clipped word of thanks. Before he could move, I said, “Joel, are you still as old as you said you were last night?”

			The formal poker-face he had presented to Lord Bannerville melted into an impudent grin for my humbler station. “No, Sir Spender. What I said last night was wrong. I’ve been here twice as long as that.”

			“Then why did you lie to me?”

			“I thought you might not believe me.” He bowed and walked away, no doubt sniggering over his own cleverness.

			“What did he tell you last night?”

			“That he’d been in the marquisa’s service for two hundred years. That’s typical of this place, my lord! It’s a small ruin when seen from the outside, and a huge luxury palace inside, practically a small city, but it may be nothing but mirage and illusion. For all I know, Desidéria is an octogenarian and ugly as a pig. She will undoubtedly present you to some Prince Luis, but have you any idea what the real Prince Luis looks like?”

			“Not a clue, dear boy. We’ll leave the money bag where it is until we’re sure, yes?”

			Chapter 8

			The more I thought about the coming encounter, the more certain I was that it had to be a hoax. I said so and offered to prove it, if they would all come upstairs with me to our quarters.

			The view from the balcony was just what it had been the previous day, except that the tide was somewhat higher. The two boats I had seen beached in the cove were still there.

			“I can’t be absolutely certain,” I admitted, “because they’re too far away, but they look exactly like the same two boats that I saw there yesterday and they haven’t moved. So either Prince Luis camps in the woods near here, or he’s been here all the time and is Desidéria’s in-house lover wearing a false beard.”

			“He could have ridden in,” our ward said.

			“That trail through the forest is very rarely used. A boat trip and a walk up from that cove would be much easier.”

			He smiled paternally. “It’s almost noon, so we will soon find out.”

			But he wouldn’t find out, that was the point. Even if we knew what the rebel leader looked like, Desidéria’s enchantments would be quite capable of deceiving us. I decided I had to exert my authority.

			“My lord, in view of what happened to Master Robins, if you do propose to meet with this alleged prince, I must insist that I stand right beside you the whole time.” Blades have been known to jump in front of a dagger thrust when they had no time to draw.

			Chinless turned petulant. “That is not how diplomatic conversations are held, Leader.”

			“Brothers, do you uphold my decision?”

			Burl and Dragon spoke as one: “Aye, Leader.”
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			The throne room had been converted into a dining hall, with a large sideboard manned by three waiters and a table draped in white linen set for four. When we entered, the marquisa and her chancellor were standing in conversation with a tall man clad in hunting garb of brown leather. Chinless’s concerns about etiquette were suddenly irrelevant, for the stranger was wearing a sword and he was not, so it was permissible for him to keep his bodyguard with him. Burl and Dragon halted farther back, but still within summoning distance. I closed up on our ward, prepared to eavesdrop. Had Master Robins been present, he would have been able to tell when people were lying. I could not.

			The Cobra said, “Your Highness, I have the honour of presenting His Excellency Ambassador Designate Earl Bannerville of Chivial...”

			Luis, if that’s who he truly was, stood taller than anyone else in the room. He had an impressive chest and shoulders, a close-trimmed brown beard, a jutting hooked nose, and an air of imperial majesty. If he wasn’t royalty, he ought to be and Desidéria had designed him with her usual flair for effect.

			Glancing at her, I received one the greatest shocks of my life, for it was the first time I had viewed her in daylight. Her irises were not black, as I had assumed. All I had seen by candlelight had been her dilated pupils. Now I saw that her eyes were gold, and her pupils were vertical slits, like a cat’s. Noticing my start of surprise, she smiled sleepily at me, as if to warn me that now she had fulfilled one of her two promises, I was halfway to having to keep mine.

			“My cousin kept you waiting long enough,” Luis was saying. “Long enough to grow acorns, as we say here.”

			“Kings call the measure and the rest of us dance,” Chinless responded, accepting a goblet of wine from a silver tray. He raised it. “To your health and prosperity, Your Highness.”

			“And may Fitain and Chivial flourish again in their ancient friendship.”

			The toasts were then drunk. Small talk commenced: Desidéria’s palace, the grape harvest, and so on. All four of them were well practiced in the art of saying much and meaning nothing. Suddenly Luis was studying me.

			“I have heard about the king of Chivial’s Blades. That, I assume, is one of them?”

			“Indeed,” my ward said. “Sir Spender. Lightning on the half shell.”

			I tapped my sword hilt to confirm that I was more than furniture.

			“Your daily performances in the Praça Real induced hives of jealousy on every self-styled fencing expert in Lindora, Sir Spendero.”

			“Your Highness is gracious to say so.”

			“I would enjoy watching an exhibition, perhaps after our repast?” He had the grace to put the question to our ward, as he should.

			“I’m sure the lads will feel honoured to show off for you, Your Grace.”

			And so it went. The notables sat down and ate, with me standing at my ward’s back. The food, I noticed, was steaming hot. There was plenty of it, and it surely smelled delicious.

			After the meal, as the waiters were clearing the debris away, Luis asked Desidéria if she could send for some fencing foils. Bannerville told her not to bother, explaining that Blades practiced with real swords. “Spender says it keeps their attention on what they are doing.”

			So Burl took my place beside him, while Dragon and I put on an exhibition, which is not the same as real practice, but involves much leaping around and ringing steel. The hall provided us with plenty of room, and we used all of it, keeping it up until we were both soaked in sweat and gasping for breath, for the day was hot. As the audience applauded, I went back to my place, relieving Burl. I seriously needed warm water and soap; soon everybody else knew that as well as I did.

			Desidéria must have found my heated condition amusing, for she caught my eye and licked her lips—teasing again.

			Demonstrating his regality, Luis reached over to and passed me a couple of weighty gold coins, which I accepted graciously.

			Our hostess rose, and the men surged to their feet. “You gentlemen will want a little privacy now. Régulo and I will leave you to your affairs. When you need anything, have one of your swordsmen pull that bell cord over there, my lord.”

			She turned away, and then back again. “Spirits! I almost forgot. The king will receive you tomorrow, Everard. It will be an informal meeting only. He cannot accept your credentials at Casa Marítima; that must be done in the Palácio Real, but he will recognize you as a Chivian nobleman visiting this country, that is all.”

			Bannerville expressed gratitude and bowed. Desidéria gave me another sneaky smile. She had probably guessed that the ambassadorial credentials were in the red holdall at the bottom of the well. I wondered if they were still down there, or had been rescued during the night. Then she sauntered away, and five pairs of male eyes watched her all the way. That was the last time I saw Marquisa Desidéria da Eternidade.

			Prince and ambassador resumed their seats, facing each other. My doubts about Luis had just returned. If this man were really the leader of a nation-wide rebellion, what was he doing in Castelo Velho, only a few miles from the king? Did the king know he was here? And why had the marquisa just informed the rebel of the king’s location? Had she told the king of the prince’s? Montpurse had spoken truer than he knew when he described Fitish politics as a snake pit.

			Now for business. Bannerville let the prince speak first of course.

			It was a moment before he did, as if he were choosing his words carefully. “Afonso is crazy, you know.”

			“I admit I find His Majesty’s policies somewhat hard to comprehend.”

			“They make perfect sense to him—you cannot talk him out of them. His father and grandfather squandered the royal estate, so he is permanently short of money. The nobles own all the land and were getting ever richer by exporting wine to Chivial, so he is forcing them to sell through Isilond, which cooperates by taxing the trade and subsidizing him. In effect King Francois splits the profits with Afonso. I expect to have his head on my mantelpiece in another month or so. You just need to be patient a little longer.”

			“I will advise King Ambrose of this, of course.”

			“The next time we meet, Your Excellency, will be in the Palácio Real, when I accept your credentials.”

			And so on. Chinless knew where he was in that sort of game, which was like playing tennis with bubbles. He tried to establish what the future King Luis’s policies would be, while Luis fished for whatever he might get out of King Ambrose, ostensibly to help him restore trade but in fact to finance his rebellion. I was very hungry and soon very bored. It went on for a good hour, but at last Luis said that he had a long way to go and Chinless thanked him for making their meeting possible, then the next ten minutes were spent in flowery compliments and farewells.

			Our ward was very pleased with himself as we made our way back to Red Tower. At long last his mission was achieving something! He lamented the absence of Robins to write for him as he dictated his report, and told Dragon that he would have to take the secretary’s place. When we reached the base of the staircase, I held Burl back for a moment and told him to have Bruno deliver food and to save some for me. I was going to explore the environs of Castelo Velho.

			I watched the three of them circle up out of sight and then crossed to the unobtrusive door that led to the unfinished cellar. I was not at all surprised to discover that it was locked—indeed not just locked, but so firmly set in place that it might have been a carving of a door.

			I strode out of Red Tower and across the great quadrangle to the main gate on the east side. I was sure that there must be other entrances, but they would be easier to find from the outside. A dozen or so small children were playing on the grass, supervised by two women. At the gate, a couple of men-at-arms emerged from their guardroom as if to challenge me. They were not the men I had seen when we arrived, which made me wonder just how large Desidéria’s retinue was. I had the impression that it was huge but that most of them were being kept out of our sight. These two had the audacity to lower their pikes as if to block my departure. Without breaking stride, I drew Fortune and the challenge melted away. They stepped aside, grounding their pikes, and I walked out between them to cross the drawbridge.

			I was facing east then, facing the trail by which we had entered. I turned to my right. Seen from the outside, Castelo Velho was again a crumbling old ruin of no great size. Where was the deception? Was Desidéria’s palace the reality, magically camouflaged from outsiders? Or did the Cobra sorceress lurk within this relic of ancient times, bewitching intruders into seeing her dreams? If I believed the second theory, I should hustle my ward into his coach and rush him back to Lindora. Which reminded me that I had not seen Donato, Xande, or Silvio since we arrived.

			The southeastern tower looked very much like its partner on the northeast had when we came in—a crumbling cylindrical mass of reddish stone. From the interior it had appeared as an irregular, multicoloured polygon, emblematic of Chance. I pushed my way through the bushes and weeds until I reached the southwestern corner, just another decaying mass of local rock like the others, although when seen from inside it was the Red Tower in which we had our quarters. I still could not tell which was real and which was fake—ruined castle or glorious palace.

			Whichever it was, its western side stood too close to the cliff edge to be guarded by a moat, and the narrow shelf there was devoid of trees or shrubbery, coated in nothing but long, rough grass and some heaps of fallen building stone. By then, though, I had ruined my last remaining hose, and would have to ask Bruno to find me more.

			North of the building the forest returned, but in the base of the northwest tower I found what I was seeking, a small postern gate. A well-marked path led off into the forest. Seen from the interior, this was the striped tower representing Time, which seemed to be Desidéria’s personal haunt, for it was there she had her throne room and the bedchamber in which she had tantalized me with false promises.

			Dazzled by my own brilliance, I followed the path northward, into the woods. It was winding and narrow, as if stamped out by horses walking in single file, not by wagons. It was also in use, for I could see crushed weeds and horse droppings, some of them obviously fresh. Unlike the road by which we had come, this trail would explain how the castle inhabitants were kept supplied with food. Then I saw sky ahead of me, and emerged from the forest at the top of a cliff, overlooking the cove I had seen from Lord Bannerville’s balcony.

			Four men were manhandling a boat across the sand to the retreating tide. Another two were tending some horses. So! Perhaps “Prince Luis” had been genuine after all, and was now departing. This was the Cobra’s secret entrance, and I studied it carefully. Although the ground fell away steeply from my viewpoint, most of the slope to the beach was more gentle, and obviously horses could make the climb. A group of cottages suggested that the site was populated, so possibly spare mounts were kept there for arriving visitors’ use. Out to sea stood a distinctive pillar of rock shaped like an anvil, which probably helped shelter the harbour and would make a good landmark for incoming boats. All this encouraged me to believe that Desidéria’s palace was the reality and the crumbling ruin just magical camouflage.

			Having seen what I was hoping to, I retraced my steps to the castle. The postern refused to open for me, so I had to struggle through the brushwood torment, all the way back to the main gate. I was not unmindful of those ancient myths of men who were offered some fairy paradise and refused it, then changed their minds, only to find that it had disappeared forever. In my case, though, the curse did not apply just yet. Desidéria’s palace was still there. I entered unopposed and headed for the Red Tower, feeling that I had now earned my dinner.

			Chapter 9

			Morning brought a major surprise, a smartly dressed, haughty young clerk, barely recognizable as the formerly mousy, middle-aged Gudge. Having been given warning of this metamorphosis, Chinless was much amused by his Blades’ astonishment.

			“Master Gudge suggested that my entourage was much on the thin side, and he would be willing to take the late Master Robins’s place during our royal reception. I think he looks eminently competent to do so—very handsome. Don’t you agree, Leader?”

			The Blades’ instinctive distrust of the snoops rose in my throat like vomit. Which Grudge was genuine—the valet, the secretary, or neither? “Handsome is as handsome does, my lord.”

			Although he was shorter than I, Gudge somehow contrived to peer down his nose at me. “And weapons are only as sharp as those that wield them, swordsman.”

			We descended the great staircase to find our carriage drawn up outside, with Postilion Donato astride the nearside lead horse as before, and footmen Xande and Silvio standing around, ready to mount the rear ledge. The diminutive page, Joel, was perched on the box, grinning as always, but probably unaware that he was sitting right where Master Robins had died.

			Bannerville and Gudge climbed aboard, neither happy at the prospect of another bone-shattering drive over the ungroomed roads of western Fitain. Obviously the marquisa was not going to see us off personally. Since she had not even sent Don Régulo, she might still be sulking after my refusal.

			Castelo Velho stable hands were holding the three Blade horses. I mounted mine and nudged it closer to Joel.

			“You are our guide to Casa Marítima?”

			“Si, senhor!”

			“How long does it take these days?”

			He shrugged. “Not much over an hour.”

			“How long did it take four hundred years ago?”

			“There was no road at all, then, senhor. I remember when Afonso III ordered it built.”

			Restraining an urge to cuff a certain juvenile ear, I looked over the rig and decided that everything was in order. With my ward’s permission, I then ordered Burl to lead the way, and off we went. I might have bade a longer farewell to Desidéria’s fabulous palace had I been aware I was not destined to return.

			[image: ]

			We needed the best part of Joel’s predicted hour to retrace our trek through the forest and reach the pillared gateway where Robins had died. There we turned left, westward. On our journey from Lindora that road had seemed like a sorry excuse for a goat trail, but after the forest it was a fine highway, and we were able to make better speed.

			The road descended gently down to the shore, and thereafter we had frequent views of the great ocean, of waves lashing rocks or rolling up beaches. The morning was hot and still, but ominous clouds were rising to the west, suggesting that summer might be about to end at last. I recalled one of the sailors on Fair Voyage telling me that the swell outruns the storm. A cooling breeze off the sea would have been welcome.

			Wherever fresh water flowed there were little fishing villages of tidy white cottages with red tile roofs, shaded by trees I could not identify, other than orange, lemon, and palms of various shapes. Joel, our guide, was unnecessary, for I spotted Casa Marítima from a mile away. A wall about twelve feet high topped with spikes and enclosing an area of many acres could be sheltering nothing less than royalty. It was not a fortress, but no peasant child was going to scramble over that barrier to steal the king’s oranges.

			We had to stop and account for ourselves at the gates, of course, but we were expected and allowed through, with a second guide on the box, a man-at-arms who looked very little older than Joel—and must be centuries younger, by the boy’s tally. Casa Marítima was a small town in its own right, although the buildings were spread more widely than any genuine settlement would tolerate. There must have been a score of red-roofed white structures scattered in amongst the trees. Majestic white horses grazed among peacocks and plump geese.

			As we proceeded by a winding road through the grounds, I saw that they extended to the ocean’s edge, where foamy waves lapped dazzling white sand. I had never bathed in the sea, yet I found that beach hugely tempting. Half a dozen small craft were tied up at a long pier, and a couple of larger craft were on their way in. I could understand why King Afonso preferred to spend his summers here, but it would be stormy in the winter, so he must surely be planning to return to Lindora soon.

			The carriage halted outside a two-story building, larger than most, and we all dismounted. A squad of the Fitish Royal Guard, the Espadachim Real, saluted and for a moment we eyed them and they eyed us. They were so laden with plumes and gold braid that I wondered how they could possibly fight at all, and then concluded that perhaps they never did, because one approached me with a short length of thin wire—copper or soft bronze—and proceeded to fasten Fortune’s hilt to my belt, so I could not draw her. Burl and Dragon were being similarly rendered harmless. Our ward noticed but did not complain, and it was certainly a less offensive precaution than making us surrender our swords or wait outside under guard while he went in alone.

			The five-man Chivian delegation was then escorted indoors. I caught a brief glimpse of statues, paintings, and colourful ceramics, before we emerged into an atrium. It was spacious, although far smaller than the great quadrangle of the marquisa’s dream palace. No blustery sea breeze could reach in there, and the trees had grown tall and emaciated, hungering for the light. A few finely dressed ladies sat around on benches, heavily outnumbered by all the resplendent gentlemen, who stood in small groups, glittering with sartorial glory and no doubt gossiping venomously. Not one of them was gauche enough to stop talking and gape, but our arrival was noticed. I foresaw that my men and I might have great difficulty staying close to our ward once his royal audience was over, because there was sure to be a rush of courtiers to meet him. None of them moved yet.

			“If your lordship would be good enough to wait just here,” said a herald in a multicoloured tabard, “His Grace will receive you shortly.” So we stayed where we were. I had been taught to beware such instructions, but with the cream of Fitish society all around us, I could see no reason to be distrustful.

			Then a youngster of about my age strolled over to Bannerville and bowed slightly. His clothes were simply cut, yet he wore a jewelled star and a white sash. His fingers sparkled.

			“Rodrigo,” he said. “Crown Prince.” His smile was condescending, his poise haughty.

			Chinless reacted at once with the appropriate amount of grovel.

			“It is said,” the crown prince drawled, “that punctuality is the politeness of princes. Unfortunately, no matter how loudly it is said, my father never hears. He has been informed of your arrival. He will receive you before any of the others.”

			“Nothing in my future cannot wait upon that honour, Your Highness.”

			“These are some of the famous Blades, are they?” Rodrigo ran a languid eye over us henchmen. I wondered, not for the first time, whether our Loyal and Ancient Order was of more value as a defence or just as a topic of conversation. We must make a welcome change from the weather.

			“Always, Highness, like my shadow. Confidentially, at times they are a damned nuisance.”

			“But valuable when needed....”

			The experts continued to exchange small talk. I strove to appear neither bored nor gawky. I was, of course, being extremely vigilant, trying to watch everything that was happening. A sudden change in the social temperature told me that the king had arrived, although how I sensed it I do not know. A drop in the almost-inaudible hum of conversation, perhaps? Motion in the corner of my eye as courtiers bowed? In a few seconds I located a short, fat man who had arrived within a cordon of hangers-on like an encrustation of languid limpets. He was exchanging greetings, slowly making his way around the courtyard. I could not imagine Ambrose ever being unobtrusive like that. If Desidéria were truly Afonso’s mistress, then she must value power and wealth far above physical attraction. But she was also friends with that big, virile Prince Luis I had met only yesterday.

			It was at that moment that the spirits of chance vented their spite on us again, terminating Lord Bannerville’s diplomatic career and very nearly his life. They used me as their tool.

			Legends are passed around in Ironhall of Blades who react to their binding by developing a supernatural instinct for danger to their ward. Ask a visiting member of the Royal Guard and you will receive a shrug and an admission that very few Blades ever need to draw in anger, so very few are ever tested for such an ability. I do not claim that I had any such sixth sense, but vigilance is almost a Blade’s greatest virtue, and that day I proved to be too vigilant.

			I noticed that some of the court butterflies behind the crown prince were edging away from us, while their attention was on something behind and above us. Suddenly boredom became freezing terror, my mind sensing a trap and frantically hunting for a way out.

			King Afonso had a civil war on his hands. Unless he was leading his army in person, his whereabouts would normally be kept a state secret. Yesterday Desidéria had blatantly informed Prince Luis where his opponent was planning to be today. She could have told him without letting us hear her doing so, of course, but she did like to play games with—and on—men. And how did I know that she really was Afonso’s mistress? That was only rumour.

			Afonso had put off meeting with the new Chivian ambassador for half a year. He might have had many reasons for doing so, but if he were a timid sort, it might be that he feared assassination. In my naïveté I was certain that King Ambrose would never stoop to such a crime, but the Fitish government might suspect otherwise. Why else would a supposed ambassador go around with three renowned swordsmen at his heels?

			Why had the crown prince come forward to introduce himself? Correct protocol would have for the earl to be presented to the prince, not be sought out by him. One reason might be to make sure we didn’t wander around too much. Bannerville, Gudge, Dragon, Burl, and I—we were all rooted like trees, all attending Prince Rodrigo. I twisted my neck and glanced up at the gallery behind me, to see what the audience was watching.

			“Prince!” I demanded. “Do you always keep crossbowmen up there?”

			The four other Chivians all looked where I had.

			Rodrigo smiled. “Only on Thursdays, swordsman.”

			I reached down with my left hand to untwist the wire holding my sword.

			“Stop that!” he snapped, “or I will give the signal to shoot.”

			Gudge whipped out a knife and jumped forward to plunge it into the prince’s chest. As we had been trained to do, we Blades grabbed our ward and lifted him bodily away from where he had been standing, while shielding him with our own bodies. Crossbows cracked. Bolts clattered on the floor tiles like deadly hail, but most of them were aimed at Gudge, turning him into a human sea urchin. People screamed.

			In the distance, bugles began to sound and drums beat. I did not realize it then, but the two ships I had noticed approaching the shore had run up on the beach and begun unloading several hundred armed men, led by Prince Luis. Had they arrived just a couple of minutes earlier, our tragedy might not have happened.

			Chapter 10

			I cannot give a precise narrative of the ensuing events. Too much happened too quickly.

			I do remember our ward having hysterics like a terrified child, raucously trying to sob and laugh at the same time, completely out of his wits. He must have understood, the instant he saw his servant attack the prince, that even if his own life was not forfeit, his career and reputation were ruined. He was no warrior, trained to roll with punches or fight to bitter ends. He was so distraught that we had to drag him along with his feet barely touching the floor.

			It was our good fortune that we were still close to one of only two ways out of the atrium, so we were swept up in a stampede of panicked courtiers before the crossbowmen could reload, and then they didn’t dare try a second shot at us. In moments the mob flushed us right out of the building, back the way we had come. I remember standing on the road, blinking in the sunshine and noting the inky storm clouds looming almost overhead. Trees were thrashing already.

			What to do next? The decision was mine to make, and for a few moments I was paralyzed. The courtiers fled off to right and left, leaving us isolated. I had no idea where our coach had been taken, but the horses would certainly have been unharnessed and moved elsewhere. Even if we had time to find them, put the rig back together, and locate the road out, a coach would never outrun the horsemen who would certainly follow us. Our only chance must be the pier. If we could seize one of the small boats tied up there, then we might be able to make our escape. Drowning might be our best option.

			First we must move out of range of the crossbowmen, who must be in hot pursuit and could be expected to emerge at any minute from the doorway we had just left.

			It was then that I comprehended the bugles and drums, and saw the rebels wading through the surf and streaming up the beach.

			“Prince Luis!” I said. “Head for the ships.”

			I think Bannerville tried to protest, but with Burl clutching his right arm and Dragon his left, he had no choice—he went where they took him. I followed, looking back over my shoulder. How long before the crossbowmen appeared?

			Then I heard a drumming of hooves, and the royal cavalry charged into sight, galloping through the woodland inland from us. The rebels were making slow time over the soft sand of the beach, and their leaders slowed even more as they recognized the trap they had stormed into.

			Had we made it to down to the sea, all might have turned out better, but after the rebels’ ships had beached, their cargo of men had jumped out. Freed from their weight, both vessels refloated. The offshore wind was now carrying them seaward, and any rebels still aboard had mostly realized that they would be wiser to stay where they were.

			There was about to be a massacre, and four Chivians were trapped just where the parkland met the beach, between the two opposing forces, marked to be the first victims. Where to go? How to save our ward? How to avoid being the first Blades ever to die with their swords wired to their belts?

			“No!” I shouted. “The pier! That way!”

			Burl, Dragon, and their burden wheeled to the right and the four us fled even faster, dodging shrubbery, heading for the boats. Someone appeared at my side and grabbed hold of my left arm. I tried to swing a punch and was stopped by a treble voice I knew

			“Stop a moment, stupid! Stand still, will you?”

			I looked down and found Joel in nondescript servant clothing, not Desidéria’s black-and-gold livery that he had worn earlier. He held a pair of metal shears, and was struggling to cut the wire and free Fortune.

			“Where did you come from?”

			“Anselmo brought me, senhor.” Who was Anselmo? The kid’s answers never made sense.

			Snip! I drew my sword and felt like a man again. We sprinted forward. I replaced Burl at Bannerville’s side, and Joel set to work to free Thunderbolt.

			I have made it sound far simpler than it seemed at the time. You must understand that by then there were many factions milling around in the casa grounds, in among the trees, flowerbeds, and buildings: the rebel assault troops, already realizing that they had been betrayed, so that some were trying to retreat seaward while others were still heading inland; the royal cavalry lancing invaders regardless of who they were or where they were headed; royal infantry, at least some of whom were specifically after the Chivian scum—as were the crossbowmen who had now left the building in pursuit—terrified civilians running in all directions; loose horses, geese, and barking dogs; and three men in blue and green livery desperate to escape with their lives, and especially with Lord Bannerville’s life.

			Either Dragon or I stumbled and let go of Chinless, who promptly fell to his knees, still howling. Burl drew the newly released Thunderbolt with a shout of joy. Joel turned to free Dragon’s Fire, while Dragon bent to help Lord Bannerville up. Then a crossbow bolt went clean through Dragon’s head, pitching him forward over our ward, jetting his lifeblood everywhere. Sudden death can be very shocking, even in a battle.

			Bannerville, flattened under Dragon’s body struggled to get free of it while bleating, “What is happening? Will somebody please tell me? Who...”

			A deeper voice than Joel’s shouted, “This way, senhores! To the boat!” The speaker wore Bannerville blue and green—Silvio, our footman. What was going on?

			Burl and I hauled Dragon’s corpse off our blood-soaked ward, hoisted him to his feet, and ran with him. We were both right-handed, so I was forced to hold my rapier in my left hand, but I let Burl have the advantage because I knew that his edged sword would be much deadlier than my rapier in the sort of melee that was about to catch up with us. We necessarily followed Silvio, because he alone seemed to know what he was doing.

			The wind was coming in great gusts, still mostly blowing seaward, toward the storm. Surf was making the boats plunge and dance, while buckets and creels and casks were rolling around the decking on the pier. Masts swayed wildly. I could hear the sounds of boots drumming on the planks behind us, drawing closer. Then Donato, our postilion, came running to meet us. He and Silvio took Bannerville’s arms and urged him onward, ignoring his shrill protests at being manhandled by underlings.

			That left Burl and me to turn and face the pursuit. Six of the Espadachim Real were almost upon us, sabres drawn.

			“Throw down your swords!” shouted the leader. His helmet and breastplate were shiny and very fancy, but he had no gorget, so I parried his cut and stabbed him in the throat. Burl got the next one with a slash of Thunderbolt—also to the throat, I think, but I was too busy to watch. I hurdled the leader’s thrashing corpse, and ran Fortune into the next man’s eye. He hadn’t been expecting me quite so soon or at that angle. That left three... no, two. Burl had taken another. It was a very unfair contest. The last pair could reasonably have run back and waited until reinforcements arrived, and it is to their credit that they didn’t. So they died also.

			The score was then: Blades six, Espadachim one, and no prisoners would be taken after that.

			I could see the next squad of swordsmen running along the pier, at least eight of them. I screamed, “Run!” and we ran.

			So I was a killer now? I remember thinking that this was what I had trained for since I was a child and it didn’t make any difference. It did, of course, but at that moment I was too much afire to have scruples.

			To my horror, I saw my ward running back toward me. How he escaped from Donato and Silvio I neither knew nor cared. What mattered was that a gang of guardsmen was closing in on us, every one of them inflamed by the deaths of six of their comrades, and Bannerville was clean out of his mind. Gibbering nonsense, he tried to take hold of me.

			“Stop! Stop! Stop! You mustn’t do this, Spender. That boat is not safe. We have to explain that it was an accident, that Gudge wasn’t told to—” His babble ended when I buried my fist in his solar plexus. There are precedents described in the Litany.

			There was no way we could carry our ward and fight off the Fitish attack at the same time. “Back here!” I told Burl, and we dragged Bannerville five or six feet, to where a fish-drying rack narrowed the space available for the Espadachim’s attack. On the way, Burl scooped up a heavy iron kettle. When the enemy was close enough, he hurled it at them as if it were a javelin.

			And then, I suppose there was one less to worry about, but I cannot remember the resulting fight at all. All I recall is ringing steel, stamping feet, and screaming wounded. Then it was over, and I was leaning against the drying rack, gasping for breath, streaming sweat, and wondering where all the blood was coming from. It wasn’t until much later that I understood that I had been run through and only my binding was keeping me alive and upright. The dock was littered with bodies, only two of which were showing any signs of live at all. Which one of the corpses or casualties had wounded me, I have no idea. Burl was on his feet, but supporting himself by leaning on his sword. He was putting no weight on his left leg. In the distance, two of our opponents had retreated to a safe distance, but another squad was running along the pier and they carried crossbows. We could not fight those.

			“Go!” Burl shouted hoarsely. “Take him. I’ll hold off the two ninnies.”

			I said, “Right. Well fought, brother.” But I knew I was saying farewell. Turning, I saw that my ward had risen to his knees. He was weeping. I slid Fortune back in her loop, staggered over to Bannerville, hauled him upright, and began hustling him seaward.

			Hearing more slashing steel, I glanced back briefly and saw Burl die. He was standing on one good leg while swinging his “bastard” sword one-handed against two men with sabres. One of them managed to hit his good leg. He fell, and they went for him in a mad flurry of strokes as if they wanted to hack him in pieces.

			Lightning flashed, as if giving a signal, and blinding rain roared down.

			I had no idea where I was going until I saw Joel appear, dancing up and down about fifty feet ahead of me. There was no sign of Donato and the others, so I suppose they had hidden in the boat when they saw the archers coming along the pier. As I drew closer, Joel vanished again, following them, and then I heard orders being shouted behind me. I stopped and turned, pretty much leaning now on Lord Bannerville.

			The bowmen were lined up across the deck with their crossbows loaded and aimed straight at us. They were so close that I could look along the stocks into their aiming eyes. Not one of them would miss at that range. Their commander stood behind them.

			“Throw away your sword, Chivian!” he shouted.

			My ultimate aim must be to save my ward. If I refused the order, he would probably be shot, too. I drew Fortune, but held on to her, still undecided. I could charge the enemy and hope to kill or at least wound one man, but I would die and Bannerville probably would also. There was a faint chance that he would be allowed to live if I surrendered.

			But all the bows were pointing at me, none at him. So I could draw the bolts away from him. I yelled, “Starkmoor!” and charged. I should certainly have died at that moment, had fate not intervened. As we all well know, chance is elemental, and I was saved by one of the rebel ships. Winds and waves had carried them out, and one of them now was blown, bow first, into the side of the pier, right behind the bowmen. The impact made the deck jump like a spooked filly.

			The shock came exactly as their leader shouted, “Shoot!” Bolts went in all directions. One of them hit my thigh, shattering the bone. Another, although I did not know it then, struck Bannerville a glancing blow on the top of his head. We both went down.

			That saved us from the archers, because the wind swung the ship around, and her bowsprit swept the deck clear, sweeping them away as a cook scrapes onions off a chopping board. It hurled most of them into the sea, and probably killed or wounded the rest, but it passed clean over me and my ward.

			Screaming orders in a piercing soprano, Joel brought Donato, Xande, and Silvio, and they dragged the two us to the comparative safety of their leaping little boat. I don’t remember, but I must have been loaded aboard like a sack, and I expect my ward was also.

			Chapter 11

			So in the end Lord Bannerville’s Blades failed to save him. It was the flunkies he had hired in the alleyways of Lindora who carried him to the boat—Xande, Donato, and Silvio, directed by the boy Joel. Anselmo, the fisherman whose boat it was, cast off, and we escaped, I without my honour, my sword, or my brothers.

			We had survived the battle ashore, but were at the mercy of the storm. Anselmo struggled to raise the sail despite the efforts of his landlubber crew to assist. By the time I began to come around, we were fighting our way clear of the shore and in just as much danger from the wind and sea as we had been from the king’s army. The boat was a single-masted fishing skiff, cramped, dirty, and rank.

			I had a hole right through my abdomen and a shattered thigh, and there are limits to the damage even a Blade can survive. I remember Joel desperately trying to stop my bleeding, but by then I was hurting too much to care. I do not remember being carried ashore through the surf, long after dark and the departure of the storm. I understood that my ward was still alive. That was all that mattered, and even that mattered very little.

			So what did happen on that chaotic morning? It was many months before I learned the outcome, and there is much I still do not know. Prince Luis walked into a trap and died in the battle. I never found out whether the man Desidéria had introduced us to the previous day was the genuine rebel prince or not. The one who died was, but I never caught a glimpse of him.

			Crown Prince Rodrigo survived Gudge’s attack, although the knife had penetrated a lung. The king, who had known there was going to be fighting, had arranged for several teams of healers to be on hand, and his son was rushed to treatment as a priority patient. What was Gudge’s motive? I still believed that he was a snoop from the Dark Chamber, but I never established this for certain. He may have thought that he could settle the trade problem and thus satisfy the Bannerville’s mission’s purpose, by killing the king. It seems more likely that he believed that the king was behind Robins’s murder and wanted revenge. That is what I believe, because when he heard the drums and bugles starting and realizing that Afonso was now unlikely to come within his reach, he settled on the crown prince instead. He certainly did not live long enough to explain.
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			Blades guarding their wards are notoriously hard to kill. The impalement ought to have done for me by bleed-out or blood poisoning, but it didn’t. My thigh was shattered, and it was a long time before the swelling went down enough for Joel to bind it in splints. That hurt so much I wanted to break his sweet little neck.

			It was many days before I became aware of my surroundings. I knew I was in a poky cottage and very close to the sea, for the sound of waves never stopped. I was in considerable pain, so it was a long time after that, even, before I realized that the woman weeping over me and begging me to live was Graça.

			She told me later that I suddenly opened my eyes and said, “Will you marry me if I do?”

			She said, “Of course,” so I said, “All right,” and from then on I began to get better. It made a nice story, but I cannot vouch for it.

			She told me later that very soon after we had left Lindora, bound for Castelo Velho, Senhor Ernesto had called her in to tell her that I had been wounded, and had been asking for her. Graça agreed to go and nurse me, and was promptly sent off with a man who refused to answer any of her questions. A boat delivered her to the cottages below Castelo Velho the next day. Bannerville and I arrived a few hours later. This makes no sense, because it means that news of my injuries reached Lindora before they happened. It was weeks before I could ask questions, and by then memories were fading and it didn’t matter anyway.

			My ward survived also, although he had taken a serious blow to the head. A fraction lower, and the bolt would have shattered his skull and killed him. As it was, he lost a strip of scalp and half his wits. He was damaged more by the realization of utter failure. Ambassador or not, he could expect death if King Afonso caught him, and little less if he escaped from Fitain and survived to report to King Ambrose.
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			Four of us lived in that cottage that winter: Graça, Bannerville, Joel, and me. Graça tended the patients, Joel kept the fire going, gathered driftwood, brought water from the spring, and generally did the work of three grown men. Every day, despite howling winter storms, he climbed the path to Castel Velho to fetch food. Later, when I was asking questions, he refused to say who provided it. The castle was just a ruin now, he insisted, although he did try to convince me that sometimes it was a ruin and sometimes it wasn’t. Either the kid was a compulsive liar with a high-power imagination, or he was telling us what Desidéria wanted him to.

			My ward’s external head wound healed, but the damage inside did not. He spent all his waking hours either staring into the fire, or stalking the beach alone, which drove me insane because I couldn’t go with him.

			By the time spring arrived and we began to see sails on the sea, I was capable of walking on crutches, and even responding to Graça’s caresses in bed. My ward had improved, also, but he had aged ten years and was not the man he had been.

			One evening, when the four of us were eating a superb fish stew that my love had prepared by some miracle over an open fire with almost no utensils, the haggard old man who had once been Lord Bannerville suddenly asked me, “When are we going to leave here?”

			“I have no idea, sir,” I said. “If the authorities catch us, we will almost certainly hang. Unless, of course, Prince Luis won the war.” I looked enquiringly to Joel, who was busily eating. He was still a mystery to me. At times he chattered like the child he seemed, while at others he was as tightlipped and steadfast as an emperor’s chancellor. Sometimes I could almost believe his fairy tales of being immortal.

			“He didn’t.”

			“And the marquisa isn’t up at the castle?”

			He shook his head.

			“Then how long do we stay here?”

			He swallowed. “Two more days. There’s a boat coming for you. It’ll take you out to a ship bound for Chivial.”

			I growled. “How do you know that?”

			He grinned. “I dreamed it.”

			Dreamed or not, it was valid information. I think Senhor Ernesto paid our passage home. That morning Joel wished us all fair voyage, and walked up the path, out of our lives. Anselmo’s fishing boat returned and ferried the three of us out to a whaling ship. Three weeks later we landed in Brimiarde, ragged and emaciated, looking like risen dead.

			Chapter 12

			The captain told the harbour master, who sent word to the port warden, who came to see for himself before summoning the innkeeper of the Queen Godleva to warrant that we were indeed the earl and Blade who had stayed with him a year ago, although he wasn’t quite sure about me. I looked older than Bannerville, and still hobbled painfully on crutches.

			Two days later Sir Felix and Sir Raptor of the Royal Guard arrived to escort us to Grandon. They were extremely polite to Chinless, although they left no doubt about his destination. Me they regarded with all the warmth of polar ice, because a Blade who had lost his sword and brought back a grievously damaged ward was not worth spit. I could not argue with that. Since we were clearly incapable of travelling on horseback, they had to hire a coach, and that pleased them even less. When they had to admit that we couldn’t appear in court in what we had on our backs and then had to dip into their personal purses to clothe us, I began to see the joke.

			We duly reached Grandon and Greymere Palace. Graça was as impressed as I was. Bannerville was a quivering jelly, knowing that he must report to the king. The king was not there that day, but Commander Montpurse was, and he handed me down from the coach himself. There was no reproach in his sky blue eyes, only sympathy and horror. He saluted Lord Bannerville and also Graça when I presented her. He delegated four men to guard my ward, so that he could detach me for a private talk. He took me to his private quarters and settled me on a comfortable chair with a glass of excellent wine in my hand. He sat on the edge of a bench and said, “Now talk.”

			When I reached Marquisa Desidéria and her castle, his flaxen eyebrows rose. “You will have to repeat all this to the king and Grand Inquisitor, you know.”

			“I can only tell them what I saw, and if I can’t tell how much was real, how can they? If I’m crazy, then so is my ward, for he saw it too.”

			The commander shuddered when I described the battle at Casa Marítima. “The Fitish ambassador reported that your ward was in league with the rebels and tried to assassinate the crown prince.”

			“Gudge did.” I saw that even Montpurse did not believe me then. He had known Gudge.
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			The next day I was summoned before the king. As I had to take stairs one step at a time, I was carried up by a couple of footmen lest I keep my sovereign waiting. That was the first humiliation of a hellish morning.

			The council chamber was a gloomy, high-ceilinged room, panelled in dark wood, with mullioned windows at one end. Chairs stood all around the walls, but no one was using them until I arrived. King Ambrose was already there, huge in his silken peacock splendour. He glared at my crutches and told me to sit. Then he scowled even more horribly at Bannerville, who was shaking as if he had an ague. Ambrose told him to sit down also. This was extremely unusual.

			Grand Inquisitor was a tall and hugely fat woman garbed in black, with unblinking fishy eyes in a pudding face, but she was left standing on her flat feet. A Blade always stood by the door when the king was in council, and that day Montpurse himself was doing the honours.

			“I am distressed to see you so out of sorts, Everard,” Ambrose said. “What ails you?”

			Lord Bannerville tried to explain and began to weep.

			His Majesty turned his glare on me. He looked much more menacing than he ever had at Ironhall. “Spender, isn’t it?”

			“Aye, sire.” I was not much impressed with the royal memory now, being certain that he had heard my name mentioned within the last hour or so.

			Being then so bidden, I told him what was wrong with my ward—that he had seen his valet murder the crown prince, that he had been rushed away like a parcel by his Blades until Sir Dragon had fallen on him, soaking him in blood and brains, and soon after he had been struck on the head with a crossbow quarrel, only to be dragged to the edge of the pier and manhandled aboard a boat.

			“The healers can do no more for him?”

			“He hasn’t seen any healers, Your Majesty. For the last six months—”

			Ambrose had heard enough. He roared at Montpurse, who hastily opened the door and summoned a couple of the Blades on duty in the anteroom, and they rushed Lord Bannerville off to the palace elementary to be conjured. I could have used some healing myself, but instead I was left to tell the whole unbelievable story while the king paced restlessly up and down the chamber and Grand Inquisitor stood and stared at me with unblinking pebble eyes.

			It went well enough until I mentioned that Master Robins had started to convert Chivian letters of credit into Fitish scrip, and that reminded His Majesty of all the money he had sent along with his new ambassador.

			“Money? What happened to the money?”

			I began to explain about the red holdall and the warding on it. I hadn’t even mentioned the Castelo Velho by then, so the story at once became as snarled as a bramble hedge.

			“Death?” Ambrose roared. “You’re telling me that there was a death curse on some of your luggage?”

			Up to that point he had not yet admitted that Master Robins had belonged to the Dark Chamber, so I brought Gudge into my tale. He wanted to know who Gudge was. That took the stress off me for a while, because he rounded on Grand Inquisitor.

			“Is this correct? I am to believe that Lord Bannerville’s valet was another of your accursed snoops?”

			“I should prefer to make my report on this matter to Your Majesty later, in confidence.”

			“My Majesty wants it now!” Ambrose roared. “How long had you been spying on him? How many of my friends do you spy on?”

			“Never spying, sire! We do provide some training for those in close attendance on you or your intimates. First aid, for example...” Waffle and hokum.

			While that fascinating little dialogue was in progress, Montpurse went to the table, poured a glass of wine, and brought it to me. I nodded gratefully. He winked to indicate that I was doing very well.

			“So!” the king concluded. “We will discuss this later, Grand Inquisitor.” He stamped back and glared down at me. “So what happened to Inquisitor Robins?”

			“He was shot down from ambush, sire. I don’t know who arranged that. It could have been King Afonso, or the rebel Prince Luis, or even Marquisa Desidéria, because we never established whose side she was on...”

			Ambrose hauled a chair around and sat down, facing me. Montpurse later confided to me that he had never seen this happen in the council chamber before, which might be interesting, but now I had to endure the royal glare at close quarters. “So what happened to this death-trapped money bag you described?”

			“The marquisa threw it down a well, sire.”

			The king fell back in the chair, appalled. “Down a well? My gold?”

			“Yes, sir. I know it was a deep well, because I heard it fall.” That was the only lie, or near-lie, I told him. I did not mention that it was a dry well and that I had heard a thud, not a splash. The fat woman did not catch the omission, because I had spoken no actual falsehood.

			The king stared at me for a long moment and I wondered if he was going to send me straight back to Fitain to retrieve his money. But what he said—in a very different tone of voice—was, “You haven’t had any healing enchantment either, have you, Spender? Since you were injured?”

			“No, sire.” Did he think I was hallucinating?

			He rose up in majesty. “Commander, see that Sir Spender is properly cared for. You and I have to leave for Nythia tomorrow, but I want you to put one of your most senior men in charge of this. When Lord Bannerville and his ward are recovered, have them each dictate a full report, but have Blades write it down, because I want it all kept very secret.”

			With that he headed for the door, which Montpurse opened for him. At the last moment the king turned.

			“Sir Spender, I thank you for bringing my friend back.” Then he swung his bulk around in a swirl of silk and was gone. That was the last I ever saw of King Ambrose.
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			My ward and I benefitted greatly from the healing enchantments, however belated. I was able to throw away my crutches, needing only a cane. He recovered most of his wits, although he was never the man he had been—which was not a high standard to judge by, as you know.

			We dictated our reports, as instructed. While Ambrose may have trusted his Blades not to gossip around the court, he was sadly mistaken if he thought they would ever keep secrets within the Order. I had no doubt that Burl and Dragon’s deaths were soon entered into the Litany of Heroes at Ironhall. Even before I left Grandon, I was quietly handed a rapier named Fortune, an exact replica of the one I had lost, except that it had a white pebble instead of a cat’s eye gem on the pommel. Official Blade swords could not be given away without approvals sealed with the royal signet.

			When Bannerville and I had finished our reports, the king was still crushing rebels in Nythia, so my ward decided to head home to Willows Hall and await the royal summons. I had hoped that Graça might be granted a language conjuration to teach her Chivian, but none of us had any money yet, and she had to learn our language the hard way.

			She loved her new home, and was soon making the place run as smoothly as the Gran River. We settled into a happy family life, with our only problem being the enormous amount of time I had to spend attending my ward as an only Blade.

			By now Graça must have noticed how the malevolent spirits of chance never leave off tormenting me for long. Just two years after our return they sent a miracle, in that she conceived. We had never expected that, for she was about forty-three years old. She had an easy confinement and produced a fine son, perfectly healthy, although congenitally stubborn and resistant to discipline, as you must know by now. Since I didn’t know my father’s name, we agreed to name him Reyes, after Graça’s. He doesn’t pronounce it quite the way she did. She died of puerperal fever two weeks after he was born. He ran away from home when he was thirteen.

			The king never summoned Bannerville back to court, but he did send clerks of the exchequer to claim repayment of the money that had gone down Desidéria’s well, plus all the rest that Robins had spent, even the emergency funds I had wrung out of him for Burl, Dragon, and myself. Those had all gone, as had everything else we owned, for our coach had remained at Casa Marítima.

			About two years after our return, Commander Montpurse turned up at Willows Hall with a squad of five other Blades. He paid his respects to Lord Bannerville, but his real business was with me. He opened a box that one of his men produced, and showed me three swords, weapons I knew at a glance—Fire, Fortune, and the great Thunderbolt. My hand trembled as I took up Fortune and kissed her.

			“You probably haven’t heard yet that Afonso died,” Montpurse said, smiling. “But he did. Undeservedly peacefully, I understand. Rodrigo is king now, and he sent these to Ambrose, as a sort of peace offering, I suppose, as much as a tribute to the fight you three put up. You killed at least a dozen men, apparently, and wounded others. You didn’t tell us that, Sir Spender!”

			“I didn’t know. Burl and Dragon did the heavy work. I was just our ward’s mule.”

			“You’re a lousy liar, Blade. Never mind. That news must be recorded in the Litany of Heroes, and their swords must be Returned to Ironhall to hang in the Sky of Swords forever. King Ambrose, as Head of our Order, has decreed that you are to attend to this personally.”

			“But—”

			“No buts. He can still give you orders. I am going to leave four men here to guard your ward with their lives until you return. They are all to swear that oath to you. You ride for Starkmoor tomorrow, Sir Spender!”
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			I did as I was told. It was a very strange mission. Old Sir Silver had gone at last, and Sir Vicious was now Grand Master. The current seniors had been mere children when I was bound, and still seemed like children to me. I wanted to weep for them, the poor dupes. I remembered none of them—except one, because he was the tallest and had bright red hair. I did not recall his name, and it wasn’t the name he later made infamous. You all know who I mean, but that is another story.

			Book Four: Time
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			Chapter 1

			“Thirty years ago,” Spender said sourly, “this place was called The Queen Godleva, and it sold pretty fair ale.”

			Rhys just nodded and did not comment. He considered that the inn was probably in better shape than ex-Queen Godleva herself, since she had committed suicide after King Ambrose had divorced her for the crime of giving him a daughter but no son.

			Spender’s Army, as Sharp called them, had arrived at Brimiarde. They were tired and the hour was late, but there were things to be decided. The Queen Godleva was now called The Spinnaker, and they had chosen it because it was reputed to be the cheapest in town. Despite that reputation its taproom was far from full, which suggested that it also sold the worst ale. There were mouldy patches on the walls, the rushes on the floor had long since been trampled to mud, and the few other men present were huddled in a far corner, arguing noisily among themselves, possibly about the foul odours drifting out of the kitchen.

			“There’s one thing we have not discussed,” Trusty said. “And that’s the curse. You said the treasure was all in a red holdall, and anyone who tries to open it dies. That’ll kind’ov take the charm off winning, won’t it?”

			“Not all of the original ten million,” Dad said. “But likely more than nine. A few thousands got spent. The rest’s all in bank scrip and some of the banks may have closed their doors in the last thirty years. None of you will remember Vicious. He was Grand Master when I Returned Burl and Dragon’s swords, but he’d been Grand Wizard and Master of Rituals before that, and I asked his opinion. He suggested that a warding like that would probably not have much power left after it had killed a man, and after so many years the power would have faded a lot anyway. Then, after humming and hawing for a while—he was a fussy little man—he suggested that, failing all else, since there were four straps holding the bag closed, you could have four men all try at the same time to open it. It couldn’t possibly be strong enough to kill all four of them.”

			That statement produced a thoughtful pause. Rhys wondered how much each of them was prepared to risk on this treasure hunt. Sharp was a gambler by nature, always dreaming of wealth. Trusty was probably motivated mostly by thoughts of adventure and brotherhood. Rhys himself was driven by loyalty to the father he had deserted so long ago, but he did wonder about Dad. Was it the money or memories of Desidéria that drove him now? Did he fully recognize that if she had been around seventeen back then, she must be close to fifty now? It was hard to image a woman of that age offering her naked body to a man she only just met.

			The silence was broken by Sharp, who slapped a hand down on the table, and then lifted it again to show four dice. “Anyone want to play Call It And Roll It?”

			When no one responded, he laughed and took his dice back.

			“For a quarter of nine million crowns I would,” Trusty said. “Betting IOUs, not cash.”

			“So where do we start tomorrow?” Rhys asked. “The royal stable?”

			“Definitely not!” Sharp’s vehemence provoking surprise.

			“We have to turn in the king’s horses,” Rhys protested.

			“Not yet.” Sharp looked around the group with a wicked grin. “That’s the last thing we do. We first have to worry about our passports.”

			“We don’t have any pass—”

			“Right. And the law says that no Chivian leaves Chivial without a passport signed by a member of the privy council.”

			Pause. Then Rhys laughed. “All right, tell us.”

			“We go to the castle and ask to see the port warden.”

			“Is he a member of—”

			“No,” Sharp said irritably. “He’s a knight of the Order, like us. A former deputy leader. I told you. Sir Goodwin.”

			“And?” The other two were leaving the questioning to Rhys.

			“And you leave the conversation to me. Be sure to bring your cups.”
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			Brimiarde Castle, which dominated the mouth of the harbour, was also where the king’s horses were boarded, but Sharp insisted that the Army leave their borrowed mounts at the inn and walk. Rhys had no idea what was brewing in his companion’s devious mind, but it was a fine morning, the walk wasn’t far, and going on two feet made a pleasant change after three days on four. The streets were no narrower or filthier than Grandon’s, and the buildings were lower, letting in more light. The people seemed friendlier, nodding and smiling to strangers.

			Most of their route took them close to the docks, for the town sprawled around the shores of a great bay. The harbour was a forest of masts, with ships and boats of all sizes, from fishing smacks to galleons. Trade had boomed here mightily since his day, Dad said. All Eurania was at peace—even Baelmark was behaving itself, relatively speaking, and King Rodrigo of Fitain had turned out to be a lot more reasonable than his father.

			One ship especially impressed Rhys, a great three-master that towered over all the others like a swan amid ducklings. It boasted high two-story “castle” both fore and aft, was decorated with gilt, and flew the royal flag. He paused to ask a man unloading barrels of salted fish and was told that it was Ranulf, the king’s new warship.

			Probably few gentlemen ever arrived at the castle gate on foot, but four cat’s eye swords could always command respect, especially here, where the warden himself was known to belong to the Order. Sharp, their self-appointed spokesman, announced that Sir Spender of the King’s Blades and some companions wished to speak with Sir Goodwin. The man-at-arms raised his nose and explained that he presumed that they referred to His Excellency Baron Goodwin, but if the noble knights would care to wait a minute...

			The Army did not have to wait long, possibly just long enough for Goodwin to belt on his own Blade sword. His office was three stories up, and very splendid, commanding a fine view of the busy harbour. It had charts on the walls, model ships on its shelves. Baron Goodwin was standing behind a fine oak table to receive the visitors. Peering over Dad’s shoulder as they entered, Rhys thought he saw a sudden and curious change come over the man’s expression. It looked very much like relief—as if perhaps, their host had been told that four Blades wanted to see him, but he had been worried that they might be wearing the livery of the Royal Guard?

			Rhys barely remembered him as one of the senior officers in the Guard during the very early days of his own service. Goodwin admitted that he could not return that compliment, but he did recall Trusty and Sharp, and expressed profound respect at meeting the legendary Sir Spender. He was tall for a Blade and had added width and depth since being dubbed. He must be nearing forty, for there were silver threads in his beard, but he had prospered in his new post, and sported a fancy red-and-blue uniform with gold spangles.

			The great table in the big office held five men around it easily. Refreshments were brought—a keg of ale and a wheel of fine-smelling cheese. The ale was better than The Spinnaker’s, but still too green. The cheese was much better, being greener. Of course the meeting must first wander through a forest of platitudes, but eventually it escaped and got down to business. Goodwin inquired of Spender how he might help them; Spender passed the query to Sharp.

			“We have banded together on a sort of, um, call it a quest.” He made their expedition sound as innocent as a picnic on a beach. “We were wondering if you happened to know of any small craft that we could charter for perhaps two months, maybe three. Depends on whether the spirits of air send us fair winds, of course. Our finances are strained, but all of us, saving Sir Spender, would be willing to haul on ropes, if properly directed. Brother Rhys, here is an excellent cook.”

			That was news to Rhys. He had never in his life tried to cook anything. It might even be true, if he could have inherited the skill from his mother.

			Lord Goodwin’s face remained attentive, but less informative than the walls of his castle. “What sort of craft do you have in mind?”

			“Something large enough for the deep seas, but small enough to beach.”

			Goodwin stroked his beard for a moment, deep in thought. “I received a very odd warrant just yesterday,” he said at last, and rose to pull it from a shelf. He held it up to show the royal privy seal but did not pass it around. “This orders me, as a matter of state importance, to make absolutely certain that no men carrying cat’s eye swords depart for foreign realms without displaying valid passports.”

			That, Rhys thought, was that. Dad would be taken in and questioned again before the Inquisitors.

			But Sharp was not yet ready to quit the field, for he held out a hand. “May I see that, please?” And when Goodwin had reluctantly handed him the warrant and he had studied it for a moment, “Yes, I thought so. This was written by Master Kromman, the king’s secretary—a former snoop and certainly no friend of Blades. He is rumoured to have custody of the privy seal these days.”

			Sharp returned the warrant. “I wouldn’t put too much stock in that, brother. Kromman is a notorious troublemaker. In any case, it can’t apply to us. We’re only intending to explore around the shores of Chivian—fishing, salt water swimming, and so on. Nothing to worry anyone else, except for fathers of beautiful daughters in coastal settlements.”

			Rhys carefully did not meet anyone else’s eye. He could not believe that Kromman was sending out warrants without at least a broad, deniable hint from the king. Ambrose, sly old devil, had obviously not forgotten the treasure lost in Fitain, and the Dark Chamber would certainly have kept its report on Dad’s interrogation, so Kromman knew the whole story.

			Spender’s Army should have gone to some less obvious port.

			Goodwin pretended to be relieved. “That’s all right then... brother. You mentioned beaching. Any chance that you’ll attempt to land on an open shore after dark?”

			“If we must, I suppose,” Sharp said vaguely.

			“Because... You remember Sir Orca?”

			“Yes.” Sharp perked up and looked to Trusty. “Five years ahead of us, about?”

			Trusty nodded. Rhys, too, could recall him. He’d been a notorious daredevil and lecher even by Royal Guard standards, frequent winner of orgy contests.

			“I asked because Orca’s an expert in night landings. He’s got a boat that might suit you, and he’s in deep trouble. That’s often true, but this is worse than usual. He faces serious charges, so his boat’s been sequestered. He’s had to let his crew go. There’s also a couple of furious fathers after him, but that’s just his monkey business as usual.”

			The warden’s visitors exchanged smiles all round.

			“Could just be our man,” Sharp said.

			Goodwin leaned forward, dropping the pretence. “Whatever you’re after, he’s going to want a cut.”

			Sharp shrugged to demonstrate indifference. “We might negotiate something. One fifth of the fish, likely. If we catch anything. He’ll have to collect his own beautiful maidens.”

			“What about this sequestration business?” Dad said.

			“Well, the sheriff’s a friend of mine. I can probably get the case put off for two or three months and release the boat in the meantime—so the man can earn a living.”

			The Blade fraternity was working again. Rhys guessed that this was not the first time Warden Baron Goodwin had helped out Sailor Orca. But then the warden sighed. “Of course he will have to put up some sort of warranty.”

			Brotherhood could only stretch so far?

			Seeing Sharp looking at him expectantly, Rhys opened his satchel and brought out the cups, which he unwrapped and set on Baron Goodwin’s desk. Baron Goodwin’s eyes widened and shone as bright as the gold.

			“There’s two hundred crowns right there, just in the bullion,” Sharp said. “The workmanship’s worth a fair bit more of course.”

			“Then let’s say two-fifty, will we?” the warden said, looking to Rhys. “I’ll hold them as surety for the return of Sea Devil until you redeem them.” He took them up and set them on a high shelf where they would be clearly visible to all future visitors. “By the way, did you turn in your horses when you came here? No?... I’ll send men to fetch them, then. Where are you staying?”

			He did not resume his seat, which was a strong hint that the interview was over, and the sooner the better. He pointed out the approximate location where Sir Orca’s Sea Devil was tied up. Hands were shaken all round, which left Rhys with a strong desire to wash his.
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			They marched out of the castle two-by-two, but in a moment Sharp announced that he needed to dispose of that rotten ale before it poisoned him, and stepped into a convenient corner.

			Rhys joined him. Addressing the wall straight ahead, he said, “Ambrose did remember the treasure.”

			“’Fraid so. One gets you a thousand he called in that turd Kromman and told him to find out what you and your dad were going to do. Goodwin knows that we’re up to something. The question is, whose side is he on?”

			“Ours, surely? A Blade helping Blades? He warned us about the warrant he’d received. He asked us about the horses, because the stable master probably has orders to report Blades turning any in.”

			“Well, I hope so,” Sharp said. “Goodwin swore loyalty to the king a long time ago, just as we did, but Goodwin doesn’t know that the king has no moral right to the treasure, which we do.”

			“And he seemed very certain that Orca would agree to join us.”

			“I’m sure he will. Landing on a beach by night? Obviously Orca’s a smuggler, and Goodwin gets a slice of the profits in return for looking the other way, but this time something’s gone wrong and the sheriff’s involved—common law, not maritime. But we brought him a good way to lose the accused and thus muddy the water. If Orca never returns, so much the better. Orca is probably facing a date with the hangman at worst, loss of his boat at best. He’ll cooperate!”

			Sharp was much better at analyzing other people’s devious ethics than Rhys was, although now he could understand why Goodwin had looked so worried at being told that four Blades wanted to see him. Only Blades ever dared try to arrest Blades. Old Blades never starved—but they didn’t always stay honest, either. He hadn’t known that.

			He was surprised at the strength of his nostalgia for his contribution to the expedition. “I just hope that Goodwin keeps my gold cups well hidden. They have my name on them, remember!”

			Sharp said, “Not for long. It would be no great job for a goldsmith to change your name on them to Goodwin’s. Every Blade dreams of winning the king’s cup. Greasy Tom buys them off stony-broke knights for fifty crowns and sells them for two hundred to wealthy knights, suitably re-engraved. You shouldn’t have let Goodwin see both of them.”

			Rhys knew he was hopeless at such chicanery. Obviously Sharp was an expert. It was good—in fact essential—to have him on your side in a shady undertaking like this. “So you do think Ambrose has put the Dark Chamber on our trail?”

			“Of course he has,” Sharp said, lacing up. “And we need to move out like acute diarrhoea.”
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			At Sharp’s suggestion, they went around by The Spinnaker, paid for their night’s lodging, and recovered their packs, which were not heavy to carry. Their horses had already been collected and led away by the port warden’s men.

			Sea Devil was easy enough to find, as she had her name painted on her stern and was the only vessel they had seen chained to a bollard. The padlock bore an impressive seal with the royal coat of arms on it. She was a tubby craft, about fifteen feet long, with a deck, two hatches, and a single mast. The deck was cluttered with ropes, two extra-long oars, and other nautical jumble. One hatch was open.

			“You’re our marine expert, Dad,” Rhys said. “What do you think of her?”

			“I’m no sailor! I can tell she’s old but she looks well kept. I’m sure she’ll roll in any sort of weather. Wonder where the owner is?”

			His question was answered by a muffled snore.

			“I think I can guess.” Rhys cupped his hands and yelled, “Starkmoor!”

			The answer was another snore.

			Dad chuckled. “Try harder.”

			Rhys jumped.

			The deck was about four feet lower than the quay, and he deliberately landed with a thump. The boat rolled, timber creaking against timber. A moment later a man shot up in the open hatch like a jack-in-the-box, clutching a sabre that probably had a cat’s eye on the pommel. He sported a mop of black curls, a week’s stubble on his face, and—since he had no clothes on at least his visible half—a mat of black chest hair. He bellowed, “What the shit do yo want?”

			“You, brother.”

			“Get off my—” Then, “Brother? Rhys?” Orca looked upward. “Trusty! And Sharp?”

			“And my father, Sir Spender. We’re on a crazy-mad treasure hunt, and we need a boat. We’ve just been to see Baron Goodwin. He’s going to release your boat for a couple of months if you’ll join the party.”

			Orca’s eyes gleamed. “When d’we leave?”

			“How soon can we leave?”

			“Soon as that chain comes off.”

			Suspicious of this instant acceptance, Rhys said, “You’re willing, then? This will be risky—could be dangerous and completely unprofitable.”

			“Not’s much as what’ll happen this afternoon if I don’ go.”

			“You’re getting married?” Rhys thought he was making a joke.

			“How’d you know that?” Orca looked up at the grins on the dock. “At sword point, yet. Come aboard, brothers all. I’ve got a keg of excellent Isilondian brandy aboard, great stuff for drinking bon voyages.”

			Chapter 2

			Having reappeared with clothes on and a smallish oaken keg under his arm, Orca hosted an informal party on deck. Everyone sat cross-legged and passed the same drinking horn around, refilling it as needed. The brandy was liquified thunderstorm.

			“Normally just two hands and m’self,” he said. “Five’ll be a mite cramped. Course, there’ll always be one o’ us on deck,” he conceded, “probably two. We’ll need at least one more water keg, and rations for... Where did you say we were going?”

			They hadn’t, so far, but they would have to trust this overage rapscallion with their plans. “Fitain,” Rhys said.

			The sailor looked to Dad with sudden understanding. “Spender? Course! Wondered where I’d heard yo’r name. Yo’r good health, sir!” He drained the drinking horn and refilled it.

			“This boat is good for blue water, I trust?” Dad said. He looked uneasy.

			“Good as any, sir. Never been ’s far ’s Fitain, but no reason why not. We’ll need two extra water casks, maybe three. Rations...”

			“Plus ropes and lanterns,” Dad said.

			Pause. Trusty broke the silence. “Rations for five men for how long?”

			“Three weeks?” Dad said uneasily. “That was coming home. We needed longer outbound.”

			Orca nodded. “And on a bigger vessel than this, I’ll warrant. Might do it in two weeks, best allow two months. That’s outbound.”

			“What’ll our fodder cost, then?”

			The sailor thought for a moment, lips moving. “There and back? Say sixty crowns, maybe eighty if you want to eat fancy.”

			“Our outlays so far have been higher than I anticipated,” Sharp said, with a venomous stare at Rhys.

			“What have I done?”

			“You let Brother Goodwin see both cups! I was budgeting one for him.”

			“You didn’t tell me that.”

			“I thought it would be instinctive! Don’t you have any notion of bargaining technique?”

			“Evidently not.” Rhys emptied his purse on the deck and counted. “Six crowns.”

			Dad and Trusty did the same. Then all three of them looked to Sharp, who reluctantly produced nine. The grand total came to twenty-one and change.

			Orca stuffed the stopper back in the brandy keg. “Yo expect to charter me and me boat, for all summer and more, on that much? I provide the boat and the seamanship and the victuals too?”

			“You get one fifth of the loot, if we find any,” Sharp said.

			“And just what pirate buried this treasure yo’re a-going to dig up? Do I getta look at the map now, the one where X marks the spot?”

			Dad laughed. “The one with bloodstains on the corner? If you recall the Litany of Heroes, there’s a story about three Blades bound to the Chivian ambassador to Fitain. Burl and Dragon died in the civil war. I was lucky and escaped with our ward. King Ambrose had furnished him with a fortune, ten million crowns. Almost all of that was shut up in one leather holdall. I know where that was last seen. If it’s still there and we can retrieve it, you get one fifth.” When Orca did not comment, Dad added, “Blades’ honour.”

			How much did a bent Blade know about honour? He hadn’t said he couldn’t finance the expedition, but his silence certainly implied that he could but wouldn’t. They were asking him to take a lot on faith. How much could a smalltime smuggler have tucked away in his socks box anyway? Recalling Orca’s reputation in his Guard days, Rhys would be more inclined to believe that the man blew it all on wine, women, and girls.

			“For that much I’ll take you across to Isilond, no farther,” Orca declared. “Thassa better bargain than you’ll get anywhere.”

			“That would be a good offer if we were on the run from justice,” Sharp said. The others were leaving the persuasion to him, because he was the one with the reputation. “But we’re not. We have done nothing illegal.”

			Except leave two engraved cups behind as evidence, bribe one of the king’s high-ranking officers, and conspire to steal ten million crowns that the king believed belonged in the royal treasury. Innocent as newborn babes, we are.

			Orca just drooped lower, staring at the deck, perhaps viewing the horrors of marriage, prison, the loss of his boat, and the gallows. Which would be worst? Sharp began to pick up his money and return it to his pouch. A sound of hooves interrupted the negotiations. A youngish man in a red-and-blue uniform dismounted alongside and retrieved some papers from his saddlebag. Also a large brass key. The men on the boat stood up, which put them about level with his knees.

			“Got an order here to release Sea Devil.”

			“Hold there a minute!” Sharp told him. “We may not have a deal yet. You want your boat freed or not, Brother Orca?”

			“Bast’rds, all of yo! Aye, we have a deal.”

			“Shake on it,” Dad said, so the sailor grabbed his hand.

			The port official unlocked the padlock and recovered the chain, putting both in the saddlebag. Then he read some legal gibberish off a paper and told Orca to make his mark on it. Orca growled that he was no illiterate scum, he was a gentleman, and demanded hot wax. That involved some time-wasting with a tinder box and a candle, but eventually he attached his seal in Blade fashion, using the inscribed name on the ricasso of his sword.

			The clerk left, his job done. Orca squared his shoulders and scrutinized his new crew. “I can probably scrape together one meal for all of us aboard, and I know where we can buy our victuals cheaper than here. Ready?”

			“Anchors away!” Trusty said, grinning.

			Orca looked at him with scorn. “You mean, ‘Cast off!’ But we have to raise sail first.”

			“I suggest we do so, and sharpish,” Sharp said. “I would hate the Dark Chamber snoops to arrive before we go.”

			Orca looked around at all of them. “Yo told me all this were legal and aboveboard and yo weren’t on the run.”

			“We’re not,” Dad assured him, “strictly speaking.” Rhys recalled how Dad had always hated people who didn’t say what they meant. “But the money was originally the king’s. When Lord Bannerville lost it, Ambrose made him repay it all. If we find it now, the king may try to grab it back again. Then he could repay Bannerville, except that Bannerville’s dead and left no family. His will made no disposition of his estate, because he didn’t believe he had anything left to leave. In that case the sheriff is sure to rule that he died intestate and everything must revert to the crown. So legal and moral aren’t quite the same in this instance.”

			“They rarely are,” Orca growled cynically.

			Rhys was inclined to agree in this instance. He had not seen it the way Dad had explained it, that legally the money might belong to the king after all. “Then perhaps,” he said, “we ought to move our assembled asses out of here smartish?”

			For a moment the issue hung in the balance, and then the brandy did its work. Orca bellowed with laughter. “Oh, yo’re all men after me own heart! Screw Fat Man! Throw yo’r gear in the hold and let’s get busy.”
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			The landlubbers were willing but clumsy and two of them almost fell overboard. In truth Orca did all the work, but eventually Sea Devil began a slow and stately move toward the mouth of the harbour. Sharp was instructed in how to hold the tiller, and the brandy keg came back into use.

			“Rock?” Rhys said. “Did I read it right? Why name your sword Rock?”

			The sailor grinned. “Orca Rock is a nasty reef not far offshore Prail, whar I camed from. A ship that runs into Orca Rock gets its guts ripped out.”

			That called for another toast.

			Their course took them close to the splendid gilt-trimmed Ranulf, riding at anchor. Even with bare masts and no one visible aboard, she was an impressive sight.

			“How many men does that one carry?” Trusty asked.

			Orca grunted. “Hundreds in wartime, more archers than sailors.”

			“A big ship goes faster than a small one, you said?”

			“Catches much more wind, deeper keel to hold the sea when tacking. Why?”

			Trusty nodded. “Just wondering.”
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			Just before sunset, Sea Devil made landfall at a tiny fishing village that Orca failed to name. Before tying up at the ramshackle pier, he ordered all cat’s eye swords put out of sight, including his own. He chose Trusty as the strongest to help him roll the water casks to the spring, and then roll them back, which was harder. As he went along the pier, several men working in their boats hailed him by name, although not the name his passengers knew. He responded to each, but without pausing to chat with them.

			He went ashore again alone and vanished among the houses, reappearing with a heavy sack on his back. By then Rhys was growing edgy under the suspicious stares of the locals, so he was not sorry when Orca ordered the painter loosed and sails raised. Sea Devil tacked off into the evening breeze, heading—so her master informed the crew—for Isilond.
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			The crossing took a day and a half, and their destination was a dreary-looking village called Mauxville.

			“I have to call on a friend,” he explained, “and you must stay aboard, or the boat’ll be stripped to a bare shell before sundown. Remember to ease off the painter as the tide goes out. I’ll be back in the morning, and we’ll stock her for a couple of weeks’ sailing.”

			“He’s got a wife and kids in every port, I’ll bet,” Sharp said enviously as their sailor friend swaggered off into town, cheerfully hailing and being hailed by name, although not one that sounded like either of his Chivian names.

			“And keeps a stash of gold under her mattress, too,” Dad said. “Seventy days’ rations for five men don’t come cheap.”
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			And so it went. When the wind dropped, Sea Devil drifted, but her crew could sleep on deck at night and during the day could strip and enjoy some welcome exercise swimming. Unable to spare fresh water to rinse off, they all developed rashes from the salt and prayed for rain. When rain came it brought wind, and they had to pack in below decks, which was very cramped. Seasick persons were not permitted there. Dad, Trusty, and Orca proved to be the best sailors.

			When they ran short of stores, Orca took Sea Devil in, closer to the shore, scouting for habitations where they might find water and buy food. He was soon in territory unknown to him, guided only by a very old and almost illegible portoplan. Some days they hailed fishing boats to ask for guidance, but only Orca knew any Isilondian, and after a couple of weeks the southern dialects defeated even him.

			The passengers became reasonably competent seamen, working the ropes and rarely the sweeps. Their only entertainment was conversation, for no one accepted Sharp’s offer of dice. Dad repeated his story of the Bannerville disaster, adding more details than he had given before. His description of Castelo Velho made Orca clench his teeth. Although he did not put his disbelief into words, Dad could see it as well as anyone.

			“Say I was deceived if you wish, brother, but don’t go farther than that, please. I remind you that I was questioned for days on end by Grand Inquisitor, and she never called me on a lie. I admitted that I might have been deluded by enchantment, but it all seemed real to me and the ten million crowns had been real enough. Six men went to Fitain and only two of us returned. That was real, too.”

			As the voyage dragged on, the talk turned more and more to women. And hot, fresh food. Constant dried beef and salt fish became almost worse than chastity. The moon went through its ancient dance of phases and started over.

			The changing relationships amused Rhys. Dad was the oldest by far, carrying fifteen years more than even Orca, and anyone else aboard would cut him to tatters in a fight, because of his limp and his long lack of practice. And yet, subtly, he had come to be recognized as their leader. Sharp’s sarcastic jest about Spender’s Army had now become fact. Age and experience had helped this transformation, yes, but most of it came from strength of character, the quality that Commander Montpurse had sensed in him so long ago. Good metal makes a good sword.

			The long confinement and the ever-present menace of the sea had changed the others too. The unfamiliar environment had taught Sharp to curb his tongue somewhat and defer to Orca, but he missed the wider company of the Guards, an ever-present audience for his sarcasm. Trusty, who was more of a loner, seemed to find the mechanics of sailing fascinating, and studied Orca’s every movement. When Orca needed sleep, he usually put Trusty in charge. Orca clearly hated having to risk his ship on a long and dangerous voyage into unfamiliar seas. He resented his unwanted passengers, but never forgot that their mission had released him from even worse prospects back in Brimiarde.

			Then came that glorious day when they hailed a fishing boat and the reply came back in Fitish. Dad had not forgotten his Fitish. After much shouting back and forth, he turned to Orca with a grin. “We’re just south of White Cape. They say we must have passed it in the dark and we’re lucky not to have run onto the rocks.”

			Orca jumped into the hold and came back with the portoplan, which he spread on the deck for all to see. Grubby fingers pointed. “Two days to Casa Marítima!” More cheers. “Ask them when high tide is just now,” he added.
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			With the wind favourable, they cover their final lap in slightly less than two days. Dad pointed out the royal residence with its trees, its many buildings, and the pier where Burl had died. Sea Devil stayed well out to sea, and no one came to investigate the intruder. A couple of hours past that, as the sun sidled towards the horizon, Dad recognized the anvil-shaped sea stack that marked the beach they sought, under the ruined castle on the cliff.

			Chapter 3

			They expected to be staying a day or two, and Orca judged that the tide was presently high enough to risk beaching. This involved everyone jumping overboard as soon as the keel grated, all helping to drag Sea Devil up beyond the waves. Then Rhys and Trusty carried the anchor farther up, and planted it firmly in the sand.

			When all that had been accomplished, they could look around and assess the cove, which was exactly as Dad had described it. No one had ever said openly that his memories of Fitain were all sprung from the delirium of wound fever, but everyone must have wondered that at times. Rhys knew he had, so to see this scenery with his own eyes was both a huge relief and marvellously exciting.

			The cliff enclosing the cove was steep and high on the south side, but became lower and gentler toward the north. Beyond the beach, out of reach of winter storms, lay a small area of level ground furred in windblown tough grass, and at the southern end of that stood four red-roofed cottages. Everywhere the skyline was graced by a fringe of green forest, except on the highest point of the cliff, where the ragged high points of a ruined castle poked over the treetops.

			“Castel Velho,” Dad said. “That’s its real-world guise. The northwest tower on our left, in the fairyland version is striped in black and white stonework to represent the element of Time. The tower to the right is built of red, indicating Love. I suggest we leave exploration until morning, though.”

			“I know what I want first,” Trusty said. “And that’s a thorough wash in fresh water.”

			“Not just want. Also need,” said Sharp. “Badly.”

			“You should talk!”

			No one took offence, because they were all shaggy and stinking after weeks in a floating dog kennel. Orca said he had some soap somewhere.

			“Why don’t we leave soap for tomorrow?” Dad suggested. “Have a rinse now, and then build a fire of driftwood and cook up some hot food?”

			Rhys led the way in the direction of the stream, hearing the others’ chatter as they followed. Above the strip of seaweed that marked the limits of high tides, years of wind and rain had swept the sand smooth. He hadn’t gone a hundred yards before he came to a complete stop, staring at the beach. Until then it had been pristine, but across his path ran a ruffled track, all pitted by marks of human feet. The prints were so indistinct in the soft sand that he could not tell whether the walkers had begun at the sea and headed for the cottages, or begun at the cottages and gone to the sea.

			The other Blades gathered at his side and contemplated the tracks.

			“If those huts were inhabited,” Sharp said, “there would be footprints all over the place.”

			“Most likely a boat landed,” Orca said, “when the tide was lower. They came ashore, went to look at the cottages; and then came back again and sailed away.” That made more sense. Four prints per man, not two.

			“I assume,” Dad said, “that a galleon like Ranulf must carry a rowboat of some sort?”

			“Ranulf is a carrack,” Orca told him, “and, yes, she would have a jolly boat. You think the king sent a ship after us?”

			Dad answered. “I wouldn’t be surprised by anything that man did. Assuming it was Ranulf until we know better, she could have outrun us, yes? Now, did they also send men up to search the castle?”

			“Or did they leave some men up in the castle to wait there until we arrived?” asked Sharp.

			After a moment, Rhys said, “And how soon do they plan to come back?”
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			“Let’s first make sure that they did all leave.” Dad strode off toward the cottages and the others followed, although only Sharp had thought to bring his sword. At close quarters it was obvious that the huts were uninhabited and had been so for many years. Roof tiles had fallen, all the window shutters and a couple of doors had gone—most of them wrenched off their hinges, probably for firewood, certainly not taken by the wind. The floors were covered in detritus, guano, and animal droppings. One hut was divided into stalls and had obviously been used as a stable.

			Dad was mainly interested in the largest of the four, which was also the most southerly. He stood for a long while staring at the interior. “I spent half a year in here, Son. I lay on a pallet in that corner all winter.”

			“With Mother looking after you?”

			“She did, yes, but there was also the boy Joel, who brought us fresh food every day, but would never say who gave it to him.”

			“The Marquisa?”

			“Must have been. I wonder if she ever leaves her castle.”

			Trusty and Orca had gone to explore the trail that led ultimately up to the castle. They returned to report that it was overgrown, as if rarely used but not completely abandoned. They had seen traces of crushed weeds and trailing branches broken off, so it was a reasonable guess that some of the feet that had crossed the beach had continued on up the hill toward the castle.

			Sharp chuckled and clicked Speedy up and down in her scabbard.

			“Let’s not be the ones to start trouble,” Dad said. “No one’s going to interfere with us until we’ve found the treasure for them. Even if there is anyone still up there, they can see Sea Devil, so they know we’re here. Let’s just have our wash and get that fire built.”

			[image: ]

			The food was the same as always, but tasted better when roasted and swerved hot on a stick. Orca produced a flask of brandy, which he said he had been hoarding to celebrate finding the treasure, but now thought ought to be drunk at once, in case they never did find the treasure. This motion was carried unanimously, and when the stars came out, they were welcomed by raucous songs from five men seated around a bonfire.

			Soft, dry sand made a much more comfortable mattress than Sea Devil’s oak planks, but Orca chose to sleep aboard in case the night tide tried to steal her away.
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			They were all awake before sunrise, blaming the screaming sea birds and the never-ending surf, but all of them well aware that they were just excited like kids on birthdays. The tide had begun to ebb again, so even Orca was willing to set off up to the castle. He retrieved the ropes and lanterns they had acquired in Isilond, and distributed them. Then he bowed to Dad and said, “Yours is the honour, Sir Spender. Lead the way.”

			Although Dad grumbled that thorns and thistles were no honour, at first he did lead. He found the going hard, though, and his rapier was useless as a machete. After a while he stepped aside and let Trusty take over. Trusty refused to dishonour his sabre by applying it as a scythe, but he found a stout stick, which he broke into a usable length, and used to push thorns aside. After that they took turns being pathfinder.

			The day soon grew hot, bringing sweat and flies. Here and there they saw clear evidence that a man or a few men had preceded them in the recent past, but no sign that horses had. Rhys found this a bad omen.

			“What do we do if the ruin turns out to be no more than a ruin?”

			Dad scoffed. “You hang me from the yardarm. Except we don’t have one, and you’ll have to settle for a tree. But the more the castle looks like a ruin, the more likely that nobody’s found the treasure yet.”

			After about half an hour, they reached the top and turned to look back at the cove. They were all puffing from the climb, Dad little more than the rest of them. Sea Devil was still down there, very tiny and lonely and a long way from the waves. Then they turned and made their way through the trees and tangled shrubbery to the ancient remains of what must have been a proud fort in its day.

			“I thought you said there was a moat, Dad?”

			“There is—on three sides. There isn’t room between the wall and the cliff here, on the west. There used to be a postern in this tower.”

			Rhys forced a way through more shrubbery, and there was indeed a small door in the ashlar wall, set back in a slight alcove. He felt a surge of delight at this further confirmation of Dad’s story.

			“Is odd!” Orca declared. “Good, stout oak planks, reinforced wi’ iron studs. No rust at all. Is that new, sir, or was it loik that when yo were here?”

			Dad thought for a moment. “I think it looked just like this, but you’re right—it’s unweathered. Of course it’s set back and sheltered from the rain.”

			“The stonework around it looks to have aged about five centuries,” Sharp said, “and yet the wood seems younger than Thursday. No hinges in sight, so it must open inward?”

			“I wasn’t able to open it.”

			Trusty went forward and pushed, first with one hand, and then using a shoulder and applying all his considerable strength. There wasn’t room for anyone else to join him. He drew True and hammered one of the quillons against the timber. A timber door ought to respond with heavy, hollow thuds, but that one sounded as solid as the stones of the wall. He sheathed his sword and emerged from the alcove.

			“Your turn, sir,” he said. “You once called it an invitation.”

			Dad smiled. “Yes, I suppose it is.” He opened his pouch and brought out the velvet glove. “Right hand or left?”

			“Right,” the others said in chorus.

			“I lied about it, you know, that evening in the Bael’s Head. I said it felt like an invitation, but it was more like a summons. And it still feels like that, only much stronger. Let’s see what happens.”

			He stepped into the alcove and pushed at the door. Nothing happened. He pushed again, harder. It swung wide open. He staggered forward, tripped over a threshold, and fell into darkness. The door slammed against stonework, rebounded, and clicked shut.

			The other four all yelled and jumped forward. Trusty was first, but Sharp slammed into his back. Their combined weight made no impression whatsoever. Castelo Velho had swallowed Sir Spender.

			Chapter 4

			Rhys found a fallen tree that was the right height to sit on, and did that, while his three companions indulged in fruitless efforts to bully the postern into opening. They kicked it, cursed it, hammered it with rocks and logs, and even spat on it. Finally, they all gave up and came marching over to where their one-man audience sat, calmly chewing a grass stem.

			“Why aren’t you more worried?” Sharp demanded. “This damned ruin just ate your father.”

			Rhys shrugged. “Worrying won’t help.”

			“Yes it will,” Orca said, “if that bloody bastard just tricked us all into bringing him here so he could get his hands on—”

			Rhys was on his feet, rapier flashing in the sunlight.

			Orca backed up a step. “Sorry. Don’ mean it.”

			“Apology accepted.” Rhys sheathed Dragon and sat down again. “You don’t break into a castle with your bare fists.”

			“Then what do we do?” Sharp snapped.

			“I suggest we leave the ropes here and walk all the way around this edifice until we are certain that this is the only way in. Dad told us that there was a gate on the east side.”

			No one came up with any better ideas. Orca insisted in going back along the path until he could see down into the cove and be reassured that no one was stealing Sea Devil. The ocean to the west and south was a sheet of blue, void of shipping.

			When Orca returned, they set off to explore. Again agreeing to a suggestion from Rhys, they went due east, along the north wall, because Spender had never mentioned examining that side. They had not gone far when they saw another path leading off into the forest. It was narrow, but it had been used recently, for they found fresh horse droppings.

			“A sign of life,” Sharp said darkly.

			“The plot thickens,” Rhys agreed. He didn’t understand what was going on, but he had confidence that Dad was as competent to handle it as any man could be, whatever it was. Their mood had changed to frustrated anger, not helped by buzzing insects in the air and ticks in the undergrowth.

			They found the start of the dry moat, choked now with bushes and fallen stone. They rounded the northeast tower and saw an archway just where Dad had described it, in the centre of the eastern face. There was no sign of the drawbridge he had mentioned, though, and when they came level with it, they stopped, baffled.

			No drawbridge, and no easy way across that tangled ditch. The mouth of the tunnel was blocked by a fallen portcullis, a ferocious snarl of rusty iron. There was no space to crawl under it, and no practical way of climbing over it without incurring scrapes and cuts that would almost certainly fester. Rhys could see over the mess at one side, but he glimpsed no fairytale palace beyond, just more tumbled ruin and forest.

			He looked at the three angry faces and felt compelled to defend his continuing faith in his father. “So this looks like a ruin, a complete ruin, and nothing but a ruin? So it’s telling us that we’re six hundred years too late? But you saw that postern open. It refused to budge for the rest of us, but at the touch of that glove it swung wide and then slammed shut again. You think that was just a coincidence, a freak gust of wind, maybe? After all these centuries? I say there’s more here than meets the eye, and I’m not going to give up, go away, and abandon my dad.”

			When no one spoke, he said, “Trusty?”

			Trusty nodded. “I agree.”

			Sharp was scowling, but he shrugged. “I suppose so.”

			Orca said, “I’ll give it ane more day. We’re low on rations, mates, and we don’t know where on this coast we can buy more. Don’ those footprints in the sand bother yo?”

			“And just what do yo do tomorrow?” Sharp asked.

			“We bring tinder up here,” the sailor said. “And we burn through that door. That ought to smoke the bees outta thur hive.”

			No one had any better ideas to offer. They completed their circumnavigation of the fort and went back down to Sea Devil, fresh water, and soft sand to sleep on.

			Chapter 5

			Spender cried out in alarm and pitched headlong onto a flagstone floor. The fall drove all the breath out of him, banged both elbows, and severely jarred his left knee. For a few moments he just lay there, letting the world steady while reflecting bitterly that today was likely his birthday—he had not kept exact count of the calendar, but if this was not the day, it would do as well as any. He hadn’t mentioned it. Understandably Rhys had not remembered it, but sometime this week he turned fifty, and geriatrics so ancient should not go adventuring in wild foreign lands. Fortunately, there was no one present to see his loss of dignity and bleat over him. And he had broken no bones.

			Ever since that glove had dropped out of the box, back in Willows Hall, he had wondered about Desidéria. Even if the glove had been a summons—and it had felt like one—it had to be thirty years old. There had been a powerful physical attraction between them back then, but they had both been hot-blooded adolescents. He had changed. She must she have done so also. Common sense insisted that she might well be married or long dead. Could mutual lust survive the erosion of time? When did love ever listen to common sense?

			But now he was certain that she was still alive. The behaviour of that door proved it, and he felt a rush of relief and excitement.

			He sat up, found his cane, and used it to explore his surroundings. The postern was in a corner of a very small room. It was not a cell, though, because there seemed to be another door in the opposite corner, and now that his eyes were adjusting to the dark, he could see a faint streak of light under it. Using the cane and one wall for support, he struggled to his feet, still feeling winded and disgusted with himself. First he examined the postern. There were no bolts or latches on this side, so it must be controlled entirely by enchantment, which was not a comforting thought. The glove had no power over the door from this side, but he could still feel spirituality on it as he tucked it back in his pouch.

			The inner door was conventional, with a latch that moved at his touch. It opened into a stable, with a high ceiling, eight or ten stalls, and one horse, a sizeable black stallion. He was a beauty, the sort of mount that only a nobleman would ride, and the tack hanging on the post beside him was worthy of him, every buckle shining like gold. The stable itself was quite the cleanest and grandest Spender had ever seen. The windows, in the wall opposite the stalls, were too high to see through, so he limped—on both legs—all the way to the far end, and opened the door there. He was not in the least surprised to find himself emerging close to the black-and-white Time Tower in Desidéria’s magic palace.

			Everything was just as he remembered it: the great grassy quadrangle with its well-disciplined trees and hedges, its flowerbeds, and its many raised statues of the marquisa herself. Thirty years... No, thirty-two years had passed, and yet the trees looked no higher, the statues remained shiny and free of bird droppings, all just as he remembered them. Did Desidéria’s spirituality banish Time from this place, or did her human servants preserve everything unchanged—pruning, polishing, replanting, as required to keep it all as it had been in her youth? Spirits! Nostalgia enveloped him like a blanket, making his eyes prickle and bringing a lump to his throat.

			There was no living person in sight, but he did not doubt for a moment that Desidéria was somewhere nearby and knew that he had returned. The northwest tower, the Time Tower, was her domicile, where she had her bedchamber and reception hall. That velvet glove had been an invitation to call, and however long he had taken to respond he ought now to pay his respects to his hostess. He limped around to the front and was about to make his way up the steps to the door when he noticed the nearest plinth, the black one, on the far side of the access road. In his youthful days, it had supported nothing but a golden snake, he recalled. He had joked that it ought to stand outside the Death Tower. Now the snake had gone, and there was a statue on it, one that was larger and shone brighter than all the others: gold, not bronze or marble. The subject was male. All the others still depicted Desidéria herself, so far as he could see.

			Intrigued, Spender hobbled over to it and stared up, wondering why it seemed so strangely familiar. The subject had been very young, but well-built and probably handsome, although the features and the way it held its head suggested more than a trace of the arrogance that those qualities could justify. They reminded him of some of the Ironhall friends of his youth. But who, who? Whom had she honoured with a statue of gold?

			“A very good likeness, we’d say,” said a voice behind him.

			Spender turned as fast as he could without tripping over his cane and looked in surprise at the man who had so quietly crept up on him. He was around his own age, wearing hunting leathers and an expression of sardonic amusement. “Of course,” the newcomer added, “I can judge only by the face—and one brief encounter.”

			That affected drawl? Oh, spirits! Spender snatched off his hat and bowed low. “Your Grace... I did not realize—”

			“Of course you didn’t. Welcome back to our realm, Sir Spendero.”

			“I am greatly flattered that you remember my name, sire.”

			“It was easy. Desidéria has been talking of nothing else for weeks.”

			When kings smile, you either return the smile or quake in terror. In this case Spender returned the smile. “I have always been very grateful to you for returning Fortune and my brothers’ swords also.”

			King Rodrigo nodded gracefully. “I did not see the battle myself, being somewhat indisposed at the time, but it was the talk of the court for years. Three swordsmen held off the entire Royal Guard and slew a score of them!” He eyed Spender sardonically. “And you must have made a great impression on Desidéria also. She assures me that this statue is solid gold.”

			Then it must weigh tons. Rhys risked a second look at the image, although this required turning his attention away from the king. Him? He? He had been this cocksure pompous young exhibitionist, thirty years ago? He recalled how willingly he had stripped at her command. At least she had not had the sculptor depict him in rampant tumescence, although there were hints.

			There had been no sculptor, of course, only Desidéria’s spiritual powers.

			He looked back to the king, knowing that his face must now be redder than fresh blood. “Those were the days, sire. It is a very flattering representation, even for back then.”

			“That is not what she says. Come, she is anxious to meet you again, Sir Spendero.” King Rodrigo led the way, but walking slowly to accommodate his lame companion—not the sort of favour that King Ambrose would be likely to extent to a commoner, no matter who he was. “You have skinned your knee, I see. Desidéria will cure it for you.”

			“She is an incredibly skilled conjurer.”

			The king smiled. “Yes indeed.”

			And what else was she? Thirty years ago, rumour had termed her King Afonso’s mistress. Now his son came calling on her without a single companion, judging by that solitary horse in the stable. Kings never ventured out alone! What were the gossips saying now?

			Five... Six... The top of the steps... And there she was! Marquisa Desidéria da Eternidade, aged about sixteen, not an hour older than she had been thirty years ago, standing just out of the sunlight, smiling at him with her crimson lips and golden cat eyes. Her gown was cloth of gold, fitting like paint over her high breasts and down to her graceful hips, then flaring out in glittering pleats to her shoes. Her hair was piled high and held by amber combs. Now she wore no gloves, just black lace cuffs. Could this possibly be the same woman, ageless? Or a daughter?

			Leaning on his cane, Spender bowed, feeling his face flame hot again. If the king was not now certain that this doddering old Chivial swordsman had once been Desidéria’s lover, then he must be exceptionally obtuse.

			“Welcome back, Spendero,” she said softly, her seductive smile mocking his absurd shyness. “We have missed you, thinking of you often.”

			Shyness was a wise precaution for a commoner being vamped by a great lady. “Your Grace is most kind to say so.” But then he had to say it. “You haven’t aged a day!”

			“That’s not true, Spendero.” the Cobra held out a hand to be kissed. Snake eyes, not cat eyes.

			He had rejected her once. He knew he would never do so again, were the offer repeated. Then he had been a bound Blade, dedicated to his ward’s well-being, and also deeply in love. Now he was an unattached and aging widower. He limped forward and raised her hand, feeling the thrill of spirituality in her touch. It had not been the glove he had detected back on that fateful night so long ago, it had been her flesh that was enchanted, and the power surged stronger when his lips touched her fingers.

			“Come,” she said, taking his arm. “You must be hungry for some proper food, if you came so far in that cockleshell. Rodrigo?” She reached out to the king with her other hand and walked them over to the great spiral staircase.

			“My lady,” Spender said as they climbed, “my companions outside will be worried about me. The door did not let them in.”

			“I know.” Irrelevant. The door had done exactly what she had told it.

			“May I not at least inform them that I am well?”

			“But perhaps you are in mortal danger?” asked the king on Desidéria’s other side. “Our hostess can be very unpredictable.”

			“You will be the one in danger if you say such things about me, Rodrigo. We will deal with your companions tomorrow, Spendero. They won’t leave without you.”

			As they arrived at the reception hall that doubled as a dining room, Spender tried protesting that he was not dressed properly for such formality, but a single glance from her golden eyes was enough to silence him.

			“Neither is Rodrigo, and kings set fashion.”

			“Yes, my lady.”

			“Call me by my name.” Her meaning was less in her voice than in her eyes.

			Mentally leaping off a cliff, he held her gaze and drew out her name sensuously. “De...si...dér...ia? It is very appropriate.”

			She smiled approval, and now he was committed. Whether she was, or was still just teasing, he would discover later, much later. He wondered if her heart was racing as his was.

			A page was offering him water to wash his hands. That well-remembered cheeky grin?

			“Joel! You look no older than you did that winter when you nursed me.”

			“I believe I am actually a year or two younger, Senhor Spendero.”

			“Would not surprise me. It seems that anything is possible here. I never had a chance to thank you for all your—”

			“Joel!” That one peremptory word from Desidéria ended the discussion.

			He flinched, mumbled, “Sorry, Mom,” and made himself scarce.

			The food was worthy of a king: an endless train of dishes, tantalizing tastes, wines like liquid starlight, innumerable servants. After the excruciating sameness of Sea Devil’s menu, it was utter bliss. Desidéria ate sparingly, but tasted every dish on offer. A few times she leaned over to pop a special morsel in Spender’s mouth. This was flagrant flirting, of course, but might be intended to taunt the king. He showed no signs of jealousy.

			When even Spender could eat no more, Rodrigo beckoned to a servant and ordered his horse saddled.

			“So soon?” Desidéria said. “I thought you would want to stay and talk man stuff with Spendero—politics and taxes and the best ways to torture spies?”

			Rodrigo laughed and rose, which brought Spender to his feet also.

			“No, my lady. I must make sure that the arrangements for tomorrow are complete. I’m sure I will have many chances to talk with Sir Spendero in future. And besides, the best way to torture a man is to do to him exactly what you have been doing to him for the last hour. Spendero,” he added, acknowledging the Chivian’s bow. And then he strode off.

			The servants had disappeared. Desidéria refilled Spender’s golden goblet with wine, so he sat down again.

			“His Grace is going to ride all the way to Casa Marítima? By himself?”

			“Oh, no. There’s a royal hunting lodge in the forest, not far. They ride over here when they want to consult me.”

			How many generations of “they”? This might explain ancient gossip about the king’s mistress. A king who rode off alone to visit a lady would be assumed to have only one purpose in mind.

			“Tomorrow?” That word had been mentioned twice. “What happens tomorrow?”

			“A surprise. A pleasant surprise. You are bursting with questions. Get them off your chest... That is the expression is it not?”

			“It is. Who are you?”

			“I am spiritual protector and advisor to the kings of Fitain, an office I have held for many centuries. It helps to pass the time.” She cocked her head as if daring him to comment.

			“An immortal governess? And where do your powers come from?”

			She studied him for a moment, as if wondering how much she dare tell him. “You have heard Baelmark being referred to as the Fire Lands? Every one of the elements has a source, somewhere in the world.”

			“And you?”

			“I am what my name says I am, the mistress of eternity. I rule time.”

			That explained some things, like how Graça had been waiting for him at the cottage when he was wounded. He switched to a topic that might be even more dangerous.

			“Who killed Master Robins?”

			“I did, of course. I had to. He was meddling in my affairs. Not personally, though. I posted the bowmen, two of them. Had they not had a clear shot at Robins, I would have made sure that he met with another accident very shortly. We had all of you worked out by then.”

			Informed by spies, including Graça. “Who are ‘we’?” Spender asked.

			She shrugged gracefully. “King Afonso, Prince Luis, me. Chivial is famous for its enchanters as well as for its Blades, and the one thing we all agreed on was that we did not approve of Ambrose’s brand of diplomacy. I soon saw that Bannerville was a noodle, and the puppeteer was your Master Robins. When you see inside that red bag of his, you will find many vile poisons and other assassins’ tools.”

			On the point of taking a sip of wine, Spender set his goblet back down again harder than he had intended. “No! King Ambrose would never—”

			“No?” Desidéria looked much more like a fairy-tale witch when she smiled. Suddenly he felt like an infant beside her. “You are not such a simpleton, dear Spendero! He had just successfully ended the Baelish War by having the Baels’ King Æled killed. I expect that Robbins’s orders were to try bribery first, but certainly he had the option of disposing of Afonso to solve the trade problem. Ambrose would not be the first monarch to express dismay when some over-zealous servants did what they thought best for his real interests without specific orders from him. You can never rise as a courtier if you can’t read the royal hints.”

			The Dark Chamber certainly could. Spender nodded. He was not really such a simpleton. “You arranged that disaster at the Casa Marítima?”

			“Well, Afonso had to go. I really wanted to maintain the direct line, but Rodrigo wasn’t quite old enough. Luis looked good but I had doubts about his judgment. I decided to dump them all in the same pot and see who came out on top. It’s often the best way. And in this case, dear Spendero, I nearly lost you! I had completely overlooked Gudge, because he wore a powerful masking conjuration.”

			“But why did Gudge try to kill the crown prince?”

			“Out of panic, I suspect. You spotted the bowmen up in the gallery behind you, so he realized that he would not be allowed close enough to attack the king, which was his original intention. His knife was poisoned. Knowing he would be unmasked and probably tortured when that weapon was found, he took what he could get, killing the heir apparent, making his own death count. Random idiocy is the overweening curse of human affairs,” she added sadly.

			“We Blades knew nothing of this! We would have stopped it, had we known, because it would have put our ward in mortal peril.”

			“You would, you mean. Your minions would have waited for your orders. But our spies in the Ernesto house had already reported that you were the real brains of the embassy. The honest part of it, I mean. Even then you intrigued me. A leader normally takes first choice of the women, but you accepted the oldest and left all the others alone.”

			“And you tried to enslave all of us when we arrived here. When they kissed your fingers.”

			Desidéria’s expression registered somewhere between innocent and coy. “The word ‘enslaved’ is too strong. I tried to dull their suspicions of me is all. Bannerville was easy, but your men were protected by their binding conjuration, so my attempted conjuration just slid off them. The valet escaped my attention, as I told you.”

			“And I?”

			She laughed and took a sip of wine. “Yes, you! The lion among the jackals. You are a sensitive, and a remarkably strong one, although untrained. You were also a warrior, which is an extraordinary combination. Your swordsmen were lecherous rakehells, but you were in love! My spirituality did not just slide off you—you threw it right back at me. How old did you think I was that night?”

			“About sixteen, maybe seventeen.”

			She nodded. “And you were only slightly older—a blond, muscular, and ever-so dominant male! Even without that magical riposte, do you wonder that I fell in love with you right there?”

			Dare he believe a word of this? “You are telling me that you were not simply teasing? So what would have happened had you lured me into your bed that night?”

			She drank what was left in her goblet without taking her eyes off him. “I would have been very disappointed in you. But I would have indulged you, and my own desire. By refusing me, you enslaved me.”

			Spender let that thunderous statement hang in the air for a moment before he said, “I could never enslave you, but is that offer still open, beautiful Desidéria? Graça died a very long time ago.”

			“Of course.” She licked her lips teasingly. “You are even more attractive now, in some ways, tempered by circumstance. The spirits of chance have treated you most cruelly. I can see the scars, but they are all well healed. You have not let the horrors of the arena embitter you. You are most worthy.”

			He, too, finished his wine. He had named her a cock-tease long ago. Now he must call her bluff or die in the attempt. “I am not the man I was, but if what is left of me holds any appeal, fair lady, it is at your disposal.”
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			They walked hand in hand until they reached that huge bed chamber he remembered so well. It had not changed, except that now it was flooded with light from the westering sun. Still it seemed both mysterious and seductive. He eyed the marble bathtub, then turned to face her.

			How could he trust her? Was she about to take her revenge for that insult so long ago? He had long since ceased to be the model for the golden statue, the quintessential lover of her lonely dreams.

			“My lady, I am dirty, ill-clad, ungroomed, and seriously in need of soap and water.”

			She laughed. “None of that matters now, especially the clothing. As I recall, you were standing right there, with nothing on.”

			Obediently he went to his required position and began to strip, while she sauntered over to the great bed. Her gown dissolved into nothing, so that she arrived naked. Still glorious, she turned to look across at his wrinkles, his pink scalp shining through skimpy hair, his sagging musculature.

			“And I was standing here,” she said, “like this. And I said, ‘What else do you want of me, pretty man?’”

			“I am sure that the answer was perfectly obvious!” And it was again, if not quite as impressively as in former days.

			He strode over to the bed. Desidéria scrambled up on it, playfully trying to escape. He followed, but the feather mattress was soft as snow, and it took him a moment to catch her and pull her to him. When he tried to kiss her, she unexpectedly tickled him, and broke free. At once childish and passionate, their romp rapidly reached a climax when he sprawled on top of her, holding her wrists, and again preparing to kiss her. He looked down on her pixieish grin and gleaming snake eyes and felt a great surge of spirituality.

			Which put him to sleep.

			Chapter 6

			The room was dark. Spender awoke in a panic, suffocating, straining to reach up to his face and rip off whatever was smothering him. He managed to tear a gap and suck in air, but his whole body had been wrapped in something that felt like thin leather and his mouth was full of pebbles.

			“Steady, darling!” Desidéria said, clutching his wrists in the darkness. “Not so fast. You have to wait a few moments.” She did whatever a sorceress did to fill a room with light, and then he could see her leaning over him, concerned, soothing, unclothed.

			He tried to speak and just uttered panicked animal sounds.

			She pried the sticky covering away from his lips and kissed them, which was a sensation that could distract a man from anything, up to and including certain death. It was a long and inspiring kiss, although just what he could be inspired to do while cocooned like a corpse in cere cloth was another mystery.

			At length Desidéria pulled away and rose to her knees. “That should do. Let’s try again.” She tugged at the covering on his face, and now it came free more easily. He caught at the edges near his chin and ripped it open, his neck, his chest, arms... It slid free like a tight garment. He managed to sit up, so that Desidéria could work on his back while he released his legs, and finally his feet arms and hands. By then he had guessed. People did not call her the Cobra for nothing.

			He sprang off the bed and ran over to the nearest full-length mirror, and there he was, the young Spender of old. Snakes shed their skins, but more than just his hide had gone. So had his beard, all his hair, and a third of a century. The pebbles in his mouth were shiny white teeth.

			Desidéria came to join him, holding his old skin like a discarded garment. “I like the young you much better,” she murmured, kissing his ear.

			“You mean the old me,” he muttered, unable to tear his eyes off his reflection. He flexed his muscles. His scars, his limp, all gone. All the years since Ironhall had vanished.

			“I like you better without the beard, too” she murmured.

			“Then from now on I will shave every day without fail.”

			“You don’t want this, do you?” Smiling, she held up the skin.

			“Burn it.” He turned to embrace her. “How often do you do this? To yourself, I mean.”

			“Whenever I grow tired of aging. Just once since you left, I think. But I knew the very moment when you found the glove, and knew that it would bring you. So I again made myself... presentable.”

			He looked again at the youth in the mirror. “How long does the transformation last?”

			She slid an arm around him. “Until you start to wrinkle. I can make you over again anytime.” Any time she wanted. How long until she tired of him and replaced the statue with another man’s image? What did it matter?

			He kissed her. “Am I allowed to say I love you?”

			Her snake eyes flashed. “You had better! I have been waiting thirty years to hear it.”

			“Then I love you, Desidéria the Cobra, most beautiful, most desirable, most awesome of women. You terrify me and fascinate me and I am now perfectly willing to be your slave until death do us part.”

			She laughed, her breasts pressed against his presently hairless chest. “Be careful what you wish for, because I am immortal.”

			She was also a killer and a deceiver. She had ordered Robins murdered, and betrayed Prince Luis. As for the mad King Afonso... Quite likely she had merely waited until Crown Prince Rodrigo came of age before she disposed of his demented father. But who was he, Spender, to judge her? Many men’s lifeblood had fouled his sword, and he had merely been protecting one useless earl, while she defended a nation.

			“Happily ever after,” he said, and kissed her yet again, with all the new-found enthusiasm of youth.

			The spirituality he had felt when his lips touched her hand had been a candle, but the glory of her kiss was a noonday sun. He had not remained celibate for all the twenty-six years since Graça died, but no woman, not even she, had ever excited him as Desidéria now did. Without breaking off the embrace, he scooped her up and carried her back to the bed. Full-body contact was another amazing experience. The more intimate the touch, the greater the magic, and the moment of penetration was beyond belief. They soared to ecstasy together.

			When the rapture had faded and his heart had stopped trying to kick its way out of his rib cage, he murmured, “I have never known lovemaking like that.”

			“I should hope not. Do it again.”

			“Right now?”

			“And longer.”

			“Impossible!”

			Her slim hand slid gently between them and down to his groin. Instantly his member hardened again.

			“Begin,” she murmured. “Tell me when you absolutely must stop. I shan’t want you to die of exhaustion.”

			Young and superbly fit as he was, he probably came close before he begged for mercy. He should have guessed that Desidéria would be a lover like no other.
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			Rhys wakened at first light, shivering in the cool sea air. The sand was soft, but it had lost the heat of the previous day. He sat up and looked at the noisy sea—and then at Trusty, who was doing much the same thing a few feet away. They exchanged morning greetings. Sharp was an inert shape farther away. Orca had bedded down aboard, of course.

			“Do you think we can burn our way through that postern?” Trusty asked.

			“No. But we have to try everything.”

			“And if nothing works?”

			Rhys sighed. “I’ve been trying not to think about that.” Trusty knew as well as he did that they had no source of food there. Only Orca had any money, and although he had not said so yet, even his funds might be running perilously low. If the quest for the treasure had to be abandoned, then the others had nothing to offer him in return for their passage home.

			Trusty indicated the sleeping Sharp. “You think we should rummage through his pack? I suspect he has a lot more boodle tucked away than he’s ever admitted.”

			“Yes, he probably has, and no, we shouldn’t try to steal it.”

			“Then you’d better begin to think about a way out of this,” Trusty said solemnly. “Because I’m stumped.”

			“I suppose I still trust Dad to come through. The way that postern sucked him in and shut us out wasn’t natural. There’s still spirituality hidden in that ruin. The marquisa he described... He’s still alive and there’s no reason why she can’t be.”

			“He certainly hopes so. His eyes light up whenever he mentions her.”

			“So I have to believe that my dad is still alive, and I’m sure he won’t desert us. If you and I were to walk over to those rocks, we might find something edible in the tidal pools.”
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			They didn’t, and they weren’t hungry enough yet to try raw limpets.

			Driftwood, washed up by winter storms beyond normal high tide level and left there to bake in the sun, was much more combustible than rotting trees in the forest, so it was a heavily-laden parade that trudged back up the hill later than morning to do battle with the stubborn postern.

			Their mood was grim, and Rhys could sense the angry glances he was carefully not seeing. If this plan did not work, then they would have to choose between leaving Dad behind and starving on the beach. The only settlement they knew of within reach was Casa Marítima, which had been King Afonso’s seaside resort, but might not be King Rodrigo’s. Even if he were there and feeling benevolent, he could hardly be expected to welcome a quartet of ragged, hungry Chivian swordsmen who had no legitimate business being in his realm.

			Sharp, appointing himself fire marshal, gave directions on where to dump the wood. Then he knelt at the base of the studded oaken door and began building small pieces into a castle. Rhys recalled being told once by somebody that oak was a very fire-resistant timber. Orca watched with a sour expression.

			Trusty had wandered to the edge of the cliff. He did not need to shout, but he raised his voice somewhat to announce, “Ship ahoy!” Instantly his companions were at his side. Still some miles away, a three-master was heading landward, proud and splendid, white sails above blue sea.

			Orca roared something like, “Fogging bustards! That’s Ranulf. They’ve come back.”

			“You can’t know that at this distance,” Sharp protested.

			“Yes I can. And why else would any three-master be heading for an empty beach? Come on, all’f yo, we gotta git Sea Devil into the water before she gits here.” He took off at a run.

			He was right, of course. Afloat they might have a slim chance of staying out of bowshot, but if Ranulf marines landed while Sea Devil was still beached, then there could never be a battle, only surrender.

			“All for one,” Rhys said, and followed. He heard the other two coming after him.

			They could go down a lot faster than they went up, but they all knew that even one twisted ankle would be a disaster. They all arrived safely on the beach and saw Ranulf, now horribly close offshore. She had dropped anchor, furled sails, and was lowering a boat. The race was on, but the odds were terrible. Ranulf’s sailors had only to come within bowshot to win; the Blades must reach Sea Devil and also wrestle her down to the sea and raise sail. Even then, the warship could catch them before they could escape out of the bay.

			They had lost. King Ambrose had won.

			Yet they could not give up. Rhys could probably move faster than the others, but they ran as a group, letting Orca, as the oldest, set the pace. Only all four of them together would have a chance of moving Sea Devil. The tide was well out. It was a long way to the boat and even longer from there to the sea. They hadn’t gone a quarter of the distance before Rhys heard a voice shouting his name and looked back. Then they all stopped.

			A man was racing after them. He must have come from either the cottages or the trail down from the castle, and that knowledge somehow overrode the urgency of reaching the boat. He was moving fast, and as he approached it was clear that he was quite young, on the edge between youth and manhood. He wore the marquisa’s colours, black and gold, in a dandified, rakish style, and he had a rapier slung at his side.

			There was something oddly familiar about this youngster.

			He slowed to a halt a few feet away, out of breath, but no more than they were. He was clean-shaven; indeed, he had the flawless complexion of a newborn. He also had a big grin and perfect teeth.

			“Well met, brothers all.” He spoke to Rhys, though.

			Rhys said, “Why are you wearing my father’s sword?”

			The newcomer was amused. “Because I earned it. But of course you can’t believe your eyes. Let’s see... Do you remember once, years ago, how Downie went looking for you and heard someone using bad language in the stable? And she found you trying to put a saddle on Bellman? You had to stand on a stool to do it, and every time you stepped down to fasten the girths, Bellman would shrug the saddle off, so you—”

			“Dad!? You are really?”

			“Well, officially I’m My Grace the Marquês Spendero da Eternidade now, but you can still call me Dad if you prefer.”

			Father and son crashed together in an embrace, as they had done on the steps of Willows Hall, only this time it was the father who lifted the son clean off his feet.

			“Yo’r damnable witchcraft is scuttlin’ wond’rful,” Orca yelled. “But what ’bout me Sea Devil?”

			Dad-reborn extricated himself with difficulty from Rhys’s clutches. “Sea Devil’s in no danger, brother. It looks to me as though Ranulf’s jolly boat is turning around already. Come on, let’s go back up the palace, where we’ll have a better view. I think I’m getting a sunburn.”

			Orca planted his feet more firmly and folded his arms. “And just what do you know about this?”

			The miraculous youth shrugged. “I was talking with King Rodrigo yesterday, and he was obviously aware that there was a Chivian warship snooping around his shores, where it had no right to be. Fitain has quite a large fleet, you know. Look at Ranulf now.”

			Rhys shaded his eyes to see better, then began to laugh.

			Sharp joined in. Trusty said, “He’s right. The crew’s going aloft again. They’re preparing to sail.”

			Five Blades turned and hurried back across the beach, with Spender in the middle, trying to answer all the questions being thrown at him. “...sheds her skin like a snake... why she’s called the Cobra. That’s what she did for me. Yes, it will all grow back, she says. My eyebrows never show up anyway. Yes, the real King Rodrigo. I met him when he was crown prince, briefly, remember?” And so on.

			When they reached the path, he led the way, moving much more nimbly than the older men, free of his limp at last, as fit and strong as he had been the day he left Ironhall. There was little talk then and no need to talk when they arrived at the cliff top and could view the ocean. Ranulf was desperately tacking upwind, while three Fitish galleons bore down on her. No doubt she had her boarding nets hung by now, and no doubt she could muster two or three hundred archers on her castles, but the Fitish warships were as big, if not bigger, they had her wind, and were closing fast.

			“I do believe,” the marquês said, “that King Ambrose is going to lose his pretty ship today.”

			Rhys hoped that her captain would strike his colours before he took too many casualties. Three galleons would pour arrows into Ranulf like a hailstorm.

			Chapter 7

			They watched for a while, but it soon became obvious that the Chivian captain had recognized how hopelessly outnumbered he was, and had offered to parley. Unless he were a very fast talker, he would have to yield his command to a prize crew; he and his ship would be detained in Lindora during the negotiations. Even if Ambrose did ransom his precious warship, he would probably have the man hanged from his own yardarm when he returned to Chivial. Life is often unfair.

			“On a more cheerful note,” Spender said, “now would be a good time to go fishing for leather holdalls full of ways and means.”

			No one disagreed. They gathered up the ropes and other tackle that they had acquired in Isilond, and followed him in through the postern, which opened at a touch of his hand. Today the stable was a-buzz with men and boys tending splendid cavalry horses. The humans all saluted the new marquês. The visitors just gaped, and Spender was tempted to, because the horses stable had been empty half an hour ago, when he set out for the beach.

			They gaped even more when they emerged in the quadrangle and saw the parkland, with children playing, gardeners at work, and a small military band practising in the far corner. Spender had come to realize that from now on reality for him was going to be whatever Desidéria fancied at the moment. Fortunately, none of his companions recognized the model behind the golden statue. Earlier today he had begged that it be amended to include a golden loincloth, and his wife had acceded, in a minimalist fashion.

			He led them over to the Red Tower, where the unobtrusive door opened easily at his touch. They lit their lanterns and descended into the unfinished cellar he had described for them—long ago, it seemed now. There was very little room for five men around that deadly hole in the floor.

			Orca the sailor was in charge of knots. He fastened their largest hook to their longest rope and ran it out, down the well. Then he had to tie the next longest rope to the longest, and that combination was just enough to reach bottom. He jiggled it until he felt it catch on something, and after that it was merely a matter of Orca and Trusty hauling in the fish together. Spender suspected that the spirits of chance were being controlled by the marquisa, and was even more sure of that when he saw that the bag was whole and dry, and barely even dusty. In triumph they carried it up the steps to daylight in the tower’s foyer.

			Then they set in down on the tiled floor and looked at it in awe.

			It held promises of incredible wealth for every one of them. But the last man who had tried to open it had died.

			“No volunteers?” Spender asked cheerfully.

			“I volunteer,” Desidéria said, descending the great spiral staircase. She was wearing another of her slinky cloth-of-gold robes, this one even more shameless than ever, and she’d had centuries of practice in making entrances. The Blades reacted with alarm, instantly followed by low bows.

			“Do present your friends, dear.”

			“Gladly,” Spender said, which was an understatement of epic proportions. What man would not enjoy displaying such a bride? “First, this old man is my son, Sir Rhys. You knew his mother.”

			Desidéria offered a hand to be kissed. As she had when meeting Burl and Dragon so long ago, she judged each man with unerring insight. Of Rhys she said, “His testing has not been so harsh as yours, yet he is worthy of both his parents.”

			To Trusty, “Well named, but why not ‘Oak’?”

			He gazed at her with wonder. “Because that name was already taken, senhora.”

			She nodded and smiled.

			To Sharp, “Never marry, senhor. Your heart is harder steel than your sword.”

			Then she came to Orca. “Ah, the lover! Oh, why were you not the first Blade I met?” Orca turned an absolutely impossible shade of crimson, and she chuckled.

			“May I borrow your sword, Sir Trusty?” She took the sabre, glanced at its name and nodded. “True indeed! It will discover the truth in the bag for us.” She drew the blade smoothly over the straps and they parted like soft cheese. She returned the sword and looked to Spender. “It is safe now.”

			He dropped on one knee and pulled the holdall open to expose many rolls of parchment. Taking one at random, he untied the ribbon, opened it, and glanced at the first sheet. “One hundred thousand cruzados. Some of these may be worthless, of course. Here, count these,” he handed that roll to Orca, who happened to be nearest, and then similar rolls to the others, keeping none for himself.

			“Five hundred thousand,” Orca said.

			Rhys nodded. “The same.”

			And Trusty, “Mine too.”

			“Mine is only three hundred fifty!” Sharp protested. Then he looked innocently around the stares of disbelief and suddenly grinned. “Sorry, just habit! Five it is.”

			“It’s not so simple,” Spender warned. “How can we know which banks are still honouring their scrip after so long, dear?”

			“Don Régulo will know. Senhors, I have kept that hoard safe for many years against Sir Spendero’s return. It also contains some very evil conjurations. Will you let my chancellor and his staff appraise the money for you?”

			That was agreed, although Sharp was clearly reluctant to release his holdings.

			Spender realized that she expected him to speak next, so he did.

			“You are all invited to dine with us now, and stay on for as long as you wish. You will be shown to quarters where you can freshen up. King Rodrigo is expected to join us.”

			“I don’t think I can believe all this,” Rhys muttered.

			“That’s quite a common sensation in Castelo Velho, Son.”

			“Back in Willows Hall, Your Grace,” Sharp said, “You assured us that your life’s ambition was a middle-aged widow and some beehives.”

			The marquês glanced at his lover, who was regarding him with astonishment. “I changed my mind,” he said.

			[image: ]

			The king did come to dinner, promptly at noon. He was gracious and spoke excellent Chivian. There had been no casualties in the naval battle, he reported, obviously pleased at the prospect of ransoming Ranulf back to her former owner. Blades knew how to behave in the presence of royalty, and the dinner went well once their initial disbelief wore off. It was agreed that the roast boar was the finest dish, although none of the dozen others was less than delicious.

			His Majesty sat at the head of the table, with Desidéria on his right and Spender opposite her. The two lovers tended to drift away from the conversation, into dreamy spells of staring adoringly into each other’s eyes.

			After the feasting was finished, while the diners were sipping a honeyed wine and nibbling sweetmeats, King Rodrigo suddenly turned to Spender, and talked business.

			“My lord Marquês Spendero, you remember the day you and your friend chopped up the Espadachim Real for cat food?”

			Spender winced. “It was not quite as lopsided as that, sire. I was very lucky to escape.”

			“The humiliation of that day has never been forgotten. I was wondering if any of your friends here would be interested in a commission in my guard, on the understanding that he would raise the quality of the men’s swordsmanship?”

			“I cannot speak for any of them. Perhaps you could sketch the terms you might be prepared to offer?”

			The king played with his wine goblet for a moment. “He would found a new school, either in Lindora or wherever he proposes and I agree. I would deed him an estate with an annual harvest of at least fifty barrels. His appointment would be for life, assuming that he produces results.”

			Spender nodded thoughtfully, trying very hard to look serious and certainly not grin. “Many years ago, King Ambrose established an annual fencing tournament, open to all. The cup has never been won by anyone other than a Blade. My son won that competition twice, so he would be the logical candidate. Rhys?”

			Rhys did grin. “I should be honoured beyond words, Your Grace. May I have a week to draw up a detailed proposal for your consideration?”

			Before the king could speak, Desidéria said, “Since his father is now a marquês, the boy ought to hold the rank of count, at least?”

			Rodrigo rolled his eyes in a see-what-I-have-to-put-up-with expression. “Of course.”

			“And the wine harvest you mentioned? For a count, I would estimate seventy-five barrels, and of quality equal to the best Val Atramena reds.”

			The king balked. “You are supposed to be on my side, Desidéria! You are letting love bias your judgment.” There was a pause. Then he said, “Oh, very well. Seventy-five.”

			Rhys looked overjoyed. Three other Blades raised goblets in salute.

			“I want no part of the money hoard,” Spender told them. “Whatever the total comes to, I think the four of you are going to be very wealthy men. My advice would be to stay out of Chivial until King Ambrose returns to the elements, which cannot be more than a year or so, two at the most. Until then, have you any plans?”

			“Assuming His Grace accepts my allegiance in the post we were discussing,” Rhys said, “I will have no need of my quarter share. You can divide it three ways.”

			Trusty and Orca exchanged glances. Orca said, “We have discussed the possibility of buying a small ship and going into the trading business.”

			“Small, but too large to beach on dark nights?”

			“Definitely,” Trusty said. Orca sighed.

			All eyes turned to Sharp. He said, “I never want to set foot in a boat of any size ever again. But if His Grace has no objection, I was thinking of going into the import-export business in Lindora. Why don’t the three of us form a partnership? In five years we could own a fleet of half a dozen vessels.”

			Silence. Orca and Trusty studied their wine glasses.

			“Oh, spirits!” Sharp said testily. “Trusty, how many different totals can you roll with two dice?”

			“Six? No, twelve.”

			“Eleven. There’s no way to score ‘one’. Orca, what’s the most likely score?”

			“Whatever the spirits of chance decide,” the sailor said firmly.

			“But over the long haul, seven is most likely, and either six or eight next most. How many men in Ironhall know that?”

			“How the whale shit should I know?”

			“Not one,” Sharp said. “Since I left. But if you use your brains there, they all think you’re cheating.”

			Spender glanced at Desidéria, who knew exactly what he was thinking and shared his amusement. But nobody was going to spoil the jubilant mood by mentioning the cons or pros of going into business with Sir Sharp.

			“So it’s happily ever after for you, Dad?” Rhys asked.

			“I suppose it is. But I do have one regret.”

			“What’s that?” Desidéria demanded fiercely.

			“I just wish,” Marquês Spendero said in a sad tone, “that I could be there when King Ambrose hears what has happened to his lovely Ranulf.”

			Chapter 8

			The king of Chivial owned many palaces, most of them old and yet dignified, but Ambrose IV had built Nocare himself, thirty years ago, making it larger and grander than any of the others. It had aged as he had, so that now it seemed dowdy, pretentious, and sadly out-of-date.

			Durendal, Earl Roland of Waterby, long-time lord chancellor of Chivial, former Commander of the Royal Guard, five times winner of the King’s Cup, and the second most powerful man in Chivial, came striding across the cavernous reception hall flaunting both his chain of office and his sword, Harvest, to show that he was on business. He noted how few people were sitting around there, waiting for a private word with His Majesty. In the old days there had usually been scores. Now a mere dozen was a crowd. Court insiders brought their troubles to him instead, knowing that he was more likely to listen than the king was.

			The black-clad cleric seated at the desk outside the door to the audience chamber was the third most powerful man in the country, Ivyn Kromman, the king’s private secretary. He had never been handsome or imposing, and nowadays few straggles of white hair hung below his box cap, and his face was so shrunken and wizened that it suggested he might be dying of some painful disease. That would be a great pity, because for half a lifetime, Durendal had been promising to kill him. Long ago and far away, Kromman had murdered a Blade, Sir Wolfbiter, and tried to kill his ward, Sir Durendal. Durendal had then tried to kill Kromman. The king had forbidden any further violence, and for years had exploited their very different talents for his own purposes, playing them off against each other. But they both knew that Ambrose could not live much longer, and as soon as he was dead, one or other of them would die also.

			Kromman watched Durendal’s approach without expression, as always. He could have no doubt that it signified trouble, for all routine matters were dealt with by king and chancellor informally, in the evenings. The two young Blades guarding the door behind him exchanged expectant glances, being well aware of the enmity between the two.

			Durendal wasted no breath on hypocritical greetings. “I must see His Majesty right away.”

			Kromman dipped his pen in the ink and consulted a list. “I can fit you in between...”

			The chancellor reached out to point at the inkwell. No explanation was necessary. Once, when he had been Commander of the Royal Guard, he had tipped an identical inkwell over Kromman’s head.

			Kromman looked up and smiled, exposing a few yellow stumps of teeth. “Is it concerning Baron Goodwin?”

			Score one to Kromman, for Goodwin was one of the worst errors Durendal had ever made. He had recommended Goodwin to the king as port warden for Brimiarde, and even for the peerage, and Goodwin was now locked in a dungeon in the Bastion, awaiting trial on numerous charges.

			Durendal smiled. “It is much more serious than that.” Smiles between him and Kromman were extremely rare, and each one was a mortal threat. It was true that there was a chance that the report he was bringing to the king might destroy his hated rival, although the turd had always slipped out of the net before.

			“His Majesty is with his tailors!”

			“I don’t care if he’s in his bathtub.” Durendal stalked over to the sacred door and banged on it, winking at the guardian Blades. They should have arrested him on the spot, of course, but their boyish faces were alight with broad grins as they relished the story they would be able to spread around the Guard at dinner. Durendal threw the door open and went in.

			Stripped down to his shirt, breeches, leg bandage, and corset, King Ambrose was surrounded by heaps of swatches, ribbons, shoes, measuring cords, and four mousy men with pins in their mouths. He glared at the intruder.

			“Can’t it wait?”

			“No, sire.”

			A royal growl made the sartors depart in haste. The king limped over to a chair and eased his bulk onto it without inviting his visitor to sit. “Talk!”

			“I have just spent a troubling half-hour with the Fitish ambassador, sire. Did you order Ranulf to sail to Fitain?”

			The king coloured under his white beard. “What if I did? Naval affairs have nothing to do with you, sirrah! Go and talk with the Lord Admiral.”

			“But a declaration of war will impinge on my duties.”

			“War!?”

			“Don Marcelo and I both hope it will not come to that, sire, but the Fitish navy has impounded Ranulf on the grounds that it was spying.”

			The famous amber-coloured royal eyes bulged. “That is totally absurd! Rank piracy. I gave permission for Ranulf to undergo sea trials, nothing more.”

			After serving Ambrose in one capacity or other for more than a third of a century, Durendal could still never tell when he was lying, which was not uncommon. “Nothing at all more, sire?”

			The king growled deep in his throat. “The captain’s orders were to intercept any Chivian boats off the Fitish coast, and to search them for contraband. That is all. Only Chivians were involved.” He hesitated and then added, “That Goodwin recreant of yours had allowed certain persons to leave the country without permission, on an illegal enterprise. I wanted them apprehended. That’s all.”

			“Ah!” Durendal produced and unfolded a document. “Don Marcelo gave me what he claims is a copy of the master’s sailing orders, Majesty, which were found in his cabin when Ranulf was boarded. According to the Fitish authorities, they bore your seal.”

			“Read it!”

			“Well, omitting the formal jargon, the master was specifically required to look out for a Chivian single-masted boat named Sea Devil.”

			“That’s the one.”

			“Failing that, he was instructed to locate a certain ruined castle just south of the royal residence of Casa Marítima, identifiable by a sea-stack shaped like an anvil. He was to look out for anyone who might be searching for treasure buried thereabouts, a hoard that he was informed was the property of Your Illustrious Majesty. He was to inspect the ruins and their environs for evidence—”

			Ambrose thumped the arm of his seat in fury. “And you think I ordered that?”

			Perhaps he had, perhaps he hadn’t. Or just possibly Secretary Kromman had grossly exceeded his instructions—which would be much more enjoyable. This affair might even be the end of Secretary Kromman, if properly handled. Ambrose was very skilled at indicating his desires in such ways that the blame, if any, would fall on somebody else.

			“It seems that somebody did,” Durendal said, feigning regret. They both knew that he held the Great Seal of Chivial, but the royal privy seal was frequently applied by Secretary Kromman. “The master sent landing parties ashore more than once. Close-by a royal residence—that was mentioned several times.”

			After a moment, Ambrose muttered, “What do they want?”

			“One hundred million crowns.”

			His Majesty uttered a choking noise, such that Durendal eyed him for a moment to make sure he was not having a medical emergency. There was an ancient prophecy that the king would die at his hand.

			“I would call it ransom, sire, although Don Marcelo did not put it in those terms. He probably has some negotiating room, but his initial demand is for one hundred million crowns, to release the ship and the crew. Under Fitish law, King Rodrigo could hang the lot of them.”

			Silence. No doubt the royal brain was feverishly trying to work out how to explain this disaster to Parliament, how to wring such a ransom out of the burghers, how to lay the blame on someone else, and above all how to save face. The other monarchs of Eurania would cackle like seagulls when they heard the news.

			“As I see it, sire, your options are to declare war, or just abandon the crew, and replace the ship. I looked up the cost of building Ranulf, and it was closer to three hundred million than one. A war would be considerably more expensive than that, of course.”

			A man cannot reign for a lifetime without knowing when he is faced with a very nasty choice. A vein was throbbing in the royal forehead.

			“Fetch Kromman!”

			Lord Chancellor Roland, now promoted to footman, went back to the door, peered out, and said, “You!” Then he stepped well away to let the miscreant in. Kromman shut the door carefully, went over to the king, and bowed.

			“Sire?”

			“Look at that document, Kromman, and tell me how much of it you recognize.”

			Durendal handed over the paper, aware that the secretary was quite clever enough to know what answer the king’s cutely worded question required.

			One of the inquisitors’ most annoying tricks was an ability to read complicated text at a glance. Kromman flipped pages. “This is not Chivian handwriting, sire. Parts of it are word-for-word repeats of the dictation you gave me on the third day of Fifthmoon this year. Others are interpolations, and certain passages have been omitted.”

			“Such as?”

			“Such as your express ban on any venture ashore, sire.”

			A mythical ban just invented on the spot, no doubt. Durendal suppressed a sigh. It seemed that the weasel would survive again. No one could ever deny the quickness of his wits. But there was still hope, if the king did not explode in fury—

			“Ha!” Ambrose boomed. “So it’s nothing but a Fitish forgery—that’s typical! Nasty, oily sneaks, the whole lot of them! Have our ambassador demand to see the original orders and then we’ll see.”

			Durendal said, “He has already done so, sire. I omitted to mention that Lord Cheesley was shown both the original document and that copy. He has initialed every page of the copy, and attached his affidavit on the final page, testifying that the copy is an exact replica of the original sailing orders.”

			As always, Kromman’s expression gave away nothing, but the king’s furious flush showed that he knew he had been tricked. “You did not tell me that before!”

			“Your Grace, I would never trouble you with any such document if I did not have confidence that it was genuine.”

			The royal glare switched to Kromman, who had just read the copy. Why had he not mentioned that damning confirmation on the last page? Durendal held his breath.

			Kromman shrugged. “I ignored the affidavit because it means nothing, sire. The Fitish simply made two copies of the forgery and showed both to Lord Cheesley, claiming that one of them was the original. No doubt it was written in a more Chivian hand. The ambassador was comparing two fakes.”

			The scoundrel had escaped again. Ambrose smiled at this glib explanation and then frowned at Durendal. “It seems to have fooled more than one of my servants. So what are you going to do about this mess, Lord Chancellor?

			“With your permission, Your Grace, I could explain to Don Marcelo how your secretary extended your orders without permission, sire. Chain him up in the Bastion for a few weeks to add conviction?”

			“I am not in the habit of apologizing for crimes I did not commit, Chancellor!” Nor for those he did commit. “How much bargaining room do you have with Ambassador Marcelo?”

			“That will depend on who originated the, um, misunderstanding, Your Grace.”

			Ambrose made an effort to square his well-rounded shoulders—the ruler was about to make a ruling. “You have a fair copy of the authentic orders on file, Secretary?”

			“Of course, sire. In the vault.”

			“Provide it to Chancellor Roland, so that he can explain to the ambassador that the captain of Ranulf must have heard these absurd rumours about buried treasure in that area, and faked authority for him to go and look for it. King Rodrigo can hang him if he wants, or he can send him back here so we can. Get the best price you can, Chancellor. You can go as high as one million crowns if necessary. That is to cover their expenses, you understand. You will make no admission of guilt.”

			The story was absurd, and certainly the cost of buying back Ranulf was going to cost a lot more than that. Durendal and Don Marcelo had privately agreed that their respective royal masters should be guided to a compromise settlement of around fifty million crowns and the wretched scapegoat captain allowed to escape before he met the headsman’ axe.

			“And quitclaim any right to, or interest in, the rumoured treasure, sire?”

			The king’s sudden glower showed that he assigned some credence to the aforesaid rumours. “And just what do you know about those rumours?”

			Durendal had a very good grasp of those rumours. Very little of importance that happened in Chivial escaped the chancellor’s attention, and absolutely nothing that concerned the Blades did. The two gold cups found in Goodwin’s possession when he was arrested bore the name of Sir Rhys, who had turned out to be the son of Sir Spender, who had met with disaster in that same royal residence on the coast of Fitain many long years ago. Durendal was happy that Spender and his companions had found the pot of gold, as Don Marcelo had hinted to him.

			“Only that the death of Lord Bannerville in the spring awakened interest in an old tragedy, sire. Was there a lost treasure?”

			Ambrose hesitated and then said, as if the words hurt, “Certainly not. Yes, you may deny any knowledge of that, or any claim on it. King Rodrigo is welcome to anything he can find there.”

			Chancellor and secretary bowed and departed; the tailors scuffled back in to complete their work. As Kromman shut the door on them, Durendal said—loud enough for the Blade guards to hear—“How long will it take you to fake the allegedly original orders?”

			The inquisitor’s fishy eyes were as lifeless as a shark’s. “To locate them in the vault, you mean, my lord?”

			“Of course. But the sooner I can display them to Don Marcelo, the more convincing they will seem. Not that I expect him to be deceived.”

			“I should locate them within the hour.”

			“That’s very fast writing,” Durendal said. “Make sure the ink is dry before you send them to me. Time is of the essence, you know.”

			Time was always of the essence. The quarry had escaped again, but the day of reckoning would surely come. One day Wolfbiter would be avenged.

			Afterword: All the King’s Blades

			Why am I adding to the Blades saga a dozen years after ending it with The Jaguar Knights? Because of Sir Spender.

			All Blades books are standalone novels. The series began with The Gilded Chain, published in 1997. (That book tells both the beginning and the end of the feud between Durendal and Inquisitor Kromman.) It was followed by Lord of the Fire Lands and Sky of Swords, together forming a trilogy called, Tales of the King’s Blades. Note, though, that they do not make a typical series, being more contemporaneous than sequential. These three are best read in the above order, but if you read any two you will need to read the third to straighten out certain apparent contradictions.

			With these books selling well, my publisher asked me to write some Blade adventures for the Young Adult market, which resulted in a novella series called The King’s Daggers. This elaborated on events that the adult books had dealt with only in passing. They have since been reissued as a fourth volume in the Tales group under the title of The Monster War.

			After the Tales of the King’s Blades came the Chronicles of the King’s Blades, namely Paragon Lost, Impossible Odds, and The Jaguar Knights. These are all standalone novels set in the reign of King Ambrose’s grandson, Athelgar.

			Why now, A Velvet Glove? Because of that scene at the beginning of Lord of the Fire Lands where the crippled Sir Spender turns up at Ironhall to Return the swords of his two slain companions and drop a few hints of the horrors he has been through. That little snippet has bothered me ever since, and I tried to expand it several times.

			Eventually it came together. I discovered that Spender did go through hell, and thus the laws of storytelling required that he be suitably rewarded. That is why he won the happily-ever-after ending. I was tempted to subtitle the book A Fairy Tale of the King’s Blades.

			I hope surviving Blades fans will enjoy reading it as much as I did writing it—as a spoonful of nostalgia. If you are not already familiar with the Blades books, be warned that they tend to be deeper and darker than this (rather frivolous) one.
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			Eocene Station

			ISBN 9781988274058

			eISBN 9781988274058

			by Dave Duncan

			Trade Paperback 6 x 9

			October 1, 2016

			A new Dave Duncan novel is always a reason to celebrate, and his trademark blend of high adventure, hard science, and wry humour makes Eocene Station a must read.

			K. N. ‘Cannon’ Ball and his superstar wife, Tempest, are running for their lives. Cannon has exposed a fraud so huge even heads of government are implicated and determined to keep Cannon from ever testifying. Nowhere is safe, so they step out of time to a research station fifty million years in the past. The dinosaurs died out eons ago and there aren’t any people around, so they ought to be safe then, right? Wrong, very wrong!

			Absolutely smashing.

			Goodreads

			…brilliant settings, plot, action and character development…entirely enjoyable.

			LibraryThing
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			Shadow Song

			ISBN 9780973927818

			eISBN 9780986563041

			by Lorina Stephens

			Trade Paperback 6 x 9

			September 1, 2008

			Vengeance in the backwoods of Upper Canada. An uncle insane with retribution, a midewiwin following a vision, and the girl caught between both worlds.

			Danielle Michele Fleming, 10 year old daughter of a French aristocratic mother, and the second son of English gentry, finds herself caught in the economic ruin that surrounds the failure of the Bourbon Monarchy. She finds herself aboard ship, destined for the Queen’s Bush of Upper Canada and a life with the catalyst of her doom, her uncle, Edgar Fleming. Relentless in his hunt for her, her uncle has her tracked not only by bounty hunters, but in the end through another shaman of evil intent and a blood-debt to settle with Shadow Song.

			Lorina Stephens has proven herself an engaging author.

			The (Hanover) Post

			The book Shadow Song is as diverse as the woman who wrote it.

			Susan Doolan, The Barrie Examiner

			A thoroughly enjoyable, engrossing and intelligent read.

			Goodreads
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			A Poisoned Prayer

			ISBN  9781988274119

			eISBN 9781988274126

			by Michael Skeet

			Trade Paperback 6 x 9

			May 1, 2017

			En garde! Paris, in the 1680s. Dashing swordsmen compete for the favours of licentious women, and magic—God’s Blessing—is strong enough that prayers really are answered.

			Into the City of Light comes Lise de Trouvaille, a young noblewoman of modest means and no apparent Blessing, searching for an advantageous marriage. But the first eligible man she meets—during a werewolf attack, no less—is exactly the wrong person. Rafael, duc de Bellevasse, is at once too good for her and too bad (he is both the scion of one of the great families of France and a scoundrel presumed to be in league with the Devil, paying huge sums for death-magic spells).

			Knowing they are wrong for each other, Lise and Rafael find themselves drawn into plots and conspiracies combining a peasant uprising with the glittering aristocracy surrounding the imperial court. Each has a reason for wanting to solve a series of murders. And each has more than one reason for wanting to avoid the attentions of Nicolas de La Reynie, lieutenant-general of the Paris police and a man who knows, more than most, that something is going badly wrong in Paris.

			I didn’t want to put this book down.

			Goodreads

			A great historical mystery with a strong woman brandishing a rapier!

			Amazon
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