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Prologue

 


When Queen
Minna-Satu ascended the Jashimari throne, she swore to end the war
that had raged between her people and the desert kingdom of Cotti
for centuries. Her councillors were against it, but a young
advisor, Chiana, suggested that Minna-Satu consult with the seer
Shamsara, Idol of the Beasts. Her council pleased Minna-Satu, who
elevated Chiana to the rank of chief advisor. In this, the Age of
Beasts, every person is bonded with a familiar, who is his or her
closest companion. Chiana is dove kin, while Minna-Satu claims
kindred with cat kind, her familiar a great sand cat from the
desert. The Idol predicted that when a queen who is neither
Jashimari nor Cotti sits upon the Jashimari throne, there will be
peace. He also told Minna-Satu that in order for this to come to
pass, she must make the ultimate sacrifice.

Minna-Satu sent
many seasoned warriors to slay the Cotti King, Shandor, and bring
her his son, Kerrion. They failed, but then a black-clad man
requested an audience and offered to do the deed. Thus, Minna came
to know the assassin named Blade, whose wintry grey eyes are as
chilling as his smile is disarming. The Cotti emasculated and
enslaved him as a child, after they slew his family, and his hatred
of them runs deep. His is cat kindred, but he has no familiar.
After he left for the desert, Minna learnt that Blade is the Master
of the Dance in Jondar, a title that only the best in his trade
hold. His kill tally is impressive, and he is known as the
Invisible Assassin and the Silent Slayer.

Blade
succeeded, and Minna rewarded him with lands, riches and the title
of lord. When Prince Kerrion refused to become her consort and
father the next Jashimari Queen, she seduced him, disguised as a
handmaiden, in order to conceive his child. Traitorous members of
her court, however, assumed that she was trying to negotiate a
truce with the eagle-kin Prince and, not wishing the war to end,
plotted to assassinate Kerrion. He had to ascend the throne in
order for Shamsara’s prediction to come true, so, after a failed
assassination attempt, Minna sent him back to the desert with a
heavy heart. She sent Blade to kill the lord behind the attempt,
and realised that, with the assassin at her side, she had the means
to slay her enemies even if the courts would not convict them. The
threat of swift reprisals kept her rebellious lords in check, and
Blade became the instrument of her wrath.

When Kerrion
returned to his kingdom, his half-brother, Lerton, second eldest of
Shandor's brood of sixteen sons, accused Kerrion of killing
Shandor. Since no one saw Blade assassinate the Cotti King or
abduct Kerrion, the Prince's trial went badly.

Blade visited
his estate, and when he returned just ahead of the first winter
storms, he learnt that Jashimari's former ally, King Jan-Durval,
had been slain, and the neighbouring Kingdom of Contara had invaded
Jashimari. Beset on two fronts, Jashimari is doomed, and Minna-Satu
was in despair. The only hope that remained was the prophecy
Shamsara gave her, if her child is born in time. Fearing that
Kerrion would be convicted of killing his father, Minna-Satu asked
Blade to confess to the Cotti judges. He agreed, but part of his
price is Prince Lerton's life. Minna knew that the Cotti would want
to execute Blade, and ordered him to be anointed a sacred Knight of
the Veil.

Kerrion was
exonerated, and, because Blade demanded a pardon prior to his
confession, the assassin is freed. He told Kerrion that Minna-Satu
will bear the Prince’s child in the spring, then take the Queen’s
Cup to pass her kingdom to her daughter, but Kerrion was unable to
promise peace. Blade assassinated Lerton and fled Jadaya. On the
journey home, however, the Cotti spy who was the assassin’s guide
shot him in the back with a crossbow and left him for dead.


 


 


 Chapter One

 


Patrol Leader
Jayon held the spyglass to his eye and scanned the shimmering
desert, his horse stamping to chase away flies. Behind him, the
squad of Jashimari horsemen waited, some taking advantage of the
respite to sip water from their canteens. Jayon hated desert
patrols, which involved time-glasses of riding in sweltering heat
to spy on the Cotti army's movements. He longed for the cool
greenness beyond the mountains, with its gentle mists and abundance
of birds and beasts.

Here, nothing
lived but the numberless flies that plagued the horses and the sand
midges that carried a dreaded illness, which killed many men each
year and made many more sick for tendays. A pungent lotion repelled
the midges and reduced the risk of catching the disease, but it
itched, adding to the misery of the endless heat that boiled him in
his armour. Something black caught his eye, and he paused in his
sweep to study it, then passed the glass to the soldier beside
him.

"Look over
there," Jayon pointed. "Tell me what you see."

The man stared
through the glass for some time before commenting, "It's a man,
sir, probably dead."

Jayon nodded.
"That's what I thought. I wonder who he was, and what he was doing
out here."

The soldier
pulled a face. "He can't tell us now."

"The Cotti wear
pale clothes to ward off the heat, not black. He could be
Jashimari."

"He's still
dead."

Jayon looked
impatient. "Even so, he deserves a decent burial."

"The men are
tired, sir, and we shouldn't linger in one place."

"It will only
take a few minutes in this soft sand. Come on." Jayon spurred his
horse towards the distant speck, and the patrol followed.

Jayon slid from
his mount and knelt beside the crumpled body, which lay on its
side. A crossbow bolt protruded from the corpse's back, and
although the man's face was pressed into the sand, his exposed
cheek was pale and his hair black. A jelabah covered part of his
legs, a Cotti raiment that had evidently been partially pulled off
when he had fallen from a horse. The wind had obscured any tracks,
and probably dislodged the jelabah further as well. Judging by the
way the sand had formed ripples around the corpse, it had been
lying here for at least a day.

"He's
Jashimari," he muttered. "Shot in the back. It can only be a Cotti
kill."

The patrol
leader rolled the corpse onto its back to see its face, and
recoiled in surprise when the man groaned. "He's alive!"

Two soldiers
joined him, and one rolled the man onto his side again to inspect
the bolt. "Lung shot," he pronounced. "A bad wound, probably fatal,
especially if the bolt is barbed." He tugged at it, and it slid
out, revealing a smooth point. "A hunting bolt. He may live. Bring
me bandages."

The second
soldier fetched bandages from his saddlebag, and between them they
stripped the man of his leather tunic and bound the wound. Jayon
studied the stranger's innocent, unlined face, which the sun had
now reddened. His gaze dropped to the tattoo at the base of the
man's throat, and he frowned.

"He's an
assassin."

The soldiers
paused and glanced up at him. "You want to leave him?"

Jayon shook his
head. "No, we'll take him with us."

"Sir!" the
lookout called. "There's a group of Cotti soldiers heading this
way, coming fast. Looks like a couple of hundred of them."

The soldiers
who tended the assassin jumped up and ran to their mounts. Jayon
glanced at the wounded man in annoyance. "Help me with him!"

"Leave him,
sir," one of the soldiers advised. "Your horse can't carry a double
burden all the way to the pass. He's not worth it."

"He's still a
Jashimari! Help me get him on the horse."

The soldiers
heaved the assassin across Jayon's pommel, and they set off towards
the pass at a brisk canter. Soon it became clear that the Cotti
pursued them at a gallop, and the patrol leader spurred his horse,
which flagged under the double burden.

The Jashimari
patrol, which the Cotti outnumbered three to one, thundered into
the mountain pass at a full gallop just ahead of the enemy. Jayon
lagged behind, bent over his horse's neck as arrows whizzed past
his ears. The ferocity and doggedness of the Cotti, who followed
them right into the pass, amazed him. As soon as they were within
its rocky confines, Jashimari archers rained arrows down on the
Cotti, yet still the desert warriors refused to give up. The gates
in the wall, built by Jashimari defenders ages ago, swung open to
admit the patrol, and more arrows buzzed down from the battlements,
slaying dozens of Cotti soldiers. The patrol thundered through the
gates, which closed behind them.

Safe inside the
fortress, Jayon swung down from his lathered mount and looked
around for help as his men melted away to tend their animals. A
couple of soldiers responded to his summons and came over with a
stretcher, and the assassin was lowered onto it. Another soldier
took his horse, and Jayon started after the stretcher, which was
borne away in the direction of the healers' house. His commander
confronted him on the way, frowning with displeasure.

"Jayon, what
have you been up to? Why did those Cotti chase you right up to the
gates?"

Jayon glanced
at the wall, where the archers had relaxed. Evidently the attack
was over. "I don't know, sir. We found a man in the desert, shot in
the back. I brought him with us."

"A Cotti?"

"No sir, a
Jashimari assassin."

Commander
Vandar looked puzzled. "What would an assassin be doing in the
desert? Who is he?"

"I don't know,
sir, he's unconscious."

"Will he
live?"

Jayon shrugged.
"Maybe."

"Well, just as
long as you haven't been taking pot shots at the Cotti again."
Commander Vandar clapped him on the shoulder with a chuckle.

"No, sir."

"Let me know
what our guest has to say if he wakes."

Jayon saluted
and headed for the healers' house, eager for news of his find. The
aged, dour healer who examined the assassin was pessimistic in his
prognosis, declaring that the assassin would develop a lung
sickness from the wound and die within a few days. Nevertheless, he
pushed a hollow reed into the wound and released a puff of air,
then applied a herbal dressing to seal it before he left to tend to
the many other injured soldiers who filled the building.

Jayon gazed
down at the peaceful face of the man he had saved, wondering what
secrets lay in his dormant mind, and what tales he might tell,
should he wake. The assassin had been stripped of his belt, which
held two sheathed daggers, and another two weapons had been removed
from the sheaths strapped to his wrists and placed under the bed
with his clothes. Jayon unstrapped the sheaths and added them to
the pile, then removed the assassin's boots, discovering two more
daggers in well-concealed sheaths on their exteriors. Shaking his
head in rueful admiration, he pulled the blanket over the man and
left to seek his evening meal.

Over the next
few days, Jayon tended the assassin in his spare time, spooning
watery soup into him and wiping off the sweat when the fever the
healer had predicted set in. The healers shook their heads at the
young patrol leader's devotion to the dying assassin, their gloomy
prognosis vindicated as his condition worsened and his breathing
became laboured. Still, Jayon refused to give up.

Letting his
common sense guide him, he propped the assassin up to ease his
breathing and persevered with his feeding. Each day the assassin's
respiration became weaker, developing a nasty rattle that the
healers claimed heralded the end. The assassin burnt with a
terrible fever, soaking the sheets with sweat, his skin flushed and
hot. Each time Jayon returned from his patrol, he expected to find
the bed empty, but the assassin clung to life with a tenacity that
astounded everyone.

 


Queen
Minna-Satu paced her chambers, ignoring Chiana's pleas to lie down
and rest, or eat something. The Queen's pregnancy had not yet
started to swell her waistline, but her condition was the cause of
much rejoicing. Heavy snows slowed the Contara, and they had
advanced little since the autumn. New recruits were being pressed
into swift training, and retired veterans recalled to fight again,
yet it would not be enough. Engineers designed new war engines to
meet the needs of a small army beset by superior numbers, but even
these would do little more than slow down the enemy advance.

No word had
reached them of Blade, and this was the cause of Minna's agitation.
Her pregnancy made it worse with violent mood swings and fits of
weeping. The young consort, a handsome man of cats who said little
and adored the Queen, tried to calm her when he could, but she
would listen to no one and often sent him away. He was the only
one, as yet, who knew that he was not the father of her child, and
spent his nights on a cot at the foot of her bed.

"My Queen, you
must rest," Chiana pleaded. "You will wear yourself out. You need
to be strong for your child."

Minna glared at
her. "I tire of your advice, Chiana, perhaps I should appoint a new
chief advisor."

"They will tell
you the same thing. The healers are concerned for your health, so
is Antare."

"Antare!" Minna
snorted. "Spare me his cow-eyed looks and constant fawning. What
does he know?"

"He knows, as I
do, that you are pale and drawn, you have grown thinner and eat
next to nothing. He also tells me that you sleep badly, you toss
and mutter constantly."

"Is nothing
sacred around here anymore? I shall send him back to the war, where
he can do some good."

Chiana sighed,
making a helpless gesture. "You know that he is a good man,
concerned for your welfare, as we all are. Why are you being so
difficult?"

"Difficult?"
Minna cried. "Do not treat me like some recalcitrant child, Chiana,
I am your Queen! You know very well why I am upset, I have good
reason to be!"

"But wearing
yourself out does not help."

Minna sank down
amongst her cushions, frowning. "Why have I heard nothing from
Jadaya? What has happened there? Is Kerrion King, or Lerton? It has
been too long. The Warrior Moon is almost full, and still there is
no word of Blade. I need him here, I need his advice."

"And his
strength," Chiana murmured.

"Yes, that
too."

"You knew that
he might not survive."

"Yet I expected
him to." Minna shook her head, looking despondent. "Perhaps it was
foolish of me, but he has cheated death so many times. I thought
that he could do it again."

"Maybe he will,
but you must not worry about him, My Queen."

"How can you
say that? I know you worry about him too. I had to send him to
Jadaya, do you not see? The future of Jashimari depended on it. I
had no choice. I just wish I knew what has befallen him. What if he
is lying in a ditch somewhere, wounded and dying of neglect when he
could have the very best healers attending him? Perhaps I should
send someone to search for him?"

"But where
would they look, My Queen?" Chiana asked, although her eyes
brightened with hope. "We have no idea where he might be."

"He has either
perished in Jadaya, or he is somewhere between here and there."

"That is a lot
of country to search."

"Yes." Minna
slumped. "But I fear that without him, my plans will fail." Her
hand crept to her belly. "Without him, my child will die and
Jashimari will be conquered. All will be lost."

Chiana knelt
beside her. "Surely not? Do not think such things. How can one man
be so important?"

"I do not
know," Minna-Satu murmured, "but I think that he is."

 


Jayon was
sitting beside the assassin when he stopped breathing. The
cessation of the rattling gasps did not register right away, then
he turned to stare at the peaceful features of the strange man. A
curious sense of loss filled him. The mystery had eluded him, the
secrets had died with the man on the bed, gone forever when he
wanted so much to know them.

"No, you can't
die," he muttered, shaking his head. "Not after all my care, and
saving you from the desert. You can't do this to me! I want to know
who you are, where you come from, what you were doing in the
desert, and who shot you. Damn it, you can't just die now, after
all I've done for you!"

Rising, he
stood over the bed, his hands clenched at his sides. He glared at
the assassin, incensed that he had given up when he should have
fought on.

"You can't just
give up! Fight, damn you!"

Jayon bent and
thumped the assassin's chest, as if trying to rouse him from the
dead. Again and again he hammered the dead man, driven by an insane
urge to beat him into fighting for the life that had already left
him.

"Fight, damn
you! Fight!"

A passing
healer stared at Jayon in horror, then hurried over to grip his
arms and pull him away. "He's dead! Leave him be!"

"No!" Jayon wrenched free and fell to his knees beside the
bed, bring his fists down in the hardest blow of all.
"Fight!"

The assassin
coughed and drew in a shallow breath. Jayon and the healer stared
at him in amazement. He opened his eyes and grimaced, his
expression dazed. His eyes flicked to Jayon and the healer, and he
groped for the dagger that had been strapped to his wrist. His face
twisted and his brow furrowed as a coughing fit gripped him, and in
between coughs he wheezed, struggling for air.

Jayon stood up.
The miracle of the assassin's return to life stunned him. The man
fought to breathe and cough, the struggle painful to witness. His
face grew red from the strain, his eyes bulged and veins stood out
on his brow. Cords of muscle bulged on his chest, and sweat
streamed from him as he hacked and gasped. The healer hastened away
and came back with a bunch of leaves, which he crushed under the
assassin's nose.

Their sharp
odour seemed to give him a little relief, and his cough became more
powerful. Gradually the rattle lessened, and he relaxed as his
breathing grew easier. The healer lifted the assassin's shoulder to
inspect the dressing, frowning when he found it stained with fresh
blood. He left to fetch a clean one, and Jayon sank onto the chair
beside the bed. The assassin closed his eyes, looking exhausted.
The flush drained from his skin, leaving it ashen. His return to
life and consciousness amazed Jayon, who studied him.

The assassin
opened his eyes again, still looking dazed, then his gaze flicked
to Jayon and sharpened. He frowned, his arctic stare making the
young patrol leader shiver.

"Who are
you?"

"I'm Patrol
Leader Jayon. I found you in the desert, shot with a crossbow bolt,
seven days ago."

"Seven days?
I've been here for seven days? Where in Damnation am I,
anyway?"

Jayon nodded.
"This is the healers' house in Derrilan Pass."

The assassin
tried to sit up and grimaced, his limbs shaking. Jayon pushed him
back. "Lie still, you're too sick to get up."

"I must." He
subsided, apparently realising that he did not have the strength,
anyway. "I must speak to the Queen."

Jayon gave an
incredulous laugh. "The Queen? You're deluded. It must be the
fever." He placed a hand on the assassin's brow, but he knocked it
aside.

"Quit mothering
me, boy, I'm not an infant."

Jayon frowned.
Now that the assassin was awake, he looked ten years older, and the
tattoo that had seemed so incongruous for one so youthful and
innocent now appeared quite fitting.

"Who are you?"
he asked.

The assassin
stared at the ceiling, and Jayon began to think he would not
answer, then he muttered, "I have many names, which one do you
want?"

"All of
them."

 


Blade pushed
himself up on the pillows and studied the young man who sat beside
him. Jayon looked to be about twenty years old, a handsome youth
with merry blue eyes and thick brown hair, a fringe of which
flopped into his eyes.

"So, you want
to know who it is that owes you his life. Is that what prompted you
to save a dying wretch in the desert?"

"No. I know
you're an assassin. Not many will help your kind."

"That's true.
Most would have ridden on and left me to die, some would have spat
on me before they did." He gazed into the distance. "I'm known as
Blade."

Jayon's jaw
dropped. "The Queen's Blade?"

Blade frowned.
"Does everyone damned well know now?"

"Many have
heard of your deeds, even here on the border, yes. You killed King
Shandor!"

"Why don't you
shout it a little louder? I don't think the Cotti heard you."

"There are no
Cotti here."

"There are
spies everywhere, boy."

Jayon looked
stunned. "But then... you're a lord, aren't you?"


"Supposedly."

"But what
happened to you? Who shot you?"

"That's a long
story."

"I have
time."

The assassin
sighed. "Bring me some water."

Jayon jumped up
and dashed off, just as the healer returned with a fresh dressing.
He helped Blade to sit up and removed the old bandage, a painful
process that made the assassin's eyes water.

"You had better
be nice to that boy," the healer admonished. "I don't care who you
are or how many you've killed, he saved your life. He's sat by your
bedside every day and mopped your brow, fed you, changed your
dressing. Why he bothered with an assassin, I don't know. Not many
would. You owe him."

Blade groaned.
"Not again."

The healer
wiped the wound, making Blade grimace and hiss. "Like I said, he
deserves your gratitude."

"I'm sure he'll
be well rewarded."

The healer
strapped the new dressing in place. "He not only saved you in the
desert, he also brought you back to life. Not half a time-glass
ago, you were dead."

"No wonder I
feel so bloody awful."

The healer
finished the dressing and straightened. "Just remember what I
said."

Blade coughed
again, unable to stem the urge, and the healer shook his head.

"Try not to
cough, or the wound in your lung won't heal."

Blade quelled
it, and the healer left to tend his other patients, stepping aside
to allow Jayon to trot past carrying a water jug and a plate of
steaming stew. Blade drained two cups before his thirst was
quenched, then started on the food, while Jayon waited with obvious
impatience.

The assassin
ate less than half the meal before handing the plate back and
regarding the young officer with deep resentment. "So, I'm told
that I owe you a debt of gratitude, boy, and I hate owing debts.
What do you want from me?"

"Just your
story. How you came to be wounded in the desert."

"That's
all?"

Jayon
nodded.

With a sigh,
Blade related the tale in terse sentences, adding no embellishments
and leaving out many details, including the name of his employer,
although her identity was easy to guess. When he finished, Jayon
stared at him in amazement.

"That's truly
incredible."

"You must send
a message to the Queen. Tell her of my situation, and that Prince
Kerrion is safe and Lerton dead."

"Of course.
Once the commander knows who you are, you will receive the best
treatment." He pulled a face. "The healers gave you up for dead.
They said I was wasting my time tending you."

Blade fought
the urge to cough. "I wouldn't be here if I hadn't been stupid
enough to tell that damned Cotti spy that Lerton was dead. Who knew
that he had a crossbow and the courage to use it?"

"It could have
been worse. You might have died."

"You're to tell
no one what I told you, boy."

"Of course.
I'll go and tell the commander that you're awake." Jayon rose, then
paused. "By the way, my name's Jayon, not 'boy'."

Blade waved him
away. "Leave me be, I need to sleep."

 


Cold sunlight
poured in through the tall windows of the Jashimari palace's
sunroom, which gave a view of the snow-covered garden. Minna-Satu
reclined on a pile of cushions, reading a book of poems. In summer,
this room became too hot for comfort, but in winter it was one of
the warmest places in the palace. The book of poems was meant to
take Minna's mind off Blade's possible fate, but did little more
than distract her for brief interludes. The rest of the time, she
stared out at the icy garden, her mind filled with worry.

Minna-Satu
looked up in surprise as the doors burst open, and Chiana came in,
performing a quick prostration. Shista raised her head and glanced
around, then stretched with a sigh and flopped down.

Chiana waved a
scrap of paper as she approached the Queen. "He is alive! Blade has
been found. He is at the border, safe in a healer's house."

Minna's heart
swelled with relief and joy. "Thank Tinsharon! How is he? When is
he coming back?"

"It does not
say, only that he is injured, but recovering. There is little in
the message, it was brought by raven."

"There must be
more than that!"

"Not about
Blade. The rest of the message is that Lerton is dead and Kerrion
safe."

Minna smiled as
the burden of her worries eased. "He succeeded. And he survived.
The man is a marvel."

"Yes, My
Queen."

"I will send a
carriage for him at once. He can convalesce here, where he will get
the best attention."

"But My Queen,
the roads..."

"I will send a
company of men to clear the roads for it."

"Travelling may
weaken him... and the cold..."

Minna waved
Chiana's protests aside with an impatient gesture. "I will send my
best healer along too. He could use some exercise."

"It will take
more than four tendays to get there, in this weather."

"So much the
better, he will be recovered enough to travel by then."

Chiana nodded,
smiling. "I too long for his return, My Queen, but I did not know
that you were so fond of him."

Minna eyed the
advisor, smiling at her gentle teasing. "It is not only that. I am
fond of him, I admit, but I shall need him here. By the waning of
the Sea Moon I shall have only another moon-phase to go before my
daughter is born."

"One phase?"
Chiana frowned. "But that cannot be. You only took consort in the
Maiden Moon, just after Blade went to his estate."

"Yes." The
Queen sighed. "It is time you knew, Chiana, although you are to
tell no one else. Antare is not the father of my child."

"Then
who...?"

"Prince
Kerrion."

Chiana stepped
back, her eyes wide. "So that is why..."

"Yes."

"You would put
a half Cotti Queen on the Jashimari throne?"

Minna nodded.
"It is the only way to bring peace between us. Do not look so
outraged, it was you who advised me to seek the help of Shamsara,
and it was he who predicted that this was the only way to end the
war. So long as Kerrion is the Cotti King, they will not make war
on his daughter. That is why Blade had to save him. When those who
want the war to continue hear of my plan, they will plot against
me, and try to kill the child.

"I need Blade
to slay them. The courts are too slow, and may disagree with me. I
may be the Queen, but like Kerrion, my enemies may win if I am not
careful. They cannot oust me, for they have no others to choose
from, but they can slay the child and insist that I bear a
pureblood Jashimari princess."

Chiana looked
stunned. "I see. That explains much. It is a good plan, if it
works."

Minna smiled.
"I am glad that you agree. Even Blade was sceptical."

"But it will
make you many enemies."

"That is why I
need him here with me."

"Of course...
but do you think that Kerrion will end the war when the princess is
born?"

"No."
Minna-Satu looked away. "Only when she is Queen."

"We cannot
survive that long, not against Verone as well as the Cotti. The
generals all agree that we can barely hold out until
mid-summer."

"I know. Which
is why she must become Queen straight away, and you must be Regent
until she is old enough to rule."

Chiana gasped
and sank to her knees. "What does this mean?"

"You know very
well. My rule must be a short one."

"But
how...?"

"The Queen's
Cup." Minna stared over Chiana's head, her face resolute. "A
painless end."

"No!" Tears
shimmered in Chiana's eyes. "My Queen! You cannot!"

"I can and I
must." Minna jumped up and walked over to the windows to gaze at
the snow-covered spires visible above the garden walls. "No
Jashimari Queen lives her full allotment of years. At fifty we must
die, before we become senile, a law brought into effect after the
madness of Queen Pilla-Veru. She ordered her entire court executed,
and some say she started the Endless War.

"At the urging
of her daughter, she was given a painless poison, which is now
known as the Queen's Cup. So, I will take mine sooner than most,
before the Contara overrun Jondar and murder us all. With Kerrion's
daughter on the throne, the Cotti will be forced to protect her,
and Jashimari will be saved. Nor can Kerrion conquer us, he is too
honourable a man to steal from his own flesh and blood."

Chiana sobbed,
covering her face as she knelt before the cushions Minna-Satu had
vacated. The Queen turned from the window. "Do not weep for me,
Chiana. If I do not do this, the Contara will slaughter all of us
anyway. If they capture me, I shall suffer terribly before I die. I
would rather a peaceful end. It is those left behind who will face
the danger."

"Blade knows
this?"

"No. Only that
I bear Kerrion's child."

"And
Kerrion?"

Minna shook her
head. "He knows nothing, as yet."


 


 


 Chapter Two

 


Blade proved to
be a difficult patient, fidgeting endlessly and complaining about
his treatment. When the camp commander found out who he was, he was
moved to a room in the fortress, and the best food was lavished
upon him. The new accommodations were comfortable, but poor, a
chamber with a barred window overlooking the training yard, an
empty wardrobe and a fireplace. A narrow bed stood against one
wall, its sheets and blanket clean but well worn. A puffwood table
was placed beside the bed for his medicines, and a hard chair
provided Jayon with a place to sit when he came to visit.

The patrol
leader ordered the fireplace swept out and a fire lighted, and had
extra blankets placed on the bed. Woven reed mats were brought in
to cover the floor and prevent the foundations' chill from creeping
into the air. Blade complained about the healers' rough handling,
and refused to take the bitter medicine they prescribed. Jayon
spent many time-glasses trying to persuade him otherwise, and
sometimes Blade did, just for the sake of peace and quiet.

Blade's
weakness irritated him, and he constantly tried to build his
strength with exercise. His inability to walk soured his mood
further. At times, coughing fits would tear open the wound,
delaying his recovery. One day, when all the healers were busy
after a battle, Jayon changed the dressing, and Blade discovered
that the boy had a gentle touch. After that, he demanded that Jayon
attend him, and the young patrol leader was excused from his other
duties in order to do so.

Blade
complained about the lack of a bath, hating his stink and his
scalp's itchiness. At first, he refused when Jayon offered to bathe
him, unwilling to undergo the humiliation of being washed, but
eventually he could stand it no longer. Although the healers warned
against it, he agreed to allow Jayon to help him bathe.

The young
officer had a tub carried to Blade's room and filled with steaming
water. A fire roared in the grate to warm the room, and a cloth
covered the window to keep out any draughts. Jayon removed the
dressing and half carried Blade to the tub, helping him into it.
When Jayon had washed those parts of the assassin that he could not
reach due to the pain of his wound, Blade relaxed in the hot water
and studied the youth, who stood beside the fire.

"Why are you so
devoted to me, boy?"

Jayon smiled
and shrugged. "You're a great man."

Blade gave a
derisive snort. "What do you hope to gain?"

"Nothing. It's
an honour to serve you, Lord Conash. Your deeds are almost legend
amongst the men of this army. Many envy my position."

Blade frowned
at him, perplexed. "Status then, is that it?"

"Why must it be
anything?"

"It's certainly
not my company."

"No," Jayon
agreed. "It's not that. Perhaps I feel responsible, since it was I
who found you and brought you here."

"Has your
commander rewarded you for that?"

Jayon inclined
his head, tossing another log into the fire. "I have received a
commendation. I'll soon get a promotion too."

"So, you don't
have to do this."

"No, I choose
to. Perhaps I hope to gain your friendship."

"Friendship."
Blade sighed, shaking his head. "I don't make friends, boy. I may
have to kill them."

Jayon's lips
compressed, and he picked up the towel. "I doubt that will happen.
It's time you got out, before the water gets cold."

"No. Not yet.
It's still hot."

Jayon sighed
and set the towel down. "Why must you be so unpleasant all the
time?"

"To prevent
boys like you seeking my friendship."

Jayon chuckled,
shaking his head. "It will do you no good, I'm not so easily put
off."

"Pity."

"Don't you have
any friends?"

"No. Being an
assassin is a solitary profession, there's no room in my life for
encumbrances. No one will mourn my passing when it comes. You
should go and fawn on someone who will appreciate it, I certainly
don't."

"I noticed,"
Jayon growled, annoyed by Blade's rudeness. "But perhaps you should
be a little more grateful. Without me, you would have the healers
changing your dressings, and you wouldn't be having this bath, to
say nothing of the fact that you wouldn't even be alive." He threw
the towel on the floor beside the tub and headed for the door.

"Jayon!"

The youth
turned at the door, scowling. "What?"

"I would like
to get out now."

"Why don't you
do it yourself?"

Blade's brows
rose. "You know full well that I can't. Do you want me to
freeze?"

"You're too
cold to freeze, Blade. You have a heart of ice. I try to help you,
and all I receive is scorn."

Blade nodded,
gazing at the water. "You're right, but my ill temper stems from my
sickness. I find it galling to require a nursemaid. There was a
time, not so long ago, when I could have run rings around you, boy.
Now I'm reduced to this." He gestured to the tub. "I cannot even
bathe myself, but must rely on you. Can you imagine how humiliating
this is for me?"

Jayon sighed,
mollified. "I can. I suppose you have a right to be ill tempered."
He walked back to the tub and picked up the towel, helping Blade to
the bed. When he was dry, Jayon put a fresh dressing on the wound
and bound it in place, seated next to his patient.

"I have been in
this place for more than two tendays, and still I'm too weak to
stand," Blade grumbled. "When will this wound heal? What do the
healers say?"

"They say it
may take several moons. The injury was grave, most men would have
died from it."

"According the
healer, I did die from it."

"Yes, you
did."

"You should
have been a healer."

The boy looked
surprised, then smiled. "I want to be one day, but while I'm young
I must fight. Perhaps when I'm too old for combat, I will become a
healer."

"If you live
that long."

Jayon tied the
bandage and stood up. "You need to sleep now."

Blade stared at
the soot-stained ceiling for a long time after the young officer
had left, thinking about what he had said and listening to the soft
rattle of fluid in his chest. It must be nice, he mused, to be as
content with life as Jayon. Free from bitterness, having never
known sorrow and loss. It seemed ironic that the boy would admire a
man so filled with bitterness and hatred that it had soured his
spirit. He was unable to fathom Jayon's animal kin, for it was not
one of the more obvious ones, but he was certainly not Shunned.

From the boy's
sunny nature and positive disposition, he guessed that it was some
sort of bird. Most healers were bird kin. Their inherent gentleness
and caring came from the sensitive nature of their avian familiars.
Since people took on many of the traits of their animal kin,
healers were mostly bonded with doves or songbirds. The healer who
had first tended him had had a bardbird perched on his shoulder, he
recalled. Perhaps Jayon was bonded with one of the shy woodland
birds that disliked the company of humans other than their
particular friends. He closed his eyes and sighed.

A whisper of
sound woke Blade, so soft that he could not be certain of what it
was. A slither, a slight rasp, but enough to set off his finely
tuned internal alarms and prompt his sleeping mind into waking him.
He opened his eyes a slit. The lamp beside the bed had long since
run out of oil, and the fire had died. The only illumination was
the faint strip of moonlight coming through the window. He moved
his right arm under the sheet, sliding it down to the hilt of the
dagger tucked under the mattress.

Grasping it, he
pulled the blade free and waited, sensing the presence of someone
in the room. Turning his head as one asleep might, he scanned the
darkness by the door. He was unable to make out anything in the
gloom, but his other senses jangled with alarm. The sound of
breathing reached him, and he smelt a spicy scent that many Cotti
wore. Tense as a coiled spring, he waited for the attack.

The darkness
moved, disgorging a grey-clad man who strode to the bed, committing
himself to the assault. His arm rose to deliver a lethal stroke to
Blade's chest, aimed at his heart. Blade pushed himself up with all
his strength and thrust his dagger into the assassin's belly. The
man stood frozen just long enough for Blade to pull the weapon
free, but before he could use it again, the Cotti stabbed
downwards, and Blade flung up his arm.

The Cotti's
dagger cut into his forearm, and Blade grunted as he jerked free in
an instinctive recoil that preceded his immediate retaliation. He
lashed out in a scything stroke, sliced open the man's throat and
loosed a fountain of blood that splattered down on him like warm
rain. The Cotti staggered back and collapsed, his weapon hitting
the stones with a tinkle. Blade struggled from the bed, determined
to ensure that the intruder was dead. His legs buckled, forcing him
to crawl towards his erstwhile assailant.

The door burst
open, admitting two torch-bearing soldiers in a flood of light.
They rushed over to the Cotti assassin, saving Blade the trouble of
checking him. One of the men exclaimed in disgust and brought his
boot heel down on something that crunched under it. Blade sagged as
fresh weakness invaded his limbs, and the other soldier came over
to him, snapping orders at his companion.

"Fetch a
healer, Lord Conash is hurt, and alert the commander."

"No," Blade
said. "Fetch Jayon."

The second
soldier ran off, leaving his companion to place his torch in a
sconce on the wall and try to help the assassin up, but Blade shook
him off.

"Leave me be.
How did this man get in here? Why was there no guard at my
door?"

"There was, My
Lord," the soldier replied. "He's dead."

"And where were
you?"

"On watch
further down the hall. We heard a noise and came to
investigate."

"What did your
comrade step on?"

"A scorpion, My
Lord, the assassin's familiar."

Blade coughed,
the sudden exertion bringing on the fit. The soldier, looking
worried, went out and returned with two more torches, which he
placed on the walls, filling the room with light. Blade struggled
to stop coughing, a burning pain starting in his left lung, which
the crossbow bolt had pierced. When at last he brought it under
control, dark spots danced in his eyes, and the salty tang of blood
filled his mouth.

Someone grabbed
him and hauled him onto the bed, ignoring his growl. When his
vision cleared, Jayon knelt before him, examining the deep cut in
his arm. The young officer pried the dagger from Blade's fist and
tossed it aside, calling for bandages and herbs. Soldiers now
crowded the room, and the commander crouched beside the strange
assassin's body and pulled off its hood.

"Cotti," he
growled.

"Of course,"
Blade said, studying the golden-haired assassin. He was barely more
than a boy, his face unlined and innocent. Spots of blood patterned
his cheek, stark against the pallor that was creeping into his
skin, turning it an ugly shade of yellow. A youngster, Blade
thought bitterly, probably with only a few kills under his belt,
and certainly not sufficiently experienced to take on another
assassin. While Blade was safe from Jashimari assassins, enemy
assassins were fair game to either side.

Commander
Vandar straightened and looked at Blade with deep concern. "Are you
all right, My Lord?"

"I'll
live."

A soldier
picked up the Cotti's weapon and sniffed it. "Sir, I think this
blade is poisoned."

Jayon's head
jerked up, and he frowned at the yellow-stained blade the soldier
held. He swore foully, making Vandar rock back on his heels, and
barked, "Bring water, lots of it!"

A soldier ran
out, and Jayon tore off the bandages he had wrapped around Blade's
arm, cursing. Blade watched him, a faint smile curling his
lips.

"Maybe I won't
live after all."

Jayon glared at
him. "You find it amusing?"

Blade shrugged.
"Just ironic."

The soldier
returned with a basin of water, and Jayon thrust Blade's arm into
it, scrubbing the wound with vigour that made the assassin hiss and
grit his teeth. The water turned red as Jayon squeezed and rubbed
the gash in Blade's arm, trying to wash out as much of the poison
as he could. When at last he was satisfied that the wound was
clean, he bound it again, then started to remove the blood-soaked
dressing from Blade's back.

"Find out what
the poison is," Jayon instructed a soldier. "Take the dagger to
Mergan."

The man nodded
and ran out with the weapon. Commander Vandar scowled at the dead
assassin, prodding the corpse with his boot.

"Search him,"
Vandar ordered. "He may have the antidote with him, in case he cut
himself."

Two soldiers
searched the Cotti's body, but came away empty-handed. Blade
watched them with dull eyes, filled with a growing sense of
detachment much like he had experienced when he had been sedated in
the palace. He had known that they would not find the antidote,
assassins rarely carried something that could be used to undo their
work. Any poisoner worth his tattoo knew that if he cut himself
with his poisoned blade, he must suffer the consequences. It was a
risk of the profession.

"What
happened?" Commander Vandar turned to Blade. "How did you...?"

"Survive?"
Blade glanced up at the grey-haired commander. "He made two
mistakes. Small ones, but they cost him his life. The first was
that he made a noise, very slight, but enough to wake me. He should
have known that an assassin is ten times more alert than an
ordinary man. Even his breathing would have woken me. Also, he was
wearing perfume, a distinctive Cotti scent, which is how I knew
that it wasn't Jayon sneaking in here to check on me, as he does
sometimes."

Jayon looked
startled. "You were asleep."

"Sort of.
Still, the Cotti succeeded. This is what assassins have always
surmised would happen if one was sent to kill another, which is why
it's forbidden. Both will die. The poisoned blade is something
quite a few assassins use, it assures the outcome, even if the kill
isn't clean. He tried to stab me in the heart, so he was not
relying on the poison."

Blade sighed,
finding it harder to breathe. A band of steel tightened around his
chest. "I remember one who relied on poison. He was called Shadow,
and he used a particularly fast-acting variety. He used to accost
his victims on a busy street and stab them with a tiny blade,
little more than a needle really, then vanish into the crowd.

"His victim
would be dead within minutes. He was snake kin, some say the yellow
viper, so perhaps he used his familiar's venom. One day, he dropped
dead in the market place, and it can only be deduced that someone
bumped into him, and he stabbed himself... that's the danger of
poison... I'm not surprised that our young assassin hasn't got...
the antidote... the penalty for carelessness is... death." Blade's
words slurred, and he breathed heavily, his eyes drooping.

Jayon shook
him. "Blade, stay awake."

Blade sighed
again. It was growing increasingly difficult to listen to the boy
through the roaring in his ears. He closed his eyes and slid away
into the darkness with a sense of relief that all the pain was
over.

 


The assassin
slumped, and Jayon laid him on the bed, frowning. Vandar's worry
was palpable as he paced the floor, glowering at the dead Cotti
until he got tired of this and ordered the soldiers to remove the
body. Jayon used a damp cloth to wipe the blood from Blade's chest,
staying with him after Vandar muttered an excuse and left,
apparently unwilling to watch the assassin die.

When Mergan
identified the poison, several time-glasses later, Jayon's heart
sank. Not only was it lethal in small doses, there was no antidote
for it in the camp and no way of getting any in time. This time the
old healer's pessimistic prediction seemed inevitable. The assassin
would die within a few days.

 


Kerrion looked
around at a knock on the door, commanding the applicant to enter. A
senior advisor came in and bowed.

"Sire, the
procession awaits."

Kerrion sighed
and tugged at his ornate white tunic, picking up the plumed silver
helm he must wear on this occasion. Finally, Lerton was to be
buried, a full four tendays after his death. Once the preservers
had embalmed him, he had lain in state for all this time, a high
collar covering the wound in his throat. Kerrion had stood with his
brothers beside the bier to receive the condolences of all the
lords of the land, some of whom had travelled great distances to
attend.

After them,
numberless advisors, judges, senior and retired officers had filed
past, each bending their knee to the bier and murmuring the ritual
words of condolence to Kerrion and his brothers. Then the clergy
had paid their last respects, starting with the high priests, then
the hundreds of ordained monks and acolytes. When all the nobles
and men of rank had attended, the princes were able to take turns
each day for the sake of the commoners. Now, at last, the ordeal
was over, and the funeral procession was ready to leave the
palace.

The advisor
stood aside as Kerrion started towards the door, just in time to
meet a dusty messenger who trotted up. The advisor intercepted the
man and took the missive from him, unrolling it to read it to
Kerrion.

"It is from the
border. An assassin was sent to kill the Jashimari murderer, but he
still lives." The advisor frowned. "He is, however, mortally ill
from poison, and not expected to survive much longer."

Kerrion almost
smiled at Blade's tenacity. "And this, after that damned spy
claimed to have killed him also. Blade leads a charmed life. I will
believe him dead when I see his grave, or his head on a plate.
Still, commend the assassin, he did well."

The advisor
glanced at the message. "He is dead, Sire, the Jashimari assassin
killed him."

"Of course."
Kerrion nodded, realising that he should have guessed the
outcome.

Brushing past
the advisor, he set off down the corridor that led to the main
palace entrance, where he must take up his position at the head of
the mourners behind the coffin. The advisor trotted after him, his
sandaled feet slapping on the marble floor.

"Any orders,
Sire? Should we send another assassin to finish him off?"

"I did not
order the last, so why ask me now? I see no point in sending
another if Blade has been poisoned, do you?"

"He may
survive..."

"But now that
they have been warned, they will guard him that much better."
Kerrion swung to face the advisor, who stumbled to a halt.
"Unfortunately, I do not have an assassin as good as Blade in my
employ, Gertan, or I would have put him to good use already. As it
is, we must just hope that the poison works, must we not?"

"Sire, you
cannot allow him to live. He killed your father and your
brother."

"I am aware of
that. He also kidnapped and humiliated me. Do you think I want him
to live? Even though he saved me from my brother's lies, he has
done more harm than good. But, considering that the last assassin
is dead, who will you send? I doubt that we will have any more
success than Queen Minna-Satu had trying to murder my father until
she sent Blade. He is important to her. She will do all she can to
protect him, so why not make the decision yourself? Let it be on
your conscience that you sent men to be tortured in a Jashimari
camp."

Kerrion swung
away, leaving the advisor agape, and went out to meet the crowd's
roaring accolade.

 


Blade's fever
worsened, and he lay soaked in sweat for the next five days,
tossing and muttering in a delirium. Even though they did not
expect him to live, they doubled the guard outside his door, and
Jayon moved his bed into the room. Each morning that he found Blade
still breathing was a miracle. The assassin clung to life with a
persistence that astounded everyone.

The Queen's
coach reached the camp a tenday after the attack, carrying a
dishevelled and thoroughly exhausted palace healer. Blade teetered
on the brink of death, yet would not slide over it. The Queen's
healer did not have the antidote with him, but ordered that the
assassin be bled, thus removing more of the poison from his system.
This weakened Blade further, lessening his sweating and tossing,
which pleased the new healer.

After a day of
rest for the men who had accompanied the carriage, Blade was loaded
aboard it for the journey to Jondar. As it was preparing to leave,
Commander Vandar caught sight of Jayon's forlorn expression and
offered to let him accompany the assassin. The boy grinned and
dashed to his room to cram his few possessions into a bag, and was
forced to ride after the coach, which had already left.

Like the camp
healers, the Queen's healer did not expect Blade to survive the
journey, and Jayon had his doubts too. The assassin did indeed seem
to be at death's door, his skin cold and ashen, his eyes sunken and
breath rank. Yet Jayon refused to give up, nursing him with
diligence that impressed Verdan, the Queen's healer. Despite the
danger of setting the coach alight, Jayon had braziers lighted
inside it to warm the air and kept Blade bundled against the chill.
Three times a day he propped him up and spooned a nourishing soup,
spiked with medicine, into him.

At each village
they passed through, Verdan went in search of the antidote, but did
not find it until the third town, five days after leaving the
border. Jayon's spirits rose when the antidote had been
administered, but Verdan warned that it may be too late. The
antidote appeared to make no difference, and Blade remained
comatose and feverish. Verdan assured Jayon that the lung wound
caused this, not the poison. When Blade had exerted himself, he
explained, the assassin had torn open the wound in his lung, and
now it had to heal all over again.

The journey
progressed at a fair speed, many of the roads still clear from the
outbound trip, although they did encounter some deep drifts in
places where new snow had fallen. Here the soldiers slaved to
shovel it from the road, and the carriage proceeded at a snail's
pace, or stopped and camped while the men worked through the night.
No effort was spared, and Jayon wondered at the Queen's urgency to
have the assassin back at the palace, even unconscious.

When the
exhausted group arrived at Jondar, they had cut short the journey
by five days, and Blade still lived. Verdan's admiration for the
assassin's constitution knew no bounds, and Jayon was proud of his
patient. The coach rattled into the courtyard, drawn by eight
exhausted horses that blew great clouds of steam that mingled with
the billows rolling off their flanks, and men rushed out to carry
the assassin's litter inside.

The soldiers
who had worked so hard to get them there stood and watched with
dull eyes as four men bore the litter past them. Snow sleeted down
in icy flakes, and Jayon brushed it off Blade's face as he trotted
beside the litter. The assassin's skin was so cold that the snow
did not melt on it. The soldiers whisked Blade up to his room,
Jayon following, while Verdan left the party to eat and rest.

A manservant
already had a fire roaring in the grate, and heavy velvet curtains
were drawn to keep the cold from creeping in through the windows.
Jayon glanced around at the tapestry-hung chamber carpeted with
russet wool rugs. Gossamer amber curtains hung from the bed posts,
and gilt furniture stood in the corners. A full-length mirror hung
on one wall, a rare luxury. A curtained door led into an adjoining
room panelled with bloodwood and floored with marble. A permanent
tub stood at its centre, soft towels and expensive aromatic soaps
and oils surrounding it. When he returned to the bedroom, he found
that the soldiers who had brought Blade had left, and for the
moment he was alone with the assassin. Jayon went over to the bed
and addressed his comatose friend.

"Very nice, I
must say."

"Who are you?"
A feminine voice demanded behind him, and Jayon spun in fright.

A
chestnut-haired woman regarded him with suspicious eyes, looking
uncertain, but determined. From her rich garb, he deduced that she
was not a servant, and bowed. "My lady, I'm Patrol Leader Jayon,
from the border pass."

"What are you
doing in Lord Conash's room?"

"I accompanied
him from the border, my lady. I have been attending him."

Her expression
softened. "I see. Well, your services are no longer required, we
have plenty of servants here."

"You don't
understand, I - he's my patient. You can't simply dismiss me."

"Are you a
healer?" Her eyes raked his uniform.

"No... but
-"

"He will get
the best possible care here. You may return to your post."

Jayon stepped
closer, desperate to convince her. "My lady, you don't understand.
Blade would want me to stay... I - we - I'm his friend."

Her brows rose.
"Indeed? But since he is unable to attest to that, I have only your
word for it, have I not?"

"Yes, my lady.
At least let me stay until he wakes."

"You are not
known here. You are a soldier and must return to your duties, there
is no arguing with that."

"My lady, if
you would ask the healer Verdan, he can tell you -"

"Will you two
be quiet?" A weak voice from the bed startled Jayon, and he rushed
to the bedside. Blade raised a shaking hand to rub his brow,
frowning. "I have a crushing headache. Get me something for it,
Jayon."

"At once, Lord
Conash." Jayon shot the woman a triumphant look, his face wreathed
in a relieved grin, and dashed out.

 


Chiana
approached the bed and studied Blade, placing a hand on his brow.
"How are you feeling?"

He slapped her
hand away. "I have just told you. On top of that I feel queasy, but
that is probably from listening to the two of you. Leave the boy
alone. If he wants to stay, he can."

She smiled, her
heart bursting with joy that she could not show, although she
feared that her eyes glowed with it, and strived to hide it.
Blade's eyes were closed, and lines of pain scored his brow.

Chiana gazed at
him. "When did you wake?"

"Just now. Your
carping woke me." He rubbed his brow again.

She fought the
urge to touch him, and her anguish found voice in words that
trotted off her tongue of their own volition. "You look terrible,
Blade, you are so thin."

"Thank you." He
opened his eyes and shot her a hard glance. "So do you."

Chiana
straightened, stung. She had not meant to reveal her feelings in
such a raw statement of concern, but fortunately such emotional
outbursts only annoyed the assassin. To negate her impulsive words,
she said, "The Queen wishes to see you the moment you wake. I will
tell her that you are."

"You will do no
such thing," he growled. "Leave me alone, and do not let her near
me, or I swear, I shall be so rude she will have no choice but to
send me to the gallows. I am in no mood to see anyone."

"You never
are," she replied with a trace of bitterness. "But the Queen will
never send you to the gallows, Blade, you may be sure of that."

"Where is that
damned boy? Does he not know how to run?"

A minute later,
a panting Jayon burst in, carrying a cup. Slowing to a walk, he
came to the bed and helped Blade to sit up and drink its contents,
then eased the assassin back onto the pillows.

"I knew you
would do it, Blade. I knew you would beat the poison."

"Did you?" The
assassin's gaze flicked to Chiana, who stiffened. "This is Chiana,
the Queen's chief advisor. She is not a lady, so do not call her
one. Call her Chief Advisor or Chiana. Do not let her bully you,
either. You are in my employ, and I outrank her."

"He is a
soldier," Chiana protested.

"He is my
attendant, and I will have no other."

Chiana glared,
then bowed. "As you wish, My Lord."

"And tell the
Queen I am asleep."

"Yes, My Lord."
With a swirl of skirts, she left the room, banging the door behind
her.

 


Jayon tucked in
Blade's sheets and plumped the pillows. "I'm glad you want me to
stay. You'll soon be asleep anyway, the draught will see to that,
and it's the best thing for you right now."

"Jayon, quit
fussing over me. Leave me in peace, before I slit your throat for
the sake of peace and quiet."

Jayon chuckled.
"You don't have a dagger, I'm afraid."

"Then bring me
one."

"You don't need
it."

"Do as I
say."

Jayon stepped
back, his smile fading. "If you wish. I see that you are in an even
fouler temper than before."

"I'm sicker
than before, so bugger off."

Jayon frowned
and stomped out, slamming the door with only slightly less force
than Chiana. Blade closed his eyes, revelling in the silence. The
poison seemed to have made his hearing more acute, and his head
pounded as if someone used it as a drum.

 


Chiana banged
into the Queen's apartments, made a brief prostration and
straightened looking flushed and angry. Minna eyed her askance,
divining the reason for her ire.

"I take it Lord
Conash is awake?"

"Yes, My Queen.
Well, he was, but he is probably asleep again. He was given a
draught for the pain."

"Ah. And his
manners have not improved."

"They are
abominable. He treats me worse than a servant."

Minna smiled.
"I shall have a word with him about it, but it is probably because
he likes you."

"Likes me?"
Chiana squeaked. "He takes every opportunity to belittle and
humiliate me. He delights in it."

Minna shook her
head in gentle rebuke. "He tries to keep you at a distance and make
you dislike him. It is his way of preventing emotional
entanglements."

"He has no
emotions. The fires of Damnation could not melt his heart."

"But you would
like to?"

Chiana looked
down, biting her lip.

"Of course you
would," Minna mused. "And he sees it. I could order him to wed
you." The Queen walked towards the windows. "Then he would have to
accord you the proper respect, since you would be equals in rank.
In time, he may accept your affection, maybe even return it. The
match would suit me admirably, for when you are Regent you will
need him beside you, to deal with your enemies and protect the
child Queen."

"Please do not
speak of that, My Queen, I cannot bear it."

Minna ignored
her. "You may even find intimacy with him one day, but of course,
no children." She shrugged. "Then again, you may not. He is now a
sacred Knight of the Veil, all of whom undergo voluntary
castration. The Knights are not prohibited from marrying, however.
Since his return, he holds the highest rank in the land, next to my
own. I have declared him to be the Lord Protector of Jashimari, and
of course, he is respected by the church. It would be fitting if
the Regent was his wife." The Queen turned from the window. "How is
he?"

"Bad tempered."
Chiana quailed under the Queen's frosty glance. "He is thin, My
Queen, almost wasted, pale and weak. It is a miracle that he
survived the poison as well as that terrible wound."

"No wonder he
is in such a foul mood." Minna laughed at Chiana's incredulous
expression. "Well, what do you expect? He is a man of action who
relies heavily on his physical abilities. Without them, what does
he have? Only a barbed tongue."

Minna sighed.
"I have been studying the guild of assassins. It is a secretive
society, but I have found a good source of information; one who is
retired. It seems that amongst assassins, skill is measured by a
dance, strangely. Something to do with the speed of their feet and
their agility. It is performed on a wooden platform, on which they
beat out a quick tattoo.

"The faster
they can do it, the better they are. Obviously they cannot fight
for their rank, nor can it be accurately measured by the number of
kills they have made. Although that is a fair yardstick, it takes
time to accrue a high tally. I am told that Blade, when he took the
test, was faster than any other, ever.

"That is how he
came to be the Master of the Dance, a title coveted amongst
assassins. Only the best are able to earn it. It is common
knowledge that the Master of the Dance is the best assassin in the
city, and Blade told me himself that he has the title."

Chiana was
clearly fascinated. "I think I saw him practising once, in the
garden. It looked like he was dancing, it was most graceful."

Minna nodded.
"So imagine how he feels now, lying abed, unable to even walk. You
must be patient with him, Chiana."

"My Queen, on
the matter of marriage..."

"Yes?"

Chiana looked
away. "I would like it very much, but only if he is not averse to
the notion."

Minna laughed,
shooting her chief advisor a pitying look. "Of course he will be
averse to it. It goes against all of his principles, the very
fabric of his being. He will make your life a misery for a while, I
should not wonder, but you will have an unbreakable hold on him.
Assassins do not wed, it is against their traditions. They make no
ties until after they have retired, although even then they do not
marry, and of course, Blade has an additional impediment."

"I do not care
about that." Chiana hesitated, glancing at the Queen. "Yet I do not
wish to force him into anything."

"You will have
to. Or rather, I will. I suggest that this conversation will be our
secret. Act as reluctant as you wish, argue with me if it suits
you. Maybe then he will not be angry with you, just me. My daughter
will need parents, Chiana. I knew my father before my mother sent
him back to the front. He was a kind, gentle man, and I admired
him. Although she must know that Kerrion is her real father and I
am her mother, she will benefit from growing up with Lord Conash as
a mentor."

Chiana bowed
her head. "As you wish, My Queen."

"I shall let
him recover first, to improve his mood." She walked over to the
slumbering sand cat. "Let me know when he wakes again, and I shall
brave his rudeness."

 


Three days
later, the healers allowed the drug to wear off, and Blade woke,
his head pounding and his stomach knotted. Jayon brought a bowl of
thick meat stew and tried to feed it to the assassin, but he wanted
only to sink back into the peace of sleep. Jayon persisted,
undaunted by Blade's growls.

"You must eat,
or you'll starve to death."

The assassin
glared at him. "Get that out of my face, boy. I want the sleeping
draught, now!"

Jayon shook his
head. "I can't give it to you until you've eaten."

Blade lashed
out, sent the bowl flying and sprayed broth all over the floor.
"Bring me the draught!"

Jayon leapt up,
frowning. "I'm trying to help you!"

"Then get me
the draught, boy."

"Blade."

The assassin
glanced around to find Queen Minna-Satu framed in the doorway,
regal in a flowing midnight-blue gown embroidered with patterns of
silver and gold. A silken overdress of transparent green sheathed
it, picked out with tiny diamonds, like stars in a night sky.
Chiana stood behind her, looking a little apprehensive. Jayon fell
to his knees, and Blade groaned and flopped back on the
pillows.

Minna walked to
the bed and gazed down at him. "You are acting like a spoilt child,
Lord Conash. You will do as your healers say, or you will receive
no medicine."

"You torture
me. I do all you ask, and this is my reward?"

"No, your
reward has yet to be decided. This is to save your life. I know
that you are in terrible pain, but -"

"You know
nothing," Blade interrupted, and Chiana's eyes widened at his
effrontery.

"I know that
you long to arise from this bed and walk again, but you will do
that only if you eat," Minna said.

"If I eat, I
shall be ill."

"If you do not,
you will die. I am sure your attendant would rather you vomited on
him than flung the food across the room. It is easier to clean
up."

Blade gazed at
Minna, then smiled, the expression not reaching his eyes. "You do
have a way about you, My Queen. Why is it that everyone else gets
angry with me, but you do not?"

"Perhaps
because I understand you better than they. We are both cat kin,
after all."

Blade nodded,
wincing. "I will eat only if I get my medicine right after I have
vomited."

Minna smiled.
"So you shall." She looked at Jayon. "Attendant, bring Lord Conash
more food."

"At once, My
Queen." Jayon scuttled out, shooting Blade a hard glance.

Minna perched
on the edge of the bed and studied the assassin's gaunt
countenance, but did not make the mistake of commenting on his
appearance, as Chiana had done. "You know that I am well pleased
with you. Did Kerrion have anything to say?"

Blade looked at
Chiana. "Does she know?"

"Yes."

"He asks that
you delay taking the Queen's Cup for at least a year, so he has
time to take up the reins of power."

Chiana gasped,
and Minna frowned. "How does he know...?" She sighed, shaking her
head. "You are too perceptive. I have told you before. You told
Kerrion that I planned to take the Queen's Cup?"

"Right after
the birth of his child."

"So, now he
knows everything." Minna looked thoughtful. "It saves sending a
message, I suppose. But I cannot wait that long, the Contara will
be at the gates by mid-summer."

"So I told
him."

"And?"

Blade shrugged.
"He needs time. You do not have it. There is no solution."

"He will have
to take action to save his daughter."

"And if he does
not, Jashimari is doomed."

"Yes, but we
are in any case." Minna rose and turned away. "I wish you a speedy
recover, My Lord, there will be work for you soon."

The assassin
stared at the ceiling after she had left, then groaned when Jayon
returned with a brimming bowl of broth. Blade ate some of it
without vomiting, then received his medicine and went back to
sleep.


 


 


 Chapter Three

 


Over the next
moon phase, Blade's appetite returned, and his strength followed.
The wound in his lung healed, and he went from gentle exercise in
his room to brisk walks through the garden. Jayon stayed, airing no
wish to leave, though his services as a nurse were no longer
required. Blade received a letter from Lilu, scrawled in her
childish hand, reporting that the estate was well but she suspected
the retainer of stealing from the coffers.

Blade laughed
when he read it, not bothering to find any truth in it. His
bodyguard, Lirek, took up his duties again, and Jayon made a jolly
threesome when they ventured into the city to drink. Blade
increased the vigour of his exercise daily, revelling in the
stiffness of his strengthening muscles and the renewed bounce in
his stride. The Queen visited him often, enjoying his much-improved
mood, although his prior rudeness seemed to have mortally offended
Chiana, who avoided him like the plague. He decided to speak to her
about it, but put off that day constantly.

Judging that
the time was right, Blade resumed his daily ritual of exercise, not
merely walking and running but going through the strenuous steps of
the assassin's dance, also known as the Dance of Death. At first
his steps were clumsy, his feet slow and his leaps lacked the
height that enabled him to tuck up his legs or kick one high in the
air. Less than halfway through it, he was forced to stop, sweat
beading his brow as he gasped for air.

A burning pain
smouldered in his left lung, and his legs cramped. The following
day, he tried again, forcing his aching muscles to obey, and
completed a little more. By the end of a tenday, he could perform
three quarters of the Dance, but with difficulty, and the last few
steps were torturous. His disability annoyed him, but no matter how
hard he tried, the pain in his lung held him back. He wondered if
he would ever again be able to complete the Dance of Death. If his
disability proved to be permanent, he would be forced to retire,
for any assassin who could not complete the Dance was not allowed
to ply his trade.

 


Kerrion's
coronation was a splendid affair, one in which he took little
pleasure, though some satisfaction. The city celebrated with music,
dancing and revelry. Banners and flags flew from every rooftop and
flagpole. Ribbons decked the streets, festooning houses and people
alike. Jesters, jugglers and clowns thronged amid the crowds, and
stalls of food and wine did a roaring trade. Men toasted the new
King's health with many tankards of ale and wine, and drunken
brawls erupted, to be stamped out by the Watch.

Within the
palace, the ceremony took place with far more dignity. The high
priest blessed it, and the supreme judge ordained it. Fanfares
echoed through the vast hall as Kerrion stepped up to receive the
gold circlet that signified his rank. Muted applause arose from his
brothers, while the lords gave a far more enthusiastic
accolade.

Kerrion took
the throne and received the King's cloak, a length of pure white
velvet heavy with silver and gold embroidery that formed an image
of the sun at its centre, its rays picked out in long lines of
diamonds, its edge trimmed with rubies. After the crowning, he was
required to ride through the city in a cavalcade, allowing his
people to throw petals over him as he passed. On his return to the
palace, he hosted a feast for all the attending nobles, where wine
flowed like water and the tables groaned under mountains of
food.

Kerrion was
glad when the day was over, the nobles sated and drunk and the
populace tired after all the festivity. He retired to his study,
formerly his father's, where several senior advisors attended him,
awaiting his first orders as King. After dealing with a few minor
affairs, he made his most important announcement.

"Tomorrow I
leave for the front. I shall expect to lead the greatest army ever
assembled, you will see to it. We will launch an all-out offensive
against Jashimari, and conquer it finally. Now that the Contara
have weakened them, they can no longer withstand the might of the
desert army."

The advisors
smiled, looking well pleased. "And what of Prince Verone?" their
spokesman asked.

"Prince Verone
is an upstart," Kerrion said. "He has murdered his father-in-law
and stolen his crown. We will crush his army and drive it from
Jashimari. The prize is ours by right. We have fought this war for
generations, we will not allow him to take what is ours."

"But he is our
ally," one advisor protested.

"He made a
bargain with my brother, who had no right to do so. He was not the
King. I will not share Jashimari."

The advisors
glanced at each other, some clearly dismayed by what they perceived
to be a betrayal. Others looked pleased by Kerrion's apparent
ruthlessness and strength of conviction. Any dissent went unsaid
before the King's air of determination and withered under his
glare, which challenged any to quarrel with him.

The spokesman
declared, "You are right, Sire, it will be a great triumph."

"The force that
guards the pass is weak," Kerrion went on. "I want it overrun
quickly and a lot of prisoners taken. On the march to Jondar, I
shall countenance no looting, no slaughter, no atrocities. I will
not plunder the land I mean to rule, is that understood?"

Kerrion watched
the advisors, aware that he was treading on thin ice. They glanced
at each other again, and some shrugged. The one who spoke for all
of them nodded. "As you wish, Sire."

"Good." Kerrion
shuffled the papers on his desk and sat back. "That is all. Have
the army ready at dawn."

 


Queen
Minna-Satu gazed across the golden throne room, her eyes meeting
the cold glance of Advisor Mendal with equal chill. She was heavy
with child now, the day of the birth drawing near, and questions
had been raised about it. Antare had returned to the front, his
duty done, but it was obvious to all that the child she bore could
not be his. The healers had predicted the birth within a few days,
three tendays early, if Antare was the father, yet she was at full
term.

Mendal bowed.
"My Queen. We, your advisors and lords, wish to know the father of
our future Queen. It is not the consort."

"No," Minna
agreed. "It is not."

Mendal cleared
his throat. "Then who?"

"That is
unimportant. My daughter will be Queen after me, her sire is
irrelevant."

"But we feel
that he is, My Queen. It cannot be Lord Conash, although you were
seen entering his room on several occasions about the time of the
conception. We would not be averse to his being the father, except
that it is impossible."

"That is right.
I do not appreciate being spied upon, so be careful of your words,
I warn you."

Mendal smiled,
revealing long yellow teeth. "No one spied on you, My Queen, it is
common knowledge."

"The father of
my child is my business. You would do well not to pry. It does not
concern you."

"But it does,
My Queen. The Cotti prince, Kerrion, was here at that same
time."

"That means
nothing," Minna retorted. "I may have chosen to bed one of my
guards, I do not have to prove it."

"I beg to
differ. If Prince Kerrion is the father of your child, most of us
will look poorly upon it. The Jashimari will not be ruled by a half
Cotti Queen. They are our enemies."

Minna's eyes
narrowed. "You threaten me?"

"No. Never, My
Queen." Mendal squirmed, tucking away his hissing familiar. "But
the child, if she is Kerrion's daughter, cannot be allowed to
rule."

"Supposing that
you are right, for argument's sake, how do you plan to stop her?
Are you plotting treason? Do you threaten the life of your
princess? I am curious to know what you would do in such a case, it
tells me much about the character of my advisors and lords."

Mendal raised
his hands in a placating gesture. "Nothing, My Queen. We would
never harm you, or your child. We would only request that you bear
a full-blooded Jashimari princess, you understand?"

"I am required
to bear only one princess. How would you plan to force me?"

"Then Kerrion
is the father?"

"I did not say
that. Be careful of what you assume. You may have noticed that Lord
Conash is recovering well from his wounds."

Mendal's eyes
slid away. "We are all pleased by Lord Conash's recovery, but is
this a threat, My Queen?"

"A warning. I
punish treason swiftly, you may have noticed. You will discover my
child's sire when I decide and not before. Do not cross me. I have
little time for idle threats." She rose, causing a great stir as
all prostrated themselves. "This audience is over."

Minna walked
out, leaving a buzz of muttering in her wake.

 


Mendal joined
his conspirators, frowning with displeasure. "It must be Kerrion,
else why would she refuse to name him?"

"But we can do
nothing until we know for sure," Javare pointed out.

"The day she
gives birth, we will know if the child is Kerrion's get. No one
will mistake it."

"Then what?"
Javare frowned.

"We have to get
rid of her, then the Queen will be forced to bear another."

"Kill the
princess?" Javare looked horrified.

"A Cotti
bastard, Javare, remember that."

"With the way
the war is going, it may make little difference," Durlan muttered.
"No Jashimari Queens will rule if the city falls. The bloodline
will be wiped out forever."

"The Queen must
be taken to safety, but the child may be lost in the confusion.
Jashimari will rise again."

"What about
Blade?"

"If the Queen
can prove no treason, he will do nothing."

 


Blade leapt
high, revelling in his returned strength, if not his endurance, and
bounced over the grass with light, springing steps. His hands
traced graceful gestures that a trained eye would identify as the
wrist flicks required to hurl daggers, and his feet blurred with
the speed of their motion. Landing lightly from another leap, he
became aware that someone watched him and stopped, turning. Chiana
stood beside a hedgerow, and he frowned, snatching his shirt from a
bush. He disliked being observed in such a manner. The chief
advisor approached.

"Queen
Minna-Satu will go into labour next tenday," she said.

Blade's frown
deepened. "What of it?"

"The day after
she is born, the advisors and lords will come to see their new
princess. Her parentage will be known, and she will be in great
danger."

He pulled on
his shirt. "I will laugh if the Queen has a boy child. He will then
be heir to the Cotti throne, and will that not make them unhappy,
having a half Jashimari King?"

"This is no
laughing matter. The Queen will require your attendance."

He shrugged.
"Then I shall be there."

"Good. The
Queen wishes to see you now."

Blade growled
and tugged on his tunic, lacing it up as he headed in the direction
of the Queen's chambers. Chiana trotted after him, forced to lift
her skirts to keep up. Halfway across the lawn he looked back and
slowed, allowing her to catch up.

"Do you know
what it is about this time?"

"No."

"I am not yet
fit enough to perform an assassination."

Chiana glanced
at him. "I do not think that is required of you as yet."

"Good."

The Queen
reclined on a veritable mountain of cushions, a flowing cyan gown
trimmed with white lace disguising her condition. Teardrop pearl
earrings hung from her earlobes, and a pearl choker with a diamond
the size of a craybird's egg at its centre clasped her slender
neck. She smiled and waved them forward. Chiana prostrated herself,
and Blade bowed.

"My Queen."

"My Lord
Conash, please sit."

Blade sank onto
a pile of cushions before her, while Chiana remained standing
behind him.

 


Minna's eyes
roved over Blade's face, noting his faint flush and the sheen of
sweat on his brow. He had regained his air of coiled alertness and
the impression of leashed power that foul-tempered frustration had
replaced during his illness. Although she had witnessed the gradual
recovery of his humour, only recently had the bounce returned to
his stride, and with it, the cold assurance of a skilled assassin.
Today he seemed as he had when she had first met him, the aura of
latent deadliness that had fascinated her then surrounding him.

"I am glad to
see you so well recovered."

"Thank you, My
Queen."

"Are you
completely well?"

He shrugged,
keeping his eyes on the floor. "I have the odd headache, and I am
not yet fit, but otherwise, yes."

"And your mood
is vastly improved."

He smiled,
shooting her a wry glance. "Yes, My Queen."

"Good, for what
I am about to say will undoubtedly put you into a foul temper
indeed."

"Oh?"

Minna sighed
and nodded. "I dislike making sweeping, irrevocable demands upon my
loyal subjects, but in this instance, regrettably, I feel that I
must." She paused, gazing at him, then went on, "I have decided
that Chiana will be Regent when I am gone. She will take care of
the Princess and the kingdom until my daughter is of an age to
rule. I have chosen her for her unswerving loyalty and wisdom. I am
sure you approve of my choice?"

Blade nodded,
giving the matter no thought. "I do."

"There is only
one impediment to her taking such a high office. She lacks the rank
required to attain it. She may be my chief advisor, but she has no
other claim to nobility, you understand?"

The assassin
glanced at Chiana, who stood blank-faced. "Yes, My Queen, but I
fail to see how it concerns me. You can easily grant her the rank
and title she requires."

"For once, you
are being obtuse, Blade, perhaps deliberately so. Yes, I could
elevate her, but on what grounds? She has served me loyally, but
that is no reason to grant her such a high estate. You, on the
other hand, hold the highest rank in the land, both with the
nobility and the clergy."

Blade raised
his hands, shaking his head. "My Queen -"

"Do not
interrupt," she commanded, although he had not. "You are unwed.
Marriage to you would grant Chiana the status she requires."

Chiana stepped
forward, looking horrified. "My Queen! I protest! Lord Conash is
unwilling, I would not force myself upon him."

"You are not, I
am."

"Surely there
are other lords with sufficient rank and nobility?"

Minna made a
vague, dismissive gesture. "There are, but who would wish to wed
them? Most are uncouth men who inherited their titles, and who have
nothing to commend them but their nobility. I would not wish such a
man to raise my daughter."

Blade jumped up
and went over to the window to glare out of it, gripping the ledge
with white-knuckled hands. The women paused to watch him, then
Chiana continued her protests.

"You cannot
force Lord Conash into such a union. He has never looked kindly
upon me, to make him take me as wife would be intolerable."

"I can find no
other to whom I would entrust my daughter, Chiana."

Blade turned,
frowning. "It is pointless arguing the matter, I cannot do it."

"Why?" Minna
raised her brows.

"Assassins do
not marry, My Queen, it is a tradition. How can we, when our trade
is death? A wife would be the target of revenge, and would not be
safe from rival assassins."

"I hardly think
that will be a problem. Chiana will not be able to leave the palace
once she is Regent, and I doubt anyone will wish to slay her. As to
the other matter, you are no longer merely an assassin, but a lord
also, with responsibilities."

Blade's scowl
deepened, his dislike of the idea clearly written in his
expression. "It is forbidden. If I did this, the guild would send
men to burn the mark from my skin. I would be branded a
traitor."

"I think the
guild will bend the rules for you," the Queen replied with an air
of certainty. "You are, after all, their most celebrated member. As
a matter of fact, I have already discussed it with an elder of the
guild, a man named Talon. He assures me that no harm will come to
you."

Blade's eyes
narrowed, and he glanced at Chiana. "I see that you have planned
well ahead, My Queen. Was it entirely your idea?"

"Yes. Chiana
may protest all she wishes. She will obey me in the end. Will you,
also?"

"Chiana would
wed a man such as me? Knowing what I am?"

"Indeed she
will, she has no choice, and neither do you, Lord Conash. To
disobey the Queen is treason, and I order you to wed the chief
advisor."

"I see. And
yet, I suspect that the two of you are in collusion."

Minna smiled.
"Do you indeed?"

"Yes."

 


Blade quit the
window and walked over to Chiana, circling her as Talon had often
done to him during his training. He knew how unnerving it was to be
so thoroughly studied. "But why she would wish to enter such a
union is a mystery. You both know that it can be a marriage in name
only, but if it is only that which you require, then so be it."

The Queen's
smile broadened, and Chiana seemed to slump.

Blade stopped
beside her. "She will be a widow soon enough."

Chiana's head
jerked up, her eyes widening, and Blade smiled, moving away from
her.

"The Contara
are less than a moon phase from the city walls, are they not?" he
enquired. "The Cotti have already crossed the border, and march to
Jondar. They will arrive a few days after the Contara. You have
ordered all your troops back to defend this city, My Queen, yet
even they must fall in the end.

"We shall see
whether King Kerrion decides to join with the Contara or fight
against them. Either way, the city will be conquered. Do either of
you think, for one moment, that he will allow me to live? I have
killed his father and his brother, humiliated him publicly and
privately. I can assure you, no matter what I do, he will hunt me
down."

He paused,
gazing at the Queen. "You speak of someone to raise your child, but
I am afraid I will not be available. Then again, what is to stop
Kerrion from taking her back to the desert and raising her there as
merely his daughter? A pawn to be married off to some Cotti lord
when the time is ripe? Then Jashimari will be his, and there will
be no more queens."

"You are
wrong," Minna-Satu said. "He will respect his daughter's
inheritance. He will withdraw his forces, and the Endless War will
finally be over. Shamsara, Idol of the Beasts, has predicted
it."

He shrugged.
"Perhaps. But you and I will not live to see it."

"I shall not,
that is certain, but you may be spared. In his eyes, I am the
murderer. It is I who ordered his father and brother's death. You
are blameless. This is the way of assassins, here and in the Cotti
lands. By the time he reaches Jondar, I shall already have paid the
price, and his daughter will be Queen. My army will not fight him,
for he is the father of their Queen, and so, the war will end."

"You know him
so well..." Blade murmured, turning away to stroll over to the
windows once more. He stroked the sand cat who slept by the wall,
and Shista started a deep, rumbling purr. "But why take that
chance? He has already tried to kill me. Who do you think sent the
assassin into the border camp? Wed Chiana to a lord who will
survive your optimistic outcome, then your daughter will have a
father to raise her, since her natural father cannot."

"No. It will be
you."

Blade leant on
the window ledge and gazed down at the garden, where the first buds
burst from bare branches and delicate shoots pushed up through
melting snow. After some consideration, he said, "Then there is
nothing more to be said. I am singularly indifferent to the matter.
Since you have already discussed it with the guild, I will accede
to your wishes.

"I must point
out, however, that your threat of charging me with treason if I had
refused means little to a man who expects to be dead within the
moon phase. You once asked me for my help, that I should stand by
you in your time of need, and so I shall, as I agreed. If Chiana is
willing to become such a young widow, that is her concern or yours,
but certainly not mine."

Minna glanced
at Chiana, who stood rigidly expressionless. "She will be content
with her lot, whatever it may be. Her sacrifice will mean much to
the Jashimari people. They will need a brave leader when I am gone.
I hope that you can find it in your heart to be kind to her, in
return for her loyalty to me and to her people, Blade."

He turned from
the window, his wintry gaze coming to rest on Chiana's bowed head.
"Her sacrifice is a matter of complete irrelevance to me, My Queen.
People live and die by their own rules, or those that a higher
authority imposes upon them. I have made no demands of her, and
therefore she has no right to claim charity from me. I see no
reason to treat her any differently once a piece of paper has been
signed. If she is unhappy with this, then she has only you and
herself to blame."

"You are a
harsh man, Lord Conash, even more so than I thought," Minna
murmured. "However, in the purest sense, you are right. She will
make no demands upon you other than the respect that should be
accorded her rank once she is your wife, and a certain degree of
civility on your part would not go amiss. You will escort her to
public functions and acknowledge her as your wife. You will support
her from your estate and keep her in a manner befitting her rank.
Other than that, no requirements will be imposed upon you."

He inclined his
head, meeting Chiana's glance with a scornful stare. "As you wish,
My Queen."

"Good. The
ceremony has been arranged. We have no time to waste.
Unfortunately, since you are a sacred Knight of the Veil, the High
Priestess must perform it, and she has been summoned. You may both
go and find something more suitable to wear."

Blade stormed
out without bowing to the Queen, his back rigid with indignation
and anger.

 


Chiana
hesitated, facing the Queen. "He is angry."

"Of course.
What did you expect?"

"I did not
expect him to be quite that angry. I think he would have refused,
if he did not expect to die when Kerrion comes."

Minna reclined
on her cushions, clasping her belly. "Probably. A man such as he
does not like to be trapped, no matter how tenderly, and such
emotions are wasted upon him at the moment."

Chiana lowered
her gaze to her twisting hands. "Do you think he will change?"

"Perhaps he can
be persuaded to, but I somehow doubt that he will do it of his own
free will."

"Do you think
Kerrion will let him live?"

Minna grimaced,
making a helpless gesture. "I do not know, Chiana. Perhaps it will
be up to you to persuade him. Blade will never ask for mercy."

"He has none to
give, why would he expect any?"

"Precisely."
The Queen nodded. "But Kerrion is cut from a different cloth. He
does not harbour the hatred that Blade does."

Chiana bowed
her head, then prostrated herself and left the Queen alone with her
thoughts and the faint stirring of life in her belly.

 


As Blade
entered his rooms, he flung his tunic in the direction of the
clothes rack, missing it altogether. Jayon looked up from his seat
by the window, putting aside a book to rise and approach the
assassin, who pulled off his shirt and flung it after the tunic
with equal vigour and inaccuracy. Jayon glanced at the discarded
garments.

"What's
wrong?"

Blade glared at
him. "I'm to be married."

"You are?"
Jayon stared at him, astounded. "You don't seem very pleased about
it."

"I'm not! Why
should I be? The Queen has ordered it. I have no choice." He
growled and flung open the cupboard doors. "Why she has to pick on
me, I don't know."

"But why?"

"A certain
woman needs to attain a higher rank, and I'm conveniently suitable
and available."

"But not
willing."

Blade glowered
at him, throwing several shirts onto the bed. "Obviously not."

Jayon
suppressed a smile and sat on the bed next to the pile of shirts.
"So who is the lucky girl?"

"I wouldn't
call her lucky."

"No, I suppose
not. Still, who is it?"

"Chiana."

"The chief
advisor?" Jayon's brows disappeared under his fringe. "I thought
you didn't like her?"

Blade swung on
him, scowling. "I never said that."

"You treat her
worse than a servant. Do you like her then?"

"I'm
ambivalent. I treat everyone badly. Haven't you noticed?"

Jayon sighed,
folding his arms. "I had, actually. It's a good thing that she
likes you."

"Chiana?" Blade
stared at him in astonishment. "She hates me."

Jayon chuckled.
"On the contrary, she feels a lot for you." He raised a hand when
Blade opened his mouth to refute this. "Allow me to know a little
more about women than you do. I've had a few sweethearts in my
time. I know the signs. I've seen the way she looks at you,
especially when you're unaware of it, as well as her concern for
you, the way she follows your progress so closely -"

"She's spying
for the Queen."

Jayon ignored
him. "But especially the way she's more deeply hurt by your barbed
remarks than anyone else. I thought you knew. You must be blind not
to."

"I have no
interest in such things. Why would I concern myself with them?" He
picked up a folded shirt and hurled it across the bed.

"Well..." Jayon
looked uncomfortable, watching Blade demolish his wardrobe. "You do
still have feelings."

"No I don't."
Blade held up a black shirt and pulled it over his head, then
selected a black leather jacket from the cupboard.

"Of course you
do," Jayon argued, picking up a short white jacket with silver
embroidery on the shoulders, sleeves and lapels. He held it out.
"Wear this, it's your wedding, for God's sake."

Blade eyed the
jacket. "No cause for celebration, I assure you. A mere formality,
that's all."

"Do it for
Chiana. Have you never done something to make another person happy,
other than your clients?"

Blade
hesitated. "A long time ago." Jayon waited for him to elaborate,
and eventually he murmured, "When I was a child, but not since
then."

"And did it
make you feel good?"

Blade shrugged,
looking resentful. "I suppose so. But the Cotti took all that from
me."

"No, you took
that from yourself. The Cotti mutilated you and murdered your
family, but you're the one who turned your heart into stone."

The assassin
frowned, taking the jacket. "Who told you that?"

"About your
family?" He shrugged. "Chiana."

"So, now you
gossip about me behind my back. Everyone does, it seems. The Queen
must have told Chiana, who told you. I suppose the whole city knows
now." He pulled on the white jacket.

"No, not with a
black shirt," Jayon protested. "Here, wear a white one." He held
out a cotton shirt.

Blade growled
and snatched it from him. "What are you, an authority on court
fashion now?"

"I have a
better sense of style than someone who has worn nothing but black
all his life." He watched Blade put on the shirt and jacket, which
reached to the top of the high-waisted black leather trousers that
hugged his slim hips. Blade tugged at it, frowning.

"I feel like a
fop."

"You look very
dashing."

Blade sighed.
"I don't really care, but I suppose I'm expected to wear all these
damned ribbons as well." He opened a drawer and took out the
blue-green strip of satin that was the Queen's favour, putting it
around one shoulder, then lifted a golden medallion on a white
satin ribbon and hung it around his neck.

Jayon's eyes
widened. "You're a sacred Knight of the Veil?"

Blade grimaced.
"Afraid so."

"You've been to
the sacred river?"

"They almost
drowned me in it."

"What's it
like?"

The assassin
shrugged. "Fizzy."

"Here, this is
not worn like that." Jayon pulled off the Queen's favour, smoothed
it and pinned it to Blade's jacket. The assassin scowled and looked
away, irritated by all the fuss. Jayon stood back to admire his
handiwork, eyeing the black leather trousers. "It needs something
else." He dug in the cupboard and produced a pair of cloth trousers
embroidered with a silver design down the hips, but Blade held up a
hand.

"No, that's
enough, you're not turning me into a complete dandy."

"All right."
Jayon tossed the trousers aside. "At least a belt." He held out an
ornate, silver-studded belt, and Blade buckled it on with
ill-concealed disgruntlement.

"Happy now?"
Blade demanded, and Jayon nodded, smiling. The assassin shot him a
glare. "If anybody says that I look like an idiot, you're going to
pay."

"Nobody will
say that, My Lord," a feminine voice stated behind him.

Blade spun
around to find Queen Minna-Satu standing in the doorway, two
handmaidens flanking her. Jayon prostrated himself, and Blade
bowed.

"My Queen."

Minna walked
closer, studying him. "You look very handsome, Blade."

"That was not
my intention. Jayon seemed to think this suitable attire for the
ceremony."

"It is. Jayon
has good taste." She glanced at the kneeling boy. "You may
rise."

"You have not
met Jayon, My Queen." Blade gestured to the patrol leader. "He is
the one who found me in the desert."

"Is he?" Minna
eyed Jayon with renewed interest. "For which he should be
rewarded." She pondered. "The rank of commander, perhaps? And an
Order of... Merit, do you think?"

"Stupidity may
be more appropriate."

"How very
uncharitable of you, Blade. You think him stupid for saving
you?"

Blade shot
Jayon a dark glance. "Certainly for enduring my company."

"He deserves a
medal for that too, for tolerance, I would say. But an Order of
Merit will have to do." She perched on the edge of the bed. "There
is a slight delay. The High Priestess has just arrived, and must
examine Chiana before the ceremony."

Blade frowned.
"Examine her?"

"To ensure that
she is a maiden, My Lord. Only a maiden may wed a sacred Knight of
the Veil. By marrying you, she becomes a priestess."

"I see." He
turned away, gazing out of the window. "Did you come here just to
tell me this, My Queen?"

"No, I also
came to ensure that you were not wearing that tatty black outfit,
comely though it is. But I see that you have someone who knows
something about the art of dressing." She hesitated, studying his
stiff back. "Are you angry with me?"

He faced her,
frowning. "No. It is a matter of no consequence. As with many other
things, I do not care. It is merely a formality, a piece of paper
and a religious ceremony that names Chiana as my wife. After that,
we go our separate ways."

"It is a pity
you feel that way. Chiana sacrifices a lot, while you are
untouched."

"That is her
choice."

Minna sighed
and levered herself to her feet, her handmaidens taking her elbows
to steady her. "I ordered her to do it. She had no more choice than
you in the matter."

"Then it was
your choice."

"One that I did
not wish to make, but was forced to, out of necessity. At least you
might show her a little kindness. I ask you again, for her
sake."

His brows rose.
"You know that I have none to give, as does she. I shall accord her
the respect that her rank requires, no more."

"You are truly
a harsh man."

"I make no
other pretence, My Queen."

"Indeed." She
turned and walked to the door. "You will be summoned when the time
is right."

When Blade
strode into the great audience hall where he had been elevated to
the rank of lord only a few moons ago, he found it curiously empty.
A few senior advisors stood around in muttering groups, Mendal
amongst them. All were elderly, and most were men. Only a few
matronly women stood with them. They wore bland, disinterested
expressions, and were evidently there at Minna's behest. Hissing
torches cast their light into the gold, filling the great hall with
flickering radiance. Six young virgin priestesses stood before the
throne, clad in gossamer, sleeveless white gowns that barely hid
their nakedness. Serpentine gold bracelets clasped their upper
arms, and matching chains encircled their slender waists. Delicate
leather sandals shod their feet, and silver anklets jingled when
they moved.

The High
Priestess wore a long-sleeved robe of crushed white velvet, a
silver circlet in the form of a coiled snake with emerald eyes
holding the hood in place. She turned as Blade approached, an aged
woman of wrinkled mien and white hair, her green eyes sharp and
venomous. Somewhere about her person, another serpent hid, for the
High Priestess was obviously a snake. Queen Minna-Satu sat on her
throne beyond, flanked by handmaidens and the plumed officers who
guarded her. As Blade reached the High Priestess, she looked past
him, and he turned.

Chiana wore a
figure-hugging, white satin gown that swept the floor in a
graceful, gleaming fall. Tiny blue flowers decorated the bodice and
belt, and her hair was swept up in an elegant coil studded with
precious stones and golden pins. Blade had to admit that she was
beautiful, but then he had always thought so. The Queen outranked
her in beauty, but right now Minna looked tired and Chiana
radiant.

Blade wondered
at the smile that curled his bride's lips and the sparkle in her
eyes, which flicked over him as she approached, and seemed to like
what they saw. He frowned and turned to face the High Priestess,
aware of Chiana stopping beside him. The ceremony began without
fanfare, and the High Priestess intoned the ritual words that
differed from an ordinary wedding quite considerably.

"These two are
here before us for the purpose of joining in marriage. Lord Conash,
as a sacred Knight of the Veil, takes a maiden as his bride, who
shall remain chaste for the rest of her days. Chiana, by marrying
Lord Conash, becomes a priestess of our great god Tinsharon; his
handmaiden and servant. This is the most sacred of all marriages,
pure in spirit and exalted in the eyes of the church. A union in
which celibacy shall rule. In such a marriage as this, only the
worship of God is served."

Chiana glanced
at Blade, but he stared ahead.

The High
Priestess continued, "Since both have consented to the union, all
that remains is to bless and witness it." She turned to the maiden
who stood beside her, and the girl held up a golden basin of water
that hissed, giving off a faint mist. The High Priestess dipped her
hand into it and flicked a little onto Blade's brow, then repeated
the process for Chiana.

"With this
water from the sacred river, I bless this union, and I call upon
those here to witness it."

The High
Priestess stepped back, and a maiden advanced, holding a parchment
bearing a considerable amount of bold black writing. This she
handed to the High Priestess, who offered it to Blade. As he took
it, a servant came forward with a polished wooden board, on which
the assassin rested the paper. The same servant handed him a
freshly dipped quill, and he signed his name at the bottom. The
process was repeated for Chiana, and the High Priestess took the
signed document, rolling it into a tight rod before tying it with a
white satin ribbon. That done, she smiled coldly at Blade and
turned away, her maidens filing out of the room ahead of her. Blade
sighed, and Minna smiled and waved a languid hand.

"You may go,
Lord and Lady Conash."

Blade bowed,
startled when Chiana did the same. "My Queen."


 


 


 Chapter Four

 


Blade turned
from his window at a knock on the door, commanding the applicant to
enter. A servant came in bearing a buff letter edged in black and
handed it to him with a bow. Blade broke the wax seal and read the
missive with a deep frown. He disliked receiving correspondence
from the guild, which usually consisted of invitations to
gatherings in which he had no interest, and, on a couple of
occasions, challenges from young assassins eager to earn a
reputation. He had not accepted the invitations or the challenges,
but this challenge was different, since no youngster had issued it.
His head jerked up as his door opened and Chiana strolled in.

He glared at
her. "Do you never knock?"

"Not anymore.
It is one of the privileges of being your wife. I am not expected
to."

"Except by me.
I would consider it a courtesy."

She smiled, her
eyes darting to the letter. "What is that?"

He folded it
and tucked it into his jacket. "Nothing that concerns you."

"Everything you
do concerns me now."

His scowl
deepened. "Chiana, I obeyed the Queen's order and granted you the
rank you need to become Regent. Do not foist yourself on me now
under the pretext that what we have is anything but a convenience.
It is a marriage in name only, and accords you no power over
me."

"I am not
seeking power over you, only to know what you are doing. It is
little more than I would have done before."

Blade folded
his arms with a creak of leather. "But if I tell you, it will only
lead to an argument."

She pouted.
"You do not know me well enough to predict my response."

"No?" His brows
rose. "It is a challenge, issued by an assassin from another
guild."

"A challenge?
To fight?"

"No, assassins
never fight each other. In fact, I do my best never to fight at
all. I am not particularly good at it."

"You are good
at lying, though. I saw those four roughnecks who kidnapped you,
and they bore the marks of your skill."

He smiled and
shrugged. "A desperate attempt to defend myself, I can assure you.
Usually I run away."

"An excellent
strategy."

"Indeed?"

"Of course."
She wandered closer. "Why fight when you need not? It is a waste of
energy and risks injury."

Blade eyed her,
surprised by her agreement. "How astute of you."

"This
challenge, if it is not to fight, then what?"

He frowned,
turning to gaze out at the garden, where an industrious gardener
trimmed a hedge. "Assassins have a ceremonial dance. We call it the
Dance of Death, for it proves our speed and agility, which are most
necessary for our trade. Once an assassin has earned his tattoo
with his first kill, he must perform the Dance of Death in all its
complexity. Failure to complete the Dance results in his tattooing
being delayed until he can. The Dance is extremely taxing. Only a
fit man can complete it."

"And you are
the Master of the Dance."

"In this city."
He glanced at her, startled. "Who told you that?"

"The Queen. She
says that you told her, and since then, I believe she has learnt a
great deal about it from the assassin Talon."

"Ah, yes, it
seems he has become quite talkative about our traditions."

Chiana smiled.
"When the Queen asks for information, few will gainsay her." She
moved closer to stand beside him. "Are you going to accept this
challenge?"

Blade pulled a
face, staring out at the garden, where the gardener had finished
one hedge and started on another. "I have no choice this time. If
it was only a young assassin from my guild I would not, but this
man is from another city. The advancing Contara have driven him and
his fellows here, and now he wishes to challenge me. He is a Master
of the Dance too, so if I do not accept, I will dishonour my guild
and forfeit the Master's title to him. But I cannot win."

"Why not?"

"I am not fit
enough. I cannot complete the Dance of Death."

"Do you have to
perform it?"

He frowned.
"No, not necessarily. The challenger must perform the Dance in
order to be judged good enough to tender the challenge, then he
sets the pace for the duel. But the duel could be gruelling if he
is good, for until I can better all of his steps, he will continue
to challenge."

"Then you must
ensure that your mastery is so obvious that he will admit defeat
before you grow tired."

Blade chuckled,
unfolded his arms and placed his hands on his hips. "What makes you
think I can do that?"

"I know you
can." She gazed up at him with disconcerting intensity, and he
moved away, discomfited.

"I am surprised
that you have no objection, as you did last time I went to the
guild."

"Last time you
were badly injured. You should not have left your bed."

He stopped
beside the bed and turned to face her again. "Well, now you know
where I am going. Is there anything else?"

"Yes, I want to
go with you."

Blade gave a
bark of laughter. "You jest!"

"No, I am in
deadly earnest."

"Deadly is
right. No one who is not an assassin is allowed to attend a meeting
of the guild."

"What about an
assassin's wife?" she asked.

"There is no
such thing."

"Really, then
what am I?"

He studied her
determined face with a slight smile. "You are an assassin's wife,
my lady. Talon would only have himself to blame." He chuckled.
"Perhaps a fitting revenge."

"Revenge?"

His eyes
narrowed and his smile faded. "For allowing this marriage."

"I see." She
looked crestfallen. "Yes, I suppose it would be."

"You may be in
danger though. You had better seek the Queen's permission before
you put your life in jeopardy."

"Would you not
protect me?"

"From more than
a hundred assassins? What do you take me for?"

Chiana frowned,
clearly vexed by his lack of gentlemanly manners. "Surely you have
some influence, as Master of the Dance?"

"Yes, I have
some, but the eldest member makes the decisions."

"Talon?"

Blade shook his
head. "A man named Archer rules the guild."

She hesitated,
then murmured, "I will speak to the Queen."

"As you
wish."

When Chiana
left, Blade read the letter again, frowning at the name of his
challenger. The man was a stranger, but his name was Swift.

That night,
Blade rode out of the palace on an ebon mount, and Chiana followed
on a bay palfrey. Apparently the Queen had no objections, but her
presence irritated him, much like a dog that would not stop
following him around. Upon his advice, she wore a long black velvet
cloak with the hood pulled up to conceal her face.

When they
neared the ring of stones, several miles outside the city, Blade
stopped and tethered his horse to a tree, continuing on foot. Even
before they reached the ancient stones, the numbers gathered there
were evident from the many torches and the black-clad masses that
engulfed the feet of the stones like a sable sea. Usually no more
than a few dozen assassins attended a meeting, but evidently they
had all come to this one, the new guild swelling their numbers
further. A wooden platform stood in the centre of the ring, and
torches danced with yellow brilliance. Most of the assassins sat
between the stones, but two muttering groups stood before the
platform.

Blade hesitated
before entering the light, aware of the slight figure that followed
him. Talon and his wolf turned to face him, the former smiling in
welcome.

"Ah, Blade, at
last."

"I'm not
late."

"No, no, of
course not." His smiled vanished as his eyes slid past Blade.
"Who's this?"

Blade turned to
Chiana. "My wife."

A hiss started
amongst the assassins, growing in volume. Talon frowned. "She's not
allowed, you know the rules."

"What rules are
there, for an assassin's wife, Kai?"

Talon's frown
deepened at the insult of his real name. "She must leave."

Blade glanced
past him at Archer's white-haired figure. "What say you,
Archer?"

The elder
assassin, a tall man in his late fifties, frowned at Talon. "You
asked for permission to allow Blade to wed, Talon, and now you
object to his wife's presence? We've already broken the rules once
because you insisted that the Queen demanded it. There are no rules
for an assassin's wife, since none but Blade has one."

"But it's
unheard-of," Talon protested.

"So is an
assassin marrying. We can't allow the one and forbid the other. She
may remain."

Talon looked
furious, and leant closer to Blade. "You do this only to embarrass
me."

"Of course. I
had no wish to be married, and until you revoked it, a perfectly
good reason not to."

"Do you think
the Queen would have taken no for an answer?"

Blade shrugged.
"We'll never know, will we?"

Talon turned as
the second group approached, indicating the eldest, a plump man
with iron-grey hair. "This is the elder of the Vordan guild, Sting,
and this is your challenger, Master of the Dance in Vordan, Swift."
He bestowed a stiff smile on the strangers and indicated Blade with
a sweep of his hand. "This is our Master of the Dance, Blade."

The man named
Swift stepped forward and held out a hand. Blade shook it,
measuring the challenger. Swift appeared to be in his early
twenties, tall and well built. His hair glowed a deep copper in the
torchlight, and green eyes glinted in a coarse-featured face that
freckles made uglier. He grinned nastily as his eyes flicked past
Blade.

"Your wife? I
heard rumours, but hardly believed it."

Blade met the
man's mocking gaze with a wintry stare. "Now you have proof."

"A tasty
morsel, I must say."

Blade turned to
Talon. "Shall we get on with it? I believe this man has something
to prove."

Swift growled
at the insult as his elder took his arm and led him away, jerking
free with a curse. Returning to his guild, he was met by mutters of
encouragement from his fellows, who shot hard looks in Blade's
direction. Swift shucked his cloak and jacket, revealing a
tight-fitting black leather vest and a silver-ornamented belt. The
muttering died away when Archer held up his hands, and Swift bent
to buckle the metal pieces onto his boots, then climbed the steps
onto the stage. He flashed a confident grin at his audience,
strutting around the stage as he made a great show of stretching
and limbering up. When he was satisfied that everyone was convinced
of his suppleness, he raised a languid hand to the stocky assassin
who manned the drum. The drummer beat a slow cadence, one that
would speed up as the Dance progressed.

Swift started
flamboyantly with an unnecessary flourish, his metal-shod feet
beating a swift tattoo on the wood. Then he leapt high, landing
lightly, and settled into the tapping rhythm of the Dance, moving
around the stage with light, floating strides. Blade became aware
of someone close beside him and glanced down at Chiana. She pushed
back her hood.

"Is he
good?"

Blade watched
the assassin. "Yes."

"Can you beat
him?"

"I do not know
yet."

The tempo of
the drum speeded up, and Swift's feet kept pace, his steps becoming
more complex, as the Dance demanded. His leaps were graceful and
high, allowing him to hang in the air. The Dance grew faster still,
and sweat beaded the challenger's brow as his mouth opened to gasp
air. The rattle of his metal-shod feet beat out a rhythm that
seemed impossibly fast, and his hands now rested on his hips as he
concentrated on his feet. Blade's eyes narrowed as he waited for a
misstep or a sign of tiredness as the dancer leapt and stamped.
Neither came before the Dance ended with a final leap, and the
assassin sank to one knee and spread his arms with a flourish.
Applause from his guild lauded his efforts, and he descended from
the platform, his chest heaving, to shoot Blade a challenging
glance.

"He is tired,"
Chiana pointed out.

Blade smiled at
her ignorance. "Who would not be, after that?"

"What happens
now?"

"He has to
rest, then he makes his challenge."

Archer came
over and stopped before Blade. "He's good. Are you fit?"

"No. I was
wounded a moon phase and a half ago, and as of now I cannot
complete the Dance."

Archer frowned,
looking concerned. "That's not good. Luckily you don't have to do
the Dance now, but I hope you can beat him. The honour of our guild
is at stake."

"Surely there
are others who can challenge him?"

"None as good
as you. I saw you dance your first challenge, when you defeated
Lash, and I've never seen your equal. This boy's not as good as you
were then, so I hope you haven't lost your edge."

Blade nodded.
"So do I."

"Should you
win, I'll allow no other challengers tonight."

Archer wandered
off, and Chiana observed, "That was nice of him."

"He wants me to
retain the title. He knows a second challenger would defeat me if I
am not even fit enough to complete the Dance. If he accepts
challenges, he must accept them from the Vordan guild as well."

"I see. A
matter of honour then, not consideration."

"Yes." Blade
glanced around at the assembly. "There is no love amongst
assassins. We are all rivals. The man with the best reputation,
such as the Master of the Dance, gets the most clients and
therefore the most money. Archer, for instance, was Master of the
Dance for only a few moons, and his tally was less than fifty when
he retired. Not because he was a bad assassin. He just could not
find enough clients. By contrast, the man who held the title in his
day made over a hundred kills, but was killed when he was only
seven and twenty."

Chiana gazed
across the grassy circle at the Vordan assassins, watching Swift.
"That man Swift, his animal kin is insect, but I cannot make it
out. Scorpion?"

"No,
spider."

"Of course. And
Archer is a snake. The other elder, Sting..."

"Wasp."

"Ah yes." She
shivered. "I have never liked insect kin."

"Few do. The
only ones I can tolerate are butterfly kin."

"Yes, they are
tolerable, but empty headed."

Swift drank
from a water skin and spat, then poured water over his head and
shook it from his hair. The challenger seemed to have plenty of
energy still. His eyes snapped with eagerness, and he grinned at
his companions as he wiped the sweat from his arms. Of course,
Blade pondered, most of it was probably an act, to intimidate his
rival. He wondered if the spider secreted somewhere on Swift's
person was of a venomous variety.

Assassins took
pride in displaying dangerous familiars, it added to their deadly
reputations. That was why Talon always had his wolf close by, but
Archer kept his harmless, burrowing mole snake hidden. All
assassins were bonded with animals that were either poisonous or
predatory, the trade required a certain amount of ruthlessness that
men who were influenced by harmless familiars did not possess.

Talon wandered
over to stand next to Blade. "They say that he's the best in the
world. He even dances in taprooms and at parties. Apparently he's
in great demand, lords pay him good money to perform."

"Perhaps he
should change his profession," Blade muttered.

"Trust you to
make such a reply. I'm trying to warn you."

"I have already
seen him dance. I'm impressed."

"You have not
accepted a challenge since you beat Lash eight years ago. Age slows
men, you know. Many contend that you can't defend your title, and
that's why you don't accept challenges."

Blade shrugged.
"I don't have the time, I have been busy of late."

"You can't
retain the title simply by refusing to accept challenges."

"I'm here, am I
not?"

Talon glanced
at Swift. "Your challenger appears to be ready. Good luck. I think
you'll need it."

Blade frowned
at Talon's back as his former mentor walked away, the slinking dark
wolf shadowing him. He disliked the insinuation that he was too old
and slow to beat the red-haired challenger, and Talon's lack of
confidence annoyed him. Then again, he mused, Talon had always used
this tactic to get the best from his pupils, a method that had
worked well on Blade until he had grown wise to it. Remembering
this, his anger faded.

Swift climbed
the steps onto the platform and spread his arms wide, grinning as
he announced, "I challenge your Master of the Dance, let him come
forward and defend his title!"

All eyes turned
to Blade, who shucked his cloak and handed it to Chiana. He
stripped off his jacket, revealing a tight-fitting black vest
similar to Swift's. A silver-studded belt clasped his waist, the
symbol of his status as Master of the Dance. He bent and buckled
the metal toe and heel caps to his shoes, then ascended the steps
onto the stage. Swift grinned, beckoning to him with mocking
derision as he circled the platform with slow steps. Blade stood
and watched him, unperturbed.

"Let's hope
your wife hasn't sapped your strength, old man," Swift sneered.
"I've heard they can do that."

"Worried that
you may lose, otherwise?"

"No, I just
enjoy a good challenge, or it would be rather dull, don't you
think?"

"You're the
challenger, so why don't you get on with it before we all fall
asleep?"

Swift gestured
to the drummer, who beat out the swift cadence for a Duel. The
Vordan assassin's hands rested on his hips as he executed a complex
series of steps with incredible speed.

Blade grinned
and took a few running steps, then leapt high, raising his arms in
a swift throwing gesture. As he leapt and spun, he lifted his legs
and clicked his heels together behind him. Landing lightly, he
mirrored Swift's steps, only faster, adding an extra series of
steps to it. Swift's sneer vanished, and he circled his opponent,
his eyes narrow, then leapt and spun, landing in a running set of
fast foot-crossing taps.

Blade replied
with an identical performance, but faster, ending in a mighty leap.
His stiff legs lashed out before him, crossing in mid-air to strike
together with a sharp report and a shower of sparks before his
descending foot hit the ground and his ascending foot rose above
his shoulder. Swift paused, frowning, then replied with a set of
fast stamping steps, seeming to float over the ground on blurred
feet. Blade matched it, spread his arms and added several forward
kicks, flicking his lower leg sideways and striking his feet
together each time with sharp clicks.

Swift circled
again, sweat sheening his skin, his mouth open as he gasped. Blade
breathed heavily too, the slight burning in his left lung warning
him of his weakness. Swift executed a veritable rattle of steps,
his feet blurring as he hammered out the tattoo. Blade matched it
again, and added another high foot-clicking leap. His challenge was
obvious, and Swift could not refuse it any longer. He beat out
another series of fast taps, then attempted to emulate Blade's high
kick. He succeeded fairly well, but failed to click his steel-shod
feet together and landed rather heavily, his knee almost buckling
under the force of the impact.

Blade smiled,
scenting victory, and repeated Swift's steps, but faster and for
longer, ending in a perfect high leaping kick. Swift changed
tactics, planted one foot and used the other to beat out a rhythm
so fast that it blended into a buzz of sound, the heel of his
stationary foot keeping cadence. Blade grinned and set off on a
series of graceful leaps that carried him high into the air,
clicking his heels together at the pinnacle of each jump and
landing in a rhythm of tapping that defied the eye to follow his
feet. He added a high forward kick and ended with the same fast
routine as Swift.

 


Chiana watched
the dancers, spellbound. Never had she seen such grace and strength
displayed, nor such impeccable control and fast footwork. Many
times she had seen flamingo-kin dancers perform at the palace, but,
for all their grace and beauty, their dance paled beside the
precision and vigour of this one. This dance was utterly masculine,
a feat of strength, endurance and speed that would tax the
strongest man, while having an eerie grace of which she had never
thought men capable. Blade was by far the more graceful of the two,
not only for his floating movements and apparent effortlessness,
but also his more slender build, his legs carrying him high into
the air with each bouncing step.

Swift seemed
less able to diversify, his hands remained on his hips while Blade
used his arms as well, making sweeping gestures that added to the
beauty of his movements and resembled the motions employed to hurl
daggers. Sweat ran down them now, and Swift spent more time
circling, taking a short respite before each gruelling performance.
Blade's chest heaved as he sucked air through an open mouth, but he
grinned with evident enjoyment while Swift glared. She had never
seen Blade enjoy himself so much. He seemed to revel in his
abilities, and they were truly astounding.

Swift executed
another series of blurring steps, and Blade matched him again,
adding a few of his own. As the two tired, the leaps became rarer,
for they required the most strength. Swift planted himself and
rattled out another fast tattoo, ending with a stamp. Blade stood
still, his chest heaving, and she wondered if he was about to admit
defeat, too tired to continue. Swift smiled and beckoned to his
opponent.

Blade ran a few
steps, made a prodigious foot-clashing leap and landed lightly,
settling into Swift's stationary routine, his feet blurring against
the wood. Unlike his opponent, he turned slowly, his arms
outstretched, then speeded up the hammering of his feet. It seemed
impossible that anyone could move so fast, yet Blade continued to
increase his speed, until even Swift stepped back in astonishment.
Still Blade went faster, his rhythm perfect, never missing a beat,
until he ended with a stamp. He grinned and beckoned to Swift,
daring him to attempt the same routine.

They glared at
each other, circling again with slow steps. Blade's left hand
touched his ribs in a brief gesture of pain, his breathing
stertorous. Swift eyed him, a slight smile curling his lips as he
noted his opponent's exhaustion. He stamped his heels twice, then
executed a strutting dance, his feet flicking up high behind him to
stamp on the wooden floor as he moved across the stage. Reaching
the centre, he copied Blade's rhythm, turning slowly as his
opponent had done, his feet drumming faster and faster on the
wooden boards.

Blade watched
with narrowed eyes as Swift's speed increased to a rattling buzz.
Before he matched Blade's speed, however, Swift stumbled, his
rhythm broke and his feet faltered. He tried to correct it, but the
damage was done, and he faltered again, unable to attain the speed
of footwork that Blade had achieved. He stopped, his hands clenched
at his sides, and glared at Blade, his lips drawn back in a snarl
of rage. Spinning away, he quit the platform, to be swallowed up by
a group of his companions. Blade walked to the steps and sank down
on the top one, bowing his head as the assassins of his guild burst
into enthusiastic applause.

Chiana went
over to him, amazed by the steam that rose from his skin in the
chill air, and draped his cloak about his shoulders to ward off the
cold that would soon seep into him.

"Are you all
right?"

Blade raised a
sweat-streaked visage drawn with exhaustion and nodded.

Talon pushed
her aside and pressed a water skin into Blade's hands. "Well done.
I had my doubts for a while."

 


Blade wheezed
and gasped for several more minutes before he could sip the water.
Even then, his chest continued to heave, and he rubbed the ribs on
his left side several times, trying to ease the burning in his
scarred lung. When he was able to talk, he shook his head at
Talon.

"I can't
defend... my title again."

"Not tonight,
no -"

"Not ever."

Talon frowned.
"You'll get better. You'll get fit again. You're allowed time to
recover from an injury."

Blade sipped
the water. "What does it matter when Jashimari will be conquered in
another moon phase? Do you think the Contara or Cotti care about
our titles? What good would being Master of the Dance be then?"

"Why did you
come tonight then?" Talon demanded. "Why not just forfeit?"

"I felt like
enjoying myself one more time before I die. It was good to duel a
worthy opponent one last time, but the next challenger can have my
belt. I will not dance again."

Talon glanced
around at the muttering throng. "I doubt anyone else will challenge
you. No one who saw you dance tonight, certainly."

The Vordan
elder walked over and flung Swift's belt at Blade's feet. "This is
yours, I believe."

"How gracious
of you," Blade growled, "but Swift can hand it to me himself."

Sting stormed
back to the knot of Vordan assassins. Moments later, Swift emerged
from their company and walked over to confront Blade. He bent and
picked up the belt.

"You were on
the verge of defeat," he said as he straightened.

"But you're the
one who lost."

Swift nodded.
"I admit, I couldn't match your speed." He held out the belt. "But
I'd like to see you complete the Dance of Death."

"I'm sure you
would." Blade took the belt. "But you won't."

"Because you
can't do it."

"I'm not
obliged to."

Swift turned
his head and spat. "I've lost my belt to a cripple."

"So it would
seem." Blade smiled, refusing to be riled.

"You should
retire, old man."

"The day a
young fop like you can beat me at the Dance, I will."

"That day may
not be too far off." He turned and re-joined his fellows.

Blade studied
the belt, then handed it to Chiana. "A souvenir, if you want it. I
do not need two."

Chiana took it
with a startled glance, holding it up to study its intricate silver
patterns in the torchlight. Talon gave a snort and left, apparently
annoyed by this gesture. The Vordan assassins departed in a
tight-lipped group, Sting striding ahead with his chin thrust out.
Blade watched them go, smiling. Several young assassins came to
congratulate him before he left, and Archer bade him farewell with
a contented smile.

The journey
back to the Queen's palace was achieved in silence. Blade retreated
to his room and locked the door. His lungs burnt, and the inside of
his chest was cold and tight. The dull throbbing in his left lung
offset the jumping of his tired leg muscles. It had been worth it
though, the exhilaration of the dance had lifted his spirits. When
he remembered the joy of the spring in his legs and the sensation
of flying through the air, a smile curled his lips. The defeated
look on Swift's face had been payment for the pain, and he relived
the dance again and again with constant enjoyment.

Though it was
late, Arken was on hand to fill a tub with hot water. The smell of
stale sweat was repugnant to the fastidious assassin, whose
aversion to bodily odours was not only due to personal cleanliness.
His training taught him that the pungent stench of an unwashed body
could alert a prospective victim to his presence.


 


 


 Chapter Five

 


Three days
later, Blade lounged on the window seat of his room, enjoying the
warm spring sunlight that streamed onto the pages of the book in
his lap. The Queen was giving birth, and it was proving to be long
and arduous. The palace was in a state of high tension until the
Princess' safe delivery was announced. Chiana had been absent all
day attending the Queen, and he was enjoying the peace and quiet.
He glanced up as the palace temple's great gong sounded a mournful
bull-roar that announced the Princess' birth to the city's
populace.

Other gongs
further away took up the refrain, adding their clamour to the deep,
resounding booms of the palace's and all but drowning out the
distant cheering of the crowds that had gathered outside the palace
walls to await the announcement. Flags and banners were raised and
jobs abandoned as people poured into the streets to celebrate the
arrival of their next Queen. The war seemed to be forgotten, or
perhaps this happiness overshadowed it for the moment. Blade put
aside the book and leant back, closing his eyes with a sigh.
Reading was impossible now that the peace of the day had been
shattered.

The door burst
open, jerking him from his languor, and he looked around. Chiana
swept in, her face flushed with happiness and her eyes bright. He
gave her a dour look as she ran to his side and grabbed his hands,
hauling him to his feet with surprising strength. She bounced with
joy.

"Is it not
wonderful? The Queen has birthed a healthy baby girl!"

"Marvellous."
Blade tried to extricate his hands, but she hung on.

"Let us go and
celebrate!"

Blade glanced
out of the window. "In the city?"

"Of course,
where else? There will be music and games, dancing in the streets,
fairs and circuses, all manner of entertainment."

He pulled his
hands free. "No."

"Oh, please,
Blade! It will be great fun. There will not be another celebration
like this... maybe ever, and I do so want to see it. Once I am
Regent, I will not be allowed out of the palace."

"Then go, I am
not stopping you."

Chiana frowned.
"I want you to come with me. You are my husband, even if only in
name. At least you can accompany me today, if you do nothing
else."

Blade raised a
brow, a faint smile tugging at his lips. "Indeed? So will this be
the last of my husbandly duties?"

Her eyes slid
away. "Perhaps."

"If I come then
so will Lirek and Jayon. You know I can go nowhere without my
shadows."

"Then let them,
I do not care."

The assassin
sighed and glanced out of the window again. The distant cheering
was barely audible over the bells' great clamour. "I dislike
crowds."

Chiana gave a
snort and grabbed his wrist, dragging him towards the door. "For
once in your life forget that you are an assassin and enjoy
yourself."

"I cannot do
that." He hung back, but she hauled him along.

"Of course you
can."

"At least let
me change."

Chiana stopped
and turned to study his loose white linen shirt tucked into
high-waisted black leather trousers. The shirt was open to the
waist, owning no buttons or laces.

"What is wrong
with the clothes you are wearing?"

"It is not
suitable attire for an assassin in public."

She smiled. "I
like it."

"No, I -"

"This is a day
of great celebration and joy. No one will care what you are
wearing." Chiana pulled him forward again.

"Chiana -"

"Come on!"

Blade sighed
and allowed her to tug him along the corridor, passing a surprised
Lirek with a helpless shrug. The bodyguard's eyes widened at the
sight of a bright-eyed Chiana hauling the assassin along. He fell
in behind them, and Jayon, whom they found taking in the scene
outside the main gate, joined them. At least Chiana had had the
sense not to request an armed escort for her jaunt into the city,
Blade mused. He would have objected to the irritating company of
more stern-faced guards. Jayon and Lirek were bad enough. He freed
his wrist from Chiana's grip and followed her into the dancing
throng that filled the streets.

While it was
inadvisable for an assassin to display his mark in public, it was
not forbidden. There was a chance that he would be insulted or spat
at, but that did not perturb him unduly. Perhaps it would serve to
educate Chiana in the perils of being in his company, an idea to
which he was not averse.

Pipers and
drummers set up a skirling tune, and people skipped and twirled.
Red-faced men waving flagons capered to the merry tunes, slopping
their beverages over any who came near. Blade's group had a few
close shaves with being thus anointed, but made it to the
marketplace unscathed.

A fair had been
set up days ago in anticipation of the Princess' birth, and stalls
selling food jostled with puppet shows and circus acts. Jesters
tumbled and laughed, jugglers threw their wooden balls and sticks
high. Familiars helped their human companions in their trades.
Monkeys delighted audiences with their antics and collected the
coins thrown in appreciation. Chiana laughed and clapped her hands
like a child, tossing a handful of silver to a particularly
charming little ape dressed as a soldier.

The assassin
sauntered at her side, his hands clasped behind his back and his
eyes scanning the crowds. Most people stepped from his path when
they glimpsed his tattoo, shooting him dark looks. Those whom the
mark did not intimidate tried to jostle him as they pushed past,
but he sidestepped such trouble makers. Lirek's steely-eyed
presence behind him, clad in the uniform of a royal guard, helped
to avert unwanted confrontations. Blade had never before ventured
into a busy street on foot with his tattoo visible, and found the
experience unsettling. He resisted the urge to pull his collar
closed, not wishing to walk about clasping the neck of his shirt.
Chiana seemed oblivious to his discomfort as she moved from stall
to stall, sampling sweetmeats and cakes, laughing at the
sideshows.

As the
afternoon wore on without mishap, Blade relaxed his vigilance
somewhat. He watched the performers instead of the crowd and
sometimes smiled at their tricks. Lirek purchased a flagon of ale
along the way and shared it with Jayon and the assassin, much to
Chiana's disgust. Jayon vanished into the crowd at some point,
lured away by the siren call of more good ale or perhaps a comely
wench. Chiana bought a packet of frosted buns and thrust one into
Blade's hand, ignoring his attempt to avoid the sticky gift. He
nibbled it as they walked, disliking its sweetness, and ditched it
into Fang's eager jaws when she looked away. Chiana spotted a
lively show across the way and pushed towards it, forcing Blade to
lengthen his strides.

Five black-clad
men materialised from the crowd right on top of the trio, shoving
people aside to reach their targets. Two grabbed Blade's arms, the
other three attacked Lirek. Fang sprang to his friend's defence,
but a blow felled him. Lirek went down in a melee of arms and legs
as his attackers bore him to the ground. People shrieked or shouted
in alarm, recoiling from the tussle. Chiana swung around at the
commotion behind her, and the men dragged Blade towards an alley,
twisting his arms to prevent him from struggling.

The crowd drew
back from the skirmish as Blade's captors hauled him into the
quiet, litter-strewn street. Chiana followed, her eyes wide with
fright, her shouts for help ignored despite her noble attire. The
crowd stared at the struggling men, clearly unwilling to become
involved, especially since they were assassins. Blade twisted and
fought, but his assailants were experts in their trade. Giving up
the futile effort, he allowed them to pull him deeper into a
dead-end alley bordered by middle-class merchants' houses whose
occupants were all at the celebration.

A group of
assassins waited there, with Swift at their forefront. He grinned
as the men dragged Blade, with much pushing and shoving, towards
him. Sting stood behind him, his countenance as tight-lipped as
ever. One man left the group and strode back up the alley, his eyes
on something behind Blade. When they reached Swift, Blade's captors
forced him to his knees, evincing a growl of rage from him. He
glared up at Swift, who leant forward, his hands on his hips.

"I want my belt
back."

"I'll send my
man to fetch it for you, bring him here," Blade retorted.

"Don't insult
me. It means nothing unless it's won."

"So how do you
intend to do that? Hamstring me, then challenge me again? I will
not defend it again. You can have it."

Swift looked
puzzled. "It means so little to you?"

"It means
nothing. In another three tendays this city will be rubble. Who
cares about a damned belt?"

"I do," Swift
said. "I've never been beaten, and I intend to win it back before
this city falls. I'll prove to you and everyone else that I can
beat you."

"You'll prove
nothing, because I won't defend it."

"You must!"

"I don't have
to do anything."

Swift stepped
closer, his manner menacing. "You'll defend the belt, or I'll burn
that mark from your worthless hide."

Blade glanced
at Sting. "That's not allowed. I haven't renounced my trade."

Sting looked
smug. "Technically, no, but in a case where an assassin can't
complete the Dance of Death, it's been known to happen."

"Lazy bastards
who grew fat and unfit were punished thus, I have not."

"You admitted
that you can't complete the Dance," Swift pointed out.

"I did
not."

"You didn't
deny it." Swift raised a mocking brow. "Do you deny it now?"

"I demand that
my elders are informed of this."

"I'm an elder,"
Sting stated. "There's no need for others."

"Archer is
senior. You can't judge me alone."

"We're not
judging you, only challenging you to a Trial of the Dance."

"A Trial of the
Dance is to weed out incompetents and malcontents, assassins who
have slipped from their training and fallen into the debauchery of
common thuggery or thievery."

Sting frowned.
"I don't need to be reminded of the laws of the guild. You've
admitted that you can't complete the Dance of Death. The laws state
that you must be able to, unless you retire."

Blade looked
away. "Then I retire."

"No!" Swift
swung on Sting. "You can't allow this! I must win back my title as
Master of the Dance."

Sting pondered
this, frowning. "Blade, you were challenged before your
announcement, therefore you must accept it."

Blade raised
his head to glare at the Vordan elder. "What is this then? A Duel
or a Trial? If the former, I've already beaten this man, and will
do so again without performing the Dance. If the latter, Swift
can't win back his belt, and therefore the exercise is pointless,
since I've already volunteered to retire."

Sting glanced
at Swift, looking perturbed.

Swift snarled,
"Both. Since you're so old and frail, we'll combine them for your
benefit, to ascertain your ability to complete the Dance and defend
your belt. You can't defend the belt if you can't complete the
Dance, which means your prior defence is null and void."

"Then I'll
return your belt to you."

"No!" Swift
reddened with rage. "You humiliated me in front of my guild, I
demand retribution! I challenge you to better my rendition of the
Dance of Death. That's my right."

"That's the
right of an assassin wronged by another, the loser being stripped
of whatever status he has. I have not wronged you. You have no
right to claim a duel of this kind."

"You defended
your belt under false pretences. You can't complete the Dance. In
this, you have wronged me." Swift looked at Sting, who nodded, but
looked a little anxious.

"If you lose,
Swift, it's you who'll be stripped," the elder declared.

"I won't lose."
Swift glowered at Blade. "I claim the right to challenge him."

Blade met
Swift's hot glare with an arctic stare that made the younger man
blink.

"Stop this at
once!"

All eyes
focussed behind Blade as a woman's voice rang out, and the assassin
cringed inwardly as he glanced back. Chiana tried to push past the
assassin who had blocked her path while Sting and Swift had argued
with Blade. Now that the debate was over and Blade's fate decided,
she evidently could not keep silent any longer. The Vordan assassin
held her back, but Sting nodded and the man stepped aside, allowing
her to march up. She stopped behind Blade and scowled at the Vordan
assassins. Sting bowed with a touch of mockery as Blade faced him
again.

"My lady."

"You will
release Lord Conash this instant!" Chiana said. "He is under the
Queen's protection. Harm him, and you will incur her wrath."

"We have no
intention of harming him, my lady. Our laws forbid it."

"Then release
him."

Sting smiled,
his expression hard. "You don't understand. He has been challenged
to a duel of strength, nothing more. He'll be returned to you whole
and hearty, I assure you."

"Not if you
make him perform the Dance of Death. He cannot. He was injured
badly, and has yet to recover his strength. This is -"

Blade twisted
in his captors' grip. "Chiana, be quiet!"

"Why?" She
looked astonished. "You are not well. You cannot be expected to
accept this challenge."

He groaned and
looked away.

Swift sneered,
"How prettily your wife springs to your defence." He stepped
forward and gripped Blade's hair, jerking his head up to glare into
his eyes. "You're an abomination, an insult to the Guild of
Assassins. You're a lord, and wed, as if being the Queen's
plaything wasn't enough. You're not worthy of your mark. You're
nothing but a pet killer." He turned to Sting. "Enough of this
arguing, let's get on with it. Bring him!"

The men dragged
Blade to his feet, twisting his arms when he tried to wrench
free.

"The Queen will
hear of this!" Chiana raged, trotting after them when the assassins
strode towards a door in the wall behind them. "You will not escape
unpunished!"

Blade glanced
back at her. "Go back to the palace."

"No!" She
caught up and tried to free one of his arms. The man who held him
shoved her, causing her to trip and sit down in the mud. Blade
kicked him in the shin, and the Vordan assassin hopped and cursed,
another taking his place as he bent to rub his smarting shin. The
new man twisted Blade's arm until his tendons cracked, making him
grimace and grit his teeth.

Chiana picked
herself up and hurried after the assassins, clearly determined not
to let Blade out of her sight. Sting led them through a dingy
building and out onto a less crowded common, where several stages
had been erected for the benefit of performers. The assassins
mounted the steps onto one of them and shoved off the four female
dancers. The crowd that had been watching them hissed and spat,
dispersing. Swift stepped up to Blade, who was shorter than him,
but untroubled by this.

"I'm going to
enjoy watching you fail, old man."

"You're going
to do it here, in front of commoners? This is forbidden."

"Not where I
come from."

"I have heard
that you're quite the entertainer," Blade sneered.

Swift grinned.
"At least I've stayed in shape."

"You may win,
but you'll get no satisfaction from your victory."

Swift's eyes
narrowed. "If you're planning on making a mockery of this, you'd
better think again. Unless you give your best performance, I'll
burn that mark from your hide anyway. If you want to keep it,
you'll have to try to win." He gripped Blade's collar and ripped
the shirt from his shoulders. "You even dress like a damned palace
fop."

Swift swung
away, and Blade's captors released him and quit the stage. Blade
rubbed his arms, then stripped off the torn shirt and threw it
down. The assassins formed a ring around the stage, settling down
to watch, and Sting called up from their ranks, "The Trial will be
according to the rules. The challenger dances first."

"And who will
judge?" Blade demanded. "You're biased. I'm not from your
guild."

"All assassins
belong to the same guild. You'll be judged fairly," Sting
averred.

Swift
straightened from tying the metal pieces to his boots. "There will
be no need for judging, since you won't be able to complete the
Dance."

Blade walked to
the edge of the stage and leant against one of the posts that
marked its perimeter. Folding his arms, he waited while the Vordan
assassin went through a few limbering up exercises, stretching and
bending to touch his forehead to his knees. Swift grinned and
raised his arms, leaping into the first twirling jump energetically
and landing lightly, his feet tapping out the set steps of the
Dance of Death. Blade scanned the crowd around the stage, hoping to
glimpse a black-clad figure who might be one of his own guild. If
word of the Trial reached Talon or Archer, they might be able to
stop it.

The crowd,
seeing a fascinating dance being performed, drew nearer, gathering
just beyond the ring of assassins. Blade turned his attention to
Swift, assessing the assassin's performance with critical eyes. If
Swift stumbled or missed a step the Trial would be over, but this
did not seem likely. The assassin performed the Dance with
consummate ease and obvious enjoyment, using the whole stage. His
steel-shod feet tapped out a perfect rhythm on the boards, his
kicks reached above his shoulders and his leaps were high and
perfectly timed, so his landing continued the rhythm of the
dance.

The Dance was
open to additions, but not subtractions, and Swift added in several
moves to prove his mastery, which only the best could do and still
complete it. It also meant that Blade would have to make additions,
lengthening the ordeal that he already could not complete. If he
was forced to do his best, however, he was determined to try to
win, for nothing would give him more satisfaction now than
defeating the Vordan assassin.

Blade glanced
at Chiana, who stood beyond the ring of assassins, her eyes filled
with worry. She shouted something, but he could not hear her over
the drumming of Swift's feet. He shook his head, and she tried to
push through the assassins, but they shoved her back, ignoring her
protests. Blade turned his attention to Swift again, watching the
assassin's unflagging energy, his skin now sheened with sweat. He
moved around the stage, lifting his legs high to crack down on the
boards in a flawless rhythm.

The Vordan
assassin changed to a set piece of fast tapping, his feet drumming
out the beat with unerring precision. Next he set off on a series
of rhythmic stamping steps that sounded rather like a galloping
horse, flicking his legs up behind him with each step. He stopped
and flicked his legs sideways at knee level, stamping his feet in
the ordered cadence of the Dance. Blade sighed and studied the
proud faces of Swift's companions, Sting's smug smile filled with
admiration. The people beyond watched with avid fascination,
clearly having never seen a dance to rival this one. Indeed, the
Dance of Death was a wonder to behold, its rigours beyond the
ability of any man who had not practised it for many years.

By now, several
minutes had passed, and sweat ran down Swift's gleaming skin. He
gasped through an open mouth as he concentrated on the intricate
steps. Blade watched closely, for if a misstep was to happen it
would be when the dancer grew tired. Swift's performance continued
perfectly, and, as he neared the end of the Dance, he spread his
arms in a grand egotistical gesture that invited applause.

Swift executed
the final steps and ended with the prescribed leap, falling to one
knee with a sweeping gesture. Applause came from the growing crowd,
and some coins rattled onto the stage, making Blade smile. Swift's
chest heaved as he gasped like a man who had been underwater for
too long. His eyes bulged from the strain and the veins in his brow
and neck stood out. Clearly the Dance, with his extra steps, taxed
him to the point of exhaustion, which was its purpose. Rising to
his feet, he turned to Blade, a triumphant grin stretching his
features. He bent and pulled off the metal toe and heel caps,
throwing them at Blade's feet.

"Let's see
you... do better... old man."

Blade buckled
the steel caps on, his stomach tight with apprehension. Since he
had been injured, he had not been able to complete the Dance even
in its simplest form, and the memory of the pain that had prevented
him burnt like a raw wound in his mind. It seemed unlikely that he
would be able to beat Swift, yet his pride dictated that he must
try. He stamped to test the metal caps, finding them a good fit
despite Swift's larger feet.

Bending, he
hugged his knees to stretch the muscles in the back of his legs,
then straightened and shook them to loosen them. He tried to
remember the time when he could complete the Dance of Death with
greater ease than Swift. Younger days when his legs had been gifted
with the eager bounce of youth, when the spring in his step had
come naturally and his lightning reflexes had added a strange magic
to his Dance. He would have to find that speed one last time, then
his dancing days would be done. Closing his eyes, he summoned into
his mind a cat's swift grace, reminding himself of his kin, and
walked into the centre of the stage.

With a graceful
gesture, he made the first leap and landed lightly, his muscles
responding to his inner urgency with a snap that he had thought
lost with age. He spun and leapt, keeping one leg stiff before him
and landing in a sudden burst of speed that blended the tapping
rhythm into a simple tune. This was his talent, which he had
discovered during his training, a natural speed that had never been
rivalled, not even by Swift. The vigour of the Dance was such that
his heart started to hammer almost immediately, and he breathed
deeply to try to prevent the gasping that would come later as he
tired. He executed a series of complex steps with consummate style,
then leapt high, striking his heels together in mid-air, one of his
additions.

 


Chiana watched
Blade with awe, her eyes riveted to him. He seemed to float in the
air when he leapt, and his sweeping gestures added to the flowing
beauty of his movements. The height of his jumps allowed him time
to brush his metal-shod boots together in a flash of sparks. The
rhythmic beat of his feet hammered on the boards, faster than
Swift's, more precise and flamboyant. He swept into a series of
whipping spins, his feet lashing out to slash the throats of
invisible enemies.

Reaching the
edge of the stage, he turned and switched to a high kicking run,
his boots cracking down with each step. He followed the same
routine as Swift had done, only better, faster and more graceful
than his opponent. Everyone knew that Blade had more skill and
speed than Swift, however, only his endurance was being tested
here. Chiana found her nails digging into her palms as she willed
him to have the strength to win and put the obnoxious Swift in his
place. Already Blade's mouth was open to gasp, yet he had not
completed half the Dance. Swift, standing at the edge of the stage,
smirked.

Blade slowed as
he reached a sequence of simple heel-toe tapping, which he
performed at less than half of Swift's speed. Swift glanced at
Sting, but the elder shrugged. The dancer could choose the speed of
the dance, but he was not allowed to stop. At the same time, a slow
dancer would win no Trials, but Blade's dazzling speed hitherto
more than compensated for this slowing of the pace. Chiana smiled,
understanding his tactics. He was pacing himself, using this
respite to catch his breath, then making up for it with his greater
speed later on.

As suddenly as
he had slowed, he quickened the tempo again, performing the next
complex sequence at more than twice Swift's pace. He made a
prodigious leap, his stiffened legs crossing in mid-air, striking
his boots together with a sharp crack and a shower of sparks.
Swift's expression turned sour as Blade rendered a faster version
of the stamping horse-rhythm routine, using the length of the stage
to achieve it instead of remaining in one place as Swift had done.
He executed the high backwards kicks with consummate ease and
timing, his heels tapping out the beat, then the sideways leg
flicks, crossing at the knee or even higher. Again he slowed,
performing a simple series of steps at half Swift's speed. His
chest heaved and sweat sheened his skin.

 


The burning in
Blade's left lung warned him of the onset of exhaustion. The slight
respite of the slower steps allowed him to regain a little
strength, and he set off on an extra set of spinning kicks, his
feet hammering out the rhythm. He ended with his leg crossing high
kick, sparks flashing from his feet, then settled into the
prescribed routine of fast tapping, his right foot blurring as he
beat out the tattoo, his left adding a slow heel tap.

Although this
was performed while almost stationary, except for the slow turn
that Blade used, it sapped the strength with its speed and
precision, especially since Blade performed it at more than twice
the speed of which Swift was capable. His lung burnt, pain lancing
through it each time he drew breath, and he fought the urge to
clasp his ribs. This was the stage where he usually stopped, unable
to bear the pain, but now he could not. He forced himself into the
next part of the Dance, a series of leaping, leg crossing high
kicks, his arms outstretched.

The energy
ebbed from his muscles and his vision became red-tinged as he
forced his legs to obey, his last kick so low that he almost did
not get his foot back under him in time. Again he slowed the Dance
on the next set of steps, but it did little good, they were complex
and strenuous. Still he forced himself to go on, aware that the
grace had gone from his dance. His feet were heavy and slowing, his
jumps lacked the height required.

Even so, he did
not miss a beat, nor, by some miracle, did he stumble, although his
knee came close to buckling a number of times as he landed. He
concentrated only on completing the Dance without error, unable to
add anything more to it. His vision darkened and his lung seemed to
be filled with hot coals, a metallic taste invading his mouth. He
performed a set of low kicking jumps, all else fading but for the
rhythm of his feet, which remained perfect.

 


Chiana watched
with tears in her eyes and a lump blocking her throat. Blade's half
closed eyes were glazed with exhaustion, his steps heavy, yet still
precise. He leapt and spun, lashing out with legs that lacked any
kind of spring, the jarring visible as he landed. Swift grinned,
his eyes bright with delight as he waited for the inevitable
collapse that seemed certain to come at any moment.

Blade no longer
slowed, he seemed oblivious to everything but the Dance. His feet
hammered out the cadence and his arms hung at his sides. His skin
was flushed, veins stood out on his brow and neck, and his mouth
was open wide to gasp. The end of the Dance came at last. Blade
executed the final leap without vigour, barely managing it, and
fell to one knee. He held the position for only an instant, then
slumped to the ground.

Swift swung to
glare at Sting, who looked chagrined and ashamed, avoiding Swift's
eyes.

"Well?" Swift
demanded.

Sting shook his
head. "He's completed it."

"And?"

The elder
rubbed his brow with an air of frustration. "I can only declare him
the winner. To do anything else would be a travesty. He's better
than you, there's no doubt in my mind. He's faster and more
precise. He can't be faulted."

"He grew clumsy
at the end. That last leap -"

"Yes, yes, I
saw it, but the rest of his performance outmatched yours utterly.
You've only made a fool of yourself, I'm afraid. He keeps your belt
in my opinion. You've compounded your humiliation, and will be
stripped of your status." Sting glanced at the rest of the
assassins, receiving sullen nods and angry growls. "Your only
consolation is that you might have killed him."

Swift glanced
at Blade, who lay gasping, his eyes closed. "I hope so," he
muttered. "He was not fit to complete the Dance. His pride has
killed him."

Chiana pushed
through the assassins and darted onto the stage as Swift turned
away from his fallen opponent. Kneeling beside Blade, she lifted
his head, alarmed by the rasping wheeze with which he breathed and
his skin's unnatural pallor.

"Call a
healer!" she shouted, but the Vordan assassins ignored her, melting
away into the crowd. The commoners muttered and turned away as
well, unmoved by an assassin's plight. Chiana wiped Blade's brow
with her sleeve, then looked around for help. The assassin coughed,
a fine spray of blood reddening his lips, and opened his eyes.

Chiana groaned,
"Oh, God, you are bleeding."

Blade struggled
to sit up, his chest heaving. Tremors shook him in spasms as he
looked around, clearly puzzled. "What happened? I must have...
passed out."

"You won. They
have gone, but you are hurt."

He pressed a
shaking hand to his ribs. "My lung..."

"You have
opened the wound again." She scanned the dwindling crowd, and
relief washed through her as she spotted Lirek hurrying towards
them. He clattered up the steps onto the stage and knelt beside
Blade.

"What's
happened, my lady?"

"There is no
time to explain. Go and find a horse, we must get Lord Conash back
to the palace at once."

"Right." Lirek
ran off, leaving them alone once more.

Blade coughed
again, wiped the blood from his lips and studied it. A slight,
rueful smile twisted his mouth, and the sadness of his expression
tore Chiana's heart. "I guess my dancing days are done."

"At least you
are still alive. You might have died."

He shrugged.
"No great loss."

"You should
have refused."

"Then they
would have burnt off my tattoo. I would have been disgraced."

"Is that all
you care about, your pride?"

He shot her a
hard glance. "What else do I have?"

Chiana bit back
the hot words that leapt onto her tongue, longing to tell him that
he had a wife who loved him with every ounce of her being, a friend
in Jayon who would lay down his life for him and a queen who
idolised him, to say nothing of a king who respected him immensely.
"You are a legend, Blade. You changed history when you slew the
Cotti King and one of their princes. No one else could have
achieved that feat, and many tried. You cannot hold your life so
cheap."

He grimaced,
glancing at the crowds that wandered past. "I'm no hero, nor will
you convince me that I am. I, at least, have no illusions about
that."

Blade tried to
rise to his feet, but sank down again with a curse. The effort made
him gasp and cough afresh, and bright blood flecked his lips.

"Sit still,"
Chiana admonished. "Lirek is bringing a horse for you, then we will
take you back to the palace."

He rubbed his
ribs. "I seem to have little choice."

Lirek returned
with a hired horse and Jayon, whom he had found outside a taproom.
Blade required their aid to quit the stage, and they helped him
onto the beast. The young commander demanded to know what had
happened, and Chiana explained on the way to the palace. Blade
closed his eyes, his face lined with exhaustion, and she watched
with deep concern as he clung to the saddle. Jayon swore to find
the guilty parties and exact vengeance, at which point Blade roused
sufficiently to tell him to mind his own business, which silenced
the commander's growls of outrage.

At the palace,
the men half carried Blade to his bed, where he slumped against the
pillows, breathing in a painful wheeze. Jayon summoned Verdan, who
examined Blade with a grave expression, shaking his head when he
turned to Chiana.

"Lord Conash
has torn open the wound in his lung again, filling it with blood.
That is why he is short of breath. He must remain sitting up, so
the blood does not fill his other lung, or he will drown."

Chiana nodded.
"But he will recover?"

Verdan
shrugged, his expression disapproving. "In time I daresay he will,
but now that lung will be even weaker than before. Lord Conash
should have avoided such strenuous activity in the first place. It
was extremely ill advised. I trust he will not make the same
mistake again."

"What can you
do for him?"

"Nothing. All
he needs is complete rest. He should not rise from his bed for two,
maybe three tendays. If he develops a fever, I can treat it, but I
can do nothing for him now."

Blade said,
"I'm not lying about for half a moon phase."

Chiana turned
to frown at him. "You will, even if I have to tie you to the
bed."

"I'll help,"
Jayon volunteered.

Blade shot him
a frigid glance. "I'd like to see you try, once I have some
strength back."

Jayon chuckled.
"That should be interesting."

"No strenuous
exercise," Verdan ordered, "and that includes fighting."

"It won't be a
fight," Blade muttered, looking away.

Chiana smiled
and bit her lip, her eyes stinging. Jayon coughed and turned away,
clearly discomfited by her distress. Verdan shot the assassin a
martyred look and left to attend his other duties, followed by
Lirek. Chiana glanced at the hovering Arken and quit the room
before her tears overflowed. In the corridor, she wiped her eyes,
looking embarrassed when Jayon joined her, and he cast her a
sympathetic grimace.

"I know how you
feel, my lady. Don't weep."

His empathy
brought more tears, and she pulled out a handkerchief. "It is all
he has, his infernal pride."

"I know."

"You should
have seen him, Jayon."

"I wish I
had."

She dabbed her
eyes and forced a weak smile. "The Queen will be furious, but not
with him. Not really. And it is not just because she needs him, as
he thinks. She loves him."

"As we do."

"Yes."

"Although I
can't for the life of me think why we care so much for such a cold,
unfeeling bastard." He rubbed his chin. "It's odd. When I found him
in the desert, I felt compelled to save him."

"He is special.
I think he is destined for greatness." She hesitated, glancing at
him. "But that is not why I love him."

The young
commander smiled, brushing back the truant lock of hair that
flopped over one eye. "Me either."

A terrific
crash came from Blade's room, followed by his voice bellowing
insults at Arken. Moments later the red-faced servant emerged and
slammed the door behind him. He spied Chiana and Jayon and came
over to them.

"He wants a
damned bath! I told him he can't have one, he's too sick." Arken
folded his arms to show the finality of his decision.

Jayon smiled,
then put out a hand to stop Chiana as she headed for Blade's door.
"No, leave him to me, my lady. He will only shout at you, and you
don't deserve that."

"He is my
husband, I have to deal with him."

"Not when he's
ill."

Arken nodded.
"He's definitely ill, he has the temper to prove it."

Jayon cast
Chiana a reassuring smile. "I will deal with him."

 


Chiana sighed
and walked off. Arken rolled his eyes and marched away in the
opposite direction, leaving Jayon to enter the lion's den alone. He
found the assassin seated on the edge of the bed, removing his
boots. Blade glanced up at him with a frown.

"Where's that
fool, Arken?"

Jayon shrugged.
"I think he went to tend to his other duties."

"I told him to
fill me a bath!"

"I know. He
feels that you're too ill to risk a chill."

Blade snorted.
"What does he know?"

"The healer
told him this."

"And he knows
even less! I'll wash even if I have to carry the damned water
myself."

Jayon shook his
head. "That won't be necessary, I'll fetch the water for you."

Blade glowered
at him. "Good."

A knock on the
door made Blade glance around and call out for the applicant to
enter. A mud-splattered messenger came in and bowed.

"Lord Conash. I
bring a message from your estate to the north."

"What is
it?"

The messenger
glanced at Jayon, his expression grim. "It is fallen, My Lord, as
have all the lands to the north."

Blade looked
away, and Jayon paid the man, who bowed again and left. Jayon
studied the assassin's downcast features.

"Is something
wrong?"

Blade scowled.
"No. It was to be expected."

"Was there
someone you cared about...?"

The assassin
looked up. "No. I care about no one, boy. Don't ever forget
that."

"How could I?
You just seemed... unhappy for a moment, but I expect that's
because you've lost your recently acquired wealth and lands. All
your hard work for nothing. It must be galling."

Blade stood up,
dropping the boot he held, and glared up at the younger man,
unconcerned by the fact that Jayon was taller than him. "Are you
going to fetch the water or not, boy?"

"Of course."
Jayon swung away and quit the room.


 


 


 Chapter Six

 


The next
morning, Chiana entered the Queen's chambers to find them bustling
with activity. A bevy of handmaidens attended the monarch, who sat
before a massive mirror. They stroked her skin with scented mirwood
oil, dressed her hair in elaborate coils and twined jewels and
golden pins amongst its shining tresses. Minna-Satu glowed with
happiness, though shadows of fatigue lurked under her eyes. The
sheath of golden chain mail, which she wore over a midnight-blue
gown, disguised her thickened waistline. Minna looked up and smiled
as Chiana bowed.

"Are you well,
My Queen?"

"Very well,
Chiana. A little tired perhaps, but well pleased with myself."

"I have heard
that the Princess is beautiful."

Minna's smile
softened, and her eyes sought the gilded, silk-hung cot that stood
beside the bed. "She is, see for yourself."

Chiana gazed
down at the infant who lay on the white satin, her rosebud lips
pursed. Dark lashes fanned pink cheeks, and hands of incredible
delicacy were tucked under her chin. Chiana smiled as a deep
sadness filled her chest, making it tight and painful. Minna rose
and joined her beside the cradle.

"Do not mourn
the children you will never have. She will be yours soon enough,
love her as if she was your own."

Chiana bit her
lip and nodded. "I shall, My Queen, I swear it."

"There is no
need for swearing. I know you will."

"What is her
name?"

Minna smiled at
her daughter, her eyes aglow with love. "Kerra-Manu, of
course."

"Kerra," Chiana
murmured, stroking the infant's petal-soft cheek. "Her hair is
white."

Minna turned
away, her manner becoming brisk. "At noon I shall hold an audience.
The senior lords and advisors will wish to view their future Queen.
It cannot be avoided, but her parentage will be obvious. I can hide
it no longer."

"With the
Contara advancing so swiftly and the Cotti invading from the
desert, perhaps the lords will see that she is our only salvation,"
Chiana remarked. "If you tell them your plans now, they must see
the merit in them. They must see that this is the only way to save
the Jashimari from slavery and decimation."

"Perhaps. But
many of them are proud fools. They will only see that she is
Kerrion's daughter, and he is our enemy."

"Then they are
blind, My Queen."

Minna glanced
at the slumbering sand cat who sprawled, as usual, in a patch of
sunlight. "Many of them are. Send for Lord Conash, I would have him
at my side. His presence will serve as a warning to
dissenters."

Chiana gulped
and looked down, aware of the guilt on her face.

Minna studied
her with a frown. "What is it? Do not tell me that he is not in the
palace. He knows better than to incur my wrath thus."

"No, he is in
the palace, My Queen, but he is... ill."

"Ill? What is
the matter with him now?"

"He went into
the city, and a group of assassins forced him to perform the Dance
of Death... he could not refuse..."

Minna's
expression became concerned. "What happened? Did they harm
him?"

"No, but the
strain was too much. He has reopened his wound. The healer has
ordered him to stay in bed for three tendays."

"Three
tendays!" Minna frowned again. "This is intolerable. I need him
now. As soon as it is known that Kerrion is my child's father, they
will plot to murder her."

"Surely not, My
Queen, she is their Princess."

"She is half
Cotti. The only way they can force me to bear another child is to
kill her."

"But Blade is
not a watchdog or bodyguard."

"I have no need
of a bodyguard. My spies will inform me of the plotters. I will
require an assassin."

Chiana bowed
her head. "It was not his fault."

"What was he
doing in the city? Where was his bodyguard?"

"I asked him to
accompany me to the fair yesterday. Lirek was with us, but he was
overpowered."

Minna looked
astounded, her voice rising an octave. "You asked him to accompany
you to the fair? Have you lost your wits? You know that his life is
at risk. It is bad enough that he must go into the city from time
to time when he wishes to drink in some dirty inn or taproom, but
you should know better."

"It was foolish
of me, and utterly my fault. I wished to celebrate the Princess'
birth."

"Then you
should have waited for the ball in five days' time, like all the
other nobles."

Chiana glanced
at the Queen in surprise. "I thought, with the war so close
now..."

"You thought I
would not celebrate my daughter's birth?" Minna raised her chin.
"Even if they were beating at the gate, this celebration will take
place." She swung away in a swirl of heavy skirts. "I will see
Blade now."

Chiana hastened
after the Queen as she swept from the room, praying that Blade
would be in a better mood than he had when she had last seen him.
The guards outside the doors snapped to attention as Minna strode
past, and her maidens dashed ahead to open doors and shoo servants
from her path. Chiana dreaded what might happen if both of them
were in foul tempers at the same time. Sparks would fly.

Minna's
attendants thrust open the door to the assassin's chambers, and she
entered without slackening her pace. Blade sat on the bed, pulling
on a boot, and looked surprised and annoyed at the intrusion. He
stood and bowed.

"My Queen."

Minna stopped
before him. "I hear that you have injured yourself yet again."

"I did not
exactly do it to myself."

"You do not
look so very ill."

"I am well
enough."

Chiana stepped
closer, frowning at him. "The healer ordered you to stay in bed for
three tendays."

Blade shrugged.
"Let him try to make me."

Minna's eyes
narrowed, and she impaled him with a steely glance that would have
made a lesser man quiver. "Are you well enough to stand beside me
today?"

"I am."

"Good. Are you
well enough to perform an assassination?"

He hesitated.
"I fear not, My Queen. Perhaps in a few days."

"A few days?"
Chiana's voice rose in outrage.

Minna raised an
imperious hand. "Enough, Chiana, Lord Conash can judge his own
health, I am sure." She studied the assassin with hard eyes. "Your
presence is required in the great hall at noon. See to it that you
are properly attired."

 


After the Queen
left, Blade sat on the bed and grimaced at the pain that shot
through his left lung with every breath. Compared to the agony of
the previous day, it was a mild discomfort, but it also served as a
constant reminder of his weakness. Coughing sent fiery lances
through him and brought the salty tang of blood into his mouth, yet
surprisingly, he did not find himself gasping for air at the
slightest exertion. He opted for one of the less garish jackets
that hung in his wardrobe to keep Minna happy, and hoped that his
optimism regarding his health was not unfounded.

When he arrived
in the great hall, most of the lords and advisors had already
assembled in a muttering throng. At his entrance, the murmuring
died away a little, and dozens of hostile eyes followed his
progress. Only senior lords and advisors were in attendance, less
than half the usual number. A liveried attendant guided him to a
place near the throne, where he assumed he was to stand. He stifled
several urges to cough as he waited for the Queen to arrive, aware
that the nobles would note any sign of weakness.

Queen
Minna-Satu entered, followed by a bevy of attendants and two plumed
officers. A handmaiden carried the Princess swathed in shimmering
silk, and Minna-Satu was resplendent in the midnight-blue gown she
had been wearing when she had visited him earlier. Half the
assembly sank to its knees, while those who claimed nobility bowed.
The Queen settled on the throne and accepted the six-foot sceptre
from an attendant, bringing it down with a soft clink that
signalled the beginning of the audience. She gazed at the men and
women of high rank with calm, steely eyes.

"Today you will
be introduced to my daughter, your future Queen. Any who do not
bend their knee in homage will be guilty of high treason. That is
the law. The name of your Princess is Kerra-Manu. In the tradition
of Queens, she is named for her bloodline. In order of rank, the
first to approach the throne will be Lord Conash, Lord Protector of
Jashimari, Second Advisor to the Queen, and sacred Knight of the
Veil."

Blade looked up
in surprise, then walked to the throne and bowed to Minna-Satu. "My
Queen."

She gestured to
the silk-swathed bundle in the handmaiden's arms. "Look upon your
Princess, Lord Conash."

Blade stepped
up to the maiden and gazed at the pink face nestled in soft cloth,
tiny fists curled next to her cheeks. He bowed again and stepped
back, turning to the Queen, uncertain of the protocol.

Minna smiled.
"How do you find her, My Lord?"

"A handsome
child, My Queen, a worthy Princess."

"Well said, My
Lord Conash." She nodded, and he retreated to his post beside the
throne.

Next to be
called upon was Chiana, and she had obviously seen the infant
before. She made the requisite bow and murmured words of praise,
and the next noble was called. His eyes widened when he looked upon
the child, but he bowed and praised her before returning to the
ranks. After the lords, the senior advisors were allowed to
approach. When Mendal's turn came, his eyes narrowed at the sight
of the Princess, and his comment about her fairness did not please
Minna.

One by one the
senior advisors came forward, and Blade grew bored as the
time-glasses passed, shifting his weight to relieve the growing
ache in his feet and stifling the urge to yawn. He almost wished
that the Princess would wake and start screaming the place down,
just to break the monotony. At last the High Priestess stepped up
to bless the infant with sacred water before the maiden carried the
Princess away.

Minna-Satu
gazed at the assembly, a challenge in her eyes. "So now you have
all met your future Queen. Her birth at the brightening of a Tree
Moon in spring is a good omen. Rejoice, she is strong and healthy.
She will rule you well."

Mendal stepped
forward and cleared his throat. "My Queen, you still have not
revealed the father of our Princess. She is not dark, as you are,
her hair is almost white."

"Yes." Minna
folded her hands, releasing the sceptre, which an attendant caught.
"That is because her father is Kerrion, King of the Cotti."

A wave of
muttering swept through the nobles, but Mendal did not look
surprised. He cast a knowing glance at his comrades, and faced the
Queen once more. A supercilious smile curled his thin lips. "Are we
to understand that our Princess is a Cotti?"

"She is half
Cotti. I am her mother and therefore she is half Jashimari."

"And we are to
rejoice at this? To be ruled one day by a half Cotti Queen?" Mendal
enquired.

Minna raised
her chin. "Beware, Mendal, you tread upon dangerous ground. She is
your future Queen no matter who her father is."

"I beg to
differ, My Queen. Your people have a right to demand a Jashimari
Queen, not one whose father is our eternal enemy. Why, even now he
invades Jashimari lands. Before the moon is out he will be at our
gates with an army ten thousand strong. What must your people fight
for? Whether we win or lose the Cotti will rule us."

Minna-Satu rose
to her feet, pale with fury. "How dare you? You are a fool, and
your words border on treason. Take this one step further and you
will face the gallows."

Mendal shook
his head, undaunted by her ire. "It is you who have committed
treason, My Queen. You have betrayed your realm, consorted with the
enemy and then set him free. Now you would set his daughter upon
the Jashimari throne? I think not. You are the Queen and your
people love you, but Kerrion's child will never rule this
land."

Minna regarded
Mendal with flinty eyes, her regal poise a marvel to behold. "You
are wrong. You see no further than your hooked nose. The Cotti will
indeed be at our gates within the Tree Moon, and so will the
Contara. We cannot stand against their combined armies. We will be
defeated.

She looked over
his head at the assembly. "We have but one hope, and she resides
now in her cradle. Kerrion will not make war upon his daughter. She
will stop his invasion. She will prevent our defeat. Through her,
the people of Jashimari will find peace and freedom at last."

Mendal glanced
at his comrades, clearly unmoved by her words, even a little
scornful of them, as his next words showed. "We are expected to
believe that this king of savages will honour his daughter's
inheritance? The Cotti treat their women worse than animals, My
Queen. It is you who are living in a dream."

Minna said, "It
is the prediction of Shamsara. When a child who is neither Cotti
nor Jashimari sits upon the Jashimari throne, there will be peace.
His words, Mendal."

"The Jashimari
Queens are forbidden the consultation of seers."

"To what end?
So this war may rage on for all eternity? So the Contara can invade
Jashimari? Our only hope is an alliance with the desert King."

"No, our only
hope is to preserve the honour of our Queen and the purity of her
bloodline, so one day the Jashimari may rise again."

Minna sank back
onto her throne, staring at him as if he was a slug that had just
crawled over her toes. "You speak of defeat as if it is a mere
stepping stone to victory. Once we have been enslaved, the
Jashimari can never hope to rise again. The Contara and the Cotti
will see to that. Our women will be taken as concubines and
chattel, our men sent to the mines to die in the dust. The
Jashimari people will be decimated."

"You
underestimate your people, My Queen. Many will escape and form
bands in the frozen north or deep in the woodlands. As long as they
have a queen to lead them, they will grow stronger with time, and
they will rise again."

"Age and
senility have weakened your mind, Mendal. They will be hunted down
like animals, sport for Cotti and Contara lords."

"You are wrong.
You cannot put a half breed on the throne. You must bear a full
blood Princess. We who represent your people demand it, as is our
right."

"Do you?"
Minna's eyes swept the assemblage. "Let those who demand it step
forward, so I may know my enemies."

The throng
shifted, ill at ease, and Mendal held up appeasing hands. "We are
not your enemies, My Queen. We are your loyal subjects. The Cotti
King will not halt his advance simply because you have borne his
daughter. We are trying to save you from this folly. So long as you
are Queen he will try to conquer this land, and by the time the
Princess is old enough to ascend the throne the pride of her
bloodline will be all that drives your people to victory."

"No." The Queen
shook her head. "By the time Kerrion reaches the gates of this
city, Kerra-Manu will be Queen."

A great shout
went up from the nobles, and many stepped forward to try to be
heard. Mendal paled and stepped back in shock. Chiana bowed her
head and bit her lip. Minna took the sceptre from the attendant and
brought it down with a clink. The nobles fell silent, many of those
who had rushed forward pushing their way back into the throng as if
wishing to escape their Queen's terrible announcement. Mendal stood
alone in the centre of the room, a hunched, wizened figure draped
in snakeskin robes. His faded eyes did not flinch from Minna-Satu's
haughty gaze.

"You plan to
take the Queen's Cup?"

"I do. When it
is certain that this city will fall, I shall remove myself from the
political arena, thereby placing Kerrion's first-born daughter on
the throne. He will not make war on his own flesh and blood. He
will be forced to drive out the Contara and form an alliance with
the Jashimari."

"My Queen!"
Mendal looked distraught, and turned to his colleagues for support
before facing his monarch again. "This is madness. I beg you to
reconsider. You have made this decision without the guidance of
your advisors. It is a plan doomed to fail. Consider Kerrion's
people, their history, their savagery. No Cotti King will allow a
woman to rule any lands he can conquer.

"At worst, he
will take his child back to the desert and lay waste to Jashimari.
At best, he will place a Regent over us until she is old enough to
wed, then marry her to one of his nobles and name him ruler of
Jashimari. Either way, we will be a conquered people, firmly under
Cotti rule and never allowed to raise our heads proudly again."

Minna-Satu
looked pitying. "We are facing defeat now. Thousands of Jashimari
warriors die every day, and all they can do is slow down the
advance of the Contara and Cotti. We have no hope of winning this
war. The roads to this city are awash with blood, and when the
Contara get here the streets will run with it. Kerrion may spare
you for the sake of his daughter. The Contara will slaughter all in
their path. What else can we do but turn the two against each
other? Have you a better suggestion?"

"Yes, My Queen.
Let us fight and die with our pride intact. Let us take you to a
safe place whence you can inspire your people to rise again. Do not
destroy the purity of your bloodline, and with it the pride of your
people."

Minna leant
forward, her tone scathing enough to flay. "Those are the foolish
words of an old man. You are too old to care, but there are
thousands of children in this city who will perish if we follow
your plan. They are the future of the Jashimari people. We cannot
sacrifice them and survive."

"They can be
taken to safety, hidden -"

"Where? In the
forests, where they must skulk and hide? In the frozen wastelands
to the north, where they will freeze? Or perhaps they should live
in the squalor and filth of the mud people? Where is the pride in
that? How will they grow up to be warriors? Who will teach them? If
we lose our culture, we lose everything. Our history will be lost
in time, our descendants will become illiterate savages eking a
living from nuts and berries, and all that we are now will be
forgotten."

"My
Queen..."

Minna-Satu
stood up, forcing him into silence. "I will hear no more on the
subject. The decision is made and you will abide by it. Any
plotting of treason will be dealt with swiftly and finally. I have
no time to try traitors in the courts." She glanced at Blade, and
all eyes followed her gaze. The assassin, who had been leaning
against a pillar, straightened and scowled at the assembly,
disliking his sudden elevation to the centre of attention.

Mendal glared
at Blade before looking at the Queen again. "You intend to unleash
your assassin upon your nobles?"

"Only the
traitors amongst you, so be careful of what you plot."

"Be sure that
your spies are well informed, My Queen."

"They always
are." Minna took her sceptre from the attendant and brought it down
with a clink, signalling the end of the audience. The assembly sank
down in homage as she left the room, and Blade followed her,
unwilling to remain amongst such hostile company.

 


Mendal met Lord
Durlan and Javare in the gloomy study of his modest city dwelling.
The advisor reasoned that to meet too often in the same place
invited the unwanted attentions of spies, and after the Queen's
warning, did not wish to take chances. Although Minna's spies would
doubtless report the meeting, they would be unable to divine its
content, since men chosen for their canine familiars guarded
Mendal's house.

The two lords
swapped glares as they entered the room, then Durlan headed for a
couch onto which to ease his bulk, while Javare paced the floor
with quick, angry strides. Mendal poured three glasses of wine and
sat behind his desk, folding his hands as he watched Javare's
pacing with cold eyes.

"You will wear
holes in my carpet, My Lord. It is a particularly expensive one,
too."

"Damn your
carpet," Javare growled, his glittering eyes meeting the advisor's
with equally reptilian flatness. "The Queen has betrayed her realm
and shamed her people, and you worry about a stupid carpet?"

Mendal sipped
his wine. "Have some wine, perhaps it will soothe you."

Durlan heaved
himself from the couch and took a glass, draining it in a gulp.
"What are we to do, Mendal?"

The advisor
shrugged. "There is only one way to stop this folly, My Lords. We
must... remove the Princess."

"Now you are
talking treason," Javare said. "If the Queen gets wind of it, we
will all wake with a dagger in our hearts."

"I have heard,"
Mendal drawled, "that the Queen's Blade is not in the best of
health. My spies tell me that he is unable to perform
assassinations at the moment. With only a few short tendays left to
us, we must throw caution to the winds. The Princess must die
before the Queen takes her life, then she will be forced to accept
my plan and flee the city. Once in safety, she can bear a true
Princess and save the bloodline."

"You feel that
there is no merit in her plan, then?" Durlan enquired.

"None
whatsoever. Cotti kings have never been honourable, and they set no
store in women, either. A half Jashimari daughter will not sway
Kerrion, any fool knows that."

"What of
Shamsara's prediction?"

"Shamsara gave
the Queen a few words, which she has interpreted in her own way,
and wrongly, I believe. For all we know, he could have been
speaking of a Contaran Queen, if she must be neither Cotti nor
Jashimari."

"I am surprised
that Lord Conash goes along with this," Javare muttered, stroking
the slender red fire snake that emerged from his sleeve. "His
hatred of the Cotti is well known."

Mendal sipped
his wine and studied the lord's shy familiar, a particularly
venomous variety. "Who cares what he thinks? He does not matter.
What matters is how we are going to remove the Princess."

"Do we have to
kill her?" Durlan pleaded. "She is only an infant. Perhaps if we
abducted her..."

"The Queen
would ransack the city to find her, and she would be impossible to
hide with that white hair."

"We could dye
it."

Mendal shook
his head. "No. She must die, I am afraid. The only problem is who
will do it. No assassin will accept such a mission, and then, of
course, there is that damned cat..."

"The cat leaves
to hunt every other night," Javare informed him. "For several
time-glasses she is away feeding in the goat pen. As to who would
do it, that is simple: a Contara assassin."

"And how do you
suggest we hire a Contara assassin without getting our throats slit
in the process?" Mendal enquired with deceptive mildness.

"We go to this
upstart prince under a flag of truce. We tell him of the Queen's
plans and ask his help. He will be more than willing to slay the
Princess if it will help his cause, and if he thinks that Kerrion
may turn against him because of her, he will want to help us. We
smuggle the assassin into the city and wait for a night when the
sand cat is feeding, then all he has to contend with are the guards
outside the Queen's door."

Mendal looked
thoughtful. "Perhaps two or three assassins would be better. But
what of the risk that they may slay the Queen? We cannot send enemy
assassins into her chamber."

"No," Javare
agreed. "So it must be only one assassin, and one of us must go
with him to ensure the Queen's safety."

Mendal eyed
him. "I am too old, and Durlan too fat, so that only leaves you, My
Lord."

Javare shot
Durlan a scornful look. "If I am to go with this assassin, I may as
well do the deed myself. Murdering an infant is not difficult, I am
sure."

"We need him to
slay the guards, and besides, only an assassin has the stealth to
creep around the Queen's bed chamber and kill her daughter without
waking her. If she does wake, we will all feel the point of Blade's
dagger, or the gallows."

Durlan heaved
himself to his feet and refilled his cup, taking a gulp before
sinking back onto the couch, which creaked in protest. "With him,
you feel nothing, you only wake up when you are dead."

"How
comforting," Javare sneered.

"Are we agreed
then?" Mendal asked. "Do we meet the Contaran Prince and make a
deal with him?"

"I dislike
treating with the enemy," Durlan muttered, "it makes our treason
worse somehow."

"But think,"
Mendal said, "when the Contara invade, we will be their allies, and
our lives will be spared."

"Why not just
give them a key to the city gates and be done with it?"

Javare swung on
Durlan. "Have you a better plan? Will you stand by and let
Minna-Satu take the Queen's Cup and put a Cotti half-breed on the
throne?"

Durlan looked
away. "No. I will agree only to save the Queen's life. That way, I
am not committing treason, for saving her life is the greatest act
of loyalty that one can commit."

"Do not expect
a reward, My Lord," Mendal drawled. "Killing the Princess is an
equally great act of treason."

"Not when she
is the daughter of the Cotti King."

"Indeed,"
Javare murmured. "For once I agree with you, Durlan."

"Good, then we
are decided." Mendal drained his glass. "We three must meet the
Contara prince and make the deal."

Javare raised
his wine glass. "To success."

 


Blade walked
into the Queen's chambers and bowed, glancing back as the guards
closed the doors behind him. Minna-Satu stood amid a bevy of
handmaidens as they pinned, tucked and tugged at her gown. The
heavy peacock-blue silk skirt was picked out with gold patterns,
and a jewel-encrusted bodice revealed her slender waist, regained
just five days after the Princess' birth. Her hair, swept up into
cascading coils and decorated with gold pins and white plumes,
gleamed like an ebon crown above an ivory face flushed with
excitement. She greeted Blade with a warm smile.

"My Lord
Conash."

"My Queen."

"I am pleased
that you are appropriately dressed for a change."

Blade glanced
down at the form-hugging, silver-patterned black velvet tunic and
trousers that he wore over a loose white linen shirt and shrugged.
"Jayon again."

"My compliments
on the commander's taste."

The assassin
looked disgruntled. "You wished to see me?"

Minna clicked
her tongue, but her smile did not waver. "Indeed I did. My spies
inform me that several lords and advisors have not presented
themselves for the ball. This is considered a grave breach of
protocol, you understand? Not something that one does without an
excellent excuse, yet none of these men have sent their regrets or
pleaded illness."

"So you suspect
them of plotting something?"

"Yes. Almost
all of them have left the city on some pretext, but it is odd that
none of them have returned for the ball."

"Who are they?"
Blade enquired.

"Lord Durlan
was last seen entering a brothel four days ago. This is not
unusual, but for his absence tonight."

"Perhaps he
caught something nasty."

Minna's smile
broadened. "Perhaps. Mendal has gone to visit his sister in
Urstasia, I am told, but Urstasia fell to the Contara a tenday
ago."

"He has bad
timing."

"Very. Lord
Charagar returned to his family in Cornia two tendays ago, and
Cornia fell yesterday." She sighed and glanced at a busy
seamstress. "More bad timing perhaps. Then there is Lord Javare,
who left four days ago to visit his cousin in Beerdmont, as yet
still free."

"When did
Mendal leave?"

"Four days
ago."

Blade looked
thoughtful. "Strange that these three all left on the same
day."

"Yes, except,
of course, Durlan entered a brothel, supposedly."

The assassin
glanced at the sand cat, who was awake for a change and indulging
in a thorough bath. "What do you wish me to do?"

Minna waved her
attendants away, waiting until they had left the room before
turning to face him. "I am certain that these four are plotting
something. Their absence proves it, for they would not dare to snub
me so if they were loyal. It is too late to assassinate them, since
we know not where they are. I have long suspected Mendal, and I
believe that he would stop at nothing." She glanced at the cot.
"Not even murdering Kerra."

Minna wandered
over to gaze down at the infant before turning to him again. "He
must not succeed. Unfortunately my spies can tell me nothing, so I
do not know how he plans to do it."

"He cannot use
a Jashimari assassin, none would kill the Princess, no matter who
her father is."

"Then how?"

Blade watched
the preening cat. "They would need an enemy assassin, a Cotti or
Contara, unless they plan to do it themselves."

"Mendal is a
dodderer."

He nodded. "And
Durlan is too fat, but Javare and Charagar are in their prime."

"But they are
not assassins."

"You hardly
need an assassin to kill an infant, My Queen."

"I have guards,
and Shista."

The assassin
inclined his head, wandering over to the window. "So if they have
hired an assassin, you must double or treble your guard, and place
men in the room."

"I cannot have
men in my bed chamber, it is unheard-of. Nor can I put Kerra in a
separate room, she requires feeding at night. Also, Shista is not
always here, some nights she goes out to hunt."

Blade turned to
frown at her. "What are you suggesting?"

"You know very
well, My Lord, I can tell from your expression. I would have you
guard us at night."

His frown
deepened. "You have just said that you cannot allow men in your bed
chamber."

Minna looked
away. "I meant guards, common soldiers. You are a lord."

"And a eunuch."
He pulled a wry face. "Why be embarrassed about it, My Queen? We
both know it to be true."

"You are a lord
and an assassin, you -"

"I am not a
bodyguard."

She blinked at
his interruption, a flash of annoyance crossing her visage. "You
are ten times more alert than a soldier, you -"

"I am not a
fighter, My Queen. What if there is more than one, perhaps three or
four? Ten guards outside your door would do more good."

Minna's
nostrils flared as she reined her temper with an obvious effort.
"You will stop interrupting me, Blade. I shall increase the guards
at my door, but I will also have you hidden in my room. They have
spies, they will know that there are more guards and plan for it.
They will not know about you. I shall have a manservant enter my
room early on in the day, dress in your clothes, and leave shortly
after you arrive. The spies will think that it is you who have
left."

He gazed out of
the window. "I see. So you are convinced that they intend to kill
the Princess."

"It is the only
course open to them. It is the only way they can force me to change
my plans. If she dies, I must live, and Jashimari will fall."

"And how will
you know when they will strike?"

"They will not
dare to show their faces when they return. That is why you will
take up your duty tonight and continue until the assassin is
dead."

Blade swung to
face her. "I am not a watchdog. One night I can accept, but it may
be days before they come."

"And who better
to kill an assassin than one of his own kind?" She sighed at his
tight-lipped expression. "I would not ask this of you if it was not
so important. Kerra's life is too precious to be at risk. You know
that. Besides, it will not be more than a tenday. We do not have
that much time left."

He gave a
stiff, angry bow, his eyes meeting hers. "As you wish, My
Queen."

Minna stepped
closer and took hold of his hand. "Do not be angry, My Lord. I beg
your aid, and I mean you no insult." She looked down at his hand,
which had too often known the stain of blood. "My daughter's life
depends upon you, and when I am gone she will be yours. I entrust
her into these hands that have killed so many, secure in the
knowledge that their deadliness will be her salvation."

Blade glanced
down, startled by her words and touch. Releasing his hand, Minna
walked to the cradle and gathered up the Princess in her wrappings.
With an air of determination, she held out the bundle, smiling when
he stepped back.

"Take her."

Minna-Satu
thrust the child into his arms, forcing the assassin to take her
even though his discomfiture was vast. The Queen walked away to
gaze out of the window, and Blade glanced down at the tiny face
cradled against his chest. Minna turned to him.

"A strange
picture, My Lord. Surely no assassin has ever held his future Queen
in his arms."

"What are you
trying to do?"

"I am giving
her to you. She is yours. Your child, and your Queen. Would you not
give your life to protect her?"

Blade went to
the cradle and placed the Princess in it, straightening to scowl at
the Queen. "Such ploys do not work on me. If you think that this
can sway me, you are much mistaken. I will do as you ask, and, if I
slay an assassin in this room, I shall expect payment for my
services. Lying in ambush is an acceptable strategy, though not one
I have ever employed."

She gazed at
him until he looked away. "You must truly have a heart of stone. It
saddens me to think that you will never know the joy of loving
someone, not even a child. What I did was not a ploy, it was to
show you how much I trust you. Does nothing touch you?"

"No. I perform
a service for a fee, nothing more."

Minna's face
hardened. "Very well, let us be business-like. I shall open my
coffers to you. Take whatever you wish, but only if the Princess
survives. Her life is beyond price. If she dies, I shall have you
eviscerated and hung on the palace walls for the crows to feast
upon your eyes." The assassin cast her a startled glance, and Minna
raised her chin, glaring at him. "I too can be cold and unfeeling.
It is unpleasant, is it not?"

Blade smiled.
"Evisceration is an unpleasant thought, of course, but no worse, I
am sure, than Kerrion will do to me when he gets here."

"Do not try my
patience. How can I rest easy unless I know that the man to whom I
have entrusted my daughter feels some fondness for her?"

"You chose the
wrong man, My Queen. As I have told you, I shall not survive
Kerrion's invasion, so my feelings are irrelevant."

"You cannot be
certain of that. Kerrion is an honourable man."

Blade's smile
faded. "He is Cotti. Even if he was of a mind to spare me, it would
only be for his amusement, perhaps to torture or humiliate me. His
people will demand the blood of their King's killer, and he will
have no choice."

Minna gazed at
him. "Is there no one who has claim to your affections? Truly, no
one at all?"

"No, My Queen,
no one."

"But your
mother and father, had they lived, would, surely?"

He shrugged,
averting his eyes. "Had they lived."

"And your
aunt?"

"I do not know
her."

Minna sighed.
"A pity. You have missed so much of life, so much joy and
fulfilment."

"I am
content."

"I know you to
be an accomplished liar. Do not think for one moment that I believe
you." She turned away. "You will return here after the ball and
take up your duty. Be sure that you are sober."

He bowed. "My
Queen."


 


 


 Chapter Seven

 


The grand ball
celebrating Princess Kerra-Manu's birth took place in the throne
room, a chamber that seemed too immense to be filled to capacity.
When all the guests had arrived, however, little space remained
amongst them. In the adjoining banquet hall, dozens of massive
tables were laid with golden cutlery and alabaster crockery.
Servants scurried in and out with flagons of ale, wine and fruit
juice, filling the guests' cups until the Queen's arrival. Blade
entered with Minna-Satu's entourage, Chiana at his side, clad in a
gold-patterned white satin gown. Gems sparkled in her dressed hair,
and joy and excitement brought a warm flush to her cheeks.

Apart from a
brief look of surprise when she had met him in the hall, Blade had
made no comment on her finery, which vexed her. He seemed even more
silent and aloof than usual, allowing her to take his arm, then
ignoring her. The Queen led them into the banquet hall, and the
crowd settled down to the feast. Steamed vegetables, creamed fruit
and jugs of spicy sauces accompanied the assortment of meat served
on golden platters.

Roast suckling
boar reclined in crisped splendour amid mountains of grilled
nethuls, a nut-flavoured tuber imported from the western
marshlands. Fillets of butterfish from the distant Lake Ranare
wallowed in tart cream made from the fermented milk of rare
mountain antelope. The giant eggs of flightless mollor birds, which
had to be slow-baked for three days in charcoal pits, were served
in individually flavoured bowls of gravy. Every delicacy known to
the Jashimari graced the tables, from lyric birds' tongues in sour
vine sauce to grilled myron snails wrapped in aromatic peli leaves
for those with more exotic tastes.

Blade ate in
his usual sparing manner, waving away the proffered bowls of iced
fruit dessert with whipped cream, but availing himself liberally
from the pitchers of rare wine on the table. Chiana noticed the
Queen casting dark glances in his direction, which he ignored.
Having passed the entire meal in silence, she decided that it was
time to make him talk to her.

"Do you like my
gown, My Lord?"

He glanced at
her. "Very nice. Is it new?"

"Of course. I
would have expected you to take more interest. After all, you paid
for it."

"Did I? I trust
that my coffers are not utterly empty."

"I doubt that
they are much depleted, My Lord, since they were over-full at the
outset."

"Good." He
turned his attention back to his wine cup.

Chiana glanced
at the Queen, noting the way Minna's eyes rested upon the cup in
Blade's hand. "The Queen appears to disapprove of your fondness for
the wine."

"The Queen
disapproves of many things. This stuff is so watered down it would
take a tenday to get drunk on it." He shot her a hard look. "Are
you my watchdog now, set to yap your warnings in my ear all
night?"

"No, of course
not." Chiana frowned, puzzled by his hostility. "But there will be
dancing soon, and I had hoped to take the floor with my
husband."

"Another duty?"
He snorted and sipped the wine. "Is there no end to your demands,
my lady?"

"It is not a
demand. Why are you so angry?"

The assassin
sighed and put down his cup. "I tire of all this pomp and finery.
It is meaningless and decadent, and I wonder why I ever wanted it.
There are times, like now, when I wish I had never come here. I
should have stayed in the slums, where I lived in a tiny room next
door to a drunken whore.

"At least she
was a real person, not a facade of smiles and chatter to disguise a
plotting mind. In fact, this is not what I had in mind even then.
All I wanted was a nice quiet estate where I could be sure of a
warm bed and three good meals a day. Instead, I have become the
Queen's pet assassin, a slave to her whims, and for what? Foppish
clothes and a fancy title."

Chiana gazed at
him, saddened. "And an unwanted wife."

"That too."

She blinked.
"There is nothing to prevent you returning to the gutter if that is
what you wish, My Lord."

"Is there not?"
He drained his cup and filled it again. "Do you think for one
moment that the Queen would allow such a defection? She would have
me dragged back here, in chains, if necessary."

"Perhaps, but I
am certain that the palace dungeons are comparable to the hovel you
lived in before."

He glanced at
her, his brows raised. "Indeed, they may very well be. You have a
barbed tongue, when you choose."

"Only when I am
angry, My Lord."

"Ah, the
unwanted wife. This offends you? When you knew from the outset that
it was a marriage of convenience? What use is a wife to a
eunuch?"

"What use is a
eunuch to his wife?"

"Exactly." He
nodded. "We are of no use to each other, yet I had less choice in
the matter than you. No matter how much you deny it, you thought to
win my affection after we were wed. Unfortunately for you, I have
none to win."

"No matter how
much you deny it, I know that you do."

Blade laughed,
raking her with a caustic glance. "Do you? How refreshing to meet
someone who knows my mind better than I."

Chiana looked
away, biting her lip in vexation. She jerked in surprise when Blade
took hold of her hand, his clasp soft and warm. Raising her eyes to
meet his, she found a slight warmth tempering their icy grey.

"Let me say
this at least," he murmured, still smiling. "I would not kill you
now for all the gold in Jashimari."

Her heart leapt
and started to hammer, her breath quickening. "Then you do care a
little?"

Blade chuckled,
squeezing her hand. "You are my wife, foolish girl. There are no
laws for the wives of assassins, since you are the only one, but I
am sure that an assassin should be forbidden from killing his
wife."

Chiana's joy
vanished as quickly as it had arisen, and she longed to snatch her
hand away, but could not bring herself to end the magic of his
touch. "You mock me."

"No." His smile
faded, and he glanced down at her hand. "I am not a cruel man. I
abhor suffering of any sort, which is why I kill painlessly unless
instructed otherwise, and am paid handsomely for it. Many assassins
enjoy inflicting pain, but for me, killing holds neither joy nor
sorrow.

"Perhaps I felt
a little triumph when I killed King Shandor, but that was
vengeance. I would have liked him to know that his savagery honed
the instrument of his death, but there was no time. I cannot offer
you affection, even gestures such as this are alien to me now." He
patted her hand and released it to pick up his wine cup.

Chiana clenched
her hand, which became cold at the loss of his touch. "I would be
most grateful for some small gestures, My Lord."

"Would you?
Even though you know them to be false, and so does everyone
else?"

"Even so."

Blade gazed at
her. "How odd. Could you explain this strangeness to me, or is it
beyond even your comprehension?"

"I fear that it
is." She swallowed, not daring to look at him in case there was
mockery in his eyes. The last dregs of pride deserted her as she
contemplated how little time she might have in his company before
the war tore them apart. "I only know that I long for some small
tokens of affection from you, no matter how false they may be."

The assassin
stared at her for a long time, his wine cup forgotten. Chiana
studied her hands, refusing to look at him. Tears stung her eyes
when he took her hand again and held it, and she dared to peek at
him.

He frowned at
her hand as he said, "If this is love, then I am glad that I am
immune to it, my lady. If it can strip a person of their pride and
dignity, and reduce them to begging for false gestures and lies, it
is truly an unpleasant thing. You have my pity."

"Your pity is
not what I long for, but it will do, although I do not deserve it.
My feelings bring me joy, even though they are unrequited. That you
are my husband is a source of great happiness to me, and whatever
else you see fit to grant me by way of privilege, such as the one
you have just recounted, will add to my cheer."

"That I would
not kill you?" He chuckled. "I hardly find that such a reason to
rejoice, it betokens little."

"You are wrong.
It means much to be one of only three people in the world who are
safe from you."

"Three?"

"The Queen and
the Princess are of course safe, are they not?"

He sighed, his
expression wry. "I recall telling Prince Kerrion that I would slay
the Queen if I was paid enough. But I suppose you are right. I can
hardly kill my employer."

"She is your
Queen."

Blade shrugged,
releasing her hand to pick up his wine cup again. Chiana raised her
eyes to find him toasting Minna-Satu across the table with a
mocking smile. When he looked at her again, she searched his face
for contempt or mockery, but found only amusement and pity there,
to her relief.

In the throne
room, a band of pipers, fiddlers and drummers had struck up a merry
tune, and many people rose to wander into the chamber to dance.
Minna-Satu accepted the invitation of one of her senior lords and
went with him, casting a last hard look at Blade. The assassin
smiled and leant back, draining his wine cup yet again. Chiana
whipped up her flagging courage and consigned her pride to a dark
corner of her mind, turning to her husband.

"Blade, we have
only a tenday, maybe two, before the war reaches this city. I had
thought, in that time, we might make the most of... each other's
company."

He refilled his
cup. "Did you?"

"Yes, and I
would like us to... be together."

"What did you
have in mind?"

Since he seemed
quite amenable, she concluded, "I would like you to stay with me in
my rooms."

Blade choked on
the wine he had just swallowed and coughed, reaching for a napkin.
Clearing his throat, he cast her an incredulous glance. "And do
what? Play card games? Should I help you with your embroidery
perhaps?"

She waited
until he took another gulp of wine. "No, I meant at night."

The assassin
clamped the napkin over his mouth as he choked again. Several
people stared at him in disapproval as he coughed and gasped,
thumping his chest. When he had cleared the wine from his windpipe,
he turned to her. "You are serious?"

Chiana nodded,
and he doubled up with mirth, earning more stern looks from his
neighbours. She hid her embarrassment behind a bright smile, trying
to act as if her husband was laughing at her wit and not her
humiliation. Blade continued to chuckle for several minutes, then
coughed and rubbed his ribs. "You will reopen my wound if you make
many more jokes like that, Chiana."

"I am in
earnest, My Lord."

"Indeed, I had
noticed." He looked thoughtful, as if searching for a suitable
reply. "Unfortunately, my lady, I am unable to oblige, since I have
been instructed to spend my nights in the Queen's bed chamber,
guarding the Princess."

Her heart sank,
but at the same time hope surged in her. "Then you are not averse
to the idea?"

"I did not say
that. The idea is, quite frankly, laughable. Surely I do not need
to tell you why."

"No, but
husband and wife can find much joy simply for each other's
closeness, there need be no other reason."

Blade chuckled
again. "In this case the wife alone would benefit."

"Do I ask too
much of you, My Lord?"

He sighed,
reaching for his wine. "It is impossible."

"Were it not
impossible, would you agree?"

"Chiana, do not
plague me with so many damned questions." He frowned. "Let it
be."

She lowered her
eyes and sipped her fruit juice as Blade turned his attention
elsewhere.

The Queen
returned to take her seat opposite once more, and her vigilance of
the assassin's drinking. He smiled and raised his cup to her again,
making great show of draining it. Minna's expression became
daunting, and Chiana cast her husband a worried glance. The band
struck up a new tune, giving her an idea.

"My Lord, will
you dance with your wife?"

"I thought it
was the province of a gentleman to ask such a question," he
growled.

"But I am
certain that you will not."

"And you are
right. I have no wish to join that ponderously clumping,
toe-trampling herd."

"Just because
they are like that, does not mean that you must do the same."

He chuckled. "I
can just imagine their horror if I was to give them one of Swift's
uncouth exhibitions."

"I think they
would be most impressed."

"No. Even if I
was of a mind to, you could never keep up with me."

She raised her
chin. "I am an excellent dancer."

"I am sure you
are, my lady, but no."

"It would mean
much to me."

Blade rolled
his eyes in exasperation at her persistence. "I have no wish to
look a fool."

"Why would you?
If anyone will look a fool it will be me, and I am not afraid of
that."

He groaned and
cast her a despairing look. "Have you no pride, woman?"

"No."

"I have never
danced with a woman."

"Then it is
time you learnt, do you not think? New experiences are the best
part of life."

The assassin
glanced at the throne room, where couples swayed and strutted to
the slow music. "Not in front of the entire court."

"You are too
full of pride, My Lord. Who cares what they think? You may find the
experience enjoyable."

Blade drained
his cup and banged it down, glaring at it. Clearly her nagging was
starting to annoy him, and she looked away to hide her
disappointment. To her surprise, he took her hand and stood,
pulling her to her feet.

"Just one."

Chiana smiled
and nodded, her heart buoyed with elation.

Blade guided
her towards the throne room. "I do this for pity's sake."

A little of her
happiness ebbed away, but she reminded herself that his pity was
rarely, if ever, acquired. When they reached the floor, the tune
ended, and the band struck up a faster, gayer air. Chiana guided
Blade's left hand to her waist and took his right hand in hers,
setting out on the skipping pace of the dance. He followed her
steps with ease, as she had known he would, as if he had done it
all his life.

Chiana smiled
as they circled the room, certain that the memory of this moment of
joy would stay with her all her life. His light touch on her waist
sent shivers through her, and his closeness thrilled her
unbearably, making her long for the greater intimacy of a slower
dance. After watching the other couples, Blade spun her in a swirl
of skirts, and she giggled. As he gained confidence he added new
steps to the dance, giving a little hop and backward flick of his
legs. Without the steel caps his boots made no sound, but his grace
set him apart from all others.

Perhaps the
wine helped, but soon he spun her until she grew dizzy, stepping
back to tap out a complicated, silent tattoo. Nevertheless, the
effect was impressive, and some of the other couples stopped to
watch him. Blade seemed oblivious to the growing audience, making
up his own moves now as he tapped and jumped, flicking his legs up
behind him. He gripped her waist and swept her along with him, his
feet flying over the floor while hers barely kept pace. Although
she did her best to keep up, a couple of times she stumbled, but he
caught her with ease and incorporated her loss of balance into the
dance flawlessly. His dance was subdued and simple compared to the
Dance of Death, yet far better than any she had ever seen performed
at court. Chiana wished that it could continue forever, but the
music ended, and Blade stopped and bowed.

Spontaneous
applause burst from the nobles, and she became aware that they were
the centre of attention, the only couple still dancing before an
admiring throng. Blade frowned and led her from the floor, but not
before she had glimpsed young noblemen attempting to emulate
Blade's steps.

"It seems that
you have started a new trend," she commented as she flopped gasping
into her chair.

"A short-lived
one." He picked up his cup.

"I would not be
so sure."

"I would. The
war will end all this soon enough."

Her smile faded
at the sobering thought, and she turned in surprise as a young
nobleman appeared at Blade's side, bowing. He wore a lopsided wig,
and his garish clothes branding him a court fop.

"My Lord," he
said, "I would be honoured if you would teach me to dance as you
do, and I would pay handsomely for the privilege."

Blade scowled
at the hapless boy. "Begone. Go fawn over someone else."

The fop
retreated, meeting up with a group of his cronies, to whom he
imparted his sorrowful news. Chiana giggled at Blade's stormy
expression.

"You could make
a good living, I will wager."

He glared, then
smiled. "Can you imagine it?" He shook his head. "Me teaching a
classroom of those dandies to dance?"

Chiana laughed
with him, a precious moment that she knew would never be repeated,
but it made the magical night complete. Soon after, Blade claimed
to be tired and left the ball. Chiana gazed after him sadly,
although a spark of joy still burnt within her. Her waist tingled
from his touch and her heart ached for the words and gestures of
affection that she would never receive from him. If all she could
ever attain was his friendship she would be content, even though
she longed for more.

 


Reaching his
rooms, Blade flopped down on his bed, then remembered that he was
to sleep in the Queen's rooms and went there. The manservant who
awaited him jumped up at his entry, looking worried.

"My Lord, the
Queen has not yet returned."

Blade waved him
away. "Let the spies think that I'm visiting the Princess or the
damned sand cat, I don't care."

The man looked
embarrassed. "I will need your clothes, My Lord."

"Am I to
confront this assassin naked?"

"No, My Lord, I
have other clothes for you."

The manservant
picked up a bundle of leather clothes and held it out, and Blade
took it with a nod. When they had exchanged clothes, the servant
showed him a narrow cot hidden behind some curtains, and the
assassin lay down on it with a sigh.

The sound of
the door opening woke him, and soft footfalls crossed the floor. A
waft of flowery scent told him that the Queen had returned, and he
did not bother to open his eyes.

 


Minna
approached the curtains and pulled them aside, frowning at the
sleeping assassin. His lack of alertness annoyed her, and she
stamped her foot, growing angry when he did not rouse. Determined
to teach him a lesson he would not forget, she bent to slap his
face. Blade's hand flashed up to grab her wrist before her hand
struck him, and his eyes opened. He smiled at her astonishment.

"Have a care,
My Queen, you may bruise your hand on my bony face."

"I thought you
were asleep."

"Obviously I am
not."

She stepped
back, and he released her. "Obviously. But you had a great deal of
wine tonight."

"Not even
enough to lighten my mood."

Minna turned
away. "Sleep then."

"I shall
try."

 


The assassin
slept little that night, or the four nights thereafter, since
Princess Kerra's bawling woke him every few time-glasses. He
plugged his ears and stuffed his head under his pillow, but nothing
could block out the infant's high-pitched shrieks. By the sixth
night, he was praying that the killers would come before he was
driven insane. He slept during the day to recoup his loss at night,
wary of becoming so tired that suspicious noises would not rouse
him. His stern instructions that he not be disturbed kept all
visitors away, and he barely saw Chiana during that time.

On the sixth
night, Blade snapped awake and stared at the ceiling in confusion,
for silence filled the room. He strained to hear something, but
even Shista's snores were absent. Focussing his hearing, he picked
up the Queen's even breaths and Kerra's soft gasps, then a whisper
of sound so faint that he hardly noticed it. He almost relaxed,
thinking it was Shista prowling around, but a waft of alien scent
made him tense again. Wood smoke, mixed with stale sweat, a smell
that did not belong in the Queen's bed chamber.

With infinite
care, he sat up and opened the curtain a slit, drawing a dagger
from under the mattress. The double doors were open a crack,
admitting a shaft of light. A shadow moved across it, a fleeting
glimpse of a shape swallowed up by the gloom. Even as he lost sight
of the first assassin, a second figure momentarily filled the
doorway as another man entered the room. This one stopped just
inside the door, while the first crept towards the cradle.

Blade inserted
his dagger into the slit through which he peered, keeping it open
while he groped for a second weapon. The intruder's form was almost
invisible in the gloom, and Blade strained to make it out, aware
that he could not afford to miss his target. The killer had almost
reached the cradle, his footfalls silent. Blade stood slowly,
hardly daring to breathe, his eyes locked on his quarry. He drew
back his throwing arm, widening the gap in the curtains as he did
so.

With a flick of
his wrist, he flung the weapon. A meaty thud and a gasp came from
the creeping figure, then it slumped. Blade leapt from his hiding
place and hurled the second dagger at the man by the door. Another
thud and a loud cry of pain rewarded his throw. The Queen sat up
with a gasp, and the man by the door raised his arm, aiming
something at Blade. The assassin dropped to the floor as a crossbow
bolt hissed over him and ricocheted off the wall.

Blade jumped up
as the man turned to flee. Snatching a third dagger from under the
mattress, he flung it at the dark form. The intruder cried out
again, falling against the door as the weapon struck him between
the shoulder blades. The doors flew open with a bang, admitting a
flood of light from the torches in the corridor. Blade strode over
to the first man he had felled as the Queen tugged on the bell pull
beside her bed to summon servants and guards. The strange assassin
was dead, and Blade crossed to the man by the door, finding him in
the same condition.

Queen
Minna-Satu dashed to the cradle and swept up her daughter, who
began to cry. Blade went into the corridor, where he found six
guards sprawled on the floor, with no sign of how they had
died.

"Poison," he
muttered, entering the bed chamber again with a torch from the
corridor to light the lamps.

Minna clutched
the wailing baby and stared at the slain assassin. Blade crouched
to examine the man in the light, pulling his dagger from the
assassin's throat. His dark grey clothes, made of smooth cloth,
betrayed his kind, and Blade glanced up at the pale, shivering
Queen.

"A Contara
assassin, My Queen."

"And the
other?"

Blade went over
to the second corpse and flipped it onto its back, retrieving his
daggers. "A Jashimari lord, I would say."

Minna gazed at
the dead face. "Lord Javare."

"Just as you
thought."

"Where are the
guards?"

"Dead,
poisoned."

She stared at
him, horrified. "But how could they be?"

Blade shrugged
as a five handmaidens ran in, clad in rumpled nightgowns, their
hair loose about their shoulders. They gave little shrieks of
horror and alarm when they spotted the corpses.

"I do not
know," he said. "Perhaps your guard sergeant would be able to help
you."

A maiden took
the screaming Princess and hastened out. Another ran to fetch
guards and servants while the rest helped the Queen back to her bed
and offered her a cup of wine. A minute later a dozen soldiers ran
in, and some bent to examine the bodies of Blade's victims while
the rest inspected the slain sentries. The assassin washed his
weapons in the basin and sheathed them in his belt, then stood back
to watch the uproar. The guard sergeant arrived and barked orders
at his men, who dragged the bodies out, leaving bloody smears on
the floor. Three menservants hurried in, and the officer dispatched
them to fetch mops and pails to clean up the blood.

Blade turned to
Minna. "If I may, I should like to return to my bed now, My
Queen."

"Wait a minute,
My Lord," the guard sergeant said. "Would you tell me what happened
here?"

"I would have
thought that fairly obvious. These two tried to assassinate the
Princess, and I killed them."

"But what were
you doing here?"

"The Queen
asked me to guard her."

The officer
glanced at Minna, who nodded, and he bowed to Blade before
following his men. Blade yawned and sent an enquiring look at the
Queen, who shuddered.

"How can you be
sleepy after this?"

He shrugged.
"It is not new to me."

"I suppose not.
Very well, you may go."

The assassin
bowed and headed for the door, then stopped and glanced back when
Minna-Satu called his name. She forced a wan smile. "I thank you,
My Lord."

He bowed again,
and left as the servants returned with mops and pails.

In the
corridor, he found the sand cat hurrying towards him, sniffing the
air. She passed him with a low growl, trotting towards the Queen's
rooms with the loose-jointed gait of her kind.

"You are too
late, Shista," he called after her. "Some guardian you are."

The cat paused
to spit at him before hurrying on, and Blade smiled as he walked to
his rooms. Sitting on the bed, he reviewed the night's events, his
blood still thrumming with excitement. His pretence of tiredness
had merely been an excuse to leave the room, for the sight of blood
made his stomach clench. He was not about to reveal to anyone that
the deadliest assassin in the land was squeamish. His usual method
caused little or no blood to be spilt, but tonight had been messy
and, in his opinion, sloppy.

 


Arken woke
Blade with lunch at midday. When he had eaten and dressed, a deep
depression fell upon him as he contemplated his actions over the
last year and their consequences. The future had never looked as
bleak as it did now, not even when he had been lying half dead in a
whore's bed wondering if he would ever walk again, never mind
dance. Then his situation had improved, but now there was no hope.
When Chiana came to see him, her eyes shining with pride, he eyed
her sullenly.



"So you have
done it again, My Lord. The Queen speaks your praises to the entire
court."

"I trust she
has no more titles to confer or spinsters to wed?"

Her smile
faded. "Why are you angry?"

The assassin
turned to stare out of the window. "It is all so futile. In a few
days this city will fall and the Princess may die anyway. By that
time, the Queen will be dead and Jashimari will have no ruler. But
then it will not matter, because you will all be slaves of the
Cotti or Contara and I shall be dead, doubtless by Kerrion's
hand.

"I have caused
this, by assassinating King Shandor and Lerton. Even the two I
killed last night and the lord I slew moons ago have helped to
cause this situation. All that I have earned, my lands and wealth,
are useless to a corpse. I never even had the time to enjoy them. I
should never have come here. I could have slipped away now and
lived, but instead, I am the most wanted man in the land."

"I thought you
did not care about anything, not even your own life."

"Who told you
that?"

She shrugged.
"I forget."

"In truth I do
not. I have always placed myself in death's way, but it would not
take me. Now that it is a certainty, I am starting to doubt its
attractions, especially a painful end. A few years of retirement on
a quiet estate would have been nice, enjoying the pleasures of food
and wine, getting fat and lazy. Now it will not happen."

"You could
still flee, disguise yourself..."

He shook his
head. "It is too late for that. Why do you think people are pouring
into the city? Because they are being slaughtered outside."

"I have heard
that the Cotti army have only killed the troops who stood in their
way. They have left whole villages unharmed."

He smiled
wryly. "Kerrion is no fool. He will make sure I do not slip past
him, even in disguise. I will wager that he has his troops pulling
the hair of every woman they encounter. Anyway, he will never stop
searching for me, and I will not skulk and hide for the rest of my
life. I just wish it had not all been for nothing."

"But it was not
for nothing! You brought Kerrion here so the Queen's plan was put
into action, you placed him on the throne so we could win peace
-"

He held up a
hand. "I do not mean that. I do not care about politics. I am
talking about my reward. Apart from a few brief tendays that I
spent at my estate I have had nothing but unhappiness. Living in
this mausoleum, bowing and scraping to the Queen, wearing damned
foppish clothes and almost being killed by her enemies. I cannot
even go into the city and have a quiet drink without a damned
bodyguard. Now my death warrant is signed and sealed, by my own
hand."

"I did not
realise you felt that way."

"Did you think
I did it for loyalty's sake?" He gave a bitter laugh. "How little
you know me. I did it for the reward and the vengeance, which was,
admittedly, sweet. But then I got caught up in all the plotting and
pomp, even being sent to Kerrion's city to save his neck from the
gallows. I wanted none of that.

"I am an angry,
bitter, selfish man. There is not a shred of loyalty in me, I
assure you. I wanted riches and luxury, power and indolence, all
from the sweet triumph of killing King Shandor. Instead, I got
this."

His voice rose,
and he gestured. "Swift was right, I have become the Queen's pet
killer. I can get no other work while I am cooped up here and
watched wherever I go. I set in motion the future that leads to my
death! I changed it, but I did not want this!"

Blade ripped
off his silk shirt and flung it across the room. "I did not want
any of this! Meaningless baubles! Useless titles! Worthless damned
finery!" He strode to the mantelpiece and swept the priceless
figurines and vases off it with a crash of smashed crystal. Chiana
flinched, stepping back as the shards skittered past her feet.

"I can't even
enjoy what remains of my life! I have lost my freedom!" he raged,
picking up an alabaster flower bowl and hurling it at the wall.
"The only thing I valued more than my pride! I put myself in this
gilded cage! I walked in and said 'lock me up'! I gave up my
freedom for wealth and honours I did not need! How could I have
been so stupid?"

An alarmed
Arken stuck his head in, and Blade flung a gold candleholder at
him, which bounced off the door with a clatter as Arken ducked out
again.

"Get out!"
Blade bellowed. "I cannot even raise my voice without damned
servants spying on me! Go tell the Queen, why don't you? I hate
this place!" He grabbed the velvet curtains and tore them from
their hooks, then scooped up a beautifully woven rug and hurled it
out of the open window. "I cannot breathe here!" He went to the
window and leant on the ledge, gasping the fresh spring air. "I
cannot breathe."

His voice
dropped to a mutter, and Chiana moved closer as he went on, "I'm
trapped by my own stupidity, crippled by a Cotti spy's revenge. I
cannot even dance anymore. I have lost because I came here, not
gained. And if, on top of all else, my stupidity merely costs me my
life, I shall be surprised. If Kerrion takes me alive, he will
inflict every torture he knows upon me, and I am no lover of
pain."

Chiana stopped
behind him, unshed tears stinging her eyes. "You are afraid..."

Blade swung to
face her, his brows knotted. "Yes, I am afraid! Only a bloody fool
would not be! My torture will be simple revenge. Nothing I can say
or do will stop it until death takes me, and that it has ever been
reluctant to do. Would you not be afraid also?"

She nodded.
"Yes, of course, I understand -"

"You understand
nothing! You have never known pain. How can you be afraid of it?
Even the Queen knows more about it than you ever will. I have seen
how the Cotti torture men, cutting out their entrails so that they
may look upon their insides, flaying the skin from their bodies
little by little, or impaling them on sharpened poles."

He turned away
to stare out of the window again, watching a puzzled gardener
retrieve the carpet. "And yet I have no one to blame but myself. I
allowed myself to become a public figure. I allowed Kerrion to live
and tell the Cotti who had slain their King. I even admitted it to
them myself! With every act I sank deeper into this mire of
damnation."

"You could not
know that Jashimari would fall."

"I changed the
future. My actions have led to this. Had I not killed King Shandor,
Lerton would not have conspired with the upstart Prince to slay
King Jan-Durval and the Contara would not have attacked us. Do you
know why Jashimari Queens were forbidden to consult seers?"

Chiana shook
her head.

"Because when
you change the future, you open the door to terrible things. Seers
foretell, they say things like 'when a child who is neither
Jashimari nor Cotti sits upon the Jashimari throne, there will be
peace'. And then you know what happens. The Queen starts to plot
towards that future, she assassinates Shandor and bears Kerrion's
child, and Lerton unleashes the Contara upon us, bringing about our
doom. But I am the instrument of change. Without me none of this
would be happening, and it seems the fate of the instrument is the
most terrible of all."

 


Chiana glanced
around as the door was thrust open, and Queen Minna-Satu entered,
casting a gimlet eye over the wreckage. "What is the meaning of
this?"

Blade groaned,
"God, is there no privacy in this place?"

Chiana bowed,
becoming somewhat alarmed when Blade did not turn from the window.
She went over to Minna-Satu. "Please, My Queen, I will explain
later. If we could be alone...?"

Minna's brows
shot up. "You are asking me to leave?"

Chiana fell to
her knees. "I beg forgiveness for my rudeness, My Queen, please
-"

"Get up."

Blade swung
around and strode over to her. "Yes, get up! My wife does not
kneel!" He gripped her hair and dragged her to her feet, making her
gasp at his brutality.

Minna glared at
him. "I see that you are in a singularly vile mood, Lord Conash.
What is the meaning of all this?"

He shoved
Chiana aside. "Vile does not begin to adequately describe my
mood."

"So it would
seem. I still await an answer."

"Do you? I hear
you've been singing my praises in court again, for saving your
precious daughter from her would-be assassins."

"What of
it?"

He glowered at
her, meeting her eyes. "Why don't you tell them what I really am?
The Queen's pawn! The Queen's pet killer and watchdog! What good
are your open coffers to a man who will be dead in a few days,
killed by your lover!"

Minna stepped
back in shock. "Lord Conash, you do yourself no favours with this
behaviour. Nor will I tolerate gutter language in my presence."

"Then
leave!"

"How dare you
order me?"

"I dare it.
What have I to lose?"

Minna looked at
the distraught Chiana. "What is wrong with him?"

"He is -"

"Be quiet!"
Blade growled, then faced the Queen again. "Tell me, what is the
punishment for striking the Queen?"

She blinked.
"Death, of course."

"On the
gallows? The axe man's blade?"

"Yes."

"Good." The
assassin drew back his hand, but Chiana flung herself at him,
sending him staggering back. His heel caught a rug, and he sprawled
on his back with Chiana on top of him. He stared at her in
surprise, then laughed.

"Foiled by my
own wife!"

"Chiana, I
demand an explanation!" Minna sounded scandalised. "What is the
matter with him? Has he lost his wits?"

"Oh yes, I
definitely have done that." Blade chuckled.

Chiana looked
up. "No, My Queen. He fears Kerrion's arrival. He thinks he will be
tortured."

"I know it!"
Blade snarled.

"I see." Minna
paled, groping for a chair to sink into as her legs shook. "I have
been remiss."

Blade pushed
Chiana off and stood up, walking over to his bed, where he flopped
down on his back and stared at the ceiling. Chiana glanced between
them, uncertain. Minna looked dazed and horrified at the prospect
of Blade's torture. She shook her head.

"He may
not."

"He will,"
Blade muttered.

Minna recovered
a little of her poise. "I have been thoughtless and selfish,
thinking only of myself and the Princess, and not considering the
fate of my most trusted friend and loyal subject."

The assassin
snorted.

"You could
flee..."

"Where to?"

"No, you are
right, there is nowhere except the very places I would not have my
people hide. What else is there?"

"There is only
one escape for me now," he murmured. "Death."

Chiana stifled
a sob, and Minna bowed her head. For some time a deep, gloomy
silence filled the room, then Chiana sniffed and Minna-Satu looked
up.

"Then I will
share my cup with you. It is a painless end, quite pleasant, I am
told."

Chiana gasped,
and Blade sat up. "You accept that I am right then?"

"If you are so
convinced of it, you will find a way, as you demonstrated earlier.
I would not have condemned you for it, however, since the only
witness would have been Chiana. I need you at my side until the
bitter end. I would have you with me when I take the Cup. But I
will not leave you behind to suffer if that is what you fear. We
will go into the Everlasting together, you and I."

"That is
generous of you."

"Not at all.
All my rewards are worthless to you now. The least I can do is
grant you a painless death, poor payment though it seems. I had
hoped... But that is of no moment now. I do not believe Kerrion
would do such a thing, but perhaps I am wrong."

"His people
will demand it."

"Yes, perhaps
he will have no choice in the matter."

"He bears me no
fondness, that is certain."

Minna sighed,
glancing at Chiana. "Then it shall be so." She rose and headed for
the door. "Come, Chiana, I would speak to you."

 


Blade watched
his wife follow the Queen with puzzled eyes, then sighed and lay
down again. Minna's promise lifted a great burden from his
shoulders. The worry had plagued him for tendays, increasing in
strength as the enemy forces drew closer to the city. The prospect
of pain and humiliation at the hands of Cotti torturers had
darkened his dreams of late, and most of his waking time, something
he had hidden until now. The Queen's offer had surprised him, but
not as much as Chiana's attack to save him from himself. He closed
his eyes.


 


 


 Chapter Eight

 


In her
chambers, Minna turned to regard her chief advisor with pitying
eyes. Chiana wiped her cheeks with a handkerchief, unable to
control her grief.

"Come, Chiana,
stop snivelling." Minna poured a cup of wine, offering one to
Chiana with a wave of her hand. "You must have realised that this
could happen."

"I had not
thought it a certainty, My Queen. I thought he might hide, flee and
return when it was safe."

"He has too
much pride for that." She sipped the wine. "And too much arrogance.
But most of all he fears discovery."

"And torture."
Chiana filled a goblet with a pale vintage.

"That is a
thing to be feared, indeed. I still do not think Kerrion would do
such a thing. He admires Blade, and he had no love for his father
or brother. But as you saw, Blade would have found a way to get
himself killed if I had not made the offer. A public attack on my
person would have forced me to execute him, and I would rather
offer him a swift death as a reward, not punishment."

Chiana looked
hopeful. "Then it was a ruse?"

"No. I stand by
my promises."

Chiana slumped,
turning away. "How long do we have?"

"Four days,
according to my officers. Kerrion will arrive a day before the
Contara. I have made certain of that by impeding him little and
throwing the bulk of my forces against the Contara advance. I have
already instructed my officers. The city will not fight. It would
be futile, in any case.

"We may hold
them off for several days, but in the end Jondar will fall. This
way fewer will die. As soon as Kerrion arrives at the gates, they
will be opened to him, and I shall take the Cup. When he sets foot
within this palace his daughter will be Queen and you Regent. You
must be strong, and accept Blade's death as he does. Make the most
of these last days, so their memory can sustain you."

"I will
commission an artist to paint his likeness."

"A good idea,
though I doubt that he will sit still for it."

Chiana sipped
her wine. "I will not watch him die."

"Of course not.
Dying is a private thing, only the Queen's daughter may sit with
her while she takes the Cup and slips into oblivion. Since mine is
too young to comfort me, Blade shall be my companion. You will be
elsewhere with the Princess."

"Then he will
die alone."

"We will drink
together, I think. If he chooses to outlive me, then yes, he will
be alone, but I think he may prefer it that way. He has been alone
for most of his life."

"Are you not
afraid, My Queen?"

Minna shivered.
"Sometimes I am, but the Everlasting is not to be feared, I am
told."

"But you are so
young."

"It cannot be
helped. I must save my people."

"How can you be
so certain that Shamsara is right?"

Minna put down
her cup and sank onto a pile of cushions. "Shall I tell you what he
said that day? It is much more than I have told anyone, and it has
all come true so far."

Chiana nodded,
and the Queen went on, "He told me 'a man will come to you, but you
will not know him. He will carry a burden of hatred and his hands
will be stained with blood. He is the key that will unlock the
future, and he alone can change it. He can overthrow the Cotti
throne and bring you the father of your child. When you have found
him, do not let him go'."

Minna smiled,
her eyes distant. "When Blade first came here, I did not know him.
I thought this man of whom Shamsara spoke would be a great warrior,
one of my officers perhaps. I never thought it could be an
assassin, a trade despised and hated by all. Then Shamsara said
'You will love him, but he will love no one, yet he will be beside
you when you make your sacrifice'. So you see, I know that peace
will be won between Jashimari and Cotti, for he was right about
Blade."

"You love him
too?"

The Queen
looked shy, and pleated the shimmering silk of her skirt. "Almost
from the moment I first laid eyes upon him."

"But what of
Kerrion?"

"It is possible
to love two men, and in different ways. It is difficult to explain.
One was unattainable, the other within reach. Also, I had no choice
in the matter, if the prophecy was to be fulfilled."

"What would you
have done, had he struck you?"

Minna giggled.
"I would have smacked him back, and been angry. I am glad you
stopped him."

Chiana looked
away, grief darkening her eyes. "He knows what he is, and that
brings him the most pain of all."

"What do you
mean?"

"He calls
himself 'the instrument'. He hates himself for putting all this
into motion and bringing about his own doom. He says that the fate
of the instrument is the most terrible of all. Did Shamsara say
what would happen to him in the end?"

"No." Minna
looked pensive. "He did not. But his end will be painless like
mine, and that is not so terrible."

 


The next day,
Chiana went to Blade's rooms armed with a pencil and paper. She
found him sitting by the window, reading a book in the sunshine. He
shot her an irritated glance when she settled on a nearby chair and
started to draw. He seemed calm, but his mood remained sour, and he
contrived to ignore her. After a while, however, he started
watching her, then demanded to know what she was drawing.

She glanced
past him. "I am drawing Inka."

"Inka?"

"My familiar.
She sits on the window ledge."

Blade turned to
look at the dove, who sunned herself, one wing fanned. He snorted.
"So why do you have to do it here?"

Chiana
shrugged, taking advantage of his attention to sketch his eyes. "I
thought to keep you company."

"Do I look like
I need company?"

"Yes, you
do."

"I prefer to
read alone. Your scribbling distracts me."

She sighed and
put away the paper, rising to her feet. "Very well, then I shall
leave you to your solitude."

"Good." He
looked down at the book again.

Chiana turned
in the doorway. "My Lord, you are no longer required to guard the
Princess, am I right?"

"Yes, why?"

"Perhaps you
will give some thought to my request."

His eyes
narrowed. "I shall think on it."

Chiana left his
rooms with a light heart and a new spring in her step, his promise
filling her with happiness.

 


With only three
days remaining until the Cotti army reached the city, tension rose
amongst its people. Many turned to drink to try to forget their
impending doom, others took religion and flogged themselves
publicly, seeking redemption before the end. The whorehouses did a
roaring trade as soldiers and commoners alike sought pleasure to
pass the time.

Scholars rushed
to finish their writings, artists slaved to perfect their last
works, rich men buried their money and performers gave their final
acts. Yet so many people filled the city that even with all the
faithful crammed into the temples, all the drunkards packed into
the taverns and all the pleasure seekers jammed into the
whorehouses, the streets still thronged with those who chose to do
none of these things. The atmosphere resembled a frenzied carnival
attended by people who counted the remainder of their lives in
days.

The temples
flew dream silks of black, grey and red, signifying the death to
come and tainting people's dreams with horrors that drove them to
seek the priests' redemption. Only a single strip of green mingled
with the ghastly colours to signify the Tree Moon, but that waned.
Before the enemy reached the city the Death Moon would appear, an
evil portent to all.

The Queen's
announcement gave few hope. Most did not believe that the Cotti
king would spare the city, and even those who did thought that the
Contara would invade anyway. The Death Moon's advent foretold blood
and defeat, and the waning Tree Moon changed its face slowly, even
now. Fierce arguments about the outcome caused many broken heads
and bloodied noses. Long-standing feuds were settled with fists and
swords. Like a giant, doomed monster, the city turned on itself in
an orgy of self-destruction, and much blood flowed before the
invading armies reached its gates.

 


In the palace
gardens, Blade danced until his lung burnt and the sweat poured off
him, then sat in the shade of a brilliant red firetree and wrote
his memoirs, wondering if anyone would ever read them.

 


Chiana longed
for her husband's company while she watched his likeness form on a
canvas under an artist's skilled brush strokes.

 


Queen
Minna-Satu sang to her daughter and wandered through the gardens
with the Princess in her arms, taking comfort from the promises of
the High Priestess, who described the glories of the Everlasting in
sonorous tones.

 


Jayon honed his
sword and swore to go down fighting, despite the Queen's decree,
and spent most of his time in the training yard, pitting his skills
against like-minded comrades.

 


King Kerrion
rode at the head of his army, his heart heavy. The lack of
resistance from Jashimari forces delighted him, but puzzled and
angered his officers, who saw it as an affront. Kerrion's orders
prevented his troops from looting the towns they passed through,
which caused much discontent.

At the last
meeting, held two days prior in his tent, his advisors had begged
him to allow a little pillaging to keep the men happy, but Kerrion
remained firm.

"One does not
rape the woman one intends to marry," he stated, causing much
confusion amongst the advisors, many of whom would have done just
that. "We have been hammering on her door for centuries, and at
last she has let us in. We must woo her gently and win her love so
the marriage will be a happy one and she will not slip a knife
between our ribs when we sleep."

An elder
advisor shook his head. "Sire, we are not marrying the Jashimari,
we are conquering them."

"And so we
shall, but consider, had it not been for the Contara invasion, we
would still be at the border."

"We are most
grateful to your brother's foresight, of course."

Kerrion
glowered at the luckless man, who shrank from the King's ire. "His
stupidity! Thanks to him we will inherit a land half of which has
been looted and laid to waste, its people butchered and livestock
slaughtered. Half of Jashimari's wealth has been stolen from us,
and you think him clever?"

"But you just
said..."

"I meant that
we have gained victory through Jashimari's misfortune, not our
might. We must realise that she is too great a kingdom to have
fallen without treachery and betrayal. Although we have gained by
it, I shall not take advantage of it, nor will I allow Jashimari to
be despoiled through my brother's stupidity."

"If you put it
like that..." the advisor muttered.

"I do, for that
is how it is. Jashimari is mine. The Cotti have not fought all
these centuries to be cuckolded now."

The advisors
smiled at the King's patriotic zeal, something he had been careful
to show a great deal of since his coronation. Already it had paid
handsomely in gaining the loyalty of his lords and officers, all of
whom now swore their oaths upon his honour. Even his brothers'
back-stabbing could not sway hearts so firmly won by his triumphant
invasion of Jashimari.

"And we will
not stop with Jashimari," Kerrion added. "Since our army has hardly
fought, we will conquer Contara as well."

The advisors
greeted this announcement with great enthusiasm, praised his
boldness and compared his courage to that of his father, which did
not please Kerrion. After they left, his hand crept to a tiny
bottle nestled against his chest, and he caressed it, reassured by
its presence.

 


Chiana lay
awake in breathless expectation of her husband's company, only to
find herself alone in the dawn's cool light. She wept until it was
time to rise, then attended to her morning duties before seeking
Blade in the early afternoon. That was when she discovered that he
had gone into the city with Jayon and Lirek, doubtless to find a
good taproom. Minna did not comment on her exhausted state, but
gave her fewer chores than usual. By nightfall her weariness,
compounded by sorrow, forced her to bed early, and she fell into a
deep sleep.

Chiana woke
with a hand clamped over her mouth, and drew breath to scream, but
could not. A soft chuckle in the darkness made her search it for
the perpetrator of this outrage, and she made out the shadowed face
of her husband beside her. A gush of joy shot through her with an
electric thrill, and she relaxed with a sigh.

Blade removed
his hand and smiled in his sweet, heart-breaking manner that
brought tears to her eyes. A moment later she gasped as the smooth
coldness of steel touched the skin of her ribcage on the left side.
Blade lay beside her, his legs stretched out over the blankets that
covered her, and she smelt stale liquor on his breath. He chuckled
again.

"So, my lady,
how does it feel to wake up with an assassin's dagger pressed to
your ribs? Does it thrill you? Are you afraid?"

"I am not
afraid of you."

"Aren't you?"
He brushed the tip of the dagger against her skin again. "Perhaps
you should be." He lay propped on one elbow, the dagger in his left
hand. "This is how I kill my victims, did you know that? Just
here." He pressed the dagger against her skin, making her shiver.
"Between these two ribs. All I have to do is push, and you would be
dead in about ten seconds."

"You would not
harm me."

"Why not?"

"You swore
it."

He grinned in
the darkness. "I didn't swear it, my lady, and as you know, I'm a
good liar."

Her tears spilt
over and ran down her cheeks. "Do it then, if you wish."

Blade leant
closer, swaying a little, and she realised that he was extremely
drunk. "Isn't this what you wanted? To wake up in the arms of your
assassin husband? To lie with the deadliest man in Jashimari and
feel safe? Do you know how many harlots told me that, and tried to
lure me into their beds for the thrill of lying in my arms?"

He gave a
bitter laugh. "Little did they know that death was all I could
offer them."

He moved the
dagger to her throat, its chill making her shiver again. "Or I
could do it like this, slower and messier by far. Do you know that
your blood would spurt forth in fountains? This whole bed would be
soaked in it." He grinned. "And I doubt the Queen would even be
angry with me. What's wrong with her? Why does she treat me so
well?"

"She loves
you."

"Pah! Love!
Another name for lust, that's all it is. An emotion wasted on me."
He stroked the dagger across her skin, its tip creeping down onto
her breast. "Now here's a classical cut, between the ribs and into
the heart. Almost as good as my speciality, but definitely messier,
and more room for error.

"An assassin
must know exactly where the heart is, you know. Some fools stab at
the breastbone, which does them no good at all, for the heart is
here, on the left side. That was part of my training, you see. My
teacher purchased the body of an old man from his destitute widow,
and we cut it open to see exactly where everything is. Very
interesting."

"Blade..."

"Be quiet. Did
you know that when you pierce the heart, it bursts? But you must
have a sharp dagger and your stab must be true. My first victim
almost killed me because I missed his heart. I had to stab him
three times before he died. Many assassins die on their first kill,
but I was lucky. So what will it be, my lady?" The dagger crept to
her ribs again, pricking her skin. "Quick and clean, I'll
wager."

"Stop
this."

"Why? Are you
frightened of me? Isn't this what you wanted? You long for my arms,
don't you know the dagger is part of the deal? All those who have
known my embrace are dead. They too longed for it. They too wished
me in their beds. And they got me.

"I thought you
were different, but you're not, are you? You're not pure and
virtuous, you want a man just like any common slut. Perhaps I
should invite the guards in to satisfy you."

Chiana's hand
cracked across his cheek, and he recoiled with a yelp of surprise.
She sprang away, seeking to quit the bed and his proximity, but he
grabbed her and thrust her back, straddling her. Yanking the sheets
down to her waist, he gripped the neck of her nightdress. "You
wanted me here, so here I am. Isn't this what you wanted to show
me?"

The dagger
flashed and she gave a whimper of terror, thinking her throat was
cut, but the weapon only slashed through her nightdress, cutting it
open from neck to waist.

"Didn't you
want to bare your wantonness to me?" Blade snarled, his eyes
glittering with rage. "Did you think, like so many others, that you
could rouse some spark of passion in me? The sight of you fills me
with revulsion!"

"No!" Chiana
gripped his wrist. "I only wanted to be close to you, nothing more.
Please stop this."

Blade jerked
free and pressed the dagger to her throat again, laying it against
the throbbing artery just under her jawline. "You're just like any
common whore, and many ladies too, who have invited me into their
beds. They wanted this!"

He tugged open
his collar, revealing his tattoo. "Though in public they scorn me,
secretly they find my trade exciting." He leant forward, thrusting
his face close to hers, and stroked her cheek with the dagger.
"They wanted to lie with a killer. They don't see that my cheeks
are as smooth as theirs, but you knew and still you asked me."

"Because I love
you. I do not care what you are, I love you for yourself." She
burst into tears.

Blade
straightened, staring at her, then flicked the dagger across the
room, embedding it in the door with a dull thud. "Weep, why don't
you? Tears will solve everything. They certainly don't move me.
Love!" He spat the word. "It does not exist." He pulled the sheet
over her and started to climb off the bed.

Chiana grabbed
his wrist. "Wait, do not go. Stay a while and talk to me."

He jerked free.
"Now it's talk, is it? Why would I want to stay?"

"Because I
asked you to?"

"Even after
this?"

She gulped,
nodding. "I want to understand you."

"It's very
simple, my lady. I hate this world and all in it, including
you."

"But you were
not always so. You knew how to love once, when you had a
family."

"Yes," he
growled. "And then I discovered hate, and found it a far better
emotion. Love weakens, but hatred makes you strong."

"Maybe so, but
love brings happiness and hatred brings sorrow."

He seemed to
find her words amusing, or perhaps naive, for his scowl smoothed
and a reluctant smile tugged at his lips. Instead of leaving, as
she dreaded, he stepped closer. "I'd rather be sad and strong than
weak and happy. But what you say is not always true. Love can bring
great sorrow, and it also breeds hatred.

"I learnt to
hate from watching the ones I loved tortured and slain, not only
because of what was done to me. I swore that I would never again
feel that pain, never care for anything that may die. So I fed my
hatred, and it has kept me safe ever since."

"Did you ever
stop to wonder why all those women wanted to share their beds with
you?"

"I've told you
why."

She sat up,
holding the sheet. "No, you are wrong. It is your beauty that drew
them to you."

The assassin
chuckled. "You think so?"

"I know it. You
have a rare kind of beauty, one that no ordinary man possesses. It
shines from within you like a beacon for those who have eyes to see
it. People are drawn to you, and your smile has the power to
enchant souls.

"But you know
this, do you not? I have seen you use it as a weapon, which saddens
me, for that is not its purpose. It should bring joy to those who
love you, and I am not the only one. The Queen does, and Jayon,
Arken and Lirek, all who know you."

Blade leant
closer, his expression causing a lump to form in her throat. "Like
this? It is a weapon, and one I have used to good effect."

She nodded,
gazing at him. "I will wager you could make the High Priestess
blush like a girl if you chose."

"Probably. My
mother used to say I could charm the birds down from the trees, a
strange thing for one who is cat kin."

"You should not
use it as a weapon. You were not born as you are. Your gift was
intended to bring joy to your family and friends, not to lure your
victims."

"But since I am
what men have made me, it cannot serve as it was intended."

"It can!"
Chiana crept closer. "You have a wife and friends. Your light
shines through the wall of bitterness and hatred you have built
around yourself. You have one day, perhaps two, to share a little
happiness with those who love you, to let yourself feel it one more
time."

"It's too late
for that. Even if I wished it, a wall built over fifteen years
cannot be torn down in a day, and I'm content as I am."

She shook her
head, desperate to reach him. "You think you are, but you are not.
How can you be? You showed me your torment just the other day, and
it pains me to see you suffer so."

"All I was
suffering from then was the prospect of being tortured, and the
fact that I have put into motion my demise. I was cursing my
stupidity, nothing more."

"It is safe to
allow yourself to feel now. There is no time to regret it. No harm
can come of it, only happiness. A chance to fill that void that has
dwelt in you for so long."

The assassin
frowned, apparently surprised by her perception. "What do you want
from me? Why did you ask me here if not to fulfil some selfish
dream or satisfy some morbid curiosity?"

"I want you to
hold me as you might your sister or mother, were they alive,
nothing more. Let me comfort you and share my love with you. The
day after tomorrow you die with the Queen. All I ask is this one
thing to remember for the rest of my life."

He scowled.
"No. Be glad that you have a life, it's more than I do." He strode
towards the door.

Chiana shook
her head, anguish swamping her. "My life will be empty without you.
I shall never know happiness again once you are gone. My heart will
die with you."

The assassin
paused to pluck the dagger from the door. "That's not my problem,
is it? Learn to live with it. Your suffering is nothing compared to
mine."

"Have you no
kindness in you at all?"

"No." He left,
pulling the door closed behind him.

Chiana flung
herself down and buried her face in the pillow as her tears
overflowed again. "That is why you have no familiar. Your kin know
you have no love to give."

 


The following
day, Minna could no longer keep silent about Chiana's sorrowful,
puffy-eyed state. When the chief advisor presented herself at
breakfast for her duties and discussions, the Queen put aside her
cup of tea and stared at the unfortunate girl.

"What is the
matter with you? Yesterday you looked exhausted, today you look
even worse."

"It is nothing
to be concerned about, My Queen. You have matters of far greater
import to worry you."

"Actually, I do
not. All that remains for me to do now is wait. There are no
matters of court to attend, no strategies to discuss, no new
business to plan and no future to ponder on, for it all hangs in
the balance.

"My advisors
have returned to be with their families, as has most of my court.
No doubt they are hiding their valuables, praying for deliverance
or enjoying themselves, as their natures dictate. So tell me what
is troubling you, perhaps I can help. Have you had a falling out
with Blade?"

Chiana
grimaced. "It is hard to fall out with someone you have never been
in with. I asked for his company these last few days, and he has
rebuffed me cruelly."

"I see." The
Queen sighed. "I could have warned you. You cannot melt a glacier
in two days by lighting a fire under it. If you wish his company,
you must be satisfied with what little he offers.

"Challenge him
to a board game or a dagger-throwing contest, start an intellectual
or philosophical discussion. These things you may get, but I know
what you want and he will not give it, not now, and there is no
time left to try to change him."

"How is it that
you understand him so well?"

Minna smiled.
"We are cat kin. We have iron wills and a stubbornness that rivals
the kin of donkeys. We can sometimes be persuaded, but never
forced, and we dislike rules. We enjoy our comforts and give little
in return but our affection, for we have loving natures. But since
Blade has no affection to give, you will find him difficult in the
extreme. He is a wild cat, independent and hostile, immune to any
blandishments except perhaps praise and loyalty. You are a woman of
doves, soft hearted and fragile, you will not tame him today."

"Do you know
why he has no familiar?"

The Queen
looked regretful. "I can only surmise that he is one of the
Shunned. He will not allow himself to care for another creature,
and the beasts do not form one-sided bonds."

"As I
thought."

"Do not weep
for him before he is dead. Make what you can of it while he
lives."

"I cannot. He
is angry with me now."

Minna shot her
a hard look. "Then you have wasted what little time remains, unless
you are willing to brave his ire. You are too timid, like your kin.
You must learn to be braver if you are to rule Jashimari when I am
gone." She waved a hand. "I have no chores for you today. You may
do as you please."

Chiana bowed.
"My Queen."


 


 


 Chapter Nine

 


It took her a
little while to pluck up the courage, then Chiana went to Blade's
rooms, intent on trying to heal the breach. As she reached his door
and raised her hand to push it open, loud voices from within gave
her pause, and she hesitated, listening. Blade spoke clearly, his
voice filled with scorn.

"You're mad,
Jayon. Who devised this stupid scheme?"

"Several of us
planned it together. It started as a joke and grew from there. Now
we're all convinced that it's an excellent idea."

"All? How many
are there?"

"About
fifty."

Blade's tone
grew scathing. "And were you all drunk at the time?"

"I admit some
of us were, but since then we've sobered and we still think it a
good idea. To save the Queen! What could be better?"

"To obey her
would be better, not attack and abduct her."

"She'll die
unless we act. We can't allow that."

Blade gave a
harsh bark of laughter. "You can't allow it? Who are you to make
decisions for the Queen? She's made hers, and you must abide by
it."

"She'll thank
us for it one day, I assure you."

"And I assure
you that she will not. Nor will you succeed. You'll all end up on
the gallows, mark my words."

"Then you won't
join us?" Jayon's tone was disappointed.

"No. I'm not an
abductor and saviour of Queens. I abide by her decision, and you
will not sway me from that course."

Chiana could
imagine the frosty scorn in Blade's eyes as he spoke, and the flat,
disinterested look on his face. Jayon had not given up yet,
however.

"We could pay
you handsomely."

"Who do you
want assassinated?"

"No one."

"Then I'm not
for hire. I sell death, nothing else."

Jayon's voice
rose in frustration. "We need your help! She listens to you and
trusts you."

Chiana did not
wait to hear more, but picked up her skirts and ran to the Queen's
chambers, bursting in unannounced. Minna looked up from rocking her
daughter, a slight frown tugging at her brows.

"Chiana? What
is the matter?"

"Treason, My
Queen." She walked closer. "Jayon and fifty men plan to abduct you.
I overheard him telling Blade, trying to persuade him to join."

Minna-Satu took
the news calmly. "And did he?"

"No. Allow me
to call the guard at once."

"Are they on
their way?"

"Not as yet,
but it must be soon."

Minna nodded,
looking a little dreamy. "How nice it is that some of my men think
so highly of me that they would risk their lives to save me. Do you
not think so? What it would be to have the burden of decision
lifted from me, and to be carried to safety by such noble, loyal
men."

Chiana stared
at her, stunned. "You wish to live then?"

"Of course I
do. No one wants to die, not if they are sane, which I assure you,
I am."

"Then you plan
to let them succeed?"

Minna shook her
head. "Alas, I cannot. If there was a way to end the war and live,
I would have found it. The idea of being swept from harm's way is
tempting, but would only ruin all my long-standing plans." She
sighed. "As the time draws nearer the temptation to escape my fate
grows ever stronger as my courage wanes."

Chiana knelt on
a cushion. "It would be the same if you simply disappeared, would
it not? I could declare you dead, and Kerra would still become
Queen."

"Please do not
tempt me further." Tears shimmered in Minna's eyes. "It is hard
enough already. You should be bolstering my decision, not arguing
against it."

"I am sorry."
Chiana looked down at her twisting hands. "I have no wish to lose
you. I spoke wrongly."

"I know what
you feel." The Queen gasped, stifling a sob. "It is bad enough that
I must do this terrible thing to myself, but now I must slay my
loyal men to achieve it. I do not want to die." She pulled a
handkerchief from her sleeve and pressed it to her eyes. "But peace
can only be bought with my death, and I have agreed to pay the
price."

Chiana stared
at the floor, biting her lip to stem her tears. She longed to
embrace the stricken Queen and offer her comfort in this, her time
of need, but it was forbidden.

Minna gulped
and forced a bitter smile. "I do not think a woman was meant to
rule. We do it well, but when it comes to something like this we
are weak."

"My Queen, no
man could accept his death any easier than you. Many would not have
your courage."

"Blade has the
courage. I doubt he weeps from self-pity."

"He thinks he
only has a choice between a painless death and a torturous one, so
his decision is far easier than yours. Besides, he may not weep,
but his mood is very ill."

"I can
imagine." Minna dried her eyes again. "But perhaps it is the ones
who will be left behind to mourn us who have the greatest courage."
She looked down at the infant in her arms, and her eyes grew wet
once more. "I wish I could raise my daughter, and that she could
know her mother, but at least she will not have the sorrow to
plague her."

Chiana's eyes
overflowed. "My Queen, please do not weep. It distresses me
so."

"This is why I
wish to be left alone today. You should go."

"Allow me to
call the guards first."

"Dear Chiana,
they are already called. I have known of this plot since it was
hatched two days ago." The Queen smiled. "I have many spies, and
they do their work well. A hundred men wait hidden in the corridors
ready to spring as soon as my would-be saviours appear. Their
attempt to save me will be short lived, I assure you, as will most
of them. It pains me greatly, but it must be done."

"I see." Chiana
slumped as the tension leaked out of her, leaving only sorrow.
"Then I beg your pardon for the intrusion."

"No, I am
pleased that you came to warn me. It proves that you will stand by
my decisions even when you do not agree with them, which is true
loyalty."

"And Blade
proves his loyalty also by not joining them, despite his claim of
having none."

Minna rocked
the gurgling baby. "No, Blade simply does not care. He did not come
to warn me, did he?"

"No." Chiana
looked away, ashamed.

"If Blade can
be counted on for anything, it is to do little or nothing, except
when he is paid to kill."

"You are
right." She stood up and bowed. "I will take my leave of you, My
Queen."

Minna nodded.
"Go and seek the company of your husband. You have little time
left."

"How little?"
Alarm made Chiana's heart flutter.

"My officers
tell me that Kerrion is only a day's march to the south-west. I
have been forced to send more reinforcements to fight the Contara,
who have tried to quicken their advance. It seems they wish to
arrive here first, thus laying claim to the city. Go now, find
happiness while you can."

Chiana glanced
back as she closed the door, and glimpsed the Queen bent over her
daughter, crooning a soft lullaby in a choked voice. Brushing tears
from her cheeks, Chiana walked down the corridor towards Blade's
rooms. As she turned the first corner she stopped dead in shock and
alarm. A mob of soldiers strode towards her with drawn swords,
their eyes glinting with determination. Jayon led them, his face
set in grim lines. As he drew near Chiana called out to him, hoping
to stop this suicidal mission.

"Jayon! Go back
to your quarters, forget this madness!"

He slowed as he
neared her. "Do you want the Queen to die?"

"No one does,
least of all her, but it must be so. You cannot save her."

"I can have a
damned good try!" He brushed past her.

"You will fail.
She has been warned of your plot!"

Jayon stopped
and turned to stare at her. "You told her?"

"I did, but she
knew of it days ago. Her spies told her."

"And an ambush
awaits us."

"Yes."

Jayon glanced
at his men. "Then we must rush the doors. Ready men?"

At the
soldiers' shout of assent, Jayon raised his sword and charged the
Queen's rooms, his men pounding at his heels. Chiana cringed as
they rushed past her, some bumping into her and making her stagger.
Many had a dazed, half-crazed look about them, their eyes glazed
and their lips flecked with froth, and they frightened her with
their careless brutality.

Some ran with
their swords raised, ready to fell any in their path, consumed by a
battle frenzy to the point that they feared nothing. One of the
last men who rushed towards her focussed on her, and she realised
with spine-chilling fear that he mistook her for an enemy. Chiana
cried out, raised her hands and backed away, but the soldier's
crazed eyes did not waver from their target.

The soldier
coughed a spray of blood, and his eyes bulged. His knees buckled,
and he toppled like a felled tree, crashing face down at her feet,
his sword clattering from his hand. Chiana backed away, her eyes
riveted to the dagger hilt that protruded from the back of the
man's neck. Slowly she raised her gaze to the slender man who
strolled towards her.

Blade bent and
retrieved his dagger, wiping it on the soldier's tabard before he
straightened to regard her. Chiana held a hand to her throat,
almost able to feel the cold steel in her flesh. Battle sounds came
from the end of the corridor, and the assassin glanced past her,
then sauntered on in that direction. Chiana turned as he walked
past.

"Blade."

He stopped and
looked back.

"You saved my
life."

He shrugged.
"So?"

"Why? If you do
not care about me..."

"Jashimari
needs a Regent. It was no great feat, a mere flick of the wrist,
since I happened to be following them."

She swallowed,
lowering her hand. "Why are you following them?"

"I want to see
the fun outside the Queen's doors."

"Then you knew
that she knew."

He glanced down
the corridor. "I thought she would. She has plenty of spies, and
the fools planned it in the barracks, probably at the top of their
voices."

"Is that why
you would not join them?"

He frowned.
"How do you know they asked?"

"I overheard
you arguing with Jayon."

"Ah. No, I
merely had no interest in the venture."

"But you did
not warn Jayon either, did you?"

The assassin
stepped closer, his eyes pinning her. "I told him it was stupid. It
is not my job to dissuade him."

"He is your
friend."

"I have no
friends."

She glared at
him. "He saved your life."

"More fool him.
I did not ask him to."

Incensed by his
unfeeling attitude, she slapped him. "You bastard!"

Blade winced,
scowling as he rubbed the red mark on his cheek. Chiana shrank
back, fearful that he would retaliate, but he merely glowered at
her, and her anger surged again.

"You felt that,
did you not? It is time you felt something other than your own
smugness. Other people suffer too. You are not the only one who has
ever been hurt. The Queen weeps because she must die to save her
people. Jayon gives his life to try to save her, but you feel
nothing. You care about no one but yourself, not even the man who
saved your life. You are a despicable, ungrateful, unfeeling
monster!"

Blade took a
step towards her, making her retreat from his hostility. "Good, now
that you have realised that, you will not mourn my passing."

"You do not
care if I mourn you!" she shouted as he spun on his heel and strode
away. "You do not care about anything! That is why you are one of
the Shunned!"

Blade stopped
in mid-stride and turned to face her. Being called Shunned was the
greatest insult that could be offered to a person. Few could
stomach it, and it seemed the assassin was no exception. He marched
back to her.

"I am not
Shunned," he stated with slow deliberation. "My familiar is dead. I
was bonded to a forest cat when I was just six years old. He was
killed when the Cotti slew the rest of my family. He tried to
defend me, and they eviscerated him in front of me. I shared his
pain. I know what it feels like to have your guts torn from your
living body. So do not talk to me of your pain. You do not know
what pain is. You do not know what it is like to lose your
familiar!"

Chiana slumped,
covering her face as hot tears stung her eyes. She wished the words
unsaid, but there was no way to revoke them. Losing a familiar was
the single most horrible thing that could happen to a person. The
bond was lifelong, and the familiar, no matter how short-lived the
species may be, lived as long as the person to whom it was bonded.
Once lost, a familiar was never replaced. Some people could not
survive the ordeal and would take their own lives rather than live
the empty existence without their companion. She gulped and lowered
her hands to find him still glaring at her.

"How do I know
that is the truth?" she demanded, desperate for it to be one of his
many lies.

Blade smiled, a
hard, bitter expression, and rolled up one sleeve. "Here is his
mark."

Four thin white
lines ran down his arm, each a finger's length. Chiana nodded, and
he pulled his sleeve down again. The scars were clearly the claw
marks of a wood cat, placed there by Blade's long-dead familiar
just as every beast marked the person to whom they were bonded with
a small scar. Chiana's was on the side of her neck, where Inka had
pecked her one day, leaving a tiny mark. She heaved a shuddering
sigh and met his gaze.

"I am
sorry."

The assassin
nodded, then swung away and marched down the corridor again.
Realising that the sounds of the battle had ceased, Chiana hurried
after him.

A great many
soldiers lay sprawled outside the Queen's doors. Some lay still in
pools of blood, others groaned and moved feebly. Their familiars
lay dead amongst them or huddled beside their friends' bodies,
while unharmed men lay still beside their dead familiars. A handful
stood with hanging heads, disarmed and wounded.

Chiana averted
her gaze from the dead and dying, surprised when Blade did the
same, his complexion paler than usual. The Queen's men placed
shackles on the prisoners and carried the wounded away to be tended
by a healer. Jayon stood amongst the prisoners, the lock of hair
that was forever flopping over his forehead hiding his downcast
eyes. Chiana longed to go to him and offer him some words of
comfort. Before she could, the prisoners were marched away, and she
approached Captain Redgard instead.

"Is the Queen
safe?"

He bowed. "Yes,
my lady, none entered her rooms."

"What is to be
done with those men?"

"The Queen has
ordered them imprisoned, to be released after she has taken the
Cup."

Chiana nodded.
"How many were killed?"

"As you see,
most of them. They had taken bestal, a herb that gives great
strength and courage, but makes them a little mad. Some of these
killed each other in the heat of battle, others would not stop
fighting until they were mortally wounded. A lot of soldiers take
the herb before battle."

Chiana
shuddered, turning away. That explained the soldier's demented
attack on her in the corridor. She looked around for Blade, but the
assassin had vanished, and she went to his rooms in search of him.
He was not there, nor in the gardens or any of his usual haunts.
After a time-glass of fruitless searching, a wandering servant
tipped her off, and she headed for the cellar. There she found
Blade seated at a sturdy table with Lirek, both roaring drunk and
singing a rollicking sea shanty. They stopped when she entered the
room, and Lirek drained his tankard.

Blade glared at
her. "Is nowhere safe from you? Must you track me into the very
bowels of this infernal place to preach to me?"

"I did not come
here to preach, only to talk."

"Same thing,
with you."

Lirek burped
and apologised, pouring another flagon of ale from the hogshead on
the table. A guttering torch lighted the scene with a flickering
radiance, and Fang slept in a corner. Chiana settled on the bench
opposite them.

"I would like
to talk to you alone."

Blade glanced
at Lirek. "Then you'll have to wait until we're finished."

Surprisingly,
although the assassin swayed to the lullaby of ale, he spoke with
complete clarity, while Lirek seemed to be almost incapable of
speech. Chiana eyed the empty bottles and flagons that crowded the
table.

"What are you
trying to do, drown yourself?"

"Not a bad
idea, but actually, we're making sure there's none left for Kerrion
to celebrate with."

She looked
around at the echoing vastness of the Queen's cellar, a veritable
warren of cool rooms stacked with barrels of ale, wine and spirits.
"An army could stay drunk in here for six moons, Blade. You will
not drain it in a few time-glasses."

He chuckled.
"We'll have a lot of fun trying, though."

Lirek seemed to
find this comment hilarious, for he guffawed and slapped the
assassin on the back, almost falling off the bench. Blade grinned,
drained his tankard and filled it again. Chiana watched him with a
sinking heart. He obviously intended to drink himself into
oblivion. She did not blame him, for he faced death tomorrow.

No matter how
painless, it was not something easily confronted, as she had seen
from the Queen's sorrowful demeanour. Despite his claims of not
fearing it, certainly his demise would not be in the manner he
would have wished. Each faced it in their own way, and while the
Queen wept and sought the comfort of the High Priestess, Blade
enjoyed the solace that could be found at the bottom of an ale jug.
Unfortunately, his retreat into wine-sodden forgetfulness made her
wish for his company all but impossible.

As she gazed at
him, an idea came to her that made her smile to herself as her
spirits lifted again. Rising, she walked over to one of the many
shelves that lined the room and selected a dusty bottle, inspecting
the label. It proved to be an elderly sherry, which had doubtless
grown potent over the years. Returning to the table, she opened it
and poured a little into a spare cup, using the rest to fill up
Blade's and Lirek's tankards. The assassin eyed her as she raised
her cup and shot him a cheerful grin.

"Drink up, My
Lord. This is a vintage far worthier of you. Let us be merry, for
tomorrow you die."

He scowled at
her. "What are you up to now?"

"Merely aiding
you in your endeavour. Is that not a wife's purpose in life, to be
her husband's helper?"

Blade glanced
at Lirek. "I've never heard of a wife who encouraged her husband to
drink, have you?"

Lirek shook his
head and took a gulp of sherry. "She's a rare un, yer wife, m'lord.
A real 'reasure."

Blade turned
his gaze upon Chiana again. "Indeed. Though it strikes me that she
has a purpose other than she will admit. If you plan on drinking me
under the table, my lady, you have a great deal of catching up to
do." He squinted at the empty flagons. "I would say three flagons
of ale and two bottles of wine."

Chiana settled
opposite and sipped her sherry. "I am afraid you have me at a
disadvantage, My Lord. Perhaps we should call it a handicap, since
you are a vastly experienced drinker, and I am not. Since you
appear, at this moment, to be as sober as I, you may still win the
duel. Though how you can contain so much liquid is beyond me."

He chuckled,
rising to his feet. "Then let us be fair. You cannot drink cups
while I drink tankards."

Blade walked
over to the shelf and took another bottle of sherry, then found an
empty tankard on the table and filled to the brim, setting it
before her. "You will have to match me, tankard for tankard. No one
has ever drunk me under the table, and I doubt that you'll be the
first." He sat down beside Lirek again. "And if you find yourself
over full, there's a pisspot in the corner."

Chiana hid her
dismay as she raised the tankard, and Blade drained half of his in
a gulp. Lirek had almost finished his, and the assassin topped it
up for him. The burly bodyguard related a barely intelligible
account of some misfortune that had once befallen him. Chiana
pretended interest, but Blade ignored him, concentrated on his
drinking and watched Chiana to ensure that she did the same.

Each time he
went to fetch another bottle, however, she emptied her tankard onto
the floor, and once when he went to use the pisspot. The strong
sherry soon made her head spin, and Blade still showed no symptoms
of drunkenness, although Lirek's conversation was now utterly
incomprehensible. She was starting to despair when at last Lirek,
on his way back from the pisspot, keeled over with a mighty crash.
Fang went to lick his friend's face, then lay down beside him.
Blade grinned and raised his tankard.

"Well, my lady,
you have beaten Lirek. Well done." He drained the vessel and
refilled it and hers.

Chiana forced a
bright smile and took another gulp of sherry, staring owlishly at
her husband. "How about a knife-throwing contest, Blade?"

His brows shot
up. "You can throw knives?"

"My father
taught me, for the lack of a son."

"Poor man.
Certainly, why not? Although I only have daggers, I'm afraid."

"I meant
daggers."

Chiana got to
her feet carefully, and Blade staggered a little, grabbing a shelf
for support. He shook his head and walked into one of the vast
aisles. At the far end, rows of barrels were stacked against the
wall, and he pointed at them.

"The one in the
middle, I think, second row." He drew a dagger and held it out.
"Ladies first."

Chiana took the
weapon and aimed, aware that her focus was not good and she swayed
a little. Her first throw hit the edge of the barrel, and the
assassin clapped, grinning. He walked to the barrels and retrieved
the dagger, then took aim himself. His throw hit dead centre, as
she had expected, and again he walked the length of the cellar to
retrieve it. Her second throw was a little better than the first,
halfway between the edge and the middle, but Blade's was again dead
centre. Her third attempt went horribly wrong, and the dagger
clattered behind the barrels, forcing Blade to crawl amongst them
to retrieve it. When he returned, he smiled.

"The best of
three, shall we say?"

Chiana nodded,
and his throw hit dead centre for a third time. He grinned and
retrieved the weapon while she tottered back to the bench. When he
returned to sit opposite, he looked well pleased with himself.

"I would say
that I won, my lady."

"Indeed you
did. Was there any doubt?"

He chuckled.
"If you knew you would lose, why challenge me?"

Chiana
shrugged. "I am not as foolish as you think, My Lord. I know the
effect of exercise on a drunkard."

Blade's eyes
narrowed. "I see. So it was not the dagger-throwing contest you
wished to win, but the drinking one?" She nodded, and he chuckled
again. "I have never passed out in my life, my lady."

"There is a
first time for everything, Blade."

As if her words
were a prediction, the assassin's smile faded and the colour
drained from his face as his eyes rolled back. He slumped, then
slid under the table, as lax as a length of wet rope. She smiled
down at him.

"Also, this is
a particularly strong sherry, and I cheated."

Chiana skipped
from the cellar, then walked to Blade's rooms, mindful of her
inebriation. Arken was building a fire in the grate, and he stopped
and bowed at her entry.

"My lady. Lord
Conash is not here. I don't know where he is."

She smiled.
"You will find him passed out in the cellar, and Lirek as well.
Will you have him brought here and put to bed?"

"At once, my
lady."

Chiana went to
her rooms and ate a light supper, then bathed and returned to her
husband's chambers as dusk darkened the sky. Gazing down at his
peaceful face, she marvelled at its innocence, then shucked her
gown and slid in beside him. For many time-glasses she lay awake,
listening to him breathe and the beating of his heart, enjoying his
closeness this one time. She stroked his cheek and fought back the
sorrow that threatened to engulf her, banishing any thoughts of the
next day from her mind. As the moon rose to flood the room with
ghostly light, she fell asleep nestled in the crook of his arm, her
head pillowed on his shoulder.

 


Blade woke with
a start, becoming instantly aware that he was not alone. Turning
his head, he found Chiana asleep beside him and quit the bed with a
curse, groaning and clutching his head as the wine had its revenge.
He glared at her as she sighed and snuggled deeper into the bedding
without waking, then marched to the basin and splashed his
face.

"Damned
scheming woman." He pulled on his clothes. "A drinking contest
indeed. This was what she plotted." A reluctant smile tugged at his
lips as he donned his jacket. "Very clever, Chiana, you won the
battle, but not the war."

As soon as he
was dressed he left, closing the door behind him.

 


Sunlight
streaming in through the windows and birds carolling outside woke
Chiana. Sitting up, she was dismayed to find herself alone, for she
had planned to leave before Blade woke. She slid from the bed and
donned her robe, hoping that no servants would be abroad to notice
her unsuitable attire. Returning to her rooms unseen, she dressed
and ate, then put aside her embarrassment and went in search of her
husband. She found him in the garden, seated beneath a puffwood
tree, writing. Blade squinted up at her with a frown, putting aside
the small book. He looked a little paler than usual, undoubtedly
his head pounded worse than hers. Mindless of her rich clothes, she
knelt before him, smiling.

"I suppose you
are well pleased with yourself," he growled.

"I am. Not only
did I drink you under the table, but I got my wish too."

"Such as it
was. Is that truly all you wanted?"

She shrugged.
"I would rather you had not snored quite so much."

"It did not
keep you awake, I trust?"

"Not at
all."

He glanced
away. "As for drinking me under the table, you cheated."

"How so?"

"You did not
traipse up and down the damned cellar to fetch the dagger."

"Ah, but I
outwitted you."

Blade smiled,
squinting across the garden. "Indeed you did. Had I not already
been so drunk when you found me, I may have seen through your
little plot, but you had me at a disadvantage from the outset."

"You are not
angry then?"

"Not really.
You won, though not fairly, a triumph nevertheless. I am not a bad
loser, my lady." He sighed. "I have been angry this past tenday,
but today is the end and I am resigned to my fate."

"It is not too
late to change your mind, Conash."

He looked
surprised by her use of his true name, and smiled again, sadly.
"But it is, Chiana. Far too late."

"You could hide
amongst the handmaidens disguised as a woman."

"Would you have
me as a woman for the rest of my life? Once Kerrion rules this
city, there will be nowhere to hide."

"I will rule
this city, not Kerrion. And even so, I would."

Blade shook his
head. "I am not so sure of that. The Queen's plan is a good one,
but it may still fail. Princess Kerra may only ever rule as a
proxy, with Kerrion holding the true power. Or worse, he may
blackmail you by threatening to usurp his daughter unless I am
given to him."

"You think
yourself so important?"

"To the Cotti,
yes. I assassinated their king and one of their princes, they will
demand my death."

"You were
pardoned for Shandor's death."

"But not for
Lerton's. I abused that pardon when I assassinated the Prince, so
they are entitled to revoke it now, and doubtless they will. Even
if Kerrion holds no grudge, his people do. If there was a way to
escape death I would take it. When peace comes, whether under
Kerrion's rule or Kerra's, I would like to live out my days on my
estate. My life was empty and meaningless before, worthless to me.
Now I have a fine estate and riches, but I cannot enjoy them.
Ironic, is it not?"

"Then do not
take the Cup." She leant forward, holding out her hands in a
pleading gesture. "Try to escape, try to survive, please."

He shook his
head. "I will be caught and tortured. I may be many things, but
when it comes to pain, I am a coward."

"You risked
capture and torture when you went to Kerrion's city, so you are not
afraid of pain." She gazed at him. "You are afraid of being caught
while running and hiding. It is your pride that causes this."

Blade smiled,
twisting her heart. "No, you are wrong. When I went to Kerrion's
city I was disguised, then pardoned, then gone. There was a small
risk of being caught, but now it is a certainty. It may shame you
to be wed to a man who is afraid of pain, but it is true."

She looked
away. "I am not ashamed of you. How could I be?"

"I am an
assassin, a commoner risen to the rank of lord through my bloody
deeds. Many would not be proud to have such a man for a
husband."

"Well I am. You
are the Lord Protector of -"

He held up a
hand. "Please, do not recite all my titles to me. They are
meaningless, empty words to describe a man who is nothing more than
an assassin, never has been, never will be."

"You are the
Master of the Dance."

Blade nodded.
"I am that. At least I earned that title, though I cannot defend
it."

Chiana blinked
as tears stung her eyes, longing to hold and comfort him. His
sorrow cut her to her soul. She looked up in surprise as he rose to
his feet, and followed suit. He held out the book in which he had
been writing.

"Here, take it.
It contains my memoirs, such as they are. Perhaps you will find
some interest in reading them one day. I wish to be alone now. Do
not seek me out again."

Blade walked
away into the garden without a backward glance. Chiana gazed after
him, longing to run to him and beg him to reconsider, to somehow
save him from the fate that awaited him today. She clutched the
book to her breast, ridiculously happy that he had given her such a
precious gift, and grateful for it. It contained his thoughts and
memories, written in his hand, something of him for her to
treasure.


 


 


 Chapter Ten

 


Chiana found
Queen Minna-Satu in a similar mood. Sad but resigned, her
tearfulness over and her courage taken hold. She wore the simple
white gown that Jashimari Queens died in, decorated with silver
lace and studded with pearls around the collar and waist. Her hair
hung loose down her back, strands of white spring flowers twisted
into it, and her feet were bare. She smiled at Chiana, the spots of
colour that brightened her pale cheeks belying her calm mood.

"Barely more
than a year ago, I watched my mother dress like this."

"Your courage
would have made her proud," Chiana murmured, not knowing what to
say.

"She would have
called me a fool. She is probably cursing me from her grave. My
mother never wanted peace with the Cotti."

Chiana looked
away, biting her lip.

"Chiana, swear
to me that you will look after Kerra," Minna burst out.

"Of course I
will. As if she was my own, I swear it. Nothing and no one will
ever harm her."

Minna nodded,
gazing at the cradle in which her daughter lay. "Tell her of me
when she is grown."

"I will, My
Queen. But surely it is not yet time?"

"Not yet, but
soon. I only await the news that Kerrion's army has been sighted.
The sound of the horns will be my signal." She waved the
handmaidens away, some of whom wept. "Have you made peace with
Blade?"

"I have. I took
your advice and challenged him to a drinking contest, then a duel
of dagger-throwing. It went well, and when I won the drinking
contest and he passed out, I spent the night at his side."

Minna laughed,
clapping her hands in delight. "How clever of you. Tell me more.
How did you manage to outdrink him?"

"I cheated. He
was already drunk when I found him, but he accepted my challenge,
and I poured most of my wine onto the floor when he was not
looking."

"And then you
slept with him. Marvellous! Was he furious?"

Chiana smiled.
"He accepted his defeat gracefully, My Queen. He even gave me his
memoirs."

Minna sank down
on a pile of cushions. "I am no authority on men, but do you think
it possible that he likes you even more than I thought?"

"I would like
to think so, although it may not be true."

"Yes, it must
be a comfort to you. Still, you have the memory to treasure
now."

The distant
sound of a lone horn made them stiffen. The mournful, winding note
drifted in through the window like a herald of doom. Minna-Satu
turned deathly pale, her breath catching in a gasp. Springing up,
she dashed to the cot and picked up her daughter, hugging the
child. Chiana's throat closed around a lump of sorrow, and she
found no words to comfort the Queen.

A knock on the
door made them turn, and Captain Redgard entered at Minna's
invitation, prostrating himself. More horns took up the dirge
outside, the alarm spreading into the city and to the palace.

"Get up,
Captain Redgard," Minna ordered. "I know the news you bear. Kerrion
has been sighted. Send the High Priestess to me."

"At once, My
Queen."

 


Captain Redgard
marched out, and Minna wandered over to the window to stare out at
the bright spring day. For the last time, she allowed her gaze to
roam the gardens' verdant splendour, where lyric birds sang in the
firetrees and humming birds droned amongst the blooms, sipping
nectar. She had enjoyed the view all her life, and now savoured it
with great sadness. A group of puffwood trees put out their first
vivid yellow leaves in spherical clumps on their twisted
branches.

The pale mauve
flowers, now buds, would turn into the green puffballs that
exploded in late summer with soft popping sounds, releasing clouds
of fluffy seeds to be borne away on the wind. Beyond them, a
smoketree stood, its delicate grey foliage dotted with tiny pink
flowers. A flock of red and green feyrens gathered on the branches
of a firetree, whose scarlet leaves gave off a sweet perfume that
drew many birds to enjoy the nectar of its large yellow
flowers.

Minna gave a
shuddering sigh, her eyes stinging with unshed tears. Above the
temple, the dark streamers of dream silk flew in the slight breeze,
slithering and snapping. The strip of green had been taken down
with the waning of the Tree Moon, leaving only the colours of
death, blood and mourning, suitable for the newly risen Death Moon
that now glared down balefully each night. Some said that a Death
Moon was a good time to die, for Tinsharon would expect a flood of
new arrivals into the Everlasting. She shivered and swallowed hard,
blinking the tears from her eyes. Princess Kerra gurgled, waving
chubby arms, and Minna smiled down at her.

"Farewell, my
daughter. Rule wisely and be happy."

 


Chiana turned
away as the Queen pulled a cord to summon a handmaiden, handing the
child to her with a parting kiss. The girl wept as she carried the
Princess away.

Minna's voice
made Chiana face her again, although she could not bear to look at
the doomed Queen, and kept her eyes on the floor.

"Chiana. You
will stay with Kerra in the throne room. I have ordered the guards
to allow no one entry but Kerrion. He must see his daughter so he
will know that she is his. Shista will be shut in the room next to
the bier room. When she senses my demise she will become maddened
and dangerous. You must keep her in that room until after I am
dead, then she will return to the desert."

Chiana nodded,
unable to speak, and glanced at the sand cat who lay by the window,
her eyes wide. Shista sensed that something was amiss, the tension
in the air communicated its warning to her, though as yet she could
find no enemy.

A knock came at
the door, and the High Priestess entered with two maidens, one of
whom bore a golden cup. Shista rose and padded over to sniff their
skirts, her ears twitching. The old woman bowed and approached the
Queen, ignoring the prowling cat.

"Are you ready,
My Queen?"

"I am. Let us
proceed."

Minna walked to
the door, followed by Shista and Chiana, then the High Priestess
and her maidens. Outside, four honour guards fell in behind them,
clad in their finest tunics and armoured in gold, white plumes in
their helms. Two handmaidens walked ahead of the little procession,
scattering sweet-scented fray flowers in the Queen's path as Minna
traversed the long hall towards the room where she was to die, her
head held high. Tears ran down the maidens' cheeks, and many
servants, lords, ladies and advisors lined the way, their faces
twisted with grief. Some wept openly and threw flowers into the
Queen's path.

Minna-Satu
paused several times to give words of comfort to her stricken
people, allowing them to kneel and kiss the hem of her burial gown.
Her bare feet trod a path of flowers and tears, her expression calm
but rigid, her eyes fixed on the embossed gold doors at the end of
the pillared hall. Shista padded beside the Queen, her eyes
spitting green fire and a low growl rumbling in her throat.

The distant
horns continued to sound the warning in wailing notes that drifted
on the calm air. A dirge for a Queen, a city and a kingdom all
poised on the keen edge of fate. Minna-Satu paused before the bier
room's doors and turned to gaze one last time at her loyal
subjects, raising a hand in a brief gesture of farewell. A great
wail went up from them, a sorrowful lament that echoed through the
palace and brought fresh tears to Chiana's eyes.

Two guardsmen
pushed open the doors, and Minna entered the bier room. The white
marble room was bare save for a silken banner emblazoned with the
Queen's crest that hung on the far wall, and a waist-high plinth
cushioned with white satin. The plinth was just long and wide
enough to accommodate a person lying upon it. Shista prowled around
it, sniffing. The room had no windows, but many torches and candles
filled it with soft golden light. The honour guards remained
outside, closing the doors behind the women. Minna stopped beside
the plinth and turned to face the High Priestess. The old woman
raised her hands in blessing.

"God grant you
peace in the Everlasting, My Queen. Embrace with joy this passage
into paradise, your reward awaits you there." She turned and took
the cup from the girl who stood behind her, holding it out to the
Queen.

Shista spat,
glaring at the High Priestess as she imposed herself between them.
She growled, a deep, alarming sound that made Chiana's neck hairs
prickle. The sand cat's tail lashed, and she tensed, ready to
spring. The High Priestess froze.

Minna fell to
her knees beside the cat and flung her arms around her neck,
burying her face in the soft fur. She hugged her, murmuring in a
broken voice, "I am sorry, Shista, forgive me."

The cat snarled
again, and her black lips drew back to reveal long white fangs as
she glared at the High Priestess, then she turned and licked the
Queen's cheek with a rasping tongue. Minna clung to her, fighting
to control her grief as her tears overflowed onto the cat's sleek
coat. No one moved while the two communed as only a person and his
or her familiar could, sharing their feelings and thoughts.

The sand cat
spat again, her snarl rising to a banshee wail that filled the room
with its eerie threat. Chiana had never heard the cat do anything
but purr, and stood stunned beside the High Priestess, who was the
object of Shista's ire. The sand cat raised a paw and lashed out,
her unsheathed claws clicking against the floor. The High
Priestess' sallow skin paled, and she stepped back. Minna hung onto
the feline, whispering to her in a choked, soothing voice. Shista
wailed again, her cry rising to a scream that pierced the ears,
filled with rage and sorrow.

The Queen
straightened and gripped Shista's scruff, dragging her towards a
door at the back of the room. The sand cat struggled, sliding on
the marble floor, her eyes fixed on the High Priestess as she
continued to spit and snarl. Shista's ears were flattened and her
jewel-like eyes blazed with pure hatred, reminding Chiana of
Blade's cold gaze. Minna struggled to drag the cat, who outweighed
her vastly, but slowly succeeded in pulling her to the door.

Shista wailed,
lashing out with razor-tipped paws in the High Priestess'
direction. No one dared to help the Queen, she alone could handle
the enraged cat with impunity. At last she reached the door and
opened it, pushed the cat into the other room and closed the door
again. Shista's rage continued to fill the air as her banshee
screams came through the door.

The Queen
returned to the dais, brushing back her wild hair, her pale face
drawn and her eyes haunted. Chiana knew that no matter what regrets
Minna had about dying, Shista's raw grief must be pure anguish for
her to bear. The powerful bond between them meant that they shared
each other's emotions, and the stronger those were the more painful
they were to endure. Minna's eyes reflected Shista's pain, and even
a trace of her rage, burning like sapphires lighted from within.
She took the cup from the pale old woman and set it upon the
plinth. The High Priestess swallowed hard and cleared her throat,
raising her voice to be heard above the sand cat's screams.

"Who will stay
with you, My Queen?"

"The Lord
Protector of Jashimari, Lord Conash."

The High
Priestess inclined her head. "Is he summoned?"

"He will be
here shortly."

The old woman
made the sign of the blessing again. "Go with God, My Queen,
certain in the knowledge that he will welcome you into the
Everlasting. Find ye peace there, you who have been a traveller in
this life. Let Tinsharon embrace you in his infinite forgiveness,
now, at this, the time of your death. I absolve you of all
wrongdoing, in the name of God." The High Priestess traced the sign
of the blessing on the Queen's forehead. "Go in peace, Queen
Minna-Satu."

Minna bowed her
head, and the High Priestess left, followed by her maidens. The
guards closed the door behind them, and Chiana found herself alone
with the Queen. Minna stared at the doors with dull eyes, and
Shista's wails stopped, plunging the room into silence that only
the distant horns, muted by the thick walls, broke. The Queen went
to the other door and opened it, allowing Shista back in. The cat
prowled around the room, growling and sniffing. Chiana watched
her.

"How did Shista
know that the cup is poison?"

"She read the
priestess' mind, of course, and saw my death there." Minna sighed,
looking despondent. "I did warn her not to think of it, but she
could not help it, I suppose. My mother's familiar was confined to
a glass box when she took the Cup, and he died a few time-glasses
after her, for he had already lived too long. Shista is young; she
will live many more years alone."

"She will
return to the desert, perhaps find a mate and have cubs."

"Yes. At least
she may have a better life when I am gone."

Chiana knew
that Minna needed the small comfort of that lie. "Where is
Blade?"

Minna frowned.
"On his way I hope." The Queen lifted the golden cup and gazed at
its contents.

Chiana glimpsed
the clear, fizzing liquid it held, mist rising from it, and gasped
in surprise. "The sacred water?"

"Yes. Strange,
is it not? But perhaps fitting that it should be the path to the
Everlasting."

"Is it
time?"

Minna put the
cup down as if it had become red hot. "No, not yet."

Chiana jumped
as the guards thrust open the doors, and one announced, "Lord
Conash."

Blade strode
in, looking composed but grim. Minna's brows rose at his attire,
and Chiana stared at him in surprise. He wore his leather garb with
its silver mail, and he bristled with daggers. She counted seven,
although he probably had more. He stopped before the Queen and
bowed.

"My Queen."

"My Lord, who
do you plan to kill?"

He shrugged.
"Maybe no one."

"I hope not."
She glanced down at his feet, and Chiana followed her gaze,
receiving another surprise. Three inches of steel protruded from
the toes of his boots, attached to metal pieces strapped to the
soles. "Then why all the daggers, and these?" Minna asked.

"Just in
case."

"In case of
what?"

He frowned,
shifting under her gaze as if reluctant to give his reasons. "I had
thought that you would not wish to be disturbed."

"There are
guards outside."

"You have
ordered your men not to fight."

The Queen
looked pensive. "I have ordered them to allow no one in but
Kerrion, should he choose to come. If the Cotti are so uncouth as
to fight their way in here, I shall be oblivious by the time they
reach this room."

"But should
they do so, they will face me."

"You just want
to kill more Cotti, Blade, is that not the truth?"

He smiled. "It
is."

"Then you do
not plan to take the Cup when I do."

"No. I will
wait for Kerrion."

"Ah. I see."
Minna sighed, shaking her head. "You wish to have one last triumph,
to see his face when you deny him your life."

"Exactly."

"Very well
then, but do not harm him."

"No, My
Queen."

Minna
contemplated his blade-tipped feet again. "You are a fighter, are
you not? When you denied it, you lied to me, is that not the
truth?"

Blade inclined
his head, his smile fading. "I have the skills of my training, My
Queen, but I do not claim to be a mighty warrior. Put a sword in my
hand and I am at a loss for what to do with it. Assassins are not
trained for combat, but only to defend themselves, for they have
many enemies."

"Then why did
you not kill the men who abducted you after you assassinated
Mordon?"

"They took me
by surprise, and they were not trying to kill me, but I did my best
to escape. I am not invincible, especially when set upon by four
large thugs in a dark alley. This time I am prepared, and some
Cotti will die before I take the Cup."

"What if they
take you prisoner?"

He shook his
head, smiling. "I will not allow that."

"And when you
were beaten almost to death, My Lord, why did you not defend
yourself then?"

"I was struck
from behind at the outset, and there were many of them. I was dazed
and confused, set upon by twelve men, all armed with cudgels." He
looked away. "I was also drunk at the time... as I was the last
time too."

Minna smiled at
his embarrassed admission. "I see. And these blades on your feet
are to cut men's throats?"

"Yes."

Chiana was
struck by a sudden realisation. "The Dance of Death. It is not
merely for show, is it?"

"No." He
hesitated, then glanced at the Queen. "The Dance originates from an
assassin who was attacked by a number of thugs, centuries ago. So
outnumbered was he that he was forced to use all the weapons that
he had, including his feet. He survived and started the Dance of
Death, placing blades on his feet to make it more deadly.
Originally the Dance was a duel to the death between two assassins,
but so many were killed that it was forbidden, and it became merely
a test of skill and strength."

"I have heard
that this Dance of yours is a wonder to behold, My Lord. Would you
show me a few steps?"

Blade looked
uncomfortable. "I am not a performer, My Queen."

"I did not
suggest that you were. In these, my last time-glasses of life, may
I not have the privilege of seeing your secret dance? As my last
request?"

He shook his
head with a rueful smile, sighing. "How can I refuse, when you ask
like that?" He pulled the four daggers from his belt and placed
them on the plinth. "Lest I stab myself."

The Queen
watched with great interest as he walked a few paces away and took
up a stance. He tapped one foot slowly, pondering the blade that
tipped it, then shot a wry glance at her. "I have never done this
with blades on. I hope I do not do myself injury."

Minna smiled.
"As do I, Lord Conash. But if you plan to use them against the
Cotti, perhaps it is well that you practice first."

"It is not
quite the same thing. I have practised fighting with boot-blades,
naturally."

Blade increased
the tempo of his tapping, speeding it up into a buzz of sound, then
leapt high and clicked his heels behind him in mid-air before
starting a series of fast steps, the brittle rattle of his feet
blending into a simple tune. Leaping again, he flicked his legs up
behind him and tapped his feet together at the apex of his jump,
then took a few strides and leapt yet again, this time lifting his
legs before him to strike his boots together as one leg ascended
and the other dropped to the ground. A flash of sparks shot from
his boots as the metal pieces clashed, and he seemed to float in
the air, as graceful as a leaping deer.

Blade repeated
it twice more, his arms outstretched, his actions flowing, certain
and precise, his hands tracing throwing motions that would hurl
daggers at his foes. Long years of practice lent him an unrivalled
ability to time and measure his leaps with a precision that defied
the imagination. The flexibility that he displayed at the height of
his leaps appeared impossible, yet he achieved with ease that to
which other men could not hope to aspire. Each jump was in keeping
with the ever-changing tempo of the Dance, which varied from the
slow taps when he leapt to the swift buzz of his feet when he kept
them on the ground. He ended the Dance with a final leap and stamp,
facing the Queen. He panted a little, and smiled when she
clapped.

"Amazing, My
Lord, truly amazing."

The assassin
bowed his head, then walked back to the plinth to retrieve his
daggers, slipping them into his belt. As he did so, Chiana became
aware of the silence outside. The horns had stopped, and the
absence of their mournful threnody left a tense shush behind. The
city seemed to crouch like a waiting beast, a fearful, angry
monster, trapped but unbeaten, longing to fight but unable to.

Minna-Satu's
smile faded, and she turned to Chiana. "It is time. Go to the
Princess. See to her."

Chiana bowed,
and as she straightened the Queen stepped forward and embraced her.
"God be with you."

Chiana blinked,
struggling not to cry as she turned to her husband. He stared into
space, apparently oblivious to her attention. She went to him and
flung her arms around his neck, pulling his head down to kiss him
on the lips. Blade jerked in surprise, but she released him before
he could react further and headed for the door. There she paused to
look back.

"God be with
you, My Queen. And you, My Lord."

Chiana quit the
room as her eyes overflowed, her last glimpse of Blade forever
imprinted in her mind. The doors closed behind her with a final
boom, and the sound sent a shiver through her as she strode
away.

 


Minna turned to
look at the assassin, trying to read some expression on his face,
some glimmer of regret or sadness, but he seemed engrossed in
listening to the faint sounds that filtered through the walls. She
picked up the goblet and gazed at the seething liquid, its musty
odour stinging her nose.

"I could not
ask the High Priestess for a second Cup, My Lord. No one but the
Jashimari Queen may drink the sacred water." She glanced at him and
found him watching her. "But I will keep my promise to you. I shall
drink only half the sacred water, and you shall have the other. It
will still kill us, but it will take a little longer."

She wandered
around the plinth, carrying the cup. "Usually it takes three days
for the Queen to die, so I suppose it will take six days instead.
Do not worry, though, we will fall asleep in about half a
time-glass, and after that we cannot be roused."

"Is there an
antidote?"

She shook her
head. "Not one of which anyone knows."

Blade seemed to
accept this, returning to his aloof state. Minna replaced the cup
on the plinth and looked down at the sand cat who stood beside her,
gazing up at her with puzzled eyes.

"Come, Shista,
it is time to go to your room."

The Queen
walked to the door at the back of the chamber and opened it,
entering the small bare room beyond. A bowl of water and a haunch
of goat's meat lay on the floor, and a bed of cushions was piled in
one corner. Minna went over and patted them, made Shista lie down
and stroked her for a few minutes, murmuring soft words of regret
and comfort. When the cat was relaxed and purring, she left her and
returned to the bier room, closing the door.

In front of the
plinth, she faced the deadly cup once more. With shaking hands she
picked it up and raised it swiftly, but could not sup the water.
She gripped the goblet more firmly and tried again, closing her
eyes this time to block out the sight of the seething, deadly
liquid, but still could not make herself drink it.

Minna stared at
the hissing water, praying for the strength to drink it when every
particle of her being screamed against it. Perhaps the most
difficult task for any sane person was to take poison when they did
not wish to die, to perform an irreversible act that would send
them into death's dreaded realm. Especially someone who had so much
for which to live. Her hands refused to lift the cup to her lips,
and she wondered if her mouth would also defy her and refuse to
open. She turned to the assassin.

"I cannot. I
have not the strength. Help me, Blade."

He regarded her
coolly. "Did your mother require your help?"

"She was one
and fifty years old. Her time was up, and she had lived a good
life. I am only six and twenty."

"You made the
decision." He leant on the plinth, watching her.

"A decision is
easy to make. Carrying it out is much harder." She stepped closer
to him, the cup between them. "Help me, please."

Blade lowered
his eyes. "I am not a poisoner, My Queen. It would be easier to
slip a dagger between your ribs. Ask me that, and I shall do
it."

She stared at
him. "Yes, I believe you would."

"Of course, I
am an assassin."

"Then do as I
ask. You feel no grief at my demise. It means nothing to you, so
aiding me should not pain you."

He raised his
head, sighing. "It does not, but since it was your decision, why
should I be the one to make you do it? I find the prospect of
pouring poison down your throat vaguely repulsive. If you have not
the courage to take your life, then you must face the consequences.
You cannot place your burden upon me."

Minna frowned
at him, angered by the truth of his words and her own weakness.
"You are insolent. Lesser men would find themselves on the gallows
for speaking to me thus."

"I am on the
gallows, just as you are. We have nothing left to lose and no need
for niceties."

The Queen
hesitated for a moment longer, then raised the goblet to her lips,
suppressing a shudder as the acrid vapour stung her nose. His words
goaded her, mocked her cowardice and shamed her with their harsh
truth. She would not go to the Everlasting as a coward, nor would
she have Blade think her one, her pride dictated it. The cold metal
touched her lips, and she forced them open, shivering at the first
chill touch of death. Blanking her mind to the consequences, she
took two gulps before the sacred water's vile, fizzy taste made her
throat close. Lowering the goblet, she gasped, fighting the urge to
vomit.

Blade
commented, "Now it will be easy. Your fate is sealed."

Minna grimaced.
"It may be easier, but no less vile."

He glanced at
the goblet, which was still more than half full. "More than six
days."

Minna lifted
the cup and drained it to half, grimacing again at the foul taste
as she replaced it on the plinth.

He smiled.
"Well done. It is easy to go on when there is no turning back."

"It will be
easy for you, who care nothing for those you leave behind," she
shot back, angered by the needless waste of his life as well. "I
have much to live for, yet I must die. I care about those who will
mourn me. It saddens me to think of the grief I will cause them.
You could still choose to live, if not for yourself, then for those
who will be hurt by your loss."

"There is much
to be said for not caring. It makes many things easy."

Minna made a
curt, angry gesture. "For you, but not for those who care about
you. Chiana will mourn you, and Lirek, Jayon, Arken, many others.
But you do not care if they are sorrowful, or that Chiana will live
the rest of her life in misery because of you. She loves you."

"I did not make
her so. I did not ask for her love."

"That does not
matter. I must die, but you have a choice, yet you choose to throw
your life away."

He shook his
head. "I have no choice, and I have nothing to throw away. My life
is worthless, and whether I live or die, I will make Chiana
miserable. Do you not see that I have no love to give her?"

"She loves you
enough for both of you. Just being your wife makes her happy."

"She will not
mourn forever. Mayhap one day she will take another husband and
have children."

"She cannot. As
a priestess she is forbidden, and she has Kerra to raise as her
own. She needs you."

Blade noted the
spots of colour that flushed her cheeks and smiled again, sadly. "I
am not worth having, My Queen. When I crawled out of the desert all
those years ago, I was more dead than alive, and quite mad. I lived
in the forest like an animal. I dug up roots and tubers, ate nuts
and frogs and killed ducks with my bare hands to eat their flesh
raw.

"Then I waylaid
a traveller one day and killed him with a rock. I took his money
and horse and rode to a city. I sold the beast to buy food, and
when that ran out I begged. But I starved, so I started killing. I
waited in dark alleys and smashed my victims' heads with a rock
just for the few coins in their purses. I was a common murderer
long before I became an assassin."

His smile had
faded, and his flinty eyes bored into her. "You do not know what it
is like to be kicked and spat on, to sleep in the street with the
rats and be woken by some drunkard urinating on you. I was beaten
many times for stealing. I found killing a more blameless crime,
with no one to punish its accomplishment. I fought with dogs for
scraps in the gutter. This is the man you wed to your chief
advisor."

Minna shook her
head, her eyes filled with anguish. "No, that is what you were, not
what you are now. You were a frightened, hungry boy with no one to
care for you, mutilated by the Cotti."

"I died in the
desert." He smiled at her look of confusion. "I died here." He
tapped his chest. "All that I was before died with my sisters and
brothers. When I watched the last of them fall dead from exhaustion
and sickness, something snapped within me. I felt it. That was the
moment I ceased to care, the moment I died. Perhaps that is why I
am so hard to kill. I am already dead inside. Look into my eyes and
see it. There is nothing there, no feeling, no soul, just an empty
shell."

The Queen
stepped closer and raised a hand to stroke his cheek. "No, you are
not dead. Not yet. You can still feel, if only you would allow
yourself to. The pain you carry within you is too great to be
borne, so you bury it under hatred and indifference. But it is
still there, and the only way to be free of it is to let it
out."

He spun away,
moving beyond the reach of her hands. "You do not understand my
pain. It is not buried or forgotten. It lives in me. It gnaws at me
every day, and I do bear it. When I watched my sisters die I swore
vengeance, and I have had it, but it did not bring me the release I
craved. I did not see them all die, but I saw their bodies thrown
to the birds."

He turned to
face her again. "So you see, nothing can fill the emptiness within
me. No one can bring back what I have lost, and only death can free
me of my hatred."

Minna's knees
buckled, and she grabbed the plinth, her eyes widening in surprise.
Blade reached her in two swift strides and swept her up in his
arms. She sagged against him with a sigh, a strange numbness
stealing over her and a sleepiness invading her mind.

"I am afraid,
Blade."

"Hush, do not
think about it." He laid her on the silken cushions that covered
the plinth. "Think about what a terrible person I am, so cold and
unfeeling. Do you not agree?"

She smiled.
"Yes. Tell me something good about yourself."

"Good?" He
chuckled, leaning over her, his closeness strangely comforting.
"That will be a short telling, My Queen."

"Call me Minna.
No one ever calls me that now."

"Minna."

"You are a good
man. I see in you a kindness, a shining goodness, like a
saint."

He smiled. "A
saint who kills? If I was a saint, I would weep for you now."

"No. Death is
your friend, ever at your side, and you see no sadness in its
coming because you walk in its shadow."

His smile
faded, and his eyes flicked over her face. "Very good, Minna. Well
done."

The guttural
roar of a mighty bell shattered the stillness, boomed through the
palace and made him jerk in surprise, frowning.

Minna smiled.
"It tolls for me. The Queen is dead."

"Not
quite."

"Hold my hand,"
she whispered. "It grows dark."

The assassin
clasped her hand and leant closer as her words became softer. "Are
you still afraid?"

"No. Death is
at my side. He has grey eyes and black hair, and he is holding my
hand. Who better to be with? I shall die in the arms of my
assassin, one of many who has found death there."

The great
golden bell tolled again, and he waited for the sound to fade.
Minna's eyes closed, and he leant closer still, his breath fanning
her face. "Death is nothing to fear, Minna. It comes to all of us
in the end. It is the one thing about life that is
unavoidable."

"Yes." She
sighed. "And soon you will be at my side to comfort me on my last
journey."

A banshee
scream filled the room, followed by a heavy thud as Shista flung
herself at the door. The great bell tolled again, drowning out the
grief-stricken sand cat, and Blade glanced at the door as it
shuddered under her attack.

Minna gripped
his hand. "Do not leave me, Blade."

"I will not. I
am here, Minna, right beside you."

The door
rattled, and Shista's claws screeched on the wood. Her scream rose
to an ear-splitting wail of keening sorrow. Minna's eyes opened
wide, filled with anguish and pain that was not her own. Shista
reached out to her from beyond the door in a last, desperate
attempt to call her friend back from the brink of darkness, and for
a moment the two became one.

Minna's eyes
dulled and fluttered closed, and the cat's scream rose to a broken
howl of unfettered agony. The Queen sighed and went limp. Blade
held her hand for a little longer, then folded it over her breast,
arranging the other one and straightening her gown. She continued
to breathe in shallow gasps, her skin pale. He gazed down at her,
then turned away. The bell tolled again, reverberating through the
palace, and Shista howled and battered at the door.


 


 


 Chapter Eleven

 


Kerrion gazed
up at the walls of Minna-Satu's city, its battlements lined with
rows of men in glittering silver armour. No flags or banners flew
above Jondar, and no battle pennants fluttered in the breeze. The
silent army atop the walls made no move to defend it, but stood
like living statues, their weapons sheathed. As he rode up to the
gates, the bolts were drawn back with a loud scraping and the
mighty portal creaked open. He reined in his mount, wary of a trap,
and allowed a company of his men to precede him into the city.

They marched
unchallenged down the wide street that led through it, and he
followed. A vast, silent crowd lined the road, its members' hateful
faces turned towards him, watching him pass. Kerrion's scalp
prickled at the tension around him, and he waved one of his
advisors forward. The man spurred his beast to walk beside the
King's, and Kerrion turned to him.

"What is going
on?"

The advisor
shrugged. "It seems that Jashimari has surrendered, Sire."

"Never. I would
rather expect them to kill themselves than surrender. Why are there
no banners?"

"I do not know,
Sire."

"This is very
strange. I do not like it."

"Perhaps you
should camp outside and let your men sack the city first," the
advisor suggested.

"No. I will
lead my army, not cower behind it."

The boom of a
vast bell shattered the eerie silence, and Kerrion's horse reared,
cavorting with fright. At the knell, the people faced the palace
and sank to their knees, prostrating themselves. A keening arose
from them, a wordless, tuneless lament that chilled the Cotti
King's bones. He struggled to control his horse, and turned to the
advisor again.

"Now what?"

The man fought
his own beast. "I do not know, Sire."

A man at the
edge of the crowd drew his sword and fell upon it, and a woman near
him screamed, "The Queen is dead!"

Kerrion's blood
turned to ice. "No."

A portion of
the crowd began to chant the Queen's name, the dirge growing in
volume as more and more joined in, while other people kept up the
anguished wailing that made the King's hair stand on end. The
powerful emotion that arose from the people made the Cotti soldiers
look around in confusion. Veterans of many battles, they had known
grieving before, but not in this intensity. Women wailed and threw
themselves on the ground, tearing their clothes in an orgy of
misery, their high shrieks piercing the low chanting of the crowd.
From a nearby temple the singing of priestesses formed a melodic
counterpoint to the crowd's unbridled and tuneless mourning.
Kerrion glanced up at the golden bell and dug his heels into his
steed's flanks.

"Follow
me!"

The horse leapt
forward, and he galloped towards the distant palace with its gilded
minarets and pale walls, his soldiers parting to let him through.
Some shouted a warning as he raced past, but he ignored them. The
crowd's chant grew louder, and the great bell, high in its tower,
glittered as it swung, tolling again.

Behind him,
hooves clattered in pursuit as his mounted troops followed him in
his wild race towards the palace. The bell tolled, booming over the
city in a bull-roar of sound. The crowd howled the Queen's name,
and men fell on their swords beside the road, reddening it with
their blood. Kerrion glanced back, glimpsing the silent, unmoving
Jashimari army that occupied the city walls. Like the crowd, the
soldiers knelt where they had stood, facing the palace, their
weapons laid before them on the ground.

The great bell
tolled twice more before he reached the palace gates and clattered
through them, his sword ready to meet any challenge, but the
Jashimari soldiers offered no defence of their Queen or her palace.
He pulled his mount to a halt and leapt from its back, striding
towards the doors.

Cotti soldiers
overtook him and thrust their way inside, drawing their swords even
as he put away his own. Armoured Jashimari warriors watched them
pass with dull eyes, their swords idle in their scabbards. Kerrion
paused inside the doors and glanced about in confusion. His
soldiers ran ahead, most disappearing down the hallways, but a
group stayed with him. Hooves clattered outside as more of his
soldiers arrived, and he turned to the nearest officer.

"Find the
Queen! Go!"

The man ran off
with a group of soldiers as more rushed in. Kerrion sent them in
different directions with the same instructions, then set off with
a troop at his heels. His memory of the Jashimari palace was hazy.
He had seen little of it when he had been here, and it was not
enough to find his way around now. Apart from the soldiers who
stood in the doorways, the place seemed to be deserted, and, after
several minutes of fruitless searching, he grabbed one of them and
demanded the Queen's whereabouts. The Jashimari soldier glared at
him, refusing to speak, and Kerrion thrust him aside. The golden
bell pealed again.

 


Blade sat on
the edge of the plinth, one leg swinging, the other holding him on
his perch. The goblet of sacred water hissed beside him, audible
when the bell's huge booms faded and Shista's howls died down as
she drew breath. He listened to the faint sounds of running feet
outside, and tensed as they drew nearer. The guards outside the
door cried a challenge, their swords slithering from their
scabbards. A confusion of shouts arose, followed by the clash of
steel. Blade smiled, glancing down at the Queen's peaceful
face.

"I knew they
would fight their way in here, they are Cotti."

The battle
outside the door raged for several minutes as the Queen's honour
guard, the cream of her officers, fought to protect her. None would
survive, he knew. They would fight to the death. They were all
sacred Knights of the Veil, who considered themselves to be already
dead, as most Bereft did. He slid off the plinth and stepped
forward as the battle sounds grew less. Blood seeped under the
doors, and he averted his eyes.

The doors burst
open, and seven Cotti soldiers stepped over the bodies of the
fallen, pausing when they saw Blade. Shista roared, a deep guttural
sound that rose to a wailing scream. Her claws raked the door
behind him with a high shriek of tortured wood. Ten Cotti soldiers
lay beyond the main doors, their twisted bodies mixed with the six
dead defenders. Blade smiled, well pleased to see so many slain
Cotti.

The victors
edged closer, their eyes drawn to the Queen. One grinned, and Blade
drew a dagger and flicked it. The Cotti clutched his throat and
collapsed, thrashing as he tried to pull the weapon free, his mouth
open in a silent scream. His comrades hesitated, glancing at him,
then at the assassin.

From their
uniforms they were cavalry, and their familiars waited outside,
which made them far less dangerous than dog soldiers. Blade drew
another dagger and threw it, and a second Cotti fell with a cry,
clutching his neck. The remaining five shouted and charged, swords
raised. Blade drew two daggers and threw them together, felling two
more. The last three rushed in, howling with rage, and he yanked
out another two daggers as they reached him.

The assassin
spun, his steel-tipped arms outstretched. One man fell with his
throat slit, blood spouting from his jugular, the other two leapt
back. Blade faced them, smiled and beckoned them closer with a
dagger. A soldier lunged at him, thrusting with his sword, and
Blade spun aside, his steel-shod feet clacking. He stabbed the
Cotti under his outstretched arm before he had time to recover, and
the soldier jerked back with a yell, collapsing.

Blade leapt
over the next man's sword as the Cotti slashed at him and sank his
dagger into the soldier's neck. This time he missed the jugular,
and the injured Cotti backed away, his sword held before him. The
assassin smiled as the soldier retreated to the door. When he
reached it, another four Cotti ran up, and together they advanced
again, spreading out to encircle the assassin.

Blade grinned,
ready to take on anyone who made a move, his senses expanded to a
preternatural awareness of everything around him. The soldier
behind him rushed in, and Blade whipped around, took two strides
and leapt, his blade-tipped boot impaling the man under his chin.
The force of Blade's kick sent the Cotti crashing onto his back.
Another charged in, and Blade spun, his kick slashing open the
soldier's throat. He swayed aside as a sword skimmed past his ribs,
but another slashed his arm, making him drop a dagger. He bent and
jerked another weapon from his boot, straightening in time to meet
a soldier's charge and stab the man as he crashed into him, sending
the assassin sprawling.

The wounded
Cotti bellowed, slashing at Blade with his sword, but the weapon
was too long for such close quarters. Blade stabbed him twice more
before he stopped yelling, and the last two flung themselves into
the melee. A sword hit the floor beside Blade's head with a clash
of steel on stone, and he lashed out with a steel-tipped foot,
stabbing the man in the thigh. The soldier fell with a grunt, and
Blade twisted to plunge his weapon into the man's throat. As he did
so, a sword skittered off the chain mail on his belly and sank into
his thigh.

Blade snarled,
jerked up his other leg and stabbed his attacker behind the knee.
The man's legs buckled, and he sank to his knees beside the
assassin. Blade twisted and slashed him across the arm before he
could leap out of reach, making the soldier drop his sword and
scramble away, clutching the wound. Blade sat up with a grimace,
the sword protruding from his thigh. Gritting his teeth, he jerked
it out and flung it away, then rose to his feet, his eyes fixed on
the wounded soldier. The Cotti retreated to the door, cursing.

Eleven Cotti
lay slain on the floor of the bier room, their blood forming
crimson pools between their yellow-clad forms. The survivor watched
the assassin from a safe distance, unwilling to face him again. Two
more Cotti ran up, and the wounded man turned to them.

"Call the King.
We've found the Jashimari Queen, and her pet killer, it seems."

Blade stood
gasping, his left lung burning. His injured arm throbbed, and he
pushed one dagger into his belt, freeing a hand to clamp over the
wound. He limped back to the plinth, his torn thigh muscles sending
shafts of pain through him, and perched on its edge again. Seeing
no immediate danger of attack, he put away the other dagger and
relaxed, uncaring of the blood that trickled down his arm and
dripped from his leg.

The sight and
stench of so much gore sickened him, forcing him to avert his eyes,
so he watched his guardian. The Cotti at the door tore a piece of
cloth from one of the fallen Jashimari officers and bound his arm,
glaring at Blade from time to time. The assassin continued to watch
him, settling more comfortably on the edge of the plinth, his
injured leg swinging. The golden bell tolled, and Shista wailed in
her prison behind the door.

 


Kerrion loped
after the two soldiers who showed him the way, wondering what he
would find, for their garbled story was hard to believe. When he
arrived at the open doors to the bier room, the sight that greeted
him was no less amazing than the soldier's description. Ten of his
men lay before the doors, tangled with six Jashimari officers clad
in golden armour and white plumes - the Queen's personal guard.

Inside the
white room, crimson pools spread from another eleven of his
soldiers to lap at the foot of the marble plinth upon which Blade
sat, one leg swinging. Kerrion studied the assassin, noting the cut
on his arm and wound in his thigh that oozed blood in a steady
drip. Blade looked a little thinner, his hair and brows stark
against his pale skin. The setting seemed appropriate for the
assassin, a chamber of death awash with blood, like the cold purity
of snow that the scarlet stains of death's carnage sullied.

Kerrion's gaze
skipped past the assassin to the Queen's peaceful visage, and his
heart twisted. Stepping over the bodies in the doorway, he advanced
on Blade, ignoring the warning of one of his soldiers. When he did
not heed the man's admonition, the soldiers moved to flank him,
their swords ready. Blade drew a dagger from his belt and hefted
it, eyeing the oncoming group.

"Tell them to
stay back, or they die."

Kerrion waved
the soldiers back, and an officer protested, "Sire, he's
dangerous."

"Of course he
is dangerous. But he will not harm me. Am I right, Blade?"

The assassin
smiled, a gentle expression at odds with the cold hatred in his
eyes. "Unfortunately you are."

Kerrion
approached the marble plinth, avoiding the blood, his gaze fixed on
the supine Queen. "She still breathes." He hastened the last few
steps and leant over her, clasping her hand. "She is still alive. I
thought..."

"She is dead,"
Blade stated, not bothering to glance at the King.

Kerrion brushed
a lock of hair from Minna-Satu's brow, his eyes roving over her
face. His longing for the sight of her had plagued him since he had
left Jashimari. "Why did you let her do this?"

Blade snorted.
"Let her? I like the way you put it, Kerrion."

The king turned
his attention to the assassin, releasing Minna's limp hand. "And
you. Why are you still here? I thought you would be long gone,
hiding somewhere."

"That is not my
way. I do not run and hide like an animal."

"Because you
knew I would find you." Kerrion smiled. "I admire your bravery,
facing me after all you have done. Or did you just stay to see how
many of my men you could kill?"

"A fair number,
it would seem."

"I thought you
could not fight?"

"Do not believe
everything I say."

Kerrion
considered the assassin. "I am glad you are here. It saves me the
trouble of finding you."

Blade stared at
him, and Shista, who had been quiet for a time, chose that moment
to vent a mournful wail. Kerrion glanced at the door with a
frown.

"Where is the
Princess?"

"In the throne
room with the new Regent and her handmaidens. That is guarded too.
The officers have orders to let no one in but you."

"Is she truly
my daughter? Have you seen her?"

"Yes, she has
your hair." Blade scowled, looking away. "Perhaps you should make
sure your soldiers do not fight their way in and slay her before
you even lay eyes on her."

"My men do not
kill babies."

"I have seen
them do it before."

"They have
orders not to kill anyone who does not fight."

 


Blade slid off
the plinth and picked up the cup that stood on its edge. He limped
away a few steps, then turned to face Kerrion again. "And will you
honour your daughter's inheritance?"

"What choice do
I have?" Kerrion glanced at Minna. "She has ensured that her people
stay free, though it may cost me dearly."

Blade raised
the goblet in a toast. "Well, at least her death has not been in
vain. I had my doubts. Cotti kings have never ranked high in my
estimate of honourable men. But I am afraid I must deny you the
satisfaction of torturing me in revenge."

Kerrion
frowned. "What do you mean?"

Blade
considered the cup. "This is a good vintage, a gift from the
Queen."

Kerrion's eyes
narrowed as he stared at the goblet, and the assassin waited for
the realisation to dawn that it was the only cup in the room, and
not empty. The King lunged at Blade as the assassin raised the
goblet to his lips.

"No!"

Blade slugged
back the contents in a gulp, then grimaced. "Minna was right, it is
vile."

Kerrion halted
before him, and his hands flashed out to grip Blade's collar.
"Why?"

The assassin
dropped the cup and whipped out a dagger, pressing it to Kerrion's
jugular. The Cotti soldiers rushed forward with swords raised, but
their King turned his head and bellowed, "Get back!" The soldiers
hesitated, then retreated. "Stay away, he will not harm me,"
Kerrion growled, facing Blade again.

The assassin
grinned without humour, almost a snarl. "Did you think I would let
you torture me, Kerrion? Have your men not done enough
already?"

"A couple of
cuts. You fought them!"

"I was not
talking about that."

Kerrion's eyes
slid away, and Blade dug the dagger into his throat, forcing him to
meet his gaze. "I have dreamt of this often, you know. Your death
would bring me a great deal of satisfaction."

"I was not
going to torture you."

"A likely
story. I killed your father and your brother, you cannot let me
live."

"You were
pardoned for my father's murder, and no one can prove that you
killed Lerton. You did not use your usual method."

"Who else could
have done it?"

Kerrion jerked
Blade closer, almost nose-to-nose with him. "Who knows? If you are
not going to use that dagger, drop it, it is starting to irritate
me."

Blade smiled
and lifted the dagger, then turned his head and flicked the weapon
towards the doors. A Cotti soldier gasped and crumpled to the
floor, the dagger sprouting from his neck. Kerrion shook Blade,
almost lifting him off his feet.

"You bastard.
You deserve to be tortured."

"As I
thought."

"But you saved
my life."

"I did not want
to. Rather credit the Queen with your rescue. I was just the
instrument. She ordered it."

The anger
seemed to drain out of Kerrion. "You are a fool. You disappoint
me." He released Blade and stepped back.

"I am not fool
enough to believe anything you say."

"Enough of one
to think me a liar." Kerrion glanced at the men by the doors. "Get
out and close the doors."

The officer
opened his mouth to protest, but Kerrion's glare made him close it
again, and the soldiers retreated. Blade watched the Cotti King
pace around, then he faced the assassin again.

"How long do
you have?"

The assassin
shrugged. "A few more minutes."

"Who is the
Regent?"

"Chiana."

"Can she be
trusted?"

Blade smiled.
"I would not, but then, she is my wife."

"Your wife!"
Kerrion shook his head in bewilderment. "Poor girl."

"My sentiments
exactly, but it was her idea." Blade eyed the King. "If you want to
tell me something, you had better make it quick."

Kerrion gazed
at him, undecided. "Perhaps I should not."

"Make up your
mind."

"Do you know
why I have come here?"

"To conquer
Jashimari. It is what your forefathers have wanted for centuries,
but could not achieve because Jashimari was too strong. Now the
Queen has placed your daughter on the throne and foiled your
ambition. You cannot take what is rightfully hers. You waited until
the Contara attacked us, a betrayal that your brother engineered,
and still you have failed."

Kerrion smiled,
his eyes raking the impassive assassin. "Proud of it, are you not?
You always did have too much pride. But in fact I did not come here
for that reason. You see, I too have laid plans. Minna is not the
only one who can do that."

Blade's knees
buckled, and he staggered, startled by the weakness that invaded
his legs.

Kerrion stepped
forward, but halted at the look in the assassin's eyes. "I see we
are running out of time."

"You had better
talk faster."

"I came to
drive out the Contara..."

Blade fell to
his knees as a wave of dizziness engulfed him. Despite his best
efforts to counter it, the strange weakness swept through him in a
numbing tide. He sank back on his haunches, his head drooping as if
he was immensely tired, then he slumped sideways as his legs slid
out from under him. He breathed heavily, fighting the creeping
numbness that stole through him in an enervating lethargy that
sapped his will. Kerrion stepped closer and fell to one knee beside
him.

"You do not
want to die, do you, Blade?"

The assassin
rolled onto his back, staring at the vaulted marble ceiling. He
refused to look at the Cotti King's triumphant face as he struggled
to breathe, his chest tight. "Your victory is empty. You did not
defeat me. You win only because I chose to die, not because you
killed me."

 


"You did not
have to do this, you know." Kerrion frowned at the assassin,
surprised to find himself disliking the situation.

"Rather death
than torture."

The golden bell
tolled, and the faint chanting of the crowd came through the walls.
In her prison, Shista moaned, a sound filled with pain and sorrow
as she paced the floor with a padding of paws. Kerrion leant
closer.

"I came for the
Queen."

"She is dead."
The assassin sighed, closing his eyes. "As am I."

Kerrion gripped
the front of Blade's jacket and lifted him up, shaking him. "Not
yet. I have to tell you this first."

Blade's eyes
opened in a brief, frosty glance. "Whatever it is, it makes no
difference to me now. I never really cared, anyway."

"I am not going
to lose her. I did not come all this way for nothing, do you hear
me? Blade!" Kerrion shook the limp assassin, but Blade's eyes
remained closed. "I came back for Minna, and I will need your help
to save her, damn you!"

Blade's lips
moved, and Kerrion leant closer to hear his whisper. "Too
late."

"No. Blade,
listen to me! I will not let her die!"

Blade's mouth
curled in a faint smile. "Too late."

"She is still
alive! This is not her fate, or yours." Kerrion stared at the
assassin, realising that he was talking to himself. Blade had
slipped into oblivion. Lowering him to the floor, the King rose to
his feet and looked down at him, then strode to the doors and
yanked them open. The soldiers outside snapped to attention,
gawping at the assassin stretched out on the floor. The officer
grinned and stepped forward to clasp Kerrion's shoulder.

"Well done,
Sire."

Kerrion shook
him off. "I did not kill him, you idiot, he took poison like the
Queen. Bring two litters at once, and two shrouds. We are taking
them back to the desert."

The officer's
face wrinkled in disgust. "But Sire..."

"Just do as I
say, Commander, I have no time to bicker with you."

The unfortunate
soldier saluted, looking abashed, then snapped orders at his men.
When he turned back, Kerrion demanded, "Where is the throne
room?"

"I don't know,
Sire."

"You and
everybody else. Why does no one know anything around here? Find it!
It is the only other room that is defended, and do not start any
more fights. Just tell me where it is."

The commander
saluted and trotted away with his men, leaving Kerrion to wander
back to the plinth, where he gazed at the Queen's peaceful face.
Shista moaned and scratched at the door. He placed a hand on
Minna's neck to assure himself that a pulse still beat there, then
leant forward to kiss her brow, a sad smile curling his lips.

"How brave you
are, Minna-Satu. I am so glad I reached you in time. But I do wish
they would stop ringing that infernal bell." Kerrion sighed and
rubbed his face. The tendays of travelling had taken their toll,
and he was exhausted. "You could have chosen a better companion to
stay with you. I doubt he was any comfort."

The Cotti King
stroked the silken hair that fanned across the white satin pillow,
his heart filled with a gentle sadness.


 


 


 Chapter Twelve

 


A knock at the
door startled Kerrion, and he swung around to find one of his lords
awaiting permission to enter. The King smiled, for Lord Batian was
one of the few he trusted, and perhaps the only one in whom he
confided. Batian was also a man of eagles, and had a male as his
familiar, smaller than Kiara. Batian stepped over the bodies,
avoiding the blood as he walked to the dais to look down at the
Queen.

"So, this is
the Jashimari Queen. Quite beautiful, in an exotic way." He glanced
at Blade. "Who is he?"

"The assassin
who slew my father. Do you not remember him from the trial?"

Batian shook
his head. "I was not there. I could not stomach the circus Lerton
put on."

Kerrion gazed
at the unconscious assassin. "He is known as the Queen's Blade, but
that is just one of his titles. He is also Lord Conash, Lord
Protector of Jashimari and a sacred Knight of the Veil."

Batian
whistled. "That is a lot of titles."

"He has more.
He is also called the Silent Slayer and the Invisible
Assassin."

"Good thing he
is dead."

"Not
quite."

"But he soon
will be."

Kerrion nodded.
"In a few days, perhaps."

Batian's eyes
narrowed. "What are you planning, Sire?"

"You will find
out in due course."

"Still have
your secrets, huh?" Batian shrugged. "All right, so when will you
allow the army to sack the city? They grow impatient outside."

"We are not
sacking this city. We are leaving it intact and marching on
Contara."

"Why? These are
our enemies. The Contara are our allies."

"Not anymore,"
Kerrion retorted. "You have not been attending my meetings, have
you? Verone is an upstart and a murderer. He has laid waste to half
of Jashimari, and I will make him pay for that. I intend to conquer
Contara, since Jashimari is no longer an option. Why do you suppose
they put up no resistance? Why did I ride in here with not a single
sword raised against me?"

Batian glanced
at the carnage on the floor, and Kerrion snorted. "Aside from these
guards, who were defending the Queen's body from what they regard
as savage Cotti, and these stupid soldiers did nothing to give lie
to that reputation. Blade killed most of them, anyway. But they had
orders to allow me entry, just as I have entry to the throne room
where the Regent waits. This kingdom is already mine, by virtue of
the fact that it now belongs to my daughter."

"Your
daughter!" Batian frowned. "How is that possible, Sire?"

"I will not
bore you with the details. Suffice it to say, she was conceived
while I was a prisoner of the Jashimari Queen."

Batian
chuckled. "A fine conquest, though perhaps ill advised."

Kerrion smiled.
"Minna-Satu planned this, and she has succeeded in bringing peace
between our people after generations of war. I cannot make war on
my daughter."

Batian turned
away, looking thoughtful. "Many will be unhappy with this
arrangement, Kerrion. There will be those who will say she is just
a girl, and cannot rule a country. A great many will demand that
she be brought to the desert and raised as your daughter should
be."

"She is not
just my daughter. She is the Jashimari Queen, and she must be
raised here as her mother would wish. Those who love war so much
will have to be satisfied with conquering Contara. I have a firm
enough grasp on power now to deal with those who would turn against
me, I think."

Batian threw up
his hands. "I am with you. But expect trouble."

"I will, and I
have planned for that, too."

A knock at the
door made them swing around. An officer stood in the doorway, a
group of soldiers behind him. "Sire, we've found the throne room,
and the litters have arrived."

Kerrion
beckoned to the men who hovered outside, four of whom entered,
bearing two litters. Kerrion scooped up the Queen and placed her on
a litter, then took the folded shroud and covered her. Two soldiers
lifted Blade onto the second litter and covered him as well.
Kerrion turned to the officer in charge of the men.

"Take them to
the camp and place them in my carriage. Take a troop of men to
guard them, and do not allow anyone to lift the shrouds,
understand?"

The officer
bowed and turned to accompany the litters as they were carried out.
Kerrion faced Lord Batian again.

"It is time I
met my daughter."

The King
followed one of the soldiers through the palace, marching along
corridors lined with golden pillars and hangings woven from the
wool of rare antelope and embroidered with gold thread. He glanced
through open doors into vast rooms filled with furniture crafted
from rare woods and carpeted with rugs woven from wool dyed in
brilliant colours. The profusion of wood delighted the desert
dwellers, for to cut down a tree in an oasis was a crime punishable
by death. Here wood was used for many things, while in Cotti it was
reserved only for a few treasured items of furniture or carvings
and picture frames. Only the king and a few wealthy lords could
afford the luxury of wooden doors. The rest made do with curtains
or woven reeds.

Batian admired
the scenery as they walked, commenting on Jashimari's riches, now
theirs to plunder. Kerrion shot him a wry look, pointing out that
whatever Jashimari had to offer now belonged to his daughter, and
trade would be established between the realms. Batian, a war
veteran and seasoned warrior, shook his head in gentle reproof at
his King's soft-hearted approach to what he considered to be a
conquered land.

They arrived
outside the throne room's massive golden doors, where a group of
Cotti soldiers stood, looking sour. Ten stern-faced Jashimari
officers clad in golden armour and black tabards, their helms
crested with white plumes, guarded the door with drawn swords. At
Kerrion's approach one stepped forward and raised his sword in
challenge.

"None may enter
the throne room save King Kerrion, by the order of Queen
Minna-Satu."

"I am Kerrion,"
the Cotti King replied.

The officer
stepped back and lowered his sword, and two others pulled open the
doors. Kerrion walked forward with Batian beside him, but when his
soldiers followed, the Jashimari guards stepped into their path.
One pressed a blade to Batian's neck, and the Cotti soldiers
reached for their weapons.

Kerrion swung
around. "Hold!" His men released their swords, glaring at the
Jashimari guards. "You men wait outside."

One of his
officers protested, "Sire, it could be a trap!"

Kerrion looked
at the Jashimari officers, recognising Captain Redgard amongst
them. "It is not a trap, is it, Captain Redgard?"

"No, King
Kerrion, it is not. Only the Queen, her Regent and handmaidens wait
within."

"Allow My Lord
Batian to accompany me."

Captain Redgard
glanced at Batian. "If he relinquishes his sword."

Kerrion nodded
to Batian, who unbuckled his weapon and handed it to the Cotti
officer. The Jashimari guards stepped back, and Redgard sheathed
his sword and marched ahead of the Cotti King. Passing the pillars
that lined the walls and obscured the view of the throne, he
stopped in the centre of the room.

"Regent, King
Kerrion and Lord Batian are here."

Kerrion walked
past the pillars and turned to gaze at the group of women around
the throne. They sat on piles of cushions, clad in flowing gowns of
drab mourning grey. All possessed red-rimmed eyes and tear-stained
cheeks. One rose as he approached them, a slender woman with bright
chestnut hair and soft grey eyes, who cradled a dove in her hands.
She stood beside the empty throne and waited for him to arrive at
the bottom of the three shallow steps that led up to it, then
stepped forward.

"King Kerrion,
I am Regent Chiana."

Kerrion nodded.
"I remember you. You used to be the Queen's chief advisor."

"That is
correct."

"All this is
unnecessary." He waved at the doors. "My men would not have harmed
you."

"The Queen must
be protected."

"She was never
in any danger. We are not savages." He stepped closer. "I would
like to see my daughter."

Chiana turned
to a girl behind the throne, and the handmaiden came forward
carrying a silk-swaddled bundle. She descended the steps and
stopped before him, pulling back the edges of the wrappings to
reveal a tiny pink face nestled against the cloth. Kerrion leant
forward to study the visage with its button nose and rosebud mouth.
Dark lashes fanned her cheeks and a shock of golden hair curled
around her head.

He held out his
arms. "Let me hold her."

The handmaiden
glanced at Chiana, who nodded. She handed over the infant Queen,
and Kerrion held his daughter. Cradling her against the
gold-ornamented steel of his armoured chest, Kerrion turned to Lord
Batian.

"My
daughter."

Batian peered
at the child. "She looks like a Cotti. I have never heard of a
blonde Jashimari."

Kerrion stroked
his daughter's cheek, and she opened her eyes, yawning. "She is my
daughter, I do not doubt it." He turned to Chiana. "What is her
name?"

"Queen
Kerra-Manu."

"Kerra." The
King rocked her, evincing a toothless smile, and he returned it,
blinking. "My first-born daughter. My little Queen. How I wish your
mother could be with us now."

Chiana clutched
the dove to her breast, clearly struggling to keep her face
expressionless. "You have seen her?"

"I have just
come from there." He glanced at her, noting the despair in her
eyes. "She is at peace."

Chiana bowed
her head, and several handmaidens wept. The Regent swung on them.
"Silence!"

They subsided,
and she faced Kerrion again, who asked, "How long are they going to
keep ringing that damned bell?"

"Three days,
until the Queen's mother ceases to breathe."

"Is that all
she is now, the Queen's mother?"

"She is the
Elder Queen, but she is dead to us."

Kerrion
snorted. "A barbaric custom. And you call Cotti savages."

"Are you going
to honour your daughter's legacy?"

"Your former
Queen was far wiser than you, Chiana, if you have to ask that
question. Even your husband asked it, but I expected it from him.
He hates and distrusts the Cotti, with good reason. Yes, I intend
to honour my daughter's legacy. I shall withdraw from Jashimari
lands just as soon as I have driven the Contara from my daughter's
kingdom. However, I will leave some of my people here, some
advisors to help you with your decisions and a company of men to
guard my daughter."

Chiana raised
her chin. "That is not acceptable. The advisors, yes, but no
soldiers. The Queen is quite safe here."

"You realise
that if anything happens to this child, the war between our realms
will start again."

"I know that.
No one will harm the Queen."

Kerrion's eyes
narrowed, but he nodded. "Very well. In ten years' time, I will
send tutors to teach her the ways of the Cotti, our history and
customs. I shall visit her each year to ensure that she is happy
and well cared for. I would also like her to visit my city and see
the desert, but I know that Jashimari Queens do not leave the
palace."

"Perhaps some
arrangement could be made."

"Good." Kerrion
rocked Kerra, who gurgled and waved her arms. "I will be sending
envoys to negotiate trade agreements, and I shall expect them to be
treated well. I shall also expect your arms' merchants to provide
weapons and armour for my men, which you will pay for. Whatever
armies you have left will help to oust the Contara, after which you
may do with them as you please. Until Kerra is old enough to rule,
you will inform me of all your major decisions, and I will tell you
whether or not I agree with them."

"Traditionally,
the Queen's father has no power in Jashimari," Chiana pointed
out.

"Traditionally,
the Queen's father is not the Cotti King."

"Indeed. Very
well. I agree."

"You have
little choice. At this moment Jashimari is mine, and I am giving it
to my daughter only because she is my child. I do not have to. And
for chasing the Contara from her lands, I shall expect a yearly
stipend to be paid in goods, the value of which I will work out
later, until she is of age. In return your people will remain free,
and Jashimari will enjoy the protection of Cotti."

Chiana turned a
little paler, and her lips compressed in a grim line. "Next you
will be choosing her consort."

"Husband. My
daughter will marry, and she will raise a family. Her eldest
daughter will inherit when Kerra is fifty years old, at which time
she will abdicate, not kill herself. But she will choose her
husband."

"You are
flouting ancient Jashimari traditions. Next you will demand that
her husband rule as King and make her choose from Cotti
warlords."

"No." Kerrion
shook his head. "I am not being unreasonable. Her husband will have
no power, just some fancy title. As for your traditions, they are
barbaric. I will not have my daughter taking the damned Queen's
Cup."

"May I suggest
that you argue that point with your daughter when she is
older."

Kerrion smiled,
tickling Kerra's cheek. "I am sure she will agree."

"Anything
else?"

"Yes. You will
show me proper respect in the future. You will bow as you would to
your queen and you will call me 'Sire'."

"Will your
daughter have to do this as well?"

"No." He
frowned at her, annoyed. "You are only the Regent. Kerra is the
Queen and my equal in rank, but you will never be, understand?"

"Yes." She
lowered her gaze to the grey dove she cradled.

"Good." He bent
and kissed his daughter's forehead, making her gurgle. Smiling at
her, he turned to the handmaiden, who stepped forward to take the
child.

"One more
thing," he said. "My army will occupy this city until that damned
bell stops ringing, and no one will enter the room where Minna-Satu
and Blade lie."

Chiana's head
jerked up. "The Elder Queen is in state. Her people must be allowed
to pay their last respects."

"No. In this I
will not be swayed, and I will place guards at the doors to ensure
it. Let her people pay their respects outside. They are doing it in
the city now anyway."

Chiana blinked.
"How did Lord Conash... meet his end?"

"He took the
Cup."

The Regent
bowed her head, hiding her expression as he turned away and marched
to the doors, re-joining his men outside. The Jashimari guards
closed the portal behind them, and Kerrion led the way back to the
courtyard where his war stallion waited. He issued orders to the
officers, then spurred his steed through the gates and into the
city, a troop of men surrounding him.

In the big tent
that had been erected for him in his camp outside the city, Kerrion
called a meeting of his lords, advisors and senior officers. In a
succinct speech, he explained the situation, claiming a victory to
soothe their pride. His daughter was now the Jashimari Queen, and
through her he would rule Jashimari. Most of his advisors seemed
delighted with the news, and some of his lords smiled and nodded,
but many of the officers looked unhappy until he told them that
they would be invading Contara, thus conquering two kingdoms.

Kerrion sensed
undercurrents of dissatisfaction, but he had expected that, and
tried to spot the dissenters amongst his lords. Batian vouched for
the Cotti appearance of the Jashimari Queen, and Kerrion explained
her conception, omitting his reluctance, which brought delighted
growls from the men. He went on to recite the terms he had dictated
to the Jashimari Regent, which mollified them further. When he sent
them on their way, he was satisfied that he had most of their
support.

As soon as the
meeting was over, he went to the carriage where Minna and Blade
lay. Pulling off the Queen's shroud, he sat beside her and took her
hand, its warmth and her soft, shallow breaths reassuring him that
she still lived. With a sigh of relief, he dug inside his jacket
and pulled out the small pottery flask he had carried with him for
the last three tendays. He gazed at it, remembering his strange
encounter with the gentle-eyed old man who lived in a cave.

Shamsara had
been expecting him, it seemed, for he was not surprised when the
Cotti King appeared outside his cave, red-faced and panting from
the steep climb. Over a strange, meagre lunch of crushed leaves and
herbs, Kerrion had explained his dilemma and begged for a way to
save Minna-Satu.

Shamsara
regarded him with sad eyes. "She has done it then? She is having
your child?"

Kerrion
nodded. The Idol of the Beasts sighed and shook his head. "Changing
the future is a terrible thing, and now you want to change it
again."

"Yes, I
do."

"You cannot
stop her from taking the Cup."

"Is it her
fate?"

"No." The old
man pondered. "My prediction changed her fate. You just cannot get
there in time. She will take it as soon as they see you
coming."

"But is there
a way to save her?"

"Yes."

"What?"

"The antidote
to the Queen's Cup, of course," Shamsara replied as if it was the
most obvious thing in the world.

"I did not
know there was one."

"No one does,
except me. But you must have suspected that there was, otherwise
why did you come?"

"I hoped, is
all. So what is it?" Kerrion asked. "And where can I get it?"

"You can get
it right here. It is my blood."

Kerrion stared
at the old man, astounded. "Your blood?"

Shamsara
glanced around. "Is there an echo in here? Yes, that is what I
said. But it will change the future of the whole world if I give it
to you." A yellow viper coiled into his lap, its forked black
tongue flickering as it tasted the air.

"How?"

Shamsara
stroked the snake's scales with a finger. "I have lived for eight
centuries, Kerrion, and I am destined to live for two more. If I
spill my blood to save the Jashimari Queen, I will start to die. It
will take a long time, perhaps another hundred and fifty years, but
it will cut short my existence by fifty years or more. Each Idol
lives for an era, a thousand years. This will bring the dawning of
the new Age sooner. The next Idol will be born before I die, and I
fear that she will be an Idol of the Elements."

"What does
that mean for the world?"

"Well, it
changes many things. There are three Ages; of Plants, of Beasts,
and of the Elements. The Age of Plants is an innocuous one. People
discover the power to control certain growing things, just as they
now bond with certain beasts, like your desert eagle. The Age of
Elementals is always tumultuous, however, for then people gain
control over certain elements, fire, water, air or earth. It is an
Age of magic and sorcery, of good and bad mages with different
powers. It is very exciting, of course, but that is what will
happen if I save Minna-Satu."

"But it is
going to happen anyway, is it not?" Kerrion enquired.

"Yes. It just
brings it about sooner."

"And what harm
can that do?"

Shamsara
looked down at the deadly viper curled in his lap. "It upsets the
rhythm of the Ages. At the beginning of each Age, people are still
attuned to the last one. When I was young, people were shy and
peaceful, and had a strong love for the forests and plants. Your
people almost worshipped trees, and your oases were formed during
the Age of Plants, when men had the power to grow trees in the
desert.

"Because of
their gentle natures, when the new Age dawned they bonded with
harmless familiars such as deer, birds and butterflies. But with
each generation they grew bolder and more aggressive, and started
to form bonds with the predators.

"Then the war
started, and that made them even more inclined to bond with
dangerous animals. I had hoped that they would have a long enough
time of peace to forget their warlike inclinations and become
gentler before the Age of Elements arrived, but if I give you the
antidote, they will only have a hundred and fifty years."

"So what will
happen?"

The Idol of
the Beasts shrugged. "It means that bold, aggressive people will be
born with power over the elements, a dangerous combination. The
Idol of the Elements will have plenty of work preventing them from
tearing the world apart. With each Age, the duties of the Idols are
different.

"In the Age of
Plants, Agarenon travelled the forests healing any sickness he
found and preventing people from perverting the trees too much. My
duties are few, I do little more than hand out advice to those who
seek it, for the beasts take care of themselves. But the Idol of
Elements must, as I said, prevent people from destroying everything
with their power."

"I see. But
how does it happen? Do people lose their familiars and gain power
over an element?"

"No."
Shamsara's eyes twinkled. "As soon as the Idol of the Elements is
born, all children will be born with power over the elements and
not the beasts. There is a time of overlapping, until the last of
the beast-bonded people die."

"And the Idol
of the Elements will control all of them, while ordinary people
will control only one, just as you can bond with any beast?"

"Yes."

"So it does no
real harm, apart from making the new Idol's job a little
harder."

"Except to
me." Shamsara chuckled. "But then, I have lived a long time
already, have I not? What is fifty years?"

Kerrion made a
vague gesture. "The decision must be yours. I am not wise enough to
make such a profound choice. One that will change the course of
history. I want to save Minna-Satu more than anything, but she
would not wish to be saved if it costs the future of the
world."

"If you wed
the Jashimari Queen, you will usher in a new age for the Cotti
people."

"Is that a
prediction?"

Shamsara
nodded. "I could word it more formally, but Cotti prefer plain
speaking, not flowery dialogues like the Jashimari. Both of your
peoples have good and bad traits, and the best thing for them is to
unite. Already a great change is being made to the world, the
imminent ending the Eternal War. Had it lingered until the Age of
the Elements, it would have proved disastrous for both sides."

Kerrion
frowned. "Of course, with wizardry as a weapon..."

"Exactly."
Shamsara placed a pot on the fire and filled it with water,
throwing in some leaves and bits of bark. "Let us make a good pot
of tea, and we can talk on it some more."

They had
discussed many things over the following time-glasses, though
Kerrion could remember little of it now. As he was about to leave
with a heavy heart, thinking that Shamsara had decided against
giving him the antidote, the Idol of the Beasts had bade him wait.
Shamsara had pricked his finger with a knife and allowed a drop of
his blood to fall into the cold tea. He had poured it into a
pottery flask and handed it to Kerrion with a smile.

"Enough for one
cup of sacred water. Be happy with your Queen, Kerrion, and treat
her well."

The King had
smiled and taken the flask with a deep, reverent bow. "I shall,
Shamsara, and thank you."

 


Kerrion gazed
at the flask, Shamsara's words echoing in his mind. Surely Minna
and Blade had shared a cup between them? What if they had not? He
tried to remember the goblet in the bier room. It had seemed empty,
but the sacred water was clear. Yet Blade had drained it in a
single gulp. Surely a full cup would have been too much? He had
never drained a goblet in one gulp. He looked at Minna's peaceful
face.

"You shared it,
did you not? If not, I have only enough here to save you, but I
shall need Blade, just as you did. Cotti will be a dangerous place
for you, without Blade to slay those who will plot to kill you. If
I am wrong, though, you will both die, and I could not bear to lose
you." He shook his head, tortured by the choice. "You could only
have had one cup between you, it must be."

Unplugging the
flask, he poured the pale amber liquid into a goblet. He lifted
Minna, cradling her against his arm as he held the cup to her lips
and trickled the liquid into her mouth. She swallowed, and he kept
at it until she had drunk half the tea, then gave her a little more
just to be safe. He went over to Blade's litter and removed the
shroud, ensuring that the assassin also lived before he fed him the
last of Shamsara's tea.

Emerging from
the carriage, he instructed a soldier to summon a healer to tend
the assassin's wounds, and found the man's startled expression
amusing. Returning to his tent, Kerrion sent for Lord Batian, who
arrived promptly, looking curious.

"You summoned
me, Sire?"

Kerrion looked
up from the document he was reading. "Yes, I have work for you. I
am returning to the desert, and I am leaving you in charge of the
city."

"What about
your brother, Prince Armin? Surely he -"

"I do not trust
him with this. I am sending him to lead the army against the
Contara. Maybe he will get himself killed. It is only for three
days, until that infernal bell stops ringing, then you can withdraw
and join Armin. I want no trouble with the Jashimari, and you are a
fine statesman. There should not be any problems, since Queen
Minna-Satu has ordered her people not to fight us, and they seem an
obedient lot. Make sure no one enters the room where we found her,
and keep the peace, that is all you have to do. I will send five
advisors to Chiana's court; you will introduce them and see that
they are settled in."

"Which
advisors?" Lord Batian asked.

"I do not know,
take your pick. There are so many of them buzzing around me I do
not even know their names."

"May I ask why
you are returning to the desert now, Sire?"

Kerrion sighed.
"I have business to attend to, documents to be drawn up,
announcements to make, rebellions to put down. I must stay close to
my throne, lest I return to find one of my brothers sitting upon
it. Fighting the Contara is a job for my officers and lords, Armin
is just for show. Unfortunately I cannot be in two places at once,
and I need to find out what plots are afoot back home."

"Yes, Sire."
Batian bowed and withdrew, leaving Kerrion to finish reading the
document in front of him.

That night,
under the waxing Death Moon, Kerrion led a company of his best men
out of Jondar. In the ornate, gilded carriage that rumbled in the
midst of his troops, lay the sleeping Jashimari Queen, and in a
wagon at the back of the column, the Queen's Blade. The King
glanced back often at the carriage, his brow furrowed with worry,
wondering if either of them would ever wake again. All his plans
for the future hinged upon it. The fate of his kingdom and that of
the Jashimari depended on the man who lay in the wagon, hovering
between life and death.


 


 


 Chapter Thirteen

 


A persistent
rumbling and shaking dragged Queen Minna-Satu from the soft
darkness. It ebbed in waves, like a receding tide. Opening her
eyes, she stared at a strange wooden wall with a gilt-edged square
at its centre. Her eyes roamed over it, found that it had wider
edges and followed the gilt trim down to a velvet curtain that
seemed to defy gravity. Becoming aware that she lay on her back, a
cushioned softness supporting her, she frowned. Turning her head,
she winced at her neck's stiffness and gazed at her surroundings
with a mixture of puzzlement and disbelief. If this was the
Everlasting, it looked terribly mundane. Much like the inside of a
carriage.

The sounds
confirmed her impression. The steady drumming of horses' hooves and
the rattle of wheels upon a road combined with the gentle swaying
sensation of a well sprung coach. Her throat burnt and her limbs
seemed to be made of lead. When she tried to speak, only a croak
came out. Gathering her strength, she struggled to sit up and push
aside the blanket, raising a trembling hand to rub her neck.

Her head spun,
and she closed her eyes to block out the swimming scenery, biting
her tongue to force a little moisture into her mouth. Opening her
eyes again as the world steadied, she looked around. Gold-trimmed
maroon curtains covered the coach's windows, and the seats were
converted to cots with blankets and pillows. Graceful, leafy
designs of pale cream wood inlaid the polished dark golden variety
that clad the interior. Its tasteful opulence shrieked of great
wealth, the kind that only princes or kings possessed.

Her gaze fell
on a young, round-faced girl curled up asleep on the cot opposite,
and the Queen's brows drew together. She was Cotti, judging by the
long blonde tresses that spilt across the pillow. Minna swung her
legs over the edge of the cot, and the chill spring air nipped her
skin through her funeral gown. Glancing down at the plain white
cloth, she raised a hand to rub her brow as memories trickled back.
She recalled the pale marble walls of the bier room, and the golden
goblet of fizzing water.

Blade had been
with her, holding her hand as the world had receded behind a dark
curtain. She had died. Her mouth still had the musty flavour of the
sacred water, mixed with something that tasted like fusty tea. The
great golden bell had tolled for her. The memory of Shista's
anguished wails sent a shiver through her. She was dead. Yet she
was here, in a coach. Whose coach? Where was she? Rising on shaking
legs, she lurched across the carriage to pull aside a curtain and
peer out. Verdant fields and distant forests passed by, the
pastures dotted with grazing herds and farm dwellings. Her legs
wobbled, and she sat down on the cot, glaring at the sleeping
girl.

Freeing her
tongue from its sticky bed, she said, "You! Wake up!"

The girl opened
brown eyes and looked around, her expression becoming alarmed. "My
lady! You're awake!" She sat up. "Is there anything you wish?"

Minna tried to
swallow, but her mouth was dry. "Yes, stop this coach at once. I
demand to know what is going on. Who are you? Who has kidnapped
me?"

The girl looked
flustered at the number of questions. "I regret, my lady, I can't
stop the coach. I'm your maid, Sulina, and you're in the care of
King Kerrion."

"Kerrion! What
has he done? Why am I still alive?"

"I don't know,
my lady."

"Stop calling
me 'lady', I am the Jashimari Queen!"

Sulina bowed
her head. "How should I address you?"

"As your
Queen." Minna frowned. "But I am not your Queen, you are a
Cotti."

"I'll call you
'My Queen' if it pleases you. Would you like some wine? Water
perhaps?"

"Yes. And I
want this coach stopped, right now."

"I can't, My
Queen."

"Then I shall."
Minna rose and lurched to the window, pulling aside the curtains
again.

Sulina grabbed
her and pulled her back, pushing her onto the cot. "No! You must
not!"

Minna stared at
the girl, shocked and incensed at being so inexcusably handled by a
mere minion, and a Cotti at that. Rage washed away her disbelief,
and she slapped the girl. "How dare you lay your hands upon me?
Insolent girl!"

Sulina fell to
her knees, clutching her cheek. "I'm sorry, but you can't disturb
the march, My Queen, it's forbidden."

"Forbidden! By
whom, Kerrion? How dare he kidnap me? Who does he think he is?"

"He's the
King."

"Of the Cotti!
You may have noticed, girl, I am Jashimari. I will not stand for
this. I demand to be set free. I demand to see him, now!"

Sulina gaped at
the furious Queen, shaking her head. "I can't help you, I'm
sorry."

"You will be
even sorrier if you get in my way, girl."

Minna slid to
the end of the cot and started to pull aside the curtains. Sulina
grabbed the Queen's wrists to foil her design, cringing away from
the expected blow. Minna jerked a hand free and slapped the girl
again. Sulina imposed her hands between Minna and the curtains,
preventing the Queen from achieving her aim. A tussle ensued, and
Minna's weakness hampered her, though she still landed many
resounding slaps that brought shrieks of pain from Sulina.

 


At the head of
the march, Kerrion gazed at the green fields and thick forests of
this alien land, pleasing in its way. He longed for the wide open
spaces of his desert kingdom, with its sea of golden sand that
stretched away to the horizon in an unbroken expanse of trackless,
ever changing dunes sculpted by the hot wind. Jashimari's dampness
and its oft-leaden skies depressed him at times, especially when
days passed in sodden misery as rain poured from grey clouds. Then
the sun would burst forth to bathe the lush land in golden warmth,
and he marvelled at its verdure and the many streams that gurgled
across the road on mossy beds.

For one raised
in a desert, the abundance of precious water was a wonder. The cold
was unpleasant, however, as was the irritating necessity to wear a
thick fur jacket all day. Patches of melting snow still lay under
the trees, and on two occasions since his army had invaded
Jashimari, fluffy white flakes had fallen from the sky. It had
amazed and fascinated his troops, who had taken time to play with
it when they had camped at night, but soon discovered that it was
wet and cold. Since then, the novelty had worn off, and now they
cursed the cold that, unlike the desert, lingered all day as well
as at night.

Kerrion turned
as an officer rode up and matched pace with his steed. "Sire, there
seems to be some sort of uproar in your coach. Since we're not
allowed to enter it, I thought you should know."

"Uproar?" The
King stared at the man, then yanked his horse's head around and dug
his heels into its sides, yelling, "Stop the march!"

His officers
took up the cry, and the company slowed to a halt as the King
galloped back to the coach in the middle of the column. He leapt
down from his horse, alarmed by the shrieks and thuds coming from
within the carriage. Yanking open the door, he climbed in and
closed it behind him. Minna stood in the middle of the coach, her
eyes sparkling with rage and a handful of Sulina's hair gripped in
her fist. The girl wept and struggled, trying to pry the Queen's
fingers loose. Kerrion straightened in surprise and banged his head
on the roof.

He grimaced and
rubbed it. "Minna, let her go."

The Queen
glared at him, her cheeks flushed with rage. "Do not presume to
give me orders, Kerrion! This is an outrage! You will release me
this instant!"

"No, I will
not." Kerrion tried to pry her fingers from Sulina's hair.

"Take your
hands off me!" Minna snarled, and released the luckless girl to
turn on the Cotti King and slap him resoundingly across the face.
Sulina shrieked and crawled under a cot. Kerrion banged his head on
the roof again as he jerked back in shock. He rubbed his cheek,
smiling as he gazed at her.

"I suppose I
should have expected this." He grabbed her arms and forced her to
sit on the cot, then knelt in front of her, holding her in place.
"Listen to me, Minna."

She struggled.
"Unhand me this instant! How dare you?"

"I dare a great
many things, now listen to me." He shook her. "I am taking you to
the desert, where you will be safe. Your people think you are dead.
Kerra is the new Queen, and I have promised to honour her legacy.
Everything is as you planned it."

"Except
this!"

"Did you want
to die?"

She sagged. "It
was my fate. It had to be done."

"No, it was
not. You can still have a life. There is no need for you to
die."

"What life?
With you? As what? Your concubine? Why are you doing this?"

He shook his
head. "I cannot tell you that right now, but I will not make you do
anything you do not wish to, I swear."

"Then let me
out of this coach, now!"

"What will you
do? Go back to your city? Start the war again? All your plans will
fail."

Minna frowned
at him. "What have you done?"

"Saved your
life."

"So I can be
your slave, is that it? You want to humiliate me because I
outwitted you and stopped the war?"

"No! How can
you think such things? I am not a barbarian! You did not outwit me,
you gave me a reason to stop the war, and I am grateful for that,
not angry."

"You did not
agree with my plan when I asked for your help."

"I did not
think it would work." He shook his head. "It still may not,
although at the moment it seems to be."

"So I am to be
your hostage, should things go wrong. It will not work, I -"

"Stop jumping
to conclusions! You are not my hostage. I know that would not work.
I am not a fool."

"Then what am
I?" she shot back. "Why have you kidnapped me?"

"I have not
kidnapped you!" Kerrion was ready to tear his hair out. "I rescued
you, for God's sake! You could show a little gratitude."

"I did not ask
to be rescued."

He groaned and
released her, sitting on the cot opposite. "I know you did not, but
I thought you might appreciate it anyway." He ran a hand through
his hair, pausing to rub the lump on top of his head. "You will be
my guest, all right? You are not a prisoner, hostage or slave. You
will be treated with the utmost respect. No one will harm or insult
you, and you will not have to do anything you do not want to."

"Why have you
done this?"

"I cannot tell
you that. I will someday, but not now."

"And how can
you ensure my safety? You are taking the Jashimari Queen into your
city, and your people hate me."

He shook his
head. "They do not know who you are, nor must they ever. You are a
Jashimari lady. Minna-Satu is dead. I will arrange a funeral when
we reach Jadaya."

"Some may find
out. You may be able to hide me from the commoners, but your
brothers... Even if they do not know who I am, they will not
tolerate a Jashimari woman in your palace, not even as your
guest."

He sighed and
folded his hands. "I did not only save you."

"What do you
mean?" Her eyes widened. "Blade!"

"Yes. I think
so, anyway. He has not woken yet, as far as I know. Any plots
against you will be dealt with the same way you kept me safe when I
was your prisoner."

"You cannot do
this. He is... They will surely demand his torture and execution.
He will be in more danger than I."

"Not if they do
not know who he is."

She shook her
head, her loose hair falling around her face. "You cannot hide him,
and he will not obey you. You cannot use him thus."

"He will obey
you."

The Queen gave
a bitter laugh. "How little you know him. He will not."

"You are his
Queen."

"That does not
matter. He did my bidding because I paid him handsomely with lands
and titles as well as money." She waved a hand. "He has no loyalty
to me. He told me so himself. He is useless to you, release him
now."

"He can be made
to co-operate. I will find a way."

Minna slumped
against the wooden panelling, looking pale and upset. "You are
making a mistake."

Kerrion leant
forward, concerned. "Are you all right? Do you want something to
eat or drink?"

"Water."

Kerrion winkled
Sulina out from under the cot, and the girl brought Minna a cup of
water. Kerrion studied her, his expression guarded. The Jashimari
Queen was undoubtedly the most beautiful woman he had ever set eyes
upon, and utterly different from his people. While he possessed the
golden skin, flaxen hair and tawny eyes of the Cotti, Minna's
creamy skin contrasted starkly with her midnight tresses and blue
eyes that glowed within frames of thick lashes. Her delicate
features lent her an air of fragility that he knew to be false, for
although she was small in stature her will was equal to his own.
She still wore the flimsy gown in which she was to have been
buried, yet the cold did not seem to trouble her. Minna handed the
empty cup to Sulina with a sigh.

The Cotti King
indicated the girl. "This is your maid, Sulina. She will take care
of you on the journey to Jadaya."

"I am
accustomed to choosing my maidens."

"Well, I could
not bring a selection. Sulina is trustworthy, that is why I chose
her. At the moment, we three are the only ones who know you are
alive, and I would like to keep it that way. That is why I do not
want you to leave the carriage on the way to the desert."

Minna's eyes
glinted. "I will not be confined in this rattletrap for five
tendays!"

"Actually, it
is one of my better coaches. Perhaps after dark you can walk around
and stretch your legs, so long as you wear a veil. If anyone sees
you he will think you are Sulina." He wagged a finger. "But only
when I am here to accompany you, for your safety."

She snorted,
still frowning. "Where is Blade? Why is he not here with me? He can
keep me safe, when he awakes. I am certain that he will delight in
slitting any Cotti's throat if they come near me."

"I am sure he
would, which is why he is not here. He could cause a lot of
trouble. He will not take his new situation well, I fear. He is
confined to one of the supply wagons."

"You mean
chained."

Kerrion
shrugged, studying his hands to avoid her gaze. "Put bluntly, yes,
but he will not come to any harm, I assure you. I need him
intact."

Minna-Satu
looked thoughtful, eyeing him. "How long was I asleep, and how did
you revive me?"

"Three days,
and as to the other, I will explain in due course. It is a long
story. Right now I must get my men moving again, and you need to
rest. Sulina will provide for all your needs, just tell her what
you wish. But do not put your head out of the window or try to
leave the carriage. If you try to escape I will have to tie you up,
and I do not want to do that."

"As you pointed
out, what good would it do me to escape? I am ill-suited to be a
farmer's wife."

Kerrion
chuckled at the vision her words conjured up. "Good, at least we
agree on that point." He looked at the Cotti girl, who knelt in the
corner. "Tend to the Queen's comforts, Sulina. I will return when
we make camp."

Sulina pressed
her forehead to the floor. "As you will, Sire."

After Kerrion
left, Sulina sat on the cot opposite, gazing at Minna with great
admiration. "You're brave indeed to speak to the King so
boldly."

"I am a queen,
stupid girl. I answer to no one."

"I've never met
a woman who is unafraid of men, and the King treats you so well.
You even struck him, and he didn't retaliate."

Minna snorted.
"He knows better. I would never forgive him if he raised a hand to
me." She frowned. "Does he strike Cotti women?"

Sulina shook
her head. "I've never heard of the King doing such a thing, though
most men do. The King is a kind and just man. He even spends time
with his mother."

"I should think
so."

"None of his
brothers would ever do such a thing. It is considered unmanly to
take the council of women."

Minna's lip
curled. "That must be why Cotti are such fools. At least Kerrion
seems a little wiser than his forebears."

"He's a great
king."

"Perhaps."

After a pause
Sulina asked, "Is there anything you wish, My Queen?"

"Yes. I would
like a meal and wine, some warmer, more suitable clothes, shoes,
and my hair properly bound."

"At once, My
Queen." Sulina rose to her feet, and Minna pondered her unexpected
predicament.

 


Kerrion rode
back to check on the assassin, finding him still asleep. Returning
to his place at the head of the column, he led the men on towards
the mountains, his heart buoyant. Minna's awakening lifted a great
worry from his mind, and it was all he could do to keep from
grinning like an idiot.

Her reaction to
the situation had taken him somewhat aback, but he would have to
get used to the fact that she was not a subservient Cotti woman.
The prospect of her company delighted him. He enjoyed her spirited
arguments and proud demeanour. She was worthy of a king. Blade's
continued slumber worried him, however. He did not want the
assassin to die, but feared that he may have given him too little
of the antidote.

That evening,
after he had checked on Blade again, he walked to the carriage with
a heavy heart. Minna had kept Sulina busy, and was dressed in a
rich gown of burgundy velvet that he had brought for her, amongst
others. Her hair was dressed in elaborate plaits and ringlets, and
a healthy glow replaced her pallor. She tapped her foot when he
entered the coach, and pinned him with a cold glare.

"I am bored,
Kerrion. I trust you do not expect me to sit here and do nothing
for the next five tendays, since I may not even look out of the
window."

He sat opposite
her, smiling. "You could talk to Sulina. She can tell you all about
the desert and my city, our customs and traditions."

"Sulina is a
maid. She is not a fit companion for a Queen."

"Then what do
you want?"

"If you will
not ride with me in my prison, then let Blade. At least he has the
rank to be a suitable companion."

Kerrion smiled
at her assertion. "Before you elevated him, he was a common
assassin."

"But now he is
a lord."

"And he is
still asleep, I am afraid, but even when he wakes I cannot allow
it." He sighed, his smile becoming wry as he studied her mutinous
face. "I will ride with you as often as I can, all right?"

She sniffed. "I
suppose it will have to do."

"I thought you
liked my company?"

"It is
tolerable, though I find your manner of speech uncouth."

Kerrion
inclined his head. "I shall endeavour to remedy that."

"I find it
troublesome to think that I may never socialise with my own people
again. When we reach your city, I shall expect to enjoy Lord
Conash's company often."

"That may be
difficult. It depends on him, for if he is unco-operative, he will
have to be imprisoned."

Her eyes
narrowed. "So that is how you plan to bend him to your will?
Imprison him unless he obeys you, and offer him his freedom if he
does?"

"Something like
that. Do you think it will work?"

She shrugged,
affecting unconcern, but he could see that she disliked his plan.
"Far be it for me to try to predict Lord Conash. Even I do not know
him so well, but it may. I assume you plan to use him to
assassinate your enemies?"

"He is the
perfect man for the job, do you not think?"

"With his
thirst for Cotti blood, you may send him to kill one man and find
your entire court slain the next morning, and Blade gone. It will
be difficult to unleash him without the risk of his escaping."

Kerrion shook
his head. "I know him well enough to be certain he will only kill
the man he is paid to. His code of honour will ensure it."

"I would not be
so sure. When he wakes, you may find you have a sand cat by the
tail. You cannot let go, nor can you tame him. I do not think his
code will bind him when he finds himself imprisoned and
blackmailed. And what about his escaping? How do you plan to
prevent that?"

"I am not sure,
but it will not be easy to escape my city and cross the desert
alone. He had the help of your Cotti spy when he did it
before."

"He may prefer
dying in the attempt to dancing to your tune," she pointed out.

"That would be
unfortunate."

"Not only for
him."

 


In nightfall's
gathering gloom, three days after Minna-Satu took the Queen's Cup,
the huge golden bell high in the palace tower stopped tolling. A
great vacuum of silence followed the cessation of its mournful
dirge, as if the city held its breath. The citizens of Jondar
stopped what they were doing and turned to face the palace, then
fell to their knees in one last gesture of love and loyalty, a
great wail of sadness arising from them. Stalwart soldiers cried
out in grief, priests and priestesses offered up incense and
chants, tore their robes and howled their anguish.

Regent Chiana,
seated in her rooms with Jayon for company, looked up as the bell
fell silent. Two tears overflowed and ran down her cheeks. Usually
it was the duty of the new Queen to see to her mother's burial, but
now the burden fell upon the Regent, and she dreaded it. The
thought of seeing the two people she loved most in the world pale
and cold in death filled her with a deep, aching sorrow that sat in
her chest like a stone. Jayon murmured words of comfort, striving
to hide his grief.

When Chiana was
sufficiently in control of her emotions, she rose and walked to the
vast throne room where the honour guard and High Priestess waited.
A bevy of young priestesses bore garlands of sweet- scented white
shay flowers and bowls of sweet wine that would be used to wash the
dead before burial. Priests carried torches and bells, their heads
bowed and cowls hiding their faces.

All were clad
in the drab grey of mourning, and Chiana wore her bright chestnut
hair pulled back in a severe bun. A glance in the mirror that
morning had shown her that her sorrow was evident in the dark
shadows beneath her blue-grey eyes and the downturned corners of
her mouth. The bulk of the retinue went unadorned, only the honour
guard wore golden armour over their grey tunics. Black plumes
decked their helmets, and they carried their spears point down.

All stood in
silent solemnity as Chiana took up her position at the head of the
assembly and led them from the bier room. Four priests carried the
litter on which Minna-Satu would be borne to her tomb deep in the
bowels of the palace, to be laid beside her mother. All walked with
measured steps, while the priests rang their bells and chanted. At
the back of the procession four soldiers carried another litter for
Blade.

As the
procession approached the bier room's doors, the two Cotti guards
who stood outside it shifted with unease. Chiana halted before them
and glared over their heads, disdaining to look at them.

"Stand aside.
We are here to take the Elder Queen to her tomb."

"We have orders
to let no one in."

"Until the bell
stopped ringing. Are you deaf?"

The Cotti
glanced at each other, and one opened his mouth to speak again, but
a strident voice rang out behind Chiana.

"Stand aside,
fools!"

The guards
stepped aside, and Chiana turned to find Lord Batian, the Cotti
noble Kerrion had left in charge of the small occupying force in
Jondar, striding towards them. She glared at him, then led the
honour guard forward. Two officers moved ahead of her to push open
the doors. Their torches illuminated pale floors and walls,
glinting on the gilded edges of Minna-Satu's royal banner, which
hung beyond the satin-covered plinth. Chiana walked closer,
stopping in shock when she discovered that it was empty. She stared
at it, too stunned to speak, then glanced around for the second
body that should have been in the room. The chamber was innocent of
corpses, and Chiana swung to face Lord Batian, ignoring the angry,
horrified muttering of the clergy.

"Where is the
body of the Elder Queen?"

He drew himself
up, his expression unrepentant. "King Kerrion took it, and the body
of the assassin, Blade."

Chiana gasped,
struggling to master her shock. "This is an outrage! Why has he
done this depraved thing? To what end?"

Batian
shrugged. "I do not know."

"Is this how he
insults his daughter's kingdom? Does he mean to throw her mother's
body in some ditch beside the road?"

Lord Batian
shook his head, frowning. "I am sure King Kerrion plans to do no
such thing. He is an honourable man, but his reasons for this
action are, I am afraid, known only to him."

Chiana
approached him, her eyes bright with anger, and was annoyed to find
herself forced to look up at him. "You must know something."

"All I know is
that he had the bodies removed on the day he left, and he took them
with him."

"Why would he
do such a thing? As an insult to the Jashimari people? Is this how
he treats us? He denies our former Queen her rightful burial in her
ancestors' tomb and steals her body for his perverted reasons? This
is intolerable!"

"May I suggest
that you do not make this public, Regent?"

"Are you now my
advisor, Lord Batian? You treat Cotti women as fools, but do not
think that I am one. If I told the Jashimari people what your King
has done, they would turn upon the Cotti and slay as many as they
could."

"Indeed. I am
glad you realise that. I offer my regret for any anguish this
inflicts upon you."

"Your regret
rings hollow," Chiana retorted. "Not only has he stolen the body of
our former Queen, but also that of my husband. He has offended the
Jashimari nation with his theft and mortally insulted me more than
I can say. I would not accept your apology, or his, even if he, or
you, were to tender it, which I sense neither of you has the
manners or breeding to do. Suffice it to say, this incident
severely undermines the cordial nature of our peace, and I shall
require some form of explanation from your King in due course."

Lord Batian
accorded her a slight, stiff bow before marching away, the Cotti
soldiers following. Chiana turned to the High Priestess, whose
aged, grim visage might have been carved from wrinkled stone.

"Grave though
this is, we must keep silent about it, Exalted One," Chiana
declared. "In the interest of the peace our former Queen gave her
life to achieve."

The High
Priestess frowned, but inclined her head in reluctant acquiescence.
"As you wish, Regent. I do not agree with it, but the decision is
yours and I pray it is the right one. This, I think, is just the
first of many insults we will receive from the accursed Cotti
barbarians. By allowing it we pave the way for more. Nevertheless,
you are the one who was privy to the Queen's wishes and chosen to
carry them out. We will give honour and pray for her soul's safe
passage though her mortal remains have been stolen from us."

"Thank you,
Exalted One. I am certain she would have wished it this way. I
would not have thought Kerrion capable of such an atrocity. The
Queen had such faith in him."

"He is a
Cotti."

"So he has
proven."

Chiana went to
the door at the back of the room and released Minna-Satu's feline
familiar, Shista, from the prison to which she had been confined
during Minna's death. The dappled golden sand cat flitted past her
and vanished through the bier room's door without a backward
glance. Chiana watched her leave sadly, taking with her the last
echoes of Minna-Satu's presence. The inside of the stout wooden
door was scored with deep claw marks, which the cat had made in her
agony of grief when she had sensed her friend's demise.

After the short
ceremony of prayers and melancholy chants, Chiana returned to her
rooms, where she found Jayon bleary-eyed from a valiant effort to
drown his sorrow with several bottles of wine. The truant lock of
brown hair that was forever falling into his eyes was tousled from
being roughly brushed aside, and a melancholy demeanour had
replaced his normally cheerful one. He made an abortive attempt to
stand and bow as Chiana went over to her desk and sat behind it.
Abandoning his futile endeavour, he regarded her from his seat on
the divan.

"I trust the
ceremony went well?"

"No, it did
not." Chiana picked up a quill and pulled a sheet of paper towards
her. "The Cotti King has stolen the Queen's body, and Blade's. We
had nothing to bury, we only prayed."

Jayon stared at
her. "Why would Kerrion take them?"

"I would like
to know the answer to that myself. I can only surmise that he
sought to give insult."

"That
bastard!"

"My sentiments
exactly. I shall write a formal letter of protest."

Jayon leant
forward, putting aside his cup. "You need more spies in Jadaya. We
need to know what's going on there. I want to go as soon as
possible."

"You are not a
spy." Chiana glanced at him in surprise. "You would be
discovered."

"Well, not as a
spy as such. After all, we're no longer at war. Surely merchants
will be going there to trade now?"

"Not for a
while, I think." She stared at the blank paper before her. "It will
take time for the scars of war to heal and for our peoples to stop
regarding each other as enemies. It is still dangerous for a
Jashimari to go to Jadaya."

"I'll take the
risk. I was in more danger when I fought at the front."

She nodded, the
quill poised over the paper. Jayon had been a patrol leader during
the war, and rescued Blade after a Cotti spy shot him with a
crossbow. "If you really want to, then go with the wagons that will
carry the stipend to Jadaya. At least that way you will be going
there for a reason, and there should be no grounds for
suspicion."

"I shall find
out what he did with them, if nothing else."

Chiana scowled
at the empty page. "Good. Now I need to be alone so I can write
this letter."

Jayon tottered
to his feet and bowed, almost toppling over. Recovering with the
aid of a swift grab for the table, he weaved his way to the door,
closing it behind him. Chiana stared at the damp spots on the
paper, unable to stem the tears that rolled down her cheeks. She
longed to see her husband one last time and wash his body in the
ritual cleansing before burial, the last duty of a wife. Now she
would never see him again, and had no grave at which to mourn.

 


Blade lay in a
dream-like state, caught somewhere on the edge of a sleep from
which he could not wake. The rattle of wagon wheels, mingled with
the steady drumming of hooves, held him from the abyss of true
sleep. His limbs refused to obey him. Even his eyes would not open,
trapping him in the dark confines of his skull.

Sometimes the
travel sounds would stop, allowing him to sink into slumber's soft
arms, then they would start again, dragging him into the half-awake
state. Dreams of blood and death plagued him, from which he longed
to wake. At times dull pain throbbed in his arm and thigh, or he
was lifted and tasteless liquid poured into his mouth. Sometimes
voices impinged upon him, soft and calm or loud and argumentative,
but the words made no sense.

One day, with a
supreme effort of will, he dragged himself from the horror of a
bloody dream into the world of drumming and rattling, forcing his
eyes open. A canvas canopy hung over him, billowing in the wind.
The hoops that held it up swayed as the wagon rumbled over rough
roads. As he gazed at it, the sleep that dogged him threatened to
drag him back into its enervating depths. He gave a wordless cry of
despair, fighting to stay in the world of sensations.

His shout
jolted him further from the dream-like state, and he struggled to
raise his head from the hard pillow. A vista of retreating, sunlit
desert greeted his drooping eyes. He flopped back, crying out again
to prevent the creeping monster of lethargy from dragging him back
into its midnight folds.

Slowly his head
cleared, and the real world became sharper and clearer, the sounds
more defined, the sensations stronger. He forced flaccid muscles to
do his bidding and propped himself up on one elbow, finding that
his wrists were shackled to the floor. With a growl he jerked at
the chain, the flash of pain bringing him more awake.

Blade became
aware of his weakness, a terrible taste in his mouth and his
belly's growling emptiness. That, combined with the desert behind
the wagon, told him that he had been asleep for a long time. After
a while he flopped back, the effort of staying awake a futile one
when he could do nothing about his situation. He allowed the
drowsiness to engulf him, and slipped into a dreamless doze.

The rattle of a
pot nearby woke him, and he opened his eyes. The wagon had stopped,
and a scrawny, middle-aged Cotti sat on the back of it stirring a
fire-blackened pot. He tasted its contents and nodded, then turned
and shuffled towards the assassin. As he glanced down at Blade, the
Cotti's eyes widened and he gave a yelp of surprise, retreating.
Blade watched him until he vanished from sight, then closed his
eyes again, drifting into a doze. Voices woke him again, one of
them familiar, and he opened his eyes to find Kerrion standing over
him, smiling.

"So, at last
you are awake. I had almost given up hope. Olan here assured me
that you would never wake up." He cast an amused glance at the
Cotti servant, who ducked his head. "Probably just wishful
thinking. Luckily he was wrong."

Blade jerked at
one of the chains. "Let me up, you bastard."

"Humiliating,
is it not? No worse than the way you treated me after you took me
prisoner."

"At least I
captured you while you were awake."

"True, but then
I did not try to take the coward's way out."

The assassin
glared at the Cotti King. "You had no reason to. You thought
yourself safe in your father's camp. If you have done this because
you want something from me, you will not gain it unless you let me
up now."

Kerrion glanced
at Olan. "Go fetch some stew for our guest. I think he needs
something more solid than broth." He turned to Blade as the servant
scuttled off. "What makes you think I want something from you?
Perhaps I only want to punish you for your crimes."

"You would not
go to so much trouble for that."

"Perhaps."
Kerrion took a key from his pocket and undid the shackles that held
Blade's wrists, allowing him to sit up. The assassin swayed, almost
fainting from weakness and hunger, and glared at Kerrion, who went
on, "Do not think I am intimidated by your threats. You have to
eat, and I am not spooning it into you."

"How long have
I been asleep?"

"More than four
tendays. Olan has been looking after you, feeding you broth and
water and tending to your wounds."

Blade eyed the
shackles that bound his ankles. "Why have you done this? What do
you want from me?"

Kerrion turned
as Olan appeared with a bowl of stew, dismissed him and offered the
bowl to Blade. "Eat, you look like you need it."

The assassin
fought the urge to smash the bowl into Kerrion's face, then his
hunger overcame his pride and he took it with ill grace. After
eating for a few minutes under Kerrion's watchful gaze, he
paused.

"You did not
answer my questions."

"Nor do I
intend to, yet. You will find out soon enough." He frowned. "Since
you did not ask, the Queen is in good health and most concerned
about you."

"I suppose she
is to be your slave."

"You Jashimari
all think alike. She will be treated according to her rank, and no
harm will come to her."

Blade put aside
the half-finished stew and rubbed his brow, fighting another bout
of sleepiness. "I do not particularly care, Kerrion, but you will
not get what you want from me, no matter what it is."

"Oh, I think I
will. You do not strike me as a man who would enjoy prison."

Blade's head
sagged, and his eyes closed despite his struggle to keep them open.
Darkness washed over him in a solid wave.

 


Kerrion cursed
as the assassin slumped, caught him before he banged his head on
the floor and lowered him onto the hard pallet. Blade looked ill,
his face gaunt and his eyes sunken, but that was to be expected
after coming so close to death. His fine, sculpted features, which
his illness had honed further, enabled him to disguise himself as a
woman for difficult assassinations. This ability had earned him a
reputation that named him the Invisible Assassin. The fact that he
was a beardless eunuch allowed him to use the disguise to great
effect, even at close quarters. His silver-grey eyes could chill a
man's soul with their arctic stare, yet his smile could melt the
hardest heart.

Blade's victims
suspected nothing until the cold steel of his dagger pierced their
hearts. His long black hair was tied with a leather thong and his
leather jacket had been removed so that Olan could tend the wound
in his arm, exposing the small black dagger tattoo at the base of
his throat, the mark of an assassin. Kerrion marvelled that one so
slight of build, although owning a whipcord strength and well
defined musculature, could be so deadly. This was the man who had
slain Kerrion's father and half-brother, neither of whom he mourned
with particular fervour. Blade's recent assassinations for his
Queen had earned him yet another title; the Queen's Blade. With a
sigh, the King shackled the assassin's wrists again and pulled the
blanket over him, then quit the wagon.

Returning to
the carriage, he found Minna waiting with her usual impatience,
annoyed by his tardiness. As soon as he closed the door, she
confronted him.

"Is Blade
awake? I must see him at once."

"He is asleep."
Kerrion sat down. "He woke only for a few minutes, ate a little
food, then passed out again."

"How was he? Is
he very angry?"

"Yes, but not
as angry as I had expected. He was quite calm, though he did not
like being chained up. Apart from that he seemed almost normal, for
him."

"What did he
say?"

Kerrion
shrugged. "Not much. He asked a few questions and made a few
threats. I told him you were well, although he did not ask, but he
was not really interested."

She looked
away. "Why should he be? He does not care about me."

"So he said.
Does that not anger you?"

"No, I
understand him well enough in that respect, I think. I would have
been surprised if he had asked after me. But I am concerned for
him. Why did he fall asleep again so quickly? I did not."

"I gave him
less antidote than you, perhaps that is slowing his recovery. I am
sure he will come out of it soon."

"Perhaps. Then
again, it may be a good thing if he does not. I would not like him
to suffer at the hands of your people."

Kerrion gazed
at her. "You care a lot for him, even though he is a cold-hearted
bastard who does not give a damn about you."

"If he cared
for others, I might find it hurtful. But he cares for no one, so I
am no different from the rest. That I can accept, and yes, I am
fond of him. He has served me well and earned my affection and
respect." She pinned him with a sharp gaze. "How do you feel about
him?"

He hesitated,
caught off guard. "I respect him, certainly, even admire him a
little, I suppose."

"And you like
him." She held up a hand when he opened his mouth to deny it. "Come
now, Kerrion, there is no shame in it. He is not your enemy, though
he would have you as one, for he hates all Cotti without reserve or
exception. You do not need him so desperately to assassinate your
enemies, you have Cotti assassins, I assume. Perhaps not as good as
him, but adequate nonetheless. Yet you saved him, which you would
not have done had you hated him."

"I do not hate
him, but I would not go as far as to say that I like him,
either."

"You do."

Kerrion
laughed, throwing up his hands. "Far be it for me to argue with
you. Think what you will."

"I will tell
you something that may help you to understand him. Much as he hates
this world, for since his family died he has known little but
suffering, he hates himself more. It consumes him, and because of
it he has no pity, no loyalty and no love to give to anybody."

He looked
puzzled. "Why do you feel the need to explain him to me?"

"Because if you
are to find a way of gaining his co-operation, you will need to
understand him better. Even now his attitude puzzles you. How can
you hope to control him if you do not know him?"

"I will rely on
you to tell me, because if you wish him well treated his
collaboration is necessary."

Her eyes grew
chilly. "I see. Now you blackmail me to coerce him. This does not
sit well with me."

Kerrion looked
down at his hands, spreading them. "No, do not think of it like
that. I need your help to persuade him to protect you from those of
my half-brothers who will plot to have you killed. It pains me to
admit it, but I need his help. I cannot hire Cotti assassins to
slay a prince, they would not do it. In time, I will weed out the
dissenters amongst My Lords and advisors and persuade the rest that
you can do them no harm. But until then I need you both to help me
if you are to stay alive."

He pulled aside
the curtain and stared out of the window. "Believe me, taking you
to the desert is not something I want to do, knowing the dangers
that await you there. But you left me little choice. I could not
leave you in Jashimari, where you might be discovered. I have told
My Lords that you are my prisoner, a prize from the Jashimari
conquest, for that is what they think it is. I have to tell them
that or my crown will be jeopardised, you understand?"

He glanced at
her, and she nodded, frowning. Kerrion went on, "You talk of having
a sand cat by the tail in keeping Blade alive and imprisoned. But I
already have a far greater beast by the tail, one that could turn
on me at any moment. My half-brothers still plot against me, and it
may take a few of the older ones to die before the younger learn to
respect me.

"This task
should please your assassin immensely. He will get to kill more of
Shandor's sons. I cannot have them executed when they are too sly
to be caught plotting against me. I would need proof to convict
them, and they will certainly ensure that I have none. They will
stand by one another and back each other up, making any trial a
farce, which is why Blade is so important."

He sighed and
ran a hand through his hair. "So you see, Blade's captivity is for
your benefit, not my ambitions. By taking you to Jadaya I am
endangering myself by giving my brothers a good reason to plot
against me and gather others to their cause. If not for you they
would find it very difficult to do me harm. I am making their task
much easier, and I shall need a weapon against them if either of us
is to survive."

"Why is my life
so important to you?"

"I cannot tell
you that yet. When we reach Jadaya I will explain everything, I
promise."

The King rose
and yanked open the carriage door, vanishing into the darkness.
Minna almost went after him, then caught herself and sank back onto
the cot, staring after him in puzzlement.


 


 


 Chapter Fourteen

 


Blade woke each
day for a short period on their journey through the desert, finding
Olan on hand to give him food and water. The time he spent awake
gradually increased, but when they arrived in Jadaya he was asleep.
He woke on a bed with linen hangings, in a room built from pale
yellow stone. A table and two chairs stood between him and the
door, and a narrow window allowed in a shaft of hot sunlight. He
sat up, eyeing it with a mixture of hope and suspicion.

Finding his
wrists unshackled, he experienced a surge of elation. It seemed
that his helpless state had lulled the Cotti into laxness. He rose
and headed for the window, then stopped as he became aware of a
stricture around one ankle, and that a jingle of chains accompanied
his movement. Glancing down, he found that his ankle was shackled
to the bed. With a growl of frustration, he sat down and examined
the shackle's lock, wishing he still had the lock picks he kept in
his belt. He was clad in a loose grey linen shirt and trousers, and
he wondered what had happened to his old clothes.

The door opened
and Olan entered, carrying a tray. He smiled when he spied the
assassin's dour expression and placed the tray on the table before
walking closer. "So, you're stupid enough to think we would leave
you in your own clothes, with all the little tools you had hidden
in them, eh?" He chuckled. "All the tools of your trade are gone,
assassin, even the little dagger that was hidden in your boot."

Blade glared at
him. "Insult me at your peril. One day you may stray within my
reach, Cotti scum."

"I'm not afraid
of you, murderer. You have no weapons."

"I don't need a
weapon to kill a little runt like you."

Olan drew
himself up. "You'll change your tune when the King orders you
flogged."

"But I am not
going to do that," Kerrion said from the doorway.

Olan swung
around and bowed. "Pardon, Sire, I meant no disrespect."

"No, only to
frighten our guest, which will not work, I assure you. You will
treat him with respect in future. He is a lord in his land, and you
are just a servant. You will treat him as you would a Cotti lord,
Olan, is that understood?"

"But he's
Jashimari, Sire."

"That is
right." Kerrion walked closer. "A land my daughter will one day
rule, and whose people are no longer our enemies. It may be
difficult for you, but I chose you for this duty because I trust
you. Do not worry, his threats are empty. He only kills when he is
paid to, is that not so, Blade?"

The assassin
inclined his head. "Or in self-defence. But breaking a few bones is
allowed."

"Then break
them if he insults you again." Kerrion sat at the table.

"If I am to be
treated with such respect by your servants, why is it that I am
chained like a dog?"

"Give me your
word that you will not try to escape, and I will free you."

The assassin's
hands clenched, and he glowered at the Cotti King. "Tell me why you
have brought me here."

Kerrion looked
at Olan. "Leave us." The servant scurried out, and the King
gestured to the bowl of stew and goblet of wine on the tray. "Eat.
Soon you will fall asleep again."

His stomach's
growling drove the assassin to take the chair opposite Kerrion and
pick up the spoon.

The King
observed, "I am surprised by your calm acceptance of the situation.
I had expected more outrage from you."

Blade spooned
the meaty stew. "You do not know me."

"No, I do not.
You obviously have a great deal of self-control, which is an
excellent quality." Blade ignored him, and Kerrion continued, "I am
sure you know why I have brought you here, since it is not to
punish you. I shall be forced to imprison you, however, if you do
not co-operate."

The assassin
paused, his spoon raised. "You want to hire me."

"I would not
have put it like that, but yes, I suppose I do."

"I do not work
for Cotti."

"Our kingdoms
are no longer at war. There is no need for continued animosity
between us." Kerrion leant forward. "Surely you would enjoy being
paid to kill more Cotti?"

"Not by you. I
will not be a tool for you to use. The end of the war does not
change the way I feel about Cotti any more than your servant likes
to serve a Jashimari."

"I thought you
were a little more intelligent than Olan."

"What does
intelligence have to do with it?" Blade sipped the wine, finding it
sour. "If I hate Cotti enough to want to kill them, I surely hate
you too much to work for you."

"You hate
everyone, so what difference does it make that I am Cotti?"

"There are
degrees of hatred, and you are at the very top of my list."

"Why? I
understand why you hated my father, but I have done nothing to you.
In fact, I have abolished the slavery of Jashimari children in my
camps, and I have had several officers flogged for the
offense."

"That is
supposed to make me like you?" Blade snorted. "You are the son of
the man who was responsible for the death of my entire family, and
my mutilation."

"You have had
your revenge for that, and I do not hold it against you. We should
be even, you and I. My father's soldiers murdered your family, and
you have slain him and my brother."

Blade banged
down his goblet. "I will not argue the matter with you. The answer
is no."

"Then I will
have to send you to prison."

"Do it. Once
they see my mark I shall be dead within the time-glass."

The King sat
back, frowning. "And this does not bother you?"

"I will
probably be asleep at the time."

"What if I told
you that you would be sent to kill those who would murder your
Queen?"

"Makes no
difference."

Kerrion watched
him eat, frowning. "What if your Queen gave the orders?"

"She is just
your puppet now."

The King
snorted. "Minna would never be a puppet. All I would do is tell her
who was plotting against her. The decision to kill them would be
hers, so how is that serving me?"

"Keeping her
alive is serving you, since she is now your prisoner. It was her
fate to die, and you have meddled in it, mine too."

Kerrion jumped
up and went over to the window, leaning on the ledge to stare out.
"I went to see Shamsara. I asked him if it was her fate to die, and
he said no. He gave me the antidote that saved you both, and he
said that much good would come of her being in Jadaya."

"Is that why
you saved her? Why did you go to see him?"

"I went to ask
for an antidote. You told me that she would take the Cup. You would
not understand why I saved her; you are incapable of such
feelings."

Blade pushed
aside his empty bowl. "You are saying that you feel something for
her? You love her?" He laughed with genuine amusement.

Kerrion
listened with a tinge of resentment, glad that Blade could not see
the reluctant smile that tugged at his lips, for the assassin's
laughter was infectious.

Blade chuckled.
"The Cotti King in love with the Jashimari Queen. What glorious
tricks God plays on us mortals." His mirth faded. "It would be even
more amusing if I believed it."

Kerrion swung
to face him. "Laugh all you want. It is true, whether you believe
it or not. You are not capable of such emotions, and for that I
pity you."

Blade's smile
vanished. "And I despise you for stooping so low, pretending to be
a slave to your feelings, and especially for thinking that you
could sway me with such blatant lies. What is more, you are
professing to be in love with a woman who loves someone else."

Kerrion strode
over to the assassin and yanked him to his feet by his collar.
"Who?"

"Why should I
tell you?"

The King shook
him, his brows knotted above blazing eyes. "Tell me, or I will have
you flayed and fed to the crows!"

Blade smiled.
"I do not know his name, some young lord she knows."

"You are
lying!"

"Am I?"

"I shall ask
her."

The assassin
shook his head. "She will deny it. Her existence depends upon you
now, and she is afraid of death. She hardly had the courage to take
the Cup. She begged me to help her."

"And you
did."

"No, I refused
to pour poison down her throat, but I offered to put a dagger in
her heart. She should have taken my offer, then we would not be in
this situation."

Kerrion shoved
the assassin back into his chair. "You are a lying bastard. She has
never mentioned any lord."

"Of course not,
that would give her away."

"She is not as
calculating as you. She would have asked, in an off-hand manner to
disguise her true feelings, but she would have asked if he was
still alive. When you love someone, knowing they are in danger but
not knowing if they are alive is the cruellest torture."

Blade shrugged.
"Perhaps she made sure he is safe."

"He does not
exist! You cannot bluff me. I know you to be a liar, so why should
I believe a word you say?"

The assassin
picked up his wine cup and tilted his chair back in a relaxed
manner as he sipped from it. "If you do not believe a word I say,
why ask for my word of honour that I will not escape?"

Kerrion banged
his fists on the table, making the empty bowl jump. "You do have
honour! I know you do. One thing I have learnt about you is that
you have pride, too much of it in fact. It is about the only thing
you do have, is it not? Without it you would be just a common
criminal, murdering whomever you pleased. But you have a code, and
you stick to it because without it you are nothing." He leant
closer. "Do you want to be chained?"

"Not
particularly, but nor will I swear not to escape." He sipped the
wine, fixing Kerrion with a chilling stare. "You may as well send
me to die in your stinking prison. I will not help you."

"I will see to
it that you do not die. You do not know what misery is yet. If you
help your Queen, not only will you be freed and treated well, but,
in addition, rewarded handsomely. A bigger estate in Jashimari,
more riches, more titles, whatever you want, but most of all, when
the danger is past, your freedom."

Blade chuckled.
"How desperate you are. Try begging, why don't you? Maybe the sight
of you on your knees will move me."

 


Kerrion paled
with rage, his fists becoming white-knuckled as he fought the urge
to grab the assassin's neck and throttle the life from him. He
controlled himself with an effort, swinging away to pace. "You will
regret this. If you are no use to me I may as well turn you over to
the courts. With my testimony, you would be convicted of killing
Lerton and executed by extreme torture. You know how we torture
Jashimari criminals, do you not? Is that not what you feared so
much that you tried to take your own life with the Queen? Now are
you going to earn it by refusing me? I hold your fate in my hands.
I can do with you as I see fit."

"Whether I help
you or not."

Kerrion swung
to stare at him. "So that is it. You think I will dispose of you
this way even if you do help me. What will it take to convince you
that I mean what I say? I am not a liar, like you, and I have more
honour than you do."

"You are a
Cotti."

"And you are a
Jashimari, yet I would accept your word of honour. Cotti regard
Jashimari as cultureless savages. A crude matriarchy governed by
superstition and barbaric rituals. It is all a matter of opinion,
and which side you are on. If I give my word, it is as binding to
me as yours is to you."

Blade's eyes
drooped, and he put down the goblet, his movements becoming
sluggish. He tried to speak, but his eyes closed and he slumped
sideways onto the floor before Kerrion could reach him. The King
stared down at him, cursing, then strode to the door and ordered
the guards to place the assassin on the bed before he marched off
towards the rooms where Minna was housed.

The Queen
looked up at Kerrion's entry, and he glanced around at the changes
she had made to the rooms. Silk hangings softened the walls and
doorways and cushions were piled on the floor. Minna reclined on a
mound of these, and she waved away the maids who attended her.
Girls with darker hair than most, he noted.

As soon as they
were alone, Kerrion lowered himself onto a pile of cushions nearby
with a frustrated sigh. "Do you like your rooms?"

"They are
adequate, and I am improving them. You have spoken to Lord
Conash?"

He nodded. "The
fool will not agree to help me. He does not trust me. He thinks I
plan to double-cross him, and he claims that he will not work for a
Cotti."

"But you
expected this, surely? You could not have thought that it would be
easy to persuade him."

"No, not easy,
but it seems to be impossible. His arguments make sense. They are
all logical and understandable. I would probably do the same thing
in his situation."

Minna smiled.
"Naturally. You are both proud, intelligent men. Perhaps if you
think of a way in which you may be persuaded, it may work on him
too."

"You might have
more success than I. Will you speak to him?"

"I would like
to, but not necessarily to persuade him to help you. I doubt that I
would have any more success than you in that matter."

He scowled.
"Then I will have to give him a taste of what he can expect if he
does not co-operate. Perhaps the reality of it will be more
persuasive than the threat."

"You should
just let him go. Shista will find me soon, and she will protect me
from harm."

"She can be
killed -"

"As can Blade.
No one is infallible."

His scowl
deepened, and he looked away.

 


Blade woke to
find Olan bending over him, and lashed out with a fist before the
servant could leap out of reach, hitting the Cotti in the face.
Olan fell backwards with a grunt, and the assassin was after him in
a flash. He gripped the lapels of Olan's jacket and hauled him into
sitting position. Olan pawed at the blood that oozed from his nose,
gasping with shock.

"Where's the
key, Cotti scum?" Blade growled.

Olan shook his
head. "I don't have it. The King has it."

Blade ran his
hands over Olan's clothes, then pushed the servant away. Olan
scrambled up and staggered to the door, where he paused to glare at
the assassin.

"You'll pay for
this, you bastard. I can do anything I like while you're senseless.
Remember that when you wake without an eye or nose."

Blade paced to
the end of his chain. "I would not advise it."

"You couldn't
do anything about it, Jashimari dog."

Blade growled,
and the servant left. After pacing about for a while, he sampled
the beef stew Olan had brought, awaiting the imminent arrival of
the King. Kerrion marched in a few minutes later, obviously keen to
catch the assassin while he was awake. Blade ignored him as he sat
opposite, continuing to eat.

Kerrion watched
him, then, when Blade paid him no mind, he pulled a rolled up
parchment from his jacket and banged it down on the table.

"Read it."

The assassin
ate another mouthful before he picked up the document and read it,
then he tossed it aside and returned to his meal. "So, you can
write. I am impressed."

"This is your
last chance. I have put my offer into writing, more than that I
cannot do."

"My answer is
still no. Not only because I do not trust you. I will not work for
a damned Cotti, and it makes no difference if the Queen is your
mouthpiece."

"You would
rather go to prison?" Kerrion demanded, scowling. "Why do you care
about this so much? You, who claim to care about nothing and no
one, refuse to do this because I am Cotti. What difference does it
make to you?" He glared at the assassin. "You do have feelings,
otherwise you would not care for whom you worked."

Blade chewed,
staring into the bowl. Spitting out a piece of gristle, he put it
to one side, then glanced at Kerrion as if surprised by his
impatient silence. "You expect an answer to that? It surprises you
that I hate Cotti?"

Kerrion shook
his head, the anger fading from his expression, leaving him tired
and dejected. "No, it does not surprise me. It saddens me that you
would let your emotions, which you scorn so much, interfere with
your well-being. You condemn yourself to the misery of prison
because of them. You came here to save me from the gallows on the
orders of your Queen, yet you will not save her from Cotti
conspirators. That makes no sense."

"I did not come
here to save you. I refused to do it. Only the lure of killing
Lerton persuaded me, saving you was the unsavoury part of the
bargain."

"But you did
it."

"I was paid
well, not only in gold, but with the life of your brother."

"I am offering
you the same bargain!" Kerrion thumped the table. "Some of my
brothers will have to die before this is over, and into the bargain
you will be saving your Queen."

"She may be
better off dead."

Kerrion paled
at Blade's callous words, his hands clenching. With a growl, he
jumped up and walked to the door. "Then we have nothing more to
discuss. You will be sent to prison directly. I hope you enjoy
breaking rocks, because that is what you will be doing for the rest
of your life."

After the door
had slammed behind Kerrion, Blade pushed away the bowl of stew and
sat back, his appetite gone. He stared at the wall for a long time,
his mind blank, unwilling to envision what lay in store for
him.

When the guards
came for him, he allowed them to shackle his hands behind his back
and place chains upon his ankles. They marched him through the
palace, then pushed and shoved him across a broad, paved courtyard
into another wing of the sprawling building. They manhandled him
down several flights of steps into a gloomy dungeon where a huge,
brawny man wearing a leather apron and chain mail over a
sweat-stained brown tunic met him.

The bald giant
eyed his new charge with evident pleasure, revealing rotting teeth
in a welcoming grin. He stepped up to Blade, topping the assassin
by more than a head, the stench of stale sweat heavy upon him. The
lines of caked dirt that filled every crease in the greasy man's
hide disgusted Blade. Although the assassin had not bathed for far
too long, this man appeared never to have bathed at all.

"Well, what
have we here?" The jailer reached out a dirty hand to tug open
Blade's collar with banana-like fingers. "A Jashimari assassin.
Never had one of these before."

One of the
guards who held Blade stated, "He's to be kept alive, the King's
orders. He has some sort of disease that makes him sleep a lot.
He's to be put to work whenever he's awake, breaking rocks in the
yard."

The jailer
nodded, leering at Blade. "My pleasure. I'll look after him, don't
you worry."

The guards
shoved Blade towards his new keeper, and the burly jailer gave him
another, harder push, sending him staggering down the corridor, the
chains almost tripping him. The jailer followed, and one of the
guards called after them, "He's to be kept alive, remember!"

"The bastard
won't die in my prison, no matter how much he begs for it," the
jailer shouted back.

 


Minna looked
around as Kerrion entered her room, his face thunderous. Waving
away the handmaidens who awaited her orders, she turned to face the
irate King as they left the room and closed the door.

"I know that
look well. Chiana wore it often after visiting Blade."

"I know just
how she felt." Kerrion poured himself a cup of wine. "The bastard
will not listen to me. He will not agree. I even put it in writing
to show that I am in earnest, and he mocked me."

She sighed.
"Lord Conash is a difficult man."

"He is a
fool."

"What will you
do?"

Kerrion gulped
the wine, frowning. "I have already done it. He has been sent to
prison. Perhaps after a few tendays of breaking rocks he will
listen to me."

"He may
die."

"No, he will be
kept alive. I have ordered it."

She turned away
to hide her anguish. "He is not that strong, Kerrion. He was
wounded badly in the desert, shot through the lung with a crossbow.
It still troubles him."

"Do not worry,
he will be looked after. My men know that the penalty for failing
me is harsh." He walked closer, his tone softening. "I still hope
to persuade him. I will not jeopardise his life, and besides, I do
not want him dead. If I did, I would not have saved him from your
Queen's Cup."

"Something may
happen... an accident, the other prisoners..."

"He will be
watched constantly."

Minna turned to
find him standing quite close to her, and he lowered his eyes to
the wine his cup. She walked over to the window, putting a distance
between them again.

"You promised
to tell me why you brought me here after we arrived, and we have
been here two days already."

Kerrion nodded,
keeping his eyes lowered as he put down the cup. "I know. But I
still do not feel the time is right."

"What are you
waiting for? Why is it so difficult to tell me?"

He shrugged,
turning away. "It is difficult for me. A delicate matter, and you
seem a little aloof."

"Of course I am
aloof. I am at a disadvantage, not knowing what you intend for me.
It puzzles me immensely. You save me from death at great cost,
bring me here and house me in luxury you can ill afford, judging by
the rest of your palace. Yet you make no demands of me, even though
my presence here puts you in danger."

He faced her
again, raising his eyes. "And you cannot guess the reason?"

"I dislike
guessing. I am not accustomed to it." She found herself unable to
meet his gaze.

Kerrion watched
her. "You know as well as I do why you are here. You are not
stupid, Minna. Tell me something that has puzzled me for many
moons. The night you came to my bed, why was I unable to resist?"
He smiled. "I have always prided myself on my ability to resist
beautiful women. I have spurned many who were thrown into my path
over the years, since I was little more than a boy. At first I did
not object, but soon I decided not to be like my father. I decided
that I would remain celibate until I wed, and then I would take
only one wife. My resolve held firm from that day until the night
you came to me disguised as a handmaiden."

Minna fiddled
with the curtain beside her, frowning. "You were drugged."

"I thought so.
You put it in my wine at dinner, did you not?"

Minna nodded,
and Kerrion walked closer, his gaze intent, but she could not look
at him. He cupped her chin and raised her face, forcing her to meet
his eyes. She longed to slap his hand away, but his touch seemed to
paralysed her.

The King looked
deep into her eyes. "I do not think it was necessary. Had you come
to me as yourself, I doubt I could have spurned you. I had already
fallen in love with you."

Her eyes
widened. "Then how did you know you were drugged?"

Kerrion
laughed, released her and turned away. "I have just opened my heart
to you, and you ask how I knew I was drugged." He picked up his cup
and took a gulp of wine, setting it down again. "I felt
light-headed and befuddled. Does that answer your question?"

She nodded. Her
heart hammered and a lump clogged her throat.

Kerrion
growled, "Are you as cold as that damned assassin of yours? Did you
come to my bed only to conceive my child? Was it all part of your
cold, calculated little plan to end the war, and nothing else?"

"No."

"Then what?
Tell me, I need to know. I have risked everything to bring you
here, and there is only one thing I want from you. Is it mine, or
do you love another?"

"How can you
say that? I..." She turned away, but he gripped her arm and yanked
her back.

"Do not lie to
me, and do not turn away when you speak to me."

She jerked from
his hold. "Do not test your strength on me. There is no need for
violence."

"Violence!" He
laughed. "You have never seen violence in your entire sheltered
existence, never mind experienced it."

"You have taken
me by surprise, and you rush me. Allow me time to gather my
wits."

"Or think up a
good lie. Damn you, Minna, I love you, is that so difficult for you
to say? If you feel it, then it should not be."

She gazed up at
him, filled with confusion. "I do not want to make a mistake. I
have not much experience with such things. I think I do, because
I... found your company very pleasing. I wanted to see you as often
as I could. When you left I was sad, bereft. I longed to keep you
with me, but I could not. I watched you ride away, hoping you would
look back, give some sign that you did not wish to leave, but you
did not. And after the night I came to you, you were cold and
distant. You hardly spoke to me, and declined to dine with me. I
did not understand it."

Kerrion ran a
hand through his hair, looking contrite. "I was also confused. I
did not know it was you that night. I felt guilty. I thought I had
betrayed you with another and I was ashamed. I did look back many
times."

Minna smiled, a
flush warming her cheeks. "Then it seems we felt the same way, and
if what you feel is love, then I must feel it also."

"I am sure of
it. I have thought of little else since we were parted. When you
sent Blade to testify for me, I thought you felt the same."

"I did. I
wanted to write to you and tell you of our child, but I was afraid
you did not care for me."

He placed his
hands on her shoulders and gazed into her eyes. "You must have been
blind. I was certain you knew. I could not hide it." He kissed her
brow. "I am sorry I was angry just now. Blade told me a huge lie.
When you were so reluctant I became jealous, thinking he may have
told the truth."

"What did he
tell you?"

"That you love
another."

She laughed.
"But I do."

Kerrion
recoiled as if slapped. "Who?"

"Our daughter,
Kerra, of course."

He smiled, then
grimaced and rubbed his brow. "Of course you do. I am sorry. It
must be terrible to be parted from her. I too wish she was here
with us. She is a beautiful child."

"Yes, she is."
Minna's eyes shimmered with tears, and he pulled her into his arms
with a sigh.

"She will be
well looked after. I will visit her every year and make certain of
it. I know you miss her terribly. I wish I could bring her here so
you could raise her, but you know that is impossible."

Minna nodded
and clung to him, surrendering to the longing to be sheltered and
comforted. For an instant she wondered what it would be like to be
held like this in Blade's arms, but thrust the thought aside, angry
with herself. She loved Kerrion with all her heart, why did she
think of Blade at a time like this? Sighing, she pulled away, and
Kerrion released her.

Minna wiped her
eyes and forced a smile. "I must confess there is another I
love."

"Chiana, I
suppose, or Shista?"

"No. I love
both of them of course, you know I do, but that is not who I am
talking about. I love him as I would a brother, not as I love you,
you understand? There is no need for you to be jealous of him, for
he does not love me, nor will he ever, even as a sister."

Kerrion
frowned. "Blade."

"Yes. Do not be
angry."

He shook his
head. "I am not. I just wish he would not keep cropping up in every
conversation we have. Does he know?"

"He must
suspect that I am fond of him. He certainly knows that I would
never punish him, even when he disobeyed me, which he did often."
She smiled at the memories, her expression tinged with sadness. "He
even tried to hit me once, but Chiana stopped him. I arranged their
marriage, you know. She was desperately in love with him."

"But he is a
eunuch."

"That does not
stop women from loving him. Fortunately for me, I met you, and
Blade became the brother I never had."

Kerrion turned
and picked up his wine, sipping it. "Yes, I suppose the bastard is
attractive to women. The face of a damned saint with the eyes of a
granite statue."

"An apt
description." Minna sank down on a pile of cushions and poured
herself a cup of wine. "But that is only part of his attraction. He
is a good man. Even you can see it. A strange thing to say about a
man who is a liar and a killer with a heart of stone, but he is. He
has many failings, yet there is something about him. I cannot
describe it, but you must know what I mean."

He nodded,
settling on the cushions beside her. "I do. I have glimpsed it,
especially when he smiles. Although it is an expression that never
reaches his eyes, it is the damnedest thing."

"When I was
dying he held my hand, and I knew peace. It was as if I was in the
presence of a true saint." She shivered. "Nothing touches him."

Kerrion looked
thoughtful. "Purity. That is what he has. Innocence. Unsullied by
the longings of the flesh and untainted by its corruption. You are
right, nothing has touched him since he escaped from my father's
camp."

"It is as if
God decided that he had suffered enough, and put a shield around
his soul."

He sipped his
wine. "I think we have finally figured him out. Either that, or
this wine is stronger than I thought."

Minna giggled.
"It is. But now you understand why I want no harm to come to
him?"

"Do not concern
yourself, he will be all right."


 


 


 Chapter Fifteen

 


Blade did not
look up when the jailer's shadow fell upon him, experience giving
him a fair idea of what to expect. For the first two tendays of his
imprisonment he had spent all his time in a dark, dank cell. He
would wake to find a bowl of congealed food and stale bread
waiting, sometimes half eaten by rats. His only measure of time was
the number of meals he received, for no sunlight entered his cell,
which seemed to be carved into the oasis' bedrock.

A dim glow from
the torches in the corridor provided his only illumination, shining
in through the barred window in the door. Gradually he spent more
time awake, until the day the jailer had found him awake while
delivering his food, and marched him to the yard to be put to work.
He was given a hammer and set before a pile of rocks, his task
obvious. The first day had been hard. His hands soon bled from the
sharp stones and his ineptitude with the hammer led to many bruised
fingers.

Blade had
worked slowly, making the jailer growl as he tapped at the stones
with little effect, yet still managed to cut and bruise himself
quite badly. The wave of darkness, when it came, had been welcome.
He had woken in his cell to find his hands bandaged, so evidently
his jailers took their orders seriously, but when he started to
work again, the bindings soon frayed away. His fellow inmates,
mostly Jashimari, paid him scant attention, for he was not housed
amongst them when not at work. Since then, another two tendays had
passed, and his sleepiness had abated almost too normal. The work
had hardened and callused his hands, and the shackles had scarred
his wrists.

The burly
jailer, Urgon, spat on the ground beside him. "Work faster,
weakling, your pile is still the smallest. No laggards allowed
around here." He bent to thrust his filthy face close to Blade's,
sneering, "I know it's not the kind of work you're used to, My
Lord, but we do expect it to be done a little faster than this. I
do hope your pretty hands aren't bruised again; we can't have that,
can we? You're supposed to smash the stones, not your fingers."

Blade met his
brown eyes with a steely gaze. "Why don't you go stick your head in
the furnace?"

Urgon's cheeks
mottled, but he controlled his temper with an effort. Blade had
already had several such altercations with him, but Urgon always
kept his cool. Now the assassin found it amusing to bait the man,
knowing that Urgon could not risk injuring him. Urgon straightened
and strode away.

Blade laid his
hammer down and called after him, "In fact, I don't feel like
working today."

Urgon swung
around, his shaggy blond brows meeting above his broad nose.
"You'll work, prisoner, or you'll get a taste of the lash!"

Blade wagged a
finger at him. "Careful, my health is delicate."

"Nothing's that
delicate, you scum! Maybe a bit of a licking will toughen you up.
I've been lenient on you for far too long. Now get to work!"

The assassin
dusted his hands and folded his arms. "I don't know why I've been
doing this, actually. You can't force me to."

"I bloody well
can!" Urgon strode towards him. "A good lashing never killed
anybody!"

Blade's eyes
narrowed as the jailer pulled a short whip from his belt and flexed
it. Urgon stopped beside him and leered, his eyes sparkling with
glee. "Strip off the jacket, Jashimari fop. I'll put some marks on
that lily white hide of yours, you beardless wonder."

The assassin
eyed him. "You don't honestly expect me to do that, do you? How
stupid do you think I am?"

"Too stupid by
far, it seems." Urgon turned to shout at some guards who loitered
on the far side of the yard. "You two! Come and undress our girlish
lord. He doesn't know how to do it himself."

Two guards
headed towards Blade, grinning. The assassin watched them,
realising that this time Urgon intended to make good on his threat.
Casually he picked up the hammer as if to start work again, but
raised it and brought it down on Urgon's toes. The jailer howled
and hopped, dropping the whip to clutch his foot. The rest of the
prisoners sniggered, their hollow eyes bright in filthy, bearded
faces. The guards broke into a run, and Blade rose to his feet in a
smooth motion, facing them. The soldiers reached him and hesitated,
glancing at the red-faced jailer.

"Strip him!"
Urgon yelled. "Tie him to the whipping post!"

The men stepped
forward, and Blade flung the hammer, which hit one in the face. He
staggered back with a grunt, blood pouring from his nose. The
second man lunged at Blade, and the assassin lashed out with his
chains, felling him with a crunch of breaking bone. Urgon shouted
for more guards, and five ran to help. Blade floored another before
the rest pinned his arms. He struggled and cursed as they dragged
him towards the massive, scarred whipping post in the centre of the
yard.

The rest of the
prisoners took a respite from their work to watch this one-sided
tussle. Blade growled as the soldiers cut away his shirt, ripping
the garment off him. They lifted him and hooked the chain that
linked his wrists over a protruding wooden peg high up on the
whipping post. His feet barely touched the ground, and the chain
between his ankles was fastened to a ring at the base of the post.
Blade gave up his futile struggles and waited for the first blow to
fall.

Urgon stood
behind him, chuckling. "Now isn't that a pretty sight? A nice
collection of scars, but none from a lash. I'll add some, shall I,
My Lord?"

Blade cried out
as the first blow fell, the agony lancing through him in a fiery
flash. He twisted and struggled, the tendons in his arms popping
under the strain as he tried to find a way to retaliate. The
Cotti's methods of restraint, however, proved secure, and he could
do nothing to prevent the next blow from falling. He shouted
obscenities with every lash, his curses goading Urgon to greater
savagery, drawing blood as the whip bit deeper. The assassin's
stream of abuse only stopped when he passed out after twenty-seven
lashes. Urgon wiped the bloody whip and grinned, gesturing to the
guards.

"Take him to
his cell."

 


Kerrion eyed
the senior advisor who had just presented himself, giving him leave
to rise. Taldar had just returned from Jashimari, and he was eager
to hear the latest news. The King shifted on the uncomfortable
throne, wishing, as he always did, that it possessed cushions. He
hated these formal audiences where his lords and advisors were free
to air their complaints or offer advice, something he discouraged
with hard looks and scowls at any who stepped forward. Taldar's
presence, bringing interesting news, brightened this session
considerably. He nodded to the grey-haired man, who bowed his head
and began his oratory.

"Sire, I bring
good news from the front. The Contara have been driven back into
their lands, and now seek a truce with Prince Armin, which he has
refused. On your orders he invades Contara even as we speak, and
expects to conquer it by winter."

Kerrion nodded.
"Good, excellent. What else?"

"Our relations
with the Jashimari remain cordial. Your advisors are well received
and your envoys have met with goodwill. Already considerable trade
has been negotiated, and the first stipend of goods you specified
is being assembled. The Regent has lodged a formal complaint
regarding the removal of the bodies of the former Queen Minna-Satu
and the Regent's husband, Lord Conash."

The King waved
a negligent hand. "Let her complain all she wishes, there is
nothing she can do about it."

A mutter of
agreement went through the assembly, and Taldar bowed, stepping
back, his report finished.

"What of my
daughter, Queen Kerra?" Kerrion asked, halting the advisor's
retreat.

"I believe she
is well, Sire."

"Good. Make
sure I am informed of all her progress. I want to know when she
cuts her first tooth, takes her first steps and speaks her first
word, you understand?"

"Of course,
Sire."

Kerrion waved
him away, and another advisor stepped forward to air his grievance,
which, as was often the case these days, was to do with Jashimari
and the relationship between the kingdoms. Kerrion had long since
tired of the argument, and dismissed the man with a few terse
words. The next man to step forward was one of his spies, and asked
to be allowed to approach the throne. Although his spies usually
reported to him in the privacy of his rooms, approaching him at
audience was not unheard-of. Since the meeting was in public, the
spy then had to come close to murmur his news into the King's ear.
The man knelt beside the throne.

"Sire, the
Jashimari prisoner has been punished for disobeying the jailer in
the yard. He lies in his cell now, unable to work."

"How bad is
he?"

"He received
seven and twenty lashes Sire, but he will live."

"He had
better." Kerrion nodded, and the spy hastened back to the ranks,
vanishing into them.

The King
fidgeted through the remainder of the audience. As soon as it was
over he marched from the audience hall and headed for the dungeons.
His presence caused an uproar as soldiers ran ahead to warn of his
coming, and doors were unlocked to admit him. Guards straightened
their tunics and stood to attention as he strode past.

The stench of
mildew and rot, mixed with unwashed humanity and excrement made his
stomach knot. When the massive, sweaty jailer presented himself,
wiping his greasy face, Kerrion was hard put not to cover his nose
at the man's pungency. Urgon fell to his knees, bowing his head,
and Kerrion did not give him leave to rise, preferring to be taller
than the smelly giant.

"I am informed
that you have punished the Jashimari prisoner I sent you."

"Yes,
Sire."

"I trust his
life is not in danger, for if it is, so is yours."

Urgon shook his
head. "No, Sire, he's in no danger of that, I swear. He's in pain,
but in prison punishment is necessary."

"I am not
telling you how to do your job. I wish to see him at once."

"Yes,
Sire."

Urgon stood up,
keeping his head bowed and his eyes lowered. He led the way through
several narrow corridors before he stopped before a door and pulled
back the two bolts that secured it. Kerrion took a torch from one
of the guards and entered the cell, ordering the door to be closed.
He placed the torch in a sconce and turned to look down at the
recumbent assassin.

Blade lay on
his stomach, and his eyes opened a slit as Kerrion squatted beside
the hard pallet. The King studied the bruises and bloody lash marks
on the assassin's back.

"Has a healer
seen this?"

Blade raised
his head. "Come to gloat, have you?"

"No, I was
concerned about you."

"Concerned. How
touching. Making sure I do not die before I have suffered enough is
more like it." He rolled onto his side, propping himself up on one
elbow. His mouth twitched as he subdued a grimace. "If you think
that this sort of treatment is going to persuade me to help you, I
am afraid your chances were reduced considerably with every
lash."

"All you have
to do is agree, and I will have you taken out of here right now.
You will have a comfortable room, good food, wine, anything you
want."

The assassin
shook his head. "You think I am that easy to break?" He gave a
snort of laughter without smiling. "The longer I sit in this damned
place, the less chance you have, and you had almost none to begin
with."

"Almost? You
flatly refused."

"So, you
thought that if the carriroot did not work, try the whip?"

"The carriroot
is still there."

"What's next,"
Blade sneered, "brute force?"

"I do not know.
Why do you not tell me what would work? Whatever it is, whatever
you want, I will do it."

"There is
nothing you can offer, or do to me, that will change my mind."

"There must be
something. No one can be this stubborn. You said I had almost no
chance to begin with, that means I must have had some, so tell me
what it is."

Blade smiled.
"No."

The King stood,
glaring down at the assassin. "Damn you, Blade, you are digging
your grave. Rot in prison then, if that is what you want so
much."

Kerrion jerked
the torch from its sconce and strode to the door, thrusting it open
and almost bowling over those who waited too closely outside. The
group of soldiers parted before him, and Kerrion paused in their
midst to turn to the cringing jailer.

"Make sure a
healer sees to his wounds, and ensure that the cure is as painful
as the beating."

Urgon's face
fell. "But Sire, he injured three guards in the yard and crushed
two of my toes -"

"I do not give
a damn about your toes."

"He's
dangerous, Sire."

"I know that.
He is in chains, so tie him up. Are you an idiot?"

The King
marched away up the corridor, eager to quit the dungeons' stink.
Torch-bearing men trotted after him to shed light in his path.

Kerrion did not
tell Minna-Satu about Blade's encounter with the whip, preferring
not to spoil her happiness. A tenday after her arrival in Jadaya,
Shista had padded into the palace, panting and gaunt, her eyes
glazed with the longing that had driven her to cross the desert in
search of her friend. The reunion had been tumultuous and ecstatic.
The big cat had bowled Minna over with her enthusiasm and licked
her face with a rasping tongue until Minna had pushed her away and
clung to her neck.

Shista's
purring had almost drowned out the Queen's joyful weeping, and the
two had rolled about ignominiously on the floor for several
minutes. When at last the fervour of their greeting had been spent,
the sand cat had taken up her usual position in a cool patch by the
wall. With her familiar at her side once more, Minna seemed to be
more contented with her situation. Although she still missed Kerra
and worried about Blade, Shista's presence lifted her spirits
immensely.

Since then, she
had settled into her rooms, furnished them to her liking and
selected several additional handmaidens to serve her. Kerrion
showered her with gifts of rich clothes and jewels, perfumes and
fine wines. Within the confines of her small domain, she ruled as
before, and any who slighted or upset her were banished from her
presence.

Kerrion spent
all his free time with her, and they walked in the lush gardens,
rode spirited steeds or bathed in the clear pool at the foot of a
waterfall not far from the palace. She always wore a traditional
Cotti veil, and never ventured out alone, for Kerrion had warned
her that she could expect disrespect if she did. Minna socialised
with Kerrion's mother, the only woman whom she deemed to be
suitable company, and spent the rest of her time in her usual
pursuits of embroidery, painting and reading. Although not perfect,
she found her new life quite pleasant, and Kerrion's love made up
for any shortcomings she encountered.

 


After a tenday
spent recovering from his flogging, Blade was returned to the yard,
but refused to work. His recovery had been a painful one. A healer
came every day, and, after a short fight each time, Blade was
secured to the wall by his chains while the healer rubbed stinging
salve into his wounds. The pain enraged Blade, and at every
encounter the guards came away with fresh bruises, as did the
assassin. Urgon, unwilling to face the King's ire, refrained from
giving the assassin another flogging, but resorted instead to
single blows delivered speedily and followed by a hasty
retreat.

The blows from
Urgon's whip merely brought retaliation in the form of rocks hurled
extremely accurately at his head, however, and resulted in both men
acquiring many bruises, but still brought no work from Blade. Urgon
changed his tactics and had Blade bound to the grinding wheel that
produced flour for the palace. With his wrists chained to one of
the poles that turned it, the assassin could not fight back when
whipped, and the efforts of his fellow prisoners forced him to walk
or be dragged. In this way, the jailer won the battle, but not the
war. Blade used every opportunity to goad him with insults. In the
yard, the prisoners worked in the sun, and Blade was glad to be
working in the shade, though he certainly put no effort into
it.

Blade no longer
slept in a cell, but had joined the rest of the prisoners in a vast
dormitory. It took several sleepless nights before he became
accustomed to the noise of hundreds of men who snored, moaned,
muttered or coughed, rose to empty their bladders or started noisy
fights. The brawls were rare, for few had the energy to start a
fight after a long day's work and little food, but when they
started the guards merely watched, grinning.

The Cotti
prisoners stuck together at one end of the huge room, guarding each
other from the Jashimari, who outnumbered them. From the outset,
Blade's fellow inmates glared at him with open hostility and hissed
insults. They even spat at him once or twice. Without a shirt, his
mark was visible for all to see, and none of the other prisoners
liked him for it.

A tenday after
he had been moved into the dormitory, Blade woke one night as a
cold chain clamped around his throat. As he jerked in surprise and
alarm, many hard hands pinned his arms and legs while the chain
tightened, cutting off his air. Five Jashimari prisoners sat on
him, their thin faces twisted with triumph.

Blade struggled
until his vision darkened, then went limp, surrendering to the
inevitable. At a gruff command from one of the prisoners, the chain
slackened, and the assassin drew in a wheezing gasp, coughing. A
man leant over him, anonymous in his bearded uniformity. All the
prisoners looked the same to Blade, save that some had longer
beards than others. This one had grey streaks in his beard, and the
stench of his breath made Blade gag.

The prisoner
fingered the assassin's mark at the base of Blade's throat.
"Jashimari assassin. They'll let any scum in here these days. Until
now, all the Jashimari in here were soldiers, and the only
murderers were Cotti. You're an insult to our people, assassin. You
may have given Urgon a hard time, but that lot..." He jerked his
head in the direction of the Cotti stronghold. "...Have done
nothing but sneer at us since you arrived."

Blade continued
to breathe deeply, unable to move.

"We were all
captured during battle," the prisoner went on. "Honourable war
veterans imprisoned by the Cotti swine, but you... Why did they
even let you live?"

Blade licked
his lips. "I don't know."

"Where were you
captured?"

"In Jashimari,
in the Queen's palace."

"And they
brought you all the way here?" The prisoner shook his head. "I
don't believe you."

"You don't have
to. If you're going to kill me, then get on with it before the
guards see you."

"So you want to
die?" The prisoner glanced at his cronies. "That's what we had
planned, but since you want it, why should we oblige?"

"Because the
King wants me alive."

"Does he? We've
noticed you get special treatment. Anyone else with your attitude
would have been dead long ago. Since you want to die, and the King
wants you alive, we won't oblige either of you." He turned to his
comrades. "Cripple him."

"No!" Blade's
shout echoed around the dormitory, and, as the men who held his
ankles moved to obey their leader, he jerked a leg free and kicked
one of them. The chain around his neck snapped taut, cutting off
his air. Blade struggled, horror washing through him in a chilling
tide. They were going to cut his hamstrings or break his legs. Of
all the fates he dreaded, perhaps that was the one he feared the
most.

The chain
crushed his windpipe, preventing any outcry, and he fought the men
with all his strength. Their years of incarceration and
semi-starvation had weakened them, and he found he was able to
hamper their efforts considerably, but unconsciousness loomed as
the chain choked him. Something sharp drew a burning line down his
chest as he thrashed. While two others strived to pin the
assassin's legs, the leader carved into Blade's skin with his crude
knife.

A shout of
alarm came from one of the guards, and several converged on the
struggling bunch, their armour jingling. The Cotti soldiers waded
into the melee with swinging spear butts, beating off Blade's
attackers. The assassin passed out before the chain was removed,
darkness rolling over him in a welcome wave.

 


*****

 


The tale continues in Part III, The
Invisible Assassin, available on
Smashwords, followed by Book IV, Knight of
the Veil, Book V, Master of the Dance, and Book
VI, Lord Protector. Then get the two prequels, Dead
Son and God
Touched.
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