
		
			[image: 9781988274638.jpg]
		

	
		
			The Ethical Swordsman

			A Tale of the King’s Blades

			By Dave Duncan

			[image: ]

			Five Rivers Publishing

			www.fiveriverspublishing.com

		

	
		
			Published by Five Rivers Publishing, 704 Queen Street, P.O. Box 293, Neustadt, ON N0G 2M0, Canada.

			www.fiveriverspublishing.com

			THE ETHICAL SWORDSMAN, Copyright © 2019 by Katanji Arts Inc.

			Edited by Robert Runté.

			Copy-edited by Lorina Stephens.

			Cover Copyright © 2019 by Jeff Minkevics.

			Interior design and layout by Éric Desmarais.

			Titles set in Dauphin Normal and Oldstyle serif font used for titles.

			Text set in Gramond Regular released in 1989, it was designed by Robert Slimbach for Adobe Systems, based on a Roman type by Garamond and an italic type by Robert Granjon.

			All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher of the book.

			Publisher’s note: This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

			Published in Canada

			Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication

			Title: The ethical swordsman : a tale of the King’s Blades / by Dave Duncan. Names: Duncan, Dave, 1933-2018, author.

			Canadiana (print) 20190080507 

			Canadiana (ebook) 20190080515 

			ISBN 9781988274638 (softcover)

			ISBN 9781988274645 (EPUB)

			Classification: LCC PS8557.U5373 E84 2019 | DDC C813/.54—dc23

		

	
		
			Contents

			Foreword By Lorina Stephens	5

			Chapter 1	7

			Chapter 2	16

			Chapter 3	27

			Chapter 4	38

			Chapter 5	51

			Chapter 6	57

			Chapter 7	65

			Chapter 8	72

			Chapter 9	83

			Chapter 10	90

			Chapter 11	97

			Chapter 12	108

			Chapter 13	116

			Chapter 14	121

			Chapter 15	130

			Chapter 16	139

			Chapter 17	147

			Chapter 18	155

			Chapter 19	165

			Chapter 20	170

			Chapter 21	182

			Chapter 22	190

			Chapter 23	197

			Chapter 24	206

			Chapter 25	213

			Chapter 26	216

			Chapter 27	225

			Chapter 28	234

			Chapter 29	241

			Chapter 30	248

			Chapter 31	255

			Chapter 32	268

			Chapter 33	277

			Chapter 34	284

			Chapter 35	293

			Chapter 36	301

			Chapter 37	316

			Afterword: The Blades Saga	319

			About the Author	322

		

		
		

	
		
			Foreword
By Lorina Stephens

			I received the manuscript for The Ethical Swordsman from Dave Duncan early in 2018. He was quite keen about it. I think The King’s Blades series had been Dave’s favourite world, one of swashbuckling characters, Errol Flynn hijinx, and utter escapism.

			That Dave was still writing was a wonder to me, as he’d suffered a stroke two years previous, and was chaffing over the concept of retiring. I remember clearly in one correspondence of ours him lamenting that he might very well have to shelve his pen and discover what retirement would look like.

			Having witnessed what happened to many of my acquaintances and friends upon retirement, I suggested moderation was perhaps the more prudent course, that he couldn’t very well turn off what he was—a writer—but that he might want to slow down a bit, enjoy time with his wife and beloved of 59 years, because we, none of us, were getting any younger. Time, or the lack of it, is an imperative which simply cannot be ignored.

			That conversation happened in August 2018. Dave, still writing, left the world in October.

			And in the wake of that sudden and astonishing event, The Ethical Swordsman remained on my desk, part way through a final edit. It was to originally be published February 1, 2020. But now all of that seemed ridiculous. What were schedules and time constraints in the wake of the reality that Dave was not here to fuss over editorial suggestions?

			So I did some fussing of my own, spent a few sleepless nights, wondering how on earth to do homage to the man who had spent his life as a writer of fantasy and science fiction after being a petroleum geologist? How to do justice to the individual who had been a founding member of SFCanada, and had been inducted into the Science Fiction and Fantasy Hall of Fame?

			It seemed to me the only way to do justice to Dave, and to offer an insight for his many, many thousands of fans worldwide, was to publish this novel, The Ethical Swordsman, the eighth of the King’s Blades series, as Dave had written it. Although the manuscript had first edit by Robert Runté, it has only been copy-edited since arriving in-house in the interest of consistency and the strictures of the English language. What you’re going to read is pure, unadulterated Dave Duncan.

			There will be further audiobooks released in the coming months and years, all productions of his previous work. There will also be a number of other novels which were bequeathed in an unfinished state to Robert, who has taken on the daunting task of completing Dave’s work, so there will be co-authored Dave Duncan novels.

			But The Ethical Swordsman is the last original Dave Duncan novel you will ever escape into, because there are no more.

			Cheerio the nou, Dave. Lang may yer lum reek.

			Lorina Stephens

			Publisher, Five Rivers Publishing

			November 2018

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			You are asking for a super-human being, but we do have one mortal in the seniors’ class who might come close to meeting your preposterous requirements.

			grand master in a letter to lord hedgebury

			Niall squeezed into the flea room and pushed the door shut, then rose on tiptoe to scan the crowd. Being two inches over the standard maximum height for Blades, he was the tallest man present. There should be ten people altogether, namely Grand Master Parsewood, Commander Bowman of the Royal Guard, six candidates of the seniors’ class due to be bound, Niall himself, and—most important—Queen Malinda, whose grandiose coach stood out in the yard, draped in snow that had fallen overnight.

			It was Thirdmoon already, but the sun now rising over Starkmoor was harsh and unloving. Ironhall’s thick stone walls did little to keep out the cold, and the bleak little chamber known as the flea room was colder than anywhere, for its windows were unglazed and its fireplace empty. It should warm up soon, though, being now packed almost to capacity.

			Niall caught Grand Master’s eye and nodded to show that all the nervous bladders had been voided and everyone summoned was now present.

			The flea room was only ever used for the two most important events of a future Blade’s life. It was where Grand Master interviewed prospective recruits, mostly pre-adolescent delinquent misfits. Five years of discipline and sword training later, it was here that the boys he had accepted, now suave expert swordsmen, met the wards they would swear to defend to the death. But the binding ritual itself was not without danger, because tonight it would not be hoary old King Ambrose wielding the swords, for he had died just after Long Night, in a fire at his Falconsrest hunting lodge. Tonight, the chosen seniors must swear to his heir and daughter, Queen Malinda. What did a woman know about thrusting a sword into a man’s heart? If she missed by even one hair’s breadth, the conjuration would fail, and he would die.

			On the other hand, at least the seniors gathered here this morning knew that they were going to join the Royal Guard. For more than a year, old Fat Man had been too sick to come to Ironhall, so he had been giving seniors away to noblemen or ministers as private Blades. Being a private Blade instead of a member of the Royal Guard did beat dying, but not by much.

			Error! There were eleven people present. Grand Master was flanking the Queen on her right, but a fancily-dressed man of middle years stood on her left. Who was he? Where had he come from? He made the prospects even worse. The only possible reason for the Queen to have brought that unknown man along was to let him bind one or more of the candidates as his private Blades.

			Hereward was Prime and must lead. Poor Hereward! He was keeping his back straight and jaw tight, but his face was pale as the wintery sky under his mop of orange hair. As Prime, he had been present at the last binding, when Lord Chancellor Roland had bound Quarrel—another who had died in that grisly night at Falconsrest. Hereward’s heart would be the first that the Queen would try to skewer some time around midnight tonight.

			Everyone was watching Grand Master, trying not to stare at the Queen. She was tall and strongly built—no dainty damsel she! Her jaw needed no beard to impress. She had the amber eyes of the House of Ranulf, but as deeply inset as a man’s. They were steady, and she clearly knew who was in charge. She had survived twenty years of marriage to the pirate king of Baelmark, giving him three sons. Moreover, she had responded to news of her father’s death by crossing the ocean in an open boat during Firstmoon. She must be as tough as any of her notorious Ranulf ancestors.

			Chivial had never put up with female rulers for long, but Niall suspected that Malinda might be going to change that, and reign for much longer than either Adela or Estrith had managed. Her speech at dinner last night had included strong hints that she intended to do exactly that.

			Nevertheless, the cheers had been tepid. The visiting guardsmen of her escort had confirmed that the Queen had disposed of Commander Dragon with an earldom somewhere, to reward him for bringing the news of her accession across the raging sea to Baelmark; she had promoted Deputy Commander Bowman in his place. That was good, but she had also thrown Lord Chancellor Durendal in jail, which was unforgivable. For forty years every Blade had worshipped him as the greatest of them all. And now he was locked up in the Bastion? Just who did she think she was?

			She was wearing the same robe she had worn at dinner last night. Cuthbert had said it was sea otter fur, but Cuthbert was often full of wet air.

			Grand Master Parsewood cleared his throat noisily, although the room was already silent. By and large, both candidates and masters approved of their current Grand Master. He was fair, patient, and understanding. He was developing a stoop, though, and had lost so many teeth that he mumbled a lot and sprayed when he talked loudly.

			“Welcome all! Congratulations on reaching your apotheosis. I am sure that you all know exactly what happens at these little ceremonies. They can’t have changed in centuries. Well, this time we are going to make a slight addition. Her Majesty has some words to say.” He gave her a hint of a bow.

			Malinda had a strong, clear voice, much more distinct that his. “I only want to reassure you brave gentlemen that my husband has coached me well in the art of lunging with rapier or sabre. Just before I sailed, he obtained the corpse of a man who had been hanged for sheep stealing and had me practice on him. It, I mean.”

			Her gaze flitted to and fro as she noted the varying expressions that her words provoked. Her husband, King Radgar, had trained at Ironhall, many long years ago, but instead of entering King Ambrose’s service afterward, had gone home to Baelmark, seized the throne, and then launched a long and bloody war against Chivial. For her to mention the hated pirate here was extremely tactless. So was her talk of savaging a corpse.

			Interesting lady!

			“You may proceed, Grand Master,” she added.

			“We thank you for this assurance, Ma’am. I am sure the candidates are comforted by it.” Parsewood switched to the normal flea room dialogue by nodding to Hereward.

			“You sent for us, Grand Master?”

			“I did. Prime, Her Majesty has need of a Blade. Are you ready to serve?”

			Hereward said he was. He should be, for his release was at least a year overdue. Grand Master formally presented him. The Queen offered her fingers to be kissed, her eyes noting his Baelish-like red hair. She did not comment on that.

			Instead she said, “Hereward! It was you who led the so-called Queen’s Men on that mad midnight ride to Falconsrest?”

			The room had already been hushed, but now it seemed to freeze. Niall’s heart skipped a beat and began racing like a scared chicken. For more than a year the seniors overdue to be bound had been calling themselves The Queen’s Men. It had begun as a jest, but technically to predict the King’s death had been treason. The mad ride to Falconsrest had been enough to get every one of them expelled from the school or even hanged, because a dozen people had died that night: five Blades, three seniors, one inquisitor, two servants, and the King. Paradoxically, the candidates’ intrusion might have prevented an even higher death toll. Their fate could only be decided by the monarch, and She had not been expected to arrive until early summer.

			But She had appeared in Grandon less than a month later and had taken charge of the government that very day. Only in the last week had her decision regarding her father’s death reached Ironhall, informing the culprits that no charges would be laid. She had issued no pardons, though, so the threat might hang over them for the rest of their days.

			Hereward spluttered and then whispered, “I really cannot say, Your Majesty.”

			That was literally true, because they had all been required to accept a conjuration that would prevent them from ever talking about the events of that chaotic night. Niall could remember everything that had happened perfectly well and assumed that the others could also. He could not ask them, and even if he could, they could not tell him.

			The Queen nodded as if satisfied and dismissed him with a perfunctory, “Welcome to the Guard, Sir Hereward. Next?”

			Next to be presented was Crystal. He stepped forward, bowed, kissed fingers. He was blond, blue-eyed, and had a lovely smile.

			Malinda then metaphorically slapped his face. “I understand from Grand Master that you have performed your duties as Second admirably. Those duties being what?”

			“Mainly to keep the juniors in line, Ma’am. Also—”

			“And why should my Royal Guard need a nanny?”

			Crystal’s mouth opened but no sound emerged. Finally, he mumbled, “I did not mean to imply that it does, Your Grace.”

			Niall was certain that Ambrose had never harassed the candidates like this, nor would he have repeated Grand Master’s confidential comments on them. Clearly Malinda was a nutcracker and was going to play by her own rules. Niall must try to remember all this. As the most junior of those summoned to the flea room, he was not due to be bound that day. The last man was always left behind to be the next Prime, poor devil, and one of Prime’s least important duties was to tell the next crop of seniors what to expect in here when it became their turn to be bound. In practice they already knew it all from talking with visiting guardsmen, but this hurtful disparagement was new. Ambrose had never done that.

			Next up was Bloodhand, and Niall held his breath. Probably everyone else was doing the same, for Bloodhand was liable to say anything.

			So was the Queen, apparently. “That is a ridiculous, childish name! By now you must regret choosing it, surely?”

			Bloodhand displayed his ridiculous, childish leer. “Bloodhand, Your Majesty, was one of the very great Blade heroes, a century ago. I’m proud to bear it in his memory.”

			Bloodhand, of all people, had managed to parry the Queen’s attack!

			But she didn’t stop. Passington, Alan... the Queen harried them all. Parsewood had turned grey.

			That was all. Six accepted, and one left over. Why had Grand Master not named at least one candidate to be a private Blade to the mysterious stranger? If the man wasn’t there to accept a private bodyguard then why was he there at all? And why, when Ironhall was almost bursting at the seams with seniors ready for binding, was she only taking six? It made no sense.

			“And finally, Ma’am,” Grand Master mumbled. “Candidate Niall, who will serve you here as Prime.”

			Niall went through the bowing and finger-kissing part, wondering if She would consider him worthy prey or just insignificant scenery at the moment.

			“Grand Master tells me you are the best swordsman among the current candidates.”

			She wasn’t digging at him, but she was still slighting all the others.

			“That depends on how you define best, Ma’am!” Niall said cheerily. “I do enjoy having a self-fulfilling reputation.”

			Surprise made her pause for an instant.

			“Meaning?”

			“Meaning that battles are often won or lost before the fighting begins, Your Grace.”

			She raised the royal eyebrows. “I’m just a foolish, peace-loving little woman, so explain to me what that means.”

			Out of the corner of his eye, Niall noticed that Grand Master was about to have a fit. Everyone else, he sensed, had stopped breathing.

			“Just that one should always appraise one’s opponent in advance, and if I have the reputation of being the best, that is worth about three points before we even start.”

			“We? We! Are we having a battle, Candidate Niall?”

			“Just a contest, Ma’am.”

			“Are we? A contest to decide what?”

			“How we defend ourselves when You taunt us.”

			“I appraise you as an insolent young upstart. And how do you appraise me?”

			This was getting tricky. He paused a moment to hint at a smile. “I do not assess you as just a foolish, peace-loving little woman, Your Majesty.”

			The Queen turned to Grand Master. “I agree,” she said.

			Agree with what?

			The stranger opened his mouth for the first time. “So do I.”

			“Very well.” Parsewood took a deep breath of relief. “Candidates, you should go straight to the Forge now. Master Armourer will be there, and you can each tell him what name you want on your sword. No food until after the bindings, I’m afraid, but the Forge is certainly the best place to be on a cold day like this. Prime, stay a moment. We need to discuss the dormitories.”

			Turning toward the door with the others, Niall remembered that he was Prime now, or would very soon become so. Why dormitories? And why was that stranger grinning at him?

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			We allow Lord Roland to come armed into our presence, and now we extend that same distinction to Sir Stalwart.

			king ambrose after the death of silvercloak

			The almost-Blades went trooping out in a furious buzz, chastened and undoubtedly agreeing what a horrible old bitch....

			Niall followed the Queen’s party through the other door, wondering if his smart-alecky speech to the Queen had ended his career before it had even begun. The dim and draughty corridor was a welcome relief after the stuffy flea room. Dormitories? Yes, as Prime he would have to help Grand Master straighten out that mess, but why couldn’t that wait until tomorrow, after the newly bound Blades had gone?

			Ironhall was in chaos. In normal times, the school held about 100 candidates. Now that number stood at 139, so the five most junior sopranos were sleeping on pallets on the Hall floor, and some seniors were still roomed with beardless. The one inviolable rule in Ironhall was that the candidates must leave in the order of their admittance, although they were ranked by the quality of their swordsmanship.

			That was another problem for the new Prime. As soon as the Queen drove off with her newly bound Blades in tow, the best soprano candidates must be promoted to beansprouts, the best of those to fuzzies, fuzzies to beardless, and beardless up to seniors. Grand Master decided all that, but Prime must advise him. The truth was that Ironhall needed the Queen to harvest far more than the half dozen she had just accepted. Her dying father had let candidates pile up like snow in a blizzard. Not all thirty-nine seniors were ripe for binding, but she would ease the strain a lot if she took, say, a score or so. She had brought about that many horses with her, so what could have changed her mind since she arrived?

			Four corridors and two stairways brought the royal party to Grand Master’s study, which was warm, almost too hot. It was a snug, friendly room, although shabby and in need of renovation. On top of the south tower, it offered fine views of both bleak Starkmoor and the Ironhall yard—which on a better day would be packed with boys fencing. As Niall closed the door, the stranger was helping Queen Matilda shed her fur cloak and Commander Bowman was talking with Grand Master.

			An odd fish, Bowman. Most of the time he looked like a halfwit put together with string and dressed in some older brother’s castoffs, but put a sword in his hand and he transformed into a lean and ravenous tiger. No one knew how he managed that transformation.

			Saying, “A round dozen, then,” Bowman turned away as if to leave, but then paused to ask Niall: “Savage is the one with crooked teeth and ears like eagles’ wings, right?”

			Niall gave him a warning smile. “Yes, but you’d better not tell him so, or you’ll find you have your hands full.” Then he remembered all those extra horses and grabbed the commander’s arm. “Hold it! Why do you need Savage? He’s not Second yet.”

			And Niall wasn’t officially Prime yet. Glowering, Bowman detached that insolent hand. “Royal business.” He went out, closing the door with a thump.

			“Don’t mind the commander,” said another voice. “He’s just mad because he can’t have you.” Hands lifted Niall’s cloak from his shoulders.

			“He can’t?” Niall whirled around to face the speaker, the mysterious stranger.

			“They can’t bind Savage before me!” he protested. That he was two years older than Savage was irrelevant—that he had been admitted sooner was what counted.

			So just who was this mysterious interloper, now draping Niall’s cloak on a peg that already held Grand Master’s? Average height, age about forty, but still trim and nimble in his movements? Obviously, he must be an ex-Blade, a former member of the Royal Guard, a knight in the Order.

			“Sit there,” Parsewood said, gesturing with a hand holding a silver goblet.

			Niall obeyed, and then realized with horror that there were only four chairs, all tightly grouped around the fireplace. He was being included in a chat with the Queen herself! That was certainly not an honour normally granted to an unbound candidate, even Prime, probably not to any Blade other than the current Leader.

			He was also sitting directly opposite her, at the end of the curve. This might not be the place of honour, but did make him very visible. She was wearing a plain black gown as mourning for her father, her only decorations being a simple silver coronet and an eight-pointed diamond brooch, the mark of a Companion in the Order of the White Star. Next to her sat the stranger, and lo!—now he had shed his cloak, he could be seen to be sporting both an identical star and the cat’s eye sword of a Blade.

			Think! Only bound Blades of the Royal Guard were allowed to bear arms in the royal presence, excepting two former Guardsmen. One was Durendal Lord Roland, who had been Lord Chancellor since before Niall was born. The stranger was too young to be he. But the other....

			A Blade would have to do something stupendous to be appointed a Companion of the White Star. Each evening at dinner, Grand Master would read out a passage from the Litany of Heroes, which listed every Blade who had ever saved his ward’s life or died trying. Only seven of the heroes named had been rewarded with the White Star, and only two with the eight-point version. Durendal and... Niall recalled a very vague and imprecise entry... At that point the stranger caught him staring and winked.

			Got it—Stalwart!

			Before he could speak, the Queen said, “Candidate Niall, we are minded to assign you to very special duties on a matter dear to our heart. We are aware of the law commonly known as the Blades’ Charter, which decrees that we can only request this, not command, but we would appreciate a quick summary of your background. Any crimes you may have committed, short of treason, are already pardoned.”

			Royal requests were commoners’ commands. Besides, if Niall did stand on his rights and refuse, they would throw him out and he would never learn what this was all about.

			“I am honoured by your interest, Ma’am. I was born in Grandon city, where my father was a merchant banker. We did not consider ourselves rich, but we employed servants and never went hungry. I had four sisters and no brothers. I was educated by a former Blade, Sir Quincy, who ran a school a few minutes’ walk from our house. He taught boys their letters and men their swords. When I turned twelve, I started work as my father’s office boy.

			“At fifteen I was earning clerk’s wages, although I gave most of that to Sir Quincy, because I had an ambition to be a great duellist. That summer saw my father and my youngest sister taken from us by the sweating sickness. My father’s will named his partner, Ephraim Morley, as executor. Morley promptly married my remaining sisters off to tradesmen, then claimed that their dowries had eaten up my father’s entire estate. My mother and I were ordered out of our home. When I asked to see the papers, he fired me for insolence.

			“My mother had a very small income of her own, just barely enough to live on, and he couldn’t touch that. It was Sir Quincy who suggested Ironhall for me, Ma’am. He wrote Grand Master a letter of commendation. Whatever he wrote must have been flattering, because Grand Master admitted me, although I was already sixteen, over age, and too tall.”

			“A decision I have never regretted, Ma’am.” Grand Master said. He did not add, “until this morning,” but was probably thinking it.

			Sir Stalwart chuckled. “How did the sopranos take to a Brat who shaved?”

			The Queen ignored that, frowning at Niall. “You had no recourse in law?”

			“I was penniless and had to eat, and I was threatened with violence if I made trouble, Ma’am.” Of course, he had dreamed of returning from Ironhall as a world-class swordsman to exact his own justice on the accursed Ephraim Morley, but he had grown out of that. Almost.

			He realized then that someone had given him a silver goblet, and tried a sip of the contents. Wonders! As a child he had been allowed small amounts of wine, always well watered. This ruby-coloured stuff was pure. And gorgeous.

			Parsewood had settled in the empty seat between Niall and Stalwart. He cleared his throat. “As Your Majesty pleases? Candidate Niall, would you be willing to read this aloud before witnesses?” He handed over a sheet of parchment bearing a few lines of handwriting that Niall did not recognise.

			Upon my soul, I, Niall, candidate in the Loyal and Ancient Order of the Queen’s Blades, do irrevocably swear my absolute and undivided allegiance to Her Majesty Queen Malinda, her heirs and successors, and will faithfully obey, serve, and defend her as a companion in the said Order, setting my own life as nothing to shield her from peril and uphold her reign.

			It wasn’t the oath of binding, but it was close. (Whatever could one Blade do to uphold a reign?)

			“I would be proud to,” he said, and returned it. “Why?”

			“The purpose,” Grand Master mumbled, “is to make you a bound Blade, but bypassing the normal sword-through-the-heart conjuration.”

			“But the charter—”

			“The Order lies within the royal prerogative, so Her Majesty can override the charter, in specific cases. There is a precedent—my Lord Hedgebury?”

			“Me,” said the former Sir Stalwart. “Back in the time of the Monster War, when King Ambrose was trying to shut down the evil elementaries, a thousand conjurors were trying to kill King Ambrose.” He sipped his wine without taking his eyes off Niall for a moment. “Almost every day the White Sisters would detect some deadly conjuration being smuggled into the palace, but the spells were becoming more and more subtle, so that it took more and more White Sisters on duty to be sure of recognising each new variant. The Blades were going crazy. Durendal and Snake decided that the culprits must also need more and more sniffers, just to judge the quality of their inventions. So they set up a White Sister as bait, with me as the trap.”

			Now Niall knew where this led. “And you didn’t have a binding scar, because it would prove that you were a Blade!”

			The hero nodded. “More important, its absence seemed to prove that I wasn’t.” He must have walked right into the villains’ den undetected. Was even that enough to earn a companionship in the White Star? Ambrose had never been overly generous with honours and titles.

			The Queen’s quiet voice took over. “Our father had a knack for picking out good men. After my marriage ended the Baelish war, he appointed Lord Hedgebury as his ambassador to Baelmark. For some years he and I—and his wonderful wife, Lady Agnes—were the only Chivians in that country.”

			So naturally they had become personal friends? And after Hedgebury’s term ended and he was recalled, had he and his wife continued to be friends of the Queen of Baelmark? No doubt they had corresponded. Now she was also Queen of Chivial, a land that must have changed a lot during her twenty-year exile. She needed advisors she could trust, and who else but the former Sir Stalwart? Even if she had not appointed him a minister in her cabinet, he obviously had her ear.

			Niall realized that the Queen was watching him intently, almost as if she were reading his thoughts.

			“May I ask how you would have me serve you, Ma’am?”

			“You tell him, Stalwart.”

			Hedgebury pulled a face and drained his goblet. “Her Majesty has honoured me several times in the last few hectic weeks by asking my advice. I regret to say that I have had to report what I consider a serious problem. As I am sure you learned in your history lessons, brother, Chivial has not been well served by previous Queens regnant.”

			Niall took a third cautious sip of wine. “Yes, my lord.” Queen Estrith had angered the barons, and died conveniently just before they chopped off her head. Queen Adela had been deposed after her Blades declared her insane.

			“Frankly, many people consider that a crown should only be worn by a man. I have heard such pig swill from some very important people, or people who consider themselves important. Rich landowners, I mean. But many lesser folk agree. The Act of Succession is centuries old and is quite specific that women may rule. Without mentioning names, brother, have you overheard any such rubbish being spoken?”

			Again, Niall said, “Yes, My Lord.” Several of the ancient knights mouldering away in Ironhall were upset by the notion of a female ruler.

			Glances were exchanged.

			“Here in Ironhall?” Malinda asked.

			Where else did she think he had been over the last five years? “Yes, Ma’am.”

			“Do you agree with it?”

			“No, Ma’am.” But he wished she hadn’t penned Durendal in the Bastion.

			Hedgebury continued. “It is early days yet, little more than a month since Her Majesty arrived in Grandon and began her reign, so we can hope that my forebodings are premature, or utterly wrong, but if they are not—if whispers of revolution do begin to rustle the bushes, who will be most likely chosen as figurehead, do you suppose?”

			Lectures on the royal family tree had never interested Niall much; they felt too much like backyard gossip. Ambrose’s only son had died in childhood. Malinda was his sole living descendant, other than her own sons, back in Baelmark. King Radgar himself had a faint claim though his mother, and another through his wife, but he would be torn to shreds if he ever set foot in Chivial. “I suppose her nephew, my lord? The Marquis of Thencaster? Except for, um... the bend sinister?”

			The Queen said, “Whether legitimacy matters is arguable, Sir Niall. It is true that our father freely acknowledged his illegitimate son and let him style himself Granville Fitzambrose. The lad grew up to be a spectacularly good general. Ambrose later made him an earl and later still a marquis. Granville himself was eventually killed by the Wylds but his son, Neville Fitzambrose, lives on, and his birth was legitimate.” She turned to Hedgebury. “Does he display the bend on his bearings, do you know?”

			“I do not know, Ma’am. I would be surprised if he does.”

			The plot was now obvious. There had been no change of plan about the extra horses. Commander Bowman had gone off to find Savage and tell him to bring another dozen or so seniors to the flea room. It wouldn’t hold any more than that at one time. And they planned to register Niall as a Blade without the proper sword-through-the-heart binding. He would simply vanish between the two tranches, as each group assumed he had been bound with the other, and it might be weeks before anyone noticed that he had never appeared in the palace guard.

			He looked to Hedgebury, who was supposed to be breaking this news to him. “And just how do I serve Her Majesty?”

			“I know Thencaster. He’s my next-door neighbour. When he heard I was heading south, he mentioned that he’s looking for a private secretary. Grand Master says that you write an elegant hand.”

			Niall kept his eyes on the hero, for he would not dare answer this directly to the Queen. “So I am to be a spy, not a swordsman? I will worm my way into his house, win his trust, eat his bread, and finally betray him?”

			Grand Master bristled.

			Hedgebury avoided his eye. “Only for a year or so.”

			Niall rose, and laid his goblet on the mantel. “With respect, Grand Master, that was not what I was told when I came to Ironhall, nor is it the reason I have spent five years here. Now I humbly beg my leave, because I see I have a long, cold walk ahead of me tonight.”

			He noticed that the two witnesses were changing colour—Hedgebury turning scarlet and Grand Master white.

			“Sit down!” the Queen snapped.

			Niall sat down, wondering how much deeper his present troubles could become.

			“Tell us about Cat,” she said.

			He muttered a curse under his breath. “Cat is a soprano—that’s the most junior class. His fencing is superb. He ought to be promoted to beansprout tomorrow, except he has two duffers ahead of him. I hope for Cat’s sake that Grand Master can bring himself to promote them also, so they don’t hold Cat back any longer. He’s a reckless young idiot, but ten years from now, Ma’am, you may very well be appointing him Commander of your Royal Guard.”

			The Queen pursed her lips. “Will we, indeed? Your father’s name?”

			What had he to do with anything? “Absalom Scribner, Ma’am.”

			“If what you told us is true, it would seem that your odious Ephraim Morley is guilty of grand larceny, breach of trust, and likely several other offences, any of which could hang him. Swear that oath, Candidate Niall, and we will have our chancellery investigate his handling of your father’s estate. If the facts are as you claim, then we will stretch Morley’s neck on the gallows.”

			Clever, clever lady! She had found his weak spot on her first try.

			Niall rose and stepped across to kneel before her. Ignoring the parchment that Grand Master again held out to him, he raised his right hand, and repeated what he had read on it earlier, word for word. Show-off!

			Malinda smiled triumphantly. “You are accepted. Welcome to the Royal Guard, Sir Niall.”

			Queen takes pawn.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			There were four men on the other end of the rope.

			sir niall

			“I put you under Lord Hedgebury’s orders until further notice, Sir Niall.” Fur-robed again, the Queen swept majestically out the door.

			Grand Master was much displeased with the new Blade, but he had to escort the Queen to the second acceptance meeting, so he had no time to tear strips off him—and very little authority over a sworn Blade anyway. All he said was, “Your swearing-in will be recorded in the archives. What name do you want on your sword?”

			All candidates, by the time they were bound, had been pondering that vital question for five years and had decided on some wonderful pun or whimsy. Niall was no exception. “Denial.”

			Grand Master thawed enough to flash a thin and toothless smile. “Good one,” he said. “May she serve you well.”

			“Wait!” Niall said, turning to Lord Hedgebury. “What sort of fighting am I going to be doing?”

			“Blade odds, if you’re lucky.”

			“Blade odds” was an Ironhall term, not an official one. It meant two Blades or three laymen, the odds a Blade was expected to accept if necessary. In practice, when his ward’s life was threatened, his binding would make him accept any odds. The great Durendal had once bested four laymen on open ground, but that was the stuff of legend.

			Niall turned back to Grand Master. “Then I’ll need a single-edge, but with a point.”

			“That’s what I told Master Armourer last night,” Grand Master said smugly. “He assured me that that was exactly what he had ready for you.”

			The thud of the door left Niall alone with Lord Hedgebury, who took up the wine bottle. “Have some more of this to warm you. We’ve got a long cold ride ahead of us.”

			“I haven’t finished this drink yet, my lord.”

			“Call me Stalwart.”

			That felt good, coming from a peer of the realm, and Blade hero.

			Stalwart filled his own goblet while eyeing Niall disapprovingly. “If you had talked back to her father like you did to her, he’d have shortened you by a head.”

			“Her father wouldn’t have baited Hereward, Crystal, and the others the way she did. The fat man knew how to handle men. She doesn’t, not as well. He wanted Blades willing to die for him. She was testing to see who would stand up to her.”

			“I admit it seemed very unfair.” Stalwart took a drink. “But she had other reasons, which you don’t know.”

			“She trusts you, my lord, and you have scared her out of her wits about Neville Fitzambrose. She thinks she needs me to deal with him? Me?”

			Stalwart smiled; he seemed a very amiable man for an ennobled ex-Blade. “Self-confidence is a great virtue until it gets you dead. I knew Ambrose well. He liked to play the lute, which he did very poorly. I also know his daughter. I couldn’t say this earlier, Niall. She’s clever but impulsive, strong-willed but stubborn. She hasn’t realized yet that there’s a world of difference between being Queen matrimonial in Baelmark and Queen regnant in Chivial. Baelmark has no parliament, for example. I’m scared she’ll do something stupid right off the mark.”

			“Like throwing Durendal into a Bastion dungeon?”

			“Not that. Blades love him, but a lot of stuffy aristocrats hate him for a stuck-up bastard peasant. I’m thinking of the ship of state. The monarch holds the tiller, lad. A sudden gust of wind or an extra-big wave, and the helmsman has to react quickly and correctly. She asked me why she didn’t get a bigger cheer last night and I told her it was because of Durendal. She snarled at me! If she can just get through her first year without a catastrophe of some sort, then the country will take her to their hearts. If she blunders, then keep a careful eye on Thencaster, because that’s where the trouble will collect. “I may be totally wrong about Neville. Hope I am. But I’ve known him for years, and I’m sure he won’t be able to resist all the pressure and flattery he’ll get. Is that the warmest cloak you’ve got?”

			“It’s the only cloak I’ve got.”

			“Have you any personal treasures to collect?”

			“Not a cookie.”

			“Then let’s put iron on the road.”

			Stalwart led the way to the haberdashery. The sight of his diamond star and cat’s eye sword—named Sleight, significantly—were quite enough to persuade the haberdasher that Sir Niall required the best cloak in the school’s wardrobe. He probably got it, although it was no better than the one he turned in for it. It was a hideous mauve colour.

			Then they crossed the courtyard to the stables, unseen because everyone else was either in the flea room or at lunch. One vital item remained absent.

			“What about my sword?”

			“That will follow, I promise. Master Armourer has to inscribe eighteen swords before midnight.”

			“But I’m leaving first!” Royal prerogative or something.

			“But you are on a secret mission! We don’t want to draw attention to you any more than we have to. That’s why I didn’t come to Ironhall with the Queen. I rode in after dark.”

			To escape the attention of the sheep on Starkmoor? Niall hoped it was only Stalwart who was crazy, not the Queen also.

			Delusional or not, Stalwart had brought a fine spare with him, a splendid chestnut three-year-old mare named Pepper. Pepper was a much better mount than anything the school possessed, and quite willing to swear eternal friendship with Niall in return for a double handful of oats.

			They rode out of the gates, into the bitter moorland winds. Conversation was impossible. All a man could hope to do was keep his hat on, his cloak tight around his neck, and his horse pointed in roughly the right direction. Having a fourth hand as well would have been useful to wipe away the tears. After about twenty minutes they paused at Shelter Rock, which might have been designed specifically to provide a brief respite from such weather. It also provided a final view of Ironhall itself, faux castle made tiny by distance and barely visible through snow lifted by the wind.

			“There it is!” Stalwart said. “Four hundred years it has stood there, and I expect it will still be there four hundred years after we have gone. You can never really leave it, you know. Ironhall is always there, deep inside you. It moulded you, body and soul, taught you sword craft and honour, made you the man you are and ever will be.”

			Bull turds! Niall’s father had taught him what honour was, not Ironhall. At the end Ironhall had turned him into a spy. He was conscious of a door closing on his youth. From now on he was an adult, earning his living. This should have been a glorious sensation, but being paid for spying was not. Ugh!

			[image: ]

			On the lee side of the tor they descended to lower ground and were better protected, able to talk.

			“Cat?” Stalwart said. “Grand Master told me a lot about you, but he never mentioned a Candidate Cat. He must have told the Queen something, though. Spit it out.”

			“A soprano, just a little crazier than the others. Nothing to do with me, Stalwart.”

			“‘Spit it out!’ I said. I’ve got to send you into serious danger, and the more I know about you, the less the chance that I’ll overlook something, or misjudge something.”

			He was a nosy little man.

			“It was when he was still just the Brat,” Niall said reluctantly. “He hated the hazing and decided he would do something notable in the hope that the sopranos would be sufficiently impressed by it to stop tormenting him.”

			“Fat chance!”

			“No. It did work in his case, because it very nearly killed him. As you know, the Brat usually has to eat in the kitchen, but one night the sopranos had him trapped under their table and were feeding him scraps. That’s how he heard the Litany reading, which that night was about a certain hero who had climbed the cliff at the back of the quarry, all the way up to the battlements. He decided to do that. Next morning, he tried.”

			Stalwart howled. “Death and Fire! It’s impossible. I had a rope ladder!”

			Even so, he must have been crazy back then, too.

			“Cat didn’t know that. The Litany was amended later to include that pertinent detail. Cat did very well at first, but of course the ashlar wall at the top would have balked him completely. As it was, he got stuck halfway up the rock face, perched on a ledge the size of a dinner plate. He might have stayed there until he fainted and fell off, but a band of seniors happened to ride by. We yelled at him to hang on, and headed for the gate at full gallop. I chanced to remember some ropes they had hanging in the stables, so we grabbed those and raced to the observatory. Master of Rituals was busily working away at something when we burst in on him, yelling like maniacs, and went storming up the spiral staircase, out onto the ramparts. We tied one of us on a rope and lowered him down until he could load the Brat on his shoulders and—”

			“That was you?”

			“Had to be. It was my idea.”

			“Spirits! You’re even crazier than I was at your age.”

			“There were four men on the other end of the rope.”

			“But that rope had been hanging there since forever, and they must have scraped it over the edge of the stonework as they pulled you up. It’s a miracle it didn’t all just crumble to dust.”

			“Much of it did. I hadn’t foreseen that. I discovered it when I had the Brat draped all over me and it was too late to back out. We got showered with hemp dandruff at every heave. The Brat was nicknamed ‘Cat’ that evening and of course the name stuck. Cat he will be until they hang his sword in the Sky of Swords. He’s a sharp little nipper, though.”

			“What did they call you?”

			“What did Grand Master call me? Never mind!”

			Stalwart roared with laughter. He was obviously a schemer, for he had masterminded Niall into this conspiratorial pit. But he did have charm.

			They rode on in silence for a while before he said, “Then that’s the main reason Malinda wants you for this job.”

			“Because I’m crazy?”

			“Call it, ‘Nerves of steel’.”

			“Brain of feathers, more like. It took me ages to get to sleep that night.”

			“Ages?”

			“At least ten minutes.”
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			They were riding east. The wind slackened, but the clouds were threatening rain. They could eat in Blackwater, Stalwart said. The road was in horrible shape, with frozen ruts hidden under snowdrifts, then flooded sections. The Queen had to be a very tough lady to have withstood a coach trip over it. The horses went slowly, and the riders did not push them. That left them time to talk.

			“Thencaster is up north, on the Wylderland border? How long until we get there?”

			“Four, five days’ ride. We have some things to do first and some people to see on the way. And watch how you say, ‘Wylderland’. It’s ‘Wylderland,’ not ‘Wylderland.’”

			“Huh?”

			“Ironhall has its own dialect. All those thirteen- or fourteen-year-olds pick it up faster than flu. One of the things we liked about you was that you were older when you were accepted. It shows in your accent. You haven’t quite lost that Grandon twang. That’s why the Queen was baiting all of you in the flea room. She wanted to hear each of you speak.”

			Stalwart then launched into a lesson in dialect. You could tell a Blade by the way he said eye and oo sounds, he said, and listed half a dozen words to watch out for. Having been a minstrel as a boy, he had a trained ear for such things.

			Niall exploded. “Well, I wasn’t, and I haven’t. I’m death by the minute with a sword, but I’m useless at this spying nonsense. Why do you want a Blade anyway? Why not an inquisitor? That’s their business! It’s what the snoops are trained for.”

			Stalwart gave him a sad look. “You told the Queen she might have enemies even in Ironhall, and now you suggest she should trust the Dark Chamber?”

			Niall said, “Sorry.”
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			Stalwart already had a room booked at the better of Blackwater’s two inns. He made a beeline for it, leaving Niall to see that the horses were cared for, and telling him to order a meal sent up.

			“Dinner for three,” he said, “if you’re at all typical, you’ll eat two men’s portions.”

			Once up in the room, Stalwart changed into dry clothes. Niall had none, so he draped his wet garb in front of the cheerfully crackling fire and wrapped himself in a blanket off the bed.

			That done, they settled down to quenching their thirsts with ale that Stalwart admitted was fair quality for a roadside tavern. He also explained why he was so anxious to stay out of sight. “It’s this damned star old Ambrose gave me. All the time I was around the palace I had to wear it, and even now, since I was dubbed, it must appear at any formal function, like today, even. So it was always, ‘Who’s the brat with the bling?’ My face is known to far too many people, and if word ever gets back to Thencaster that I have been seen anywhere near Ironhall this year, then you’ll be a cold corpse on the doorstep.”

			That seemed highly unlikely to Niall, but his glumness was waning. The ale was great, and he had forgotten how good non-Ironhall victuals could be. By the time he had done gnawing the last rib, rinsed his hands, and begun to dress in his almost-dry clothes, his companion had made himself comfortable beside the fire and begun talking business.

			“I have obtained a glowing testimonial letter from a highly respected noble, Baron Whinscar, recommending his former secretary, Master Neal Cleaver. That’s you. He attests that you write a fine hand, your spelling is always reasonable, and you can sum. You are also clean around the house and so on.”

			That ‘Neal’ annoyed Niall a lot. Obviously Hedgebury had been arranging all this with supreme confidence that the man in question was going to accept the Thencaster assignment. And he hadn’t! In the end the Queen had bought him by dangling a hope of vengeance on Ephraim Morley.

			“So how does your effusive baron explain why he is discarding such a paragon of a scrivener?”

			“Because his fourteen-year-old daughter has become enthusiastic about him. Master Cleaver, being an honourable young man, knows that he cannot hope to wed a lady of a rank so much higher than his own. It was he who reported the problem to her father and tendered his resignation. The baron is confident that no impropriety has occurred, but is anxious to see the young man well established—and very soon, as far away as possible.”

			“I wish you hadn’t mentioned the daughter,” Niall said bitterly. Of course, every candidate in Ironhall believed wholeheartedly in the legend that all women found bound Blades utterly irresistible. The candidates in Ironhall were convinced that Greymere Palace was swarming with delectable maidens, more than eager to welcome new Blades with arms open and bodices ajar. Last night, with the Queen newly come to Ironhall to harvest seniors, the lascivious talk in the dorm had gone on for hours.

			There was something tragic about a man close to twenty-one still a virgin.

			“Sorry!” I forgot that.” Stalwart reached in his pouch and produced a handful of coins, which he held out to Niall. “Go and see the barman downstairs. He’ll fix you up with what you need.”

			Niall pulled a face and looked away. “Thank you, but no.”

			Stalwart stared at him in wonder. “What’s the matter?”

			Niall needed a moment to work out what the matter was. “A properly bound Blade can’t help it. His binding conjuration draws girls like a lodestone draws pins, yes? But I don’t have one yet. I’d be buying a woman, like a jug of ale. That’s smutty!”

			“I suppose so.” Stalwart put the coins away. “You had sisters, of course. Never thought of it like that. By the time I was your age, I was already married to Agnes. Is that really you talking, or are you trying on Neal Cleaver’s skin?”

			“Really me, and damn Neal Cleaver! How did you ever pick such a stupid name for me, anyway?”

			“Who would ever hide a Blade behind it?”

			“Er...” Niall said. “My lord, you are a lot sneakier than you look.”

			Stalwart laughed.

			Niall just thought about what he was missing.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			What sort of fighting am I going to be doing?

			sir niall

			The weather was better the next day, and continued to improve as the two Blades rode eastward, into kinder country. The roads were better, too, so the horses went faster, which made conversation more difficult. Stalwart seemed content to leave talk until a better time, while Niall was fascinated by the change of scenery after so many years of captivity on Starkmoor. He remembered none of the villages or towns they passed, and only a blur of smoke on the skyline warned him that they were approaching Grandon, his birthplace and the capital of Chivial. It was not until he dismounted in an inn’s stable yard and heard the people’s voices that he understood what Stalwart had been telling him about accents.

			The inn was named the Golden Jug, and Stalwart said it was one of the best in the city. As in Blackwater, he already had a room booked, a luxury chamber with two beds. This time he was willing to eat in the dining room, because it didn’t matter who saw him in Grandon. The food was indeed excellent. So were the wine and the rosy glow it produced. Satiated at last, Niall looked around the busy dining room, noting the wide variety of costume. Fashions had changed in the last five years. Moreover, there were ladies and even girls present.

			“If you want to hunt up your mother,” Stalwart said, “then I cannot reasonably refuse you a day or so to do that, but I would greatly prefer that you don’t. I am anxious to get home.”

			“I can’t.”

			“What’yu mean you can’t?”

			“No Royal Guard livery, no cat’s eye sword, sworn to secrecy? I’d have to invent stories and lie to her, and I never tell lies. My father taught me: ‘Lying is cheating, cheating is theft; treasure your honour, because it is your most valuable possession.’”

			Stalwart studied him for a moment, then nodded. “Last moon, I wrote to Grand Master, telling him the sort of man I needed. He must have courage, I said, and an ability to work alone, intelligence, and so on. One thing I didn’t think of, because it’s not a quality one normally associates with Blades, is honour. You are an unusually honourable young man, Brother Niall. After five years’ labour at Ironhall, you very nearly refused binding because you thought your assigned mission was dishonourable. None of us expected that.”

			Niall choked down a surge of anger. “You haven’t changed my mind. From what I have heard so far, I detest the mission. It sounds disgusting. But the Queen offered me justice for crimes against my mother and sisters, so I bit the hook. She bought me! Where’s the honour in that?”

			“Twenty years ago, Snake and Durendal gave me the same sort of mission as I’m giving you. I weighed the danger against the possible glory, but shame never entered my mind.”

			“It entered mine. And most Blades are honourable men.”

			“Bollocks they are!” Stalwart said. “Just show them a woman and they immediately start unlacing their britches.”

			At that moment a waitress brought their roast peacock, which ended the discussion. She was young and very pretty, and she smiled at Niall, making him wish he wasn’t so honourable.

			Stalwart, of course, noticed his interest. “You mustn’t proposition anyone in here, lad, but there’s a saloon across the road where you’d find willing friends. I’d be happy to advance you the price of a pot of ale, which is all you’d need. With your looks, it might only take a raised eyebrow.”

			“No!” Niall said sharply. “I mean thank you, but after all that saddle beating today, I’m quite ready to fall into bed alone.”

			What looks? He was tall, granted, and years of fencing had given him a respectable chest and shoulders, but his hair was indeterminate: fairish, reddish, or brownish, depending on the light. His eyes were plain grey, as if the spirits had forgotten to colour them in. His face was lean bone. There was nothing about him that girls would notice.
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			Next morning, Stalwart sent for writing materials. He then dictated, and the supposed Neal Cleaver wrote in his finest hand, a letter to His Grace Neville, Marquis of Thencaster, explaining how, as promised, he, Hedgebury, had mentioned his grace’s need for a secretary to several honourable persons, including the highly respected Baron Whinscar... and so on. If the position were still open, and if His Grace would be so kind as to reply to him care of Greymere Palace, then he could bring the said scribe north with him before the end of the month. Bearing Stalwart’s seal, the dread letter was sent off by messenger to the Royal Mail office in Greymere Palace.

			Stalwart then took Niall shopping for clothes, and again knew exactly where he was going. The narrowness of the streets and the overhanging upper stories of the buildings kept off the worst of a drizzly rain. That cover, and the crush of the yattering crowds made Niall ache with nostalgia for the days of his childhood.

			At the haberdasher’s, Stalwart told the clerk, who was almost certainly the owner, to dress ‘the lad’ as a gentleman’s confidential secretary. He would need one formal outfit, one for riding, and two workaday, some spare shirts and underwear. The fussy little man with a tape hung around his neck and dozens of pins in his sleeve ran an appraising eye over his customer. “Blue,” he said. “To match his eyes.” Niall’s eyes were not blue, but blue was always the most expensive dye. Stalwart haggled him down to black. Secretaries could never afford blue.

			Even so, the first selection of fabrics displayed made Niall gasp. Stalwart laughed and said, “I told you ‘secretary’, not ‘catamite’.” Niall wasn’t sure what that word meant, but the haberdasher obviously was, and it shocked him.

			Still, the doublets and britches that appeared left Niall breathless. Ironhall had nothing to compare, even with the tailor’s idea of workaday. No master, not even Grand Master, ever dressed like that. Silk hose instead of wool? But this was the city, not an isolated moorland castle. Inspecting himself in a “formal” outfit in the mirror, Niall decided that good looks would be vanity, but smart was amply justified. Not ugly, certainly.

			“Very nice,” he said. “But I’m not going to be flaunting my shapely ass around Grandon. The location you mentioned is next-door to nowhere, isn’t it? I’ll get mugged for the shirt off my back.”

			Stalwart frowned. “True,” he admitted. “But you’re in Grandon at the moment, so you’ll be arriving at your new posting with a Grandon wardrobe.”

			“Every garment brand new? I squander all my wages on glad rags?”

			The frown became a scowl, because Stalwart had planned this mission and his puppet was talking back to him. And even making more sense.

			So they left the fancy tailor’s shop and found a place that sold second-hand clothes. “You will probably become lousy and flea-ridden just trying these on,” Stalwart warned.

			Feeling pleased with himself at having out-schemed the schemer, Niall laughed. “Won’t be the first time. And you’d better stand well clear of the racks, my lord. Grandon fleas are the world’s best jumpers.”

			They had trouble finding enough breeches long enough and doublets wide enough, so it was after more than an hour’s rummaging that Stalwart paid for a fat bundle of artisan-class garments at a fraction of what he had been prepared to pay. He ordered the entire collection boiled, dried, ironed, and delivered to the Golden Jug.
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			The rain had grown unpleasant; they went back to the inn. Waiting there for Lord Hedgebury was a palace courier, looking very worried because the rolled rug he was delivering was apparently valuable enough to justify an escort of two Household Yeomen in their inevitable shiny glory of plumed helmets, cuirasses, and dangling sabres. His lordship showed little interest when he accepted the bundle and at once handed it to his lanky young companion. He, however, grabbed it and went off up the stairs with it about as fast as any human being ever could.

			When Stalwart joined him up in their room, he found the nondescript rug abandoned on the floor, and Niall capering wildly as he swung his gleaming new sabre around, practising cuts, thrusts, parries, and ripostes. As soon as it was safe to approach, Stalwart asked to examine it, and tactfully agreed that Denial was indeed a marvel of the sword maker’s art. Like most weapons intended for cutting, she was curved, although only slightly. The outside of the curve was an edge as sharp as a razor, while the inside—the back—was blunt for parrying, except near the end, where a short “false” edge made her two-edged and gave her a fearsome point for thrusting. She weighed at least twice as much as Sleight, but that obviously did not bother her exultant new owner and lifetime partner.

			Stalwart chuckled. “If those Yeoman beauties had known that they were being sent along to guard a Blade sword, they would have tossed it in the river.”

			“And I would have tossed them after her,” Niall said fiercely. “Feathers, spurs, ironware and all!”
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			At lunch Stalwart said, “So how good are you with metal, really? Grand Master was vague.”

			“He often is these days. He doesn’t know. Nobody does, not even me.”

			“Don’t throw the dairy faeces, son.”

			Niall sighed. “Listen... when I arrived at Ironhall, I was sixteen and Sir Quincy had been coaching me for years. Two days after I was admitted and became the Brat, Master of Sabres took me out in the yard and handed me a foil, right? It’s the traditional test, so I expect you went through much the same. An audience of sopranos gathered, hoping to learn that Grand Master had found a new Durendal.

			“Master of Sabres explained which end was the handle, and a few basics. Then he tried a cut and I parried it. He praised me, and did it again. And again. Then he lunged really hard, without warning me that he was changing the game. I parried that too, then broke his collarbone with my riposte.”

			Stalwart paused with his mouth open and a duck drumstick halfway there. “Straight up? The Brat broke...?”

			“Straight as a sunbeam. Master of Rituals was summoned and rushed him off to the Forge for a healing, while almost the entire Seniors class descended on me to put me in my place, one after another. In the next hour or so they got about six touches on me, but I did nothing except parry. No lunges or cuts or ripostes. I made that my style. I have the finest defence in all Eurania, but no attack. I almost never try to connect. No, that’s not true. I do sometimes make a touch, just to show I can.”

			“Death! Why? Whatever for?”

			Niall shrugged, not knowing the answer himself. “I think I just enjoy making them mad. I had Commander Bowman foaming at the mouth last time he tried me.”

			“You can beat Bowman?”

			“Probably. He beat me one-nothing, but I gave him the one, and he knew it.”
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			Their next objective was hidden away in a smelly little alley. From the outside it looked more like a private house than a store, but the inside was a swordsman’s dream of paradise. Swords were everywhere, scores of them, on the walls, in stands, on tables. From somewhere within, or possibly a back yard, came sounds of hammering.

			“Why another sword?” Niall demanded. “I’ve already got one that’s better than any of these. Anyway, a mere secretary can’t strut around sporting a sword, let alone two of them!” There were laws limiting those who could go armed. After two years as an Ironhall Senior, he had felt half naked without a sword on his belt. Stalwart wore one, of course, because he was a gentleman and looked it. He was automatically allowed an armed attendant.

			“Patience! I wouldn’t buy a guard dog and then pull its teeth.”

			Comforting comparison!

			Stalwart and the proprietor were addressing each other as “Jim” and “my lord” respectively, but Niall was not introduced. Jim had shoulders to rival Master Armourer’s. His hands were as large, and even more twisted from years of heavy labour; he wore the same sort of leather overall, spotted with burn marks. He barely glanced at the cat’s eye floating above Stalwart’s belt, but his gaze locked on Denial’s.

			“I know Sleight of old,” he said. “May I be introduced?...”

			Delighted, Niall drew his sword and proudly proffered her. Jim accepted and studied her intently: weight, and balance, curve and false edge, cat’s eye pommel, larger than most because she was a heavier than average sabre.

			“Magnificent, even for an Ironhall sword! I would give you two hundred crowns for this, Sir Blade.”

			“You see her name?”

			“‘Denial?’”

			“That’s all you get.”

			Jim accepted the rebuff with a hearty laugh. “So how may I serve you gentlemen today? Obviously neither of you needs a sword.”

			“My friend needs a scabbard,” Stalwart said. “A back scabbard.”

			Niall said, “That’ll slow my draw,” just as Jim made much the same objection. But Niall continued, “Back scabbards are ridiculous! Nobody uses a back scabbard.”

			“You will,” Stalwart said firmly. “Wood not metal, please, and lacquered black.”

			Jim was still frowning. He glanced at Denial. “You’re right-handed?”

			Niall said, “Both.”

			“Making it ambidextrous would be tricky and take me longer—never had a Blade customer yet who wasn’t in a hurry. Sinister will always give you a split-second advantage on your draw, because most men don’t expect a leftie opponent, but dexter would be easier for riding a horse.”

			“Dexter, then,” Niall said glumly. He would be mounting a lot more often than drawing.

			Jim produced a knotted cord and proceeded to measure Niall’s arms, back, and shoulders ten ways to sunrise. Then he told him to strip to his shirt and did it all again. Lord Hedgebury inspected a display of throwing knives. Niall just fumed.

			But then, after all that, Jim said. “I’ll need to keep your sword overnight, Sir Blade.”

			Niall folded his arms and said, “No.”

			Jim folded his arms, which were a lot more impressive.

			Stalwart groaned. “Now what?”

			“Denial is mine and no one is going to take her out of my sight!”

			“You are under my orders, boy.”

			“But there are some orders you are not allowed to give.”

			Stalwart grabbed him by his shirt front, towed him over to the door and out into the alley, which happened to be deserted. Since Niall was taller than he was, he then tried to haul his head down to make their eyes level. Niall resisted, so nothing happened.

			“Exactly what is eating your ass this time?”

			“Lies! The Queen lied. Grand Master lied. You lied. You’re sending me on a suicide mission.”

			“You ever call me a liar again, sonny boy, and I’ll write my name and address on your liver, understand? I wasn’t born the only son of some moneybags banker like you. Yes, I came crawling out of a ditch—but I saved my king’s life more times than you’ll ever know, so I’m one of the ranking peers of the realm, a confidant of the monarch, and you’d better not forget it! Now tell me what’s rocking your cradle this time?”

			“This back scabbard. You want me to carry Denial on my back so the Marquis won’t realize I’m armed until after I’ve run him through.”

			“And what does that mean?”

			“It means you lied to me, all of you—you and the Queen and Grand Master. You’re sending me on a suicide mission. Jim is going to take the cat’s eye out of the pommel—promising to put her back when I return, of course. But I won’t return! No binding scar, no identification on me, no cat’s eye, so they’ll just torture me for a few days and then hang me. Thencaster problem solved.”

			Stalwart’s eyes widened. “Oh, you guessed! And you say the reason for the back scabbard is so the Marquis won’t notice that you’re carrying a sword?”

			Niall said, “Um...”

			“Idiot!” Stalwart released him with a shove that bounced him off the wall. “You have obviously never seen a back scabbard. A great big hilt sticking up behind your ear and you think no one will notice? They’d all be laughing their teeth out at the boob who carries a sword that way.”

			“Then why a back scabbard?”

			“Wait and see. You’ll understand when we get to Goat’s Gizzard.”

			“Where? What’s that?”

			“That is where you will meet the nastiest people you have ever met in your life.” Stalwart swung around and stalked back into the sword shop, so that Niall had to run after him to apologize.

			Stalwart didn’t listen. He drew Sleight and handed it to him. “Give Denial to Jim and you keep this as security. Jim, get going on the scabbard, please, and we’ll hang around until you’re finished with the sabre. Come, lad, I need some exercise.”

			He brazenly led the way through the workshop quarters—where they passed Jim, already tracing Denial’s outline onto a plank of lime wood—out to a spacious back yard. There was the source of the hammering, a younger version of Jim beating an anvil to death, while an even younger and sweatier one worked the bellows. Stalwart marched past them both with a wave and a cheery word, heading for a tract of muddy grass at the rear. Beside the fence stood a rack of foils.

			He selected a buttoned rapier. “Right, Wonder Boy. Let’s see who’s been stretching the truth a little, shall we?”

			“Bad idea!” Niall was still burning hotter than the Jims’ furnace. “I’m in a foul mood. If I lose my temper, I’ll beat you into butter.”

			“But you never do, you told me. On guard!”

			“Don’t say you weren’t warned.” Niall found a blunt sabre similar to Denial and swished it a few times. Lighter than he liked, but adequate.

			They faced off.

			Clink... clink... clink... clinkclinkclink...

			Stalwart was good. Twenty years ago he must have been fantastic, but Time had stitched white hairs on his scalp and started to pad his belly. He kept up a wondrous pace for a good ten minutes, but the rapier’s button never touched Niall. Every lunge was parried.

			Clinkclinkclink....

			Niall moved his sabre to his left hand. That made no difference.

			Clinkclinkclink....

			Finally, when he was confident that the old man must either quit or drop dead, Niall barked, “Shoulder!” and tapped him there. Then, “Leg! Belly...”

			Before he could name any more targets, Stalwart threw down his rapier. For a moment they just stood and gasped for breath. The younger and youngest Jims, who had long since left off work to watch, applauded loudly.

			Niall caught his breath first, enough to laugh. Stalwart followed. And then they fell into an embrace, brother Blades.

			“Fates, lad! I once saw Durendal fence. You’ve got his style.”

			There was no higher praise than that.

			“And,” Stalwart added, “I would surely hate to meet you in a real fight.”
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			Whatever else might have been planned for the day had to be postponed, because waiting for them back at the Golden Jug were two clerks from the Royal Chancellery, sent to take a deposition from Sir Niall of the Queen’s Blades, formerly known as Will Scribner of Grandon, in connection with the trusteeship of... and so on. The Queen had kept her promise, and Niall eagerly answered all their questions.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			You will meet the nastiest people you have ever met in your life.

			lord hedgebury

			Early the next morning, Stalwart paid his tally but assured the innkeeper that he wanted to hold the room and they would be back tomorrow. Their progress after that was delayed by a typical Thirdmoon downpour, brief but brutal.

			When they reached the armourers’ shop, the absurd back scabbard was ready. The harness included shoulder straps and chest straps, all of which had to be adjusted, but once that was done, Niall should be able to put it on and off quite easily. It held Denial across his back at an angle—right shoulder to left hip—so he could still sit a horse. He would have to practice drawing and sheathing, was all. Scowling at his reflection in the big mirror, he did admit that he could live with the stupid thing if he must. It just made him look so half baked! Lord Hedgebury smiled and said that no one would dare tell him that to his face.

			After that they rode off into more showers, heading eastward through parts of Grandon that Niall had never seen, past the docks and the grim towering mass of the Bastion. They left the city by the East Gate, into a very flat and swampy landscape. It was bleak and largely uninhabited.

			“So, what happens when we get to Goat’s Gizzard, Leader?”

			“What I said: the nastiest people you have ever met in your life—even including your Ephraim Morley.”

			Hopeless! Stalwart Lord Hedgebury loved keeping secrets. It must be a leftover habit from his youth as a gleeman. Answers must wait until the appropriate moment and then—Hey Presto! The coin was in your ear all the time! Apart from that, he was likable and good company. For the last two years Niall had been the oldest candidate in Ironhall. Most of the masters were three or even four times his age. Hedgebury was only twice it, and socializing with a man of that middle vintage required a skill Niall still had to learn. Fortunately, Stalwart was a skilled raconteur with an inexhaustible repertoire of tales about the Monster War, life in Baelmark, and court life in general. Fate, or Queen Malinda, could have thrown Niall into much worse company.
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			Goat’s Gizzard, when it crawled into view close to sunset, turned out to be a very ugly castle, a pile of gloomy black stone like a giant bubo on the swampy plain.

			“Built by Everard IV a century ago,” Hedgebury proclaimed, “to keep the Baels from sailing up the Gran.”

			“And did it?”

			“Spirits, no! It’s out of bowshot of the river unless there’s a strong north wind blowing. Even if there is, the raiders can row on past, staying close to the far shore, singing lewd songs. They rarely bothered, because the little coastal towns were much easier prey.”

			“So why are we coming calling?”

			“Because nowadays it’s used as a prison. It holds the conjurers we captured during the Monster War. They all were monsters in their day. If your conscience rebels at the idea of paying a woman for a tumble, how does it feel about people who conjure children into sex slaves?”

			“Guess.”

			As they rode toward the main gate, Stalwart said, “By the way, the keepers are an unholy mixture of Household Yeomen and Dark Chamber snoops, so tie a knot in your tongue.”

			Blades, Yeomen, and Inquisitors all worked for the same monarch, but any cooperation was unthinkable. So Niall had been taught, but he failed to see the sense in it.

			Then Hedgebury said, “I think you’d better revert to being Will for a while.”

			That confirmed Niall’s guess that he was going to be enchanted. The elementals would not answer to a fake name, but they would accept an old, rarely used one. The inquisitors were not to learn who he was.
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			The drawbridge was down, but so was the massive portcullis beyond it. There was no one in sight, no bell rope, nothing to look at except another stone wall ten feet beyond the portcullis. Niall hammered on the metal with Denial’s quillon.

			Eventually two Yeomen sauntered into view to peer out at the visitors with contempt. They were a shoddy, unkempt pair. The older had a paunch and a straggly grey-flecked beard. The younger, who looked undernourished and none too smart, kept sneezing and wiping his nose on his sleeve. They each carried a pike, but neither wore armour, just rumpled, food-stained uniforms.

			“Who’re you?” demanded the fat one.

			Hedgebury produced a scroll and held it up to display the seal on it. “I come from the Queen, bearing orders for Castellan Hammer.”

			“Castellan’s indis... indisisy... posed. Come back tomorrow.”

			“Let me in and I’ll indispose him like he never imagined!”

			The fat one held out a hand. Stalwart hesitated and then let him have the scroll.

			“Here, Podge, read it for us.” The older man passed the cylinder to the younger, who broke the wax, unrolled the paper, and began to sound out the text, syllable by syllable.

			Reading the Queen’s mail must certainly be a major felony, however badly one did it. The fat man was watching Hedgebury. Niall recognized a duty. Denial whistled from her scabbard and flashed through the portcullis grid, then through the paper. The point nicked young Podge’s tongue and hit his teeth. With the width of his blade horizontal, Niall jerked the scroll upward, out of the petrified youth’s hands. The kid screamed, spewing blood.

			As Niall withdrew his sword and reached his other hand to retrieve the spiked letter, the older Yeoman tried to stab him with his pike, but the axe blade would not go through the grid of the portcullis. Sleight would, though, and through the fat man’s left ear and onward, a foot higher. He, too, screamed. Stalwart did not withdraw the rapier. He held the man helpless, transfixed though the ear. Both pikes lay on the ground, useless.

			“Nice initiative, lad,” Stalwart said.

			“Thank you—sir.” No names here. Niall was already pleased with himself, and annoyed that the older man’s praise felt good too.

			“You! Podge!” Stalwart barked. “Run and fetch Castellan Hammer or Warden Brindle right now!”

			The boy staggered away, spluttering blood.

			The fat man was snarling, clutching his ear. “You’ll pay for this!”

			“You’ll die first,” Stalwart assured him. “You tried to read a confidential royal document. They may not even waste time bandaging your ear. It’ll stop hurting when they cut off your head.”

			Someone in authority must have been standing close by, for almost at once machinery clattered and the portcullis shivered, then began to rise. Stalwart withdrew Sleight before she tore the fat man’s ear off. Niall wiped Denial on the lining of his cloak and—at the second attempt—sheathed her on his back.

			He had never seen an Inquisitor, but he had heard many lectures from the masters at Ironhall, and plenty more from visiting Blades of the Royal Guard, who referred to them as snoops. Thus, he was in no doubt as to the occupation of the gaunt man in a black robe and biretta, who now advanced to meet the visitors. His dead-fish eyes alone betrayed it. His face was craggy and totally expressionless. His hair also was midnight black, and hung almost to his shoulders.

			“Senior Inquisitor Brindle, I assume?” Stalwart said, offering the bloodstained ruin of the royal letter.

			Brindle ignored it. “Lord Hedgebury and?...”

			“My wife’s nephew, Will. Inquisitor Brindle is the warden here, Will. He looks after the inmates.”

			“We prefer to refer to them as prisoners,” Brindle said. “Although few of them are really human any more. You are to be the subject of today’s experiment?” he asked Niall.

			Stalwart exploded. “Experiment!? Your report to the Queen indicated that the enchanters had devised the spell that she wanted.”

			Brindle turned the fishy stare on him. “Prisoner Forty-two believes that he has, and none of the others who have read his text disbelieve him, but none of them would volunteer to be the first to try it.”

			Since Niall was wearing a cat’s eye sword, he was obviously a Blade, and was being hazed on principle.

			“What will happen if it goes wrong?” he asked.

			Brindle shrugged, the first gesture he had made. “It could cripple you, blind you, even kill you.”

			Stalwart stayed quiet, no doubt waiting to see how Niall would handle this. Niall turned to him.

			“If it does go wrong, after Inquisitor Brindle assured Her Grace that it was safe to use, then she will hold him responsible?”

			“Certainly.”

			Bluff called.

			It was easy enough to guess what Stalwart wanted from the conjurors, and Niall didn’t believe such an enchantment was possible. So let them try, and when it failed, the whole nasty plan would collapse, and he could go off and serve in the Royal Guard as he’d originally intended.

			He said, “Then let’s get on with it. I’m getting cold, just standing here.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Now you have made it much worse.

			sir niall

			The warden led the way across the bailey, with Stalwart and Niall leading their own horses, which was a flagrant breach of normal hospitality.

			‟This place is a midden!” Stalwart said. “A disgrace! Why doesn’t Hammer have his men clean it up?”

			Niall was thinking the same, looking at neglected heaps of horse droppings, a couple of broken wagons, disintegrating archery butts, and a small lake of backed-up, well polluted, rainwater.

			“Castellan Hammer is much too busy,” Brindle declared loftily.

			“Busy doing what?”

			“Drinking himself to death. Goat’s Gizzard is a penalty posting for a Yeoman.”

			“Is it also a penalty posting for a snoop?” Stalwart asked, but received no answer.

			Brindle had either recognized Lord Hedgebury, or had known who would be coming. He would therefore know that he had been the renowned Blade, Sir Stalwart. Niall decided to play nice, just to be contrary.

			“As warden, sir, you must be responsible for making sure that none of the prisoners escape? That sounds very difficult if they are all trained conjurors. How do you keep them from enchanting themselves out of here?”

			Brindle did not even look at him. “Not at all. We just keep them apart. It takes eight of them together to invoke the elemental spirits. You over there! Sergeant at arms! Yes, you. And you. Come here!” Having arrived at a door too small to admit a horse, the inquisitor now belatedly took heed of the visitors’ mounts and gave orders for rubdowns, oats, and so on. In Niall’s opinion, the two Yeomen who led them away could do with a good rubdown themselves.

			The Inquisitor unlocked the door and then paused. “Please remember that all the prisoners—and we still have more than fifty of them—were put to the Question. If you ask them about anything in their past, they will start confessing all over again. They will confess everything from failing to brush their teeth as children to how they inflicted agonizing diseases on people in order to sell them painkillers at ever-increasing prices. When one starts, any others within earshot will join in with their own woes.”

			Niall caught Stalwart’s eye and read an I-told-you-so message there. The Yeomen, and perhaps the Inquisitors, were bad enough, but the prisoners were human vermin, now enchanted into insanity.

			The door frame was low; Niall bent his head, but his sword hilt struck with a loud “clunk.” Brindle snorted—dumb swordsman!

			On his second try Niall crouched and crept through to a spacious hall, lit by barred windows set very high, whose fading evening light made the pillars and the massive ashlar walls seem like the bones of some long-dead dragons. Whatever the place might have been when the castle was built—feasting hall or stable—now it was an elementary, with an octogram outlined on the floor, a brazier to locate Fire point, and an urn for Water. But each point of the octogram was marked by a staple set in the paving, and those were not standard. Nor was the matching staple in the centre.

			A row of benches along the opposing wall was occupied by half a dozen Inquisitors, three male, and three female, ranging in age from younger than Niall to three times his age. They rose respectfully as the visitors entered, as if to prove that Warden Brindle kept his subordinates on a much tighter rein than Castellan Hammer did his. They were all impeccably trim in their black robes and birettas.

			Brindle locked the door by which he and the two visitors had entered—there was another at the far end of the hall. He acknowledged his ominous troops with a nod.

			“Today we are honoured by the presence of Ambassador Lord Hedgebury, companion of the White Star, knight in the Loyal and Ancient Order of the Queen’s Blades. And also his pretend nephew, another butcher boy, who chooses to go by the name of Will, and who will enlighten us this evening by voluntary participation in testing a brand-new conjuration created by Prisoner Forty-two. I suggest you acknowledge Will’s reckless courage with a round of applause.”

			All six clapped with great enthusiasm. Stalwart slipped Niall a surreptitious wink. Niall tried to shrug, only to discover that his scabbard made the move uncomfortable.

			“Harb,” Brindle said, “and Tenebrous, would you please fetch Forty-two, and any papers he will need to set up the rehearsal? And the rest of you bring the helpers he wants?”

			As the junior inquisitors filed out, the two Blades sauntered over to a bench and sat down.

			Stalwart leaned close and murmured, “You didn’t bow when they applauded you.”

			Niall whispered, “They’ll have to use a bigger shovel if they want to bury me in that stuff.” With the Queen newly on the throne, he was confident that the Dark Chamber would not promise her something it was not certain it could deliver.

			Brindle, meanwhile, had checked the water level in the urn and was battering a flint and steel together, trying to light the brazier.

			The air in the elementary was damp and stank of old and rot. It was also cold; Niall caught himself shivering and was not worried that this might be a sign of fear. Daylight was fading.

			Then the first two inquisitors to leave returned, one carrying a dilapidated bundle of paper, and the other a length of chain attached to a shackle around the left ankle of the very old man hobbling along between them. His hair and beard hung in unkempt wisps. His sunken cheeks advertised an almost complete lack of teeth, and his number, “42”, was either branded or tattooed in large digits on his forehead. His clothes were truly just rags, hanging on him, just as his flesh hung on his bones. His face, especially, looked as if it had melted like candle wax, pulling his lower eyelids away from his eyes.

			As the threesome was about to pass the two Blades, Forty-two suddenly stopped, almost causing his right-hand escort to drop the papers. He was staring hard at Hedgebury, and Niall felt a matching start of recognition from his companion.

			“Dr. Skuldigger!” Stalwart said. “I thought they hanged you twenty years ago.”

			The ancient one cackled toothlessly. “Wat Hedgebury! You look as if you are doing well. No, they didn’t hang me. Aw! I wish they had been so kind.”

			“Move him!” Brindle shouted. “No dawdling.”

			The escorts jostled their prisoner forward, but they couldn’t stop his hoarse screech. “Not that I didn’t deserve hanging. I was going to make a chimera out of you. Such a beautiful chimera you would have made, you and the otter...”

			The door swung open again, to admit the other four jailers with two more prisoners: Seventeen, male, and Fifty-one, female. Both looked as ancient and maltreated as the former Dr. Skuldigger. Both joined in, crying out confessions in an incomprehensible hubbub.

			Brindle raised his hands above his head and clapped three times. Evidently that was a conjured signal, for it brought instant silence.

			“Forty-two,” he shouted. “Position the participants.”

			“Me at Death,” the old man replied, sounding perfectly sane again. “Seventeen at Water, and Fifty-one at Fire.”

			The jailers delivered their charges to the respective posts, and fastened their chains to the shackles.

			“Now bring Thirty-three,” the warden commanded, “Forty-five, and Nine.”

			“And they’ve never done this before?” Hedgebury murmured, confirming Niall’s own disbelief.

			Brindle strode over to loom over Niall. “You will have to stand in the centre, but first take off everything except the scabbard.”

			“You wish to admire my goose bumps? I certainly will not. It’s too flaming cold in here.”

			Besides, there were ladies present, if one admitted that female Inquisitors could be classed as ladies. Prisoner Fifty-one did not count, being both ancient and practically naked herself.

			“I’d have thought this would feel quite warm after all those years on Starkmoor. I’ll get a blanket for you. But I will not allow this enchantment to proceed until I am quite certain that you have not been bound to the Blades. Any attempt to overlay two such powerful conjurations would be inviting disaster.”

			“I’m not bound. You have my word on that, and I understand that snoops can tell when a witness is lying.”

			Brindle strode away without a word.

			“He’s probably right,” Hedgebury said. “To include your clothes in this conjuration might be very unwise.”

			With six wretched prisoners in place, Brindle sent four inquisitors back for two more, and one of the young males off on an errand elsewhere, probably to find a blanket for their bashful victim. Meanwhile the warden distributed scripts to the conjurors already in place and then handed each of them a lighted candle. Night had fallen.

			The blanket arrived. Angry, but resigned to what felt like a completely unnecessary indignity, Niall stripped completely, wrapped the blanket around himself, knotted it at his waist, and then resumed his scabbard and sword. He strode into the octogram and took his place in the centre.

			“You must face Love,” Forty-two mumbled. Could spirits understand a voice so toothless?

			But the command made sense. Obviously this ritual was to be directed at the sword on his back, and when he faced the spidery and unlovable old man at Love, he would have his back to Death, whose spirits naturally ruled any deadly weapon. In turning he stubbed a toe on the staple and swore.

			“Begin,” Warden Brindle said.

			Niall had witnessed several hundred bindings in the Ironhall Forge, and they had all started with Grand Master running a test for any excess spirits of Chance. The former Dr. Skuldigger dispensed with such precaution. He launched into a tirade banishing spirits of Fire, which naturally ruled all forms of light. The candle flames grew dimmer. He had written the largest part for himself, but the other seven all had their turns. The conjuring went on for a very long time, and Niall found himself shivering despite all his efforts not to. His feet were freezing.

			The end came suddenly, when Forty-two’s voice quavered into silence, and he crumpled to the floor. A couple of watching inquisitors jumped up with cries of alarm, but Brindle shouted at them not to worry.

			“He’s just exhausted. Let’s poke up that brazier and get some light in here.”

			And heat. Recognizing a good idea, Niall hurried over to the rising glow, being careful not to trip over his blanket. In fact, he was probably wearing more than most of the ragged prisoners, only one of whom could get close to the fire. The inquisitors could, and did, all whispering and staring at Niall himself. Then he looked down and saw that the chest strap holding his scabbard had disappeared. Its place was marked by a band of flattened hair.

			He reached up to draw Denial—and brought his hand down, apparently empty. Yet he could feel his fingers gripping her hilt, sense her weight. Then, like a tor on Starkmoor emerging from a dawn mist, the sword became visible, and the strap also.

			“Is that satisfactory, my lord?” Warden Brindle asked drily.

			Hedgebury said, “Extremely, Inquisitor. Her Majesty will be pleased. However, this conjuration is potentially an extraordinarily dangerous one. I suspect that she may forbid its use except on her express orders.”

			“That is possible.” Brindle did not seem troubled by the prospect, and Niall noticed that the junior inquisitors were already hurrying around, gathering up the scripts. The Queen could proscribe until her face turned royal blue, but the Dark Chamber would still own a conjuration to make a sword invisible.

			As the prisoners were being returned to their cells, and Niall was dressing, Stalwart came close and said softly, “Well, Master Cleaver, does that make your mission look a little better?”

			Niall said, “No. Now you have made it much worse.”

			“How?” Stalwart snapped.

			“Because now I will not only be spying on my employer, accepting his board and wages while serving another, I will also be carrying a concealed weapon. Only bandits or assassins do that. Honest, honourable men never do.”

			His leader dropped his voice to a whisper. “I think you have chosen the wrong profession, Sir Scruples. Suppose that some day your duty requires you to kill a man? Will you be able to do that?”

			Niall felt another shiver, but it was provoked by anger, not cold. “If my oath requires it, certainly! But I will let him see my sword and draw his own before I cut his head off.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Your dominant virtual element is obviously Death.

			lady emerald

			“I am reluctantly coming to the conclusion,” Lord Hedgebury remarked, “that Goat’s Gizzard does not encourage visitors.”

			The room to which they had been shown was small, draughty, and filthy. The bed had not been made after the last users departed. The small table that bore a cold supper for the guests also bore mouse droppings. Niall, being hungry, was inspecting that with especial dislike.

			He said, “This reminds me of the winter Ironhall was snowed in for more than a moon and the sopranos wanted to cook the Brat.”

			“Did they?”

			“I don’t know. We had some very strange meals. Look, we’re Blades. Let’s get violent.”

			Stalwart shook his head. “That’s probably the idea, and could be a trap. The whole place reeks of sorcery. But the Queen will hear of this, I promise you.”

			There was a mirror, small and grimy. Niall inspected his reflection and could see no sign of the scabbard on his back. He drew, and it became visible at the same time as the sword in his hand did. After some more experimentation, he established that this was the case even when he was not wearing the scabbard: whenever the sword was sheathed, both were invisible. He must either keep them apart overnight or be sure to remember where he had put them.
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			Both men passed on the meal.

			The bed contained lice, fleas, and bed bugs.
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			Dressing after a very bad night, Niall tried reversing his magical scabbard to put the hilt behind his left shoulder. It worked, but the fit was poor, and Denial was likely to damage the scabbard when he drew.

			The Blades agreed that the sooner they left Goat’s Gizzard, the better; they would rather starve for another hour than eat any of the appalling food. It was barely even first light when the Blades arrived at the stable and wakened two hands to saddle their horses. It did seem that they would be able to escape without having to exchange any hypocritical farewells with Senior Inquisitor Brindle, but as two surly Yeomen were cranking up the portcullis for them, he appeared, as smooth and immaculate as ever.

			Stalwart managed a civil leave-taking, swung up into the saddle, and advanced a few yards along the drawbridge before looking back to see what was delaying his companion. Niall was examining Pepper’s left foreleg. He straightened up when Brindle was about six feet away.

			“You forgot something, snoop.”

			The inquisitor halted, instantly wary. “Such as?”

			“Such as Blades’ honour.” Niall’s hand whipped to his shoulder, then up at arm’s length, and made a wide circuit in Brindle’s direction. The inquisitor fell back with a scream as blood gushed from a slash the full width of his forehead. Denial was back in the scabbard before she even became fully visible. Niall vaulted onto Pepper’s back—no trouble!—and kicked in his heels. He cantered past Hedgebury and kept going.

			Hedgebury caught up with him in short order. “The Queen put you under my orders, and I did not order you to strike that man!” He was furious.

			“Then we’d better not tell her.” Niall was laughing.

			“You’re a crazy idiot! You couldn’t see the tip of your sword. You might have cut off the top of his head.”

			“I knew exactly where the tip of my sword was. I knew exactly how deep I was cutting, and it was barely through the skin. I’m a trained Blade, even if I’m not bound yet. Since when did Blades put up with that sort of shit from the snoops?”

			“No longer than the snoops put up with it from Blades. You are under my orders, and I order you now that you must never use that sword except in self-defence, or to protect your ward, the Queen. As it is, you’ve made a dangerous enemy. From now on you’re a marked man for the Dark Chamber.”

			“When they find me. I’m just Will, remember? Soon to be Master Cleaver of Thencaster. First you accused me of not being mean enough to kill a man and now you want me to kiss an inquisitor’s ass? Where can we eat?”

			After a moment, Stalwart muttered, “Takes a lot to scare you, doesn’t it?”

			Niall had no answer to that question, and didn’t try to find one.
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			They ate their fill at a farm where ploughing was underway. Ploughmen needed to be fed well. The farmer’s wife welcomed the drop-in gentlemen, piling their platters with eggs and ham, fish fresh from the pond, and bread hot out of the oven. When even Niall was full, Stalwart paid her with shiny new silver.

			By then he had recovered his temper and could see the bright side of Niall’s Invisible Revenge. Too bad that the entire Royal Guard could not learn of it. Perhaps in a year or so, the tale might be told.
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			They arrived at the Golden Jug in splendid sunshine and demanded a tub and lots of hot water to clean up.

			It was still much too soon to expect a reply from Thencaster. They would go, Hedgebury decreed, to call on Baron Whinscar.

			“Don’t we need to ask first? Get an appointment?”

			“No. The poor old fellow is dying of boredom. He’ll welcome us with open arms, and probably some of the finest ale you’ll find anywhere. He employs a truly expert brew master.”

			Niall said, “Hm,” and began changing into his best outfit. Alas, his best was well past its best, as would befit a penny-pinching scribe. “And will I meet the legendary fourteen-year-old who fell so drastically in love with me?”

			“If you do, don’t tell her, because she doesn’t know anything about that. But when she sees you so magnificently attired, she’ll probably do it all over again.”
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			Niall had never visited the part of town where baron lived. He did indeed agree to receive, “Lord Hedgebury and friend,” and they were promptly shown upstairs to a dazzlingly over-decorated lounge. Whinscar was reclining in a thickly padded chair with both feet hugely wrapped, probably in either lamb’s wool or swansdown.

			“Stalwart, you old rascal!” He did not rise. “Come in, come in! And who is this dashing young fellow?” He ordered beer brought for the visitors.

			The baron did not look old enough to be so plagued with gout. On the other hand, he did seem old to have a fourteen-year-old daughter. He was plump, with a round, rubicund face and two chins.

			“May I have the honour, M’lord, to present Master Neal Cleaver, your former secretary?”

			“The one Julie wrote love letters to? She still weeps for him every night.”

			Stalwart laughed. “Of course she does!”

			Niall bowed low. Seeing the obvious wealth around him, he was tempted to say he had changed his mind, and could he have his old job back? Fourteen was a marriageable age. Alas, if the young lady really existed, she wouldn’t have a clue who he was.

			The beer was superb. At first the two older men reminisced, and Niall just listened. He gathered enough scraps to learn that the baron had been a successful treasury officer for King Ambrose, and that Stalwart had told him very little about his complicated chicanery with one of the Queen’s Blades. Whinscar might not be dying of boredom, as Stalwart had claimed, but he was certainly tortured by it.

			Oddly enough, Niall learned more about Lord Hedgebury. Whinscar had been another of Ambrose’s cronies, so he had attended many cozy royal soirees. He recalled how the king would join in lute duets with the young Stalwart, who had been by far the better player. Princess Malinda had rarely been included, but their friendship must have started there. Ambrose had even made Sir Stalwart display tricks remembered from his pre-Ironhall youth as a gleeman— juggling, standing on one hand. The king had not been famed for his tact.

			Eventually it was Whinscar who brought order to the meeting. “So, Master Cleaver, is there anything more I can do to further your service to Her Majesty?” He knew that she was involved, anyway.

			“If I may ask a few questions, my lord? Just in case I get asked things I ought to know. For example, how long did I work for you?”

			“Mm... I must have hired you three years ago, when my health forced me to retire.”

			“I would have been seventeen or eighteen.”

			“Awkward age to be changing employers. Let’s make it four years ago, then.” Stalwart had chosen his accomplice well. The unemployed Whinscar jumped right into the game of building a credible Neal Cleaver. He showed no resentment at being asked to describe his family—three children, only one at home, two wives deceased. What sort of letters or other documents had Cleaver written? He had also maintained several ledgers, but Niall could remember enough of his childhood banking work not to be frightened by those. Three baronial homes... and so on.

			Stalwart, of course, could not stay out, and it was two large tankards of ale later before Niall confessed that he had run out of questions. The one thing he did not know, and could not ask without spilling secrets, was whether Baron Whinscar had ever met the Marquis of Thencaster. He would find out soon enough from the other party.

			By the time the two conspirators rode homeward to the Golden Jug, another day was ending. No message from the palace awaited Lord Hedgebury, meaning that the Marquis had not yet answered the letter.

			Stalwart fretted. “I was never good at waiting. A friend of mine used to say it was because of...”

			“Yes?”

			“Her name was Emerald. No reason why we can’t go and see her tomorrow. In a manner of speaking, she’s your most dangerous enemy.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Wart is flying again.

			lady emerald

			By sunrise they were riding out Grandon’s West Gate. Although the gate still stood, most of the wall on that side had long ago been swallowed and digested by the city itself.

			Emerald, Stalwart explained, had been a very talented member of the White Sisters, the “sniffers” trained in the detection of conjuration. She had assisted young Stalwart on several of his celebrated adventures. So he said, but some of the accounts that Niall had heard still floating around Ironhall implied that several times she had deserved more of the credit for their success than he had. That view might be due to mass envy, because Stalwart had won his White Star before he could grow respectable whiskers. He had never been the most popular member of the Royal Guard after that.

			Emerald had married a Blade, Sir Fury. After being dubbed, Fury had been appointed Master of Richly Downs, a small deer park close to the capital. Ambrose had enjoyed fishing and hawking there. Malinda either wasn’t interested or was still too busy to visit. The Furies had six children. Or was it seven?
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			It was eight, from a babe in arms to an eye-grabbing young lady who swept down from the front door to take Stalwart’s horse’s cheek strap and greet him as “Uncle Stalwart.” Two younger males had already gone rushing into the house shouting the news. Dogs raced around, barking in hysterical excitement.

			The house itself was large and old, but it wore its age with grace. Its escort of giant beeches were bare still, but in summer they would be splendid, and the rows of windows suggested that it could hold many more young Furies if required. A torrent of them poured out the door and cascaded down the steps as vanguard for the Earth Mother herself.

			To a fancied fanfare of imaginary trumpets, Lady Fury appeared in the doorway, radiant in a golden robe and clutching Baby Eight wrapped in a dark blue blanket. She was tall, and in her long-ago adventuring days had probably been as svelte as that black-haired beauty still talking to Stalwart. Now, alas, after so many babies, Emerald was just very big. She waved to the visitors and began to descend—mustn’t shout and waken whatever-its-name.

			Niall dismounted and led Pepper over to the crowd around Stalwart. By the time he arrived, the person he was really interested in meeting had drifted around to the far side.

			“Oh, yuck!” said a shrill treble. Niall looked down at orange hair, multitudinous freckles, and a snub nose tightly screwed up to express disgust.

			“Are you addressing me, young man?”

			“You stink!”

			Niall balled a fist and placed it close to the offender’s freckles. “That is not a polite way to greet a visitor, boy.”

			Then he heard Stalwart speak his name. “Sir Niall of the Blades—Emerald, Lady Fury.”

			Niall bowed, kissed the fingers offered, and admitted to being honoured.

			“He stinks!” said Freckles.

			“Baelish, you must never say that about people. What you think you are smelling is not Sir Niall, but a conjurement he is carrying. Now tell him you are sorry.”

			Even a small chin could display obstinacy. “I’m sorry he stinks.”

			His mother sighed. “And I am sorry you are going to miss dessert today. Somebody take him away.”

			“I’ll take him away,” Niall said. “I have an iron cage that would fit him perfectly, and he will never get dessert, not ever again!”

			The malefactor screamed, “No!” and was dragged away by laughing siblings. Baelish couldn’t possibly be his real name, just a family nickname, mocking his colouring. Baels had been raiding the Chivian coast for centuries, and rape had always been among their offences. Baelish blood could show up to embarrass families in many subsequent generations.

			“I am truly sorry about Edwan’s manners, Sir Niall. Several of our children have inherited my talent for detecting enchantment. I usually hear it, but he, unfortunately smells it, and he hasn’t come close to learning tact yet.”

			“It was nothing, Ma’am. I have a sister with hair that colour, so I know the trouble it brings.”

			“He’s not a real Blade, though,” said another female, voice. “What worries me isn’t what he’s carrying; it’s what he isn’t.” Niall didn’t see who had spoken, but he caught Stalwart’s eye. This was what he had meant by Emerald being Niall’s most dangerous enemy—many people were sensitive to magic to some degree.

			Adjusting the baby on her shoulder, Emerald frowned, unerringly picking out the culprit in the sea of faces. “You can’t be sure of that, Rose, and even if you were, you should not say so. Now see that their horses are taken round to the stables. Come inside, Stalwart, Sir Niall.”

			As they went up the steps to the front door, Stalwart pointed at her burden. “Congratulations on that one, Em. Is it named yet?”

			“Not, ‘It,’ Stalwart! It’s a ‘He!’ His name is Hectar.”

			“Fury must be happy?”

			“Oh, he doesn’t care if they’re hers or hims, as long as they’re loud, so he knows they’re healthy. I warned him before we were married that I was an earth person and would keep on producing babies. He just said, ‘Great!’ and, ‘When can we begin?’ He’s inspecting the nesting today, but he’ll be back by sundown. You will stay the night of course?”

			Of course yes, because Stalwart had already told the Golden Jug that he would not return until the next day. A brief visit to a palatial guest room upstairs allowed Niall to remove his sword and scabbard. He hung the latter on a wall sconce and replaced the sword. Both disappeared. Baelish and his siblings should find him less odoriferous now.

			Stalwart led the way back down, and they found Emerald seated alone by the fireplace in the great hall. It was impressive, with a hammerbeam roof and stained-glass windows. She was pouring crimson wine into goblets. Two empty chairs facing her, flanked a low table laden with treats. She looked up with a smile as the Blades arriving, but the smile faded into a studied frown aimed at Niall.

			“Help yourselves, gentlemen. Sir Niall, Stalwart presented you as a Blade, but I can tell that you have not been bound. I assume, therefore, that he has involved you in another of his madcap schemes?”

			“I was assigned to assist him in a project he has undertaken for Her Majesty, Ma’am.”

			Lady Fury set her jaw for a moment. Her manner was businesslike. “Stalwart is an air-time person. That match made him a wonderful gleeman, acrobat, juggler and so on in his youth. He was a whirlwind with a rapier. But it also let him dream up some utterly fantastic schemes. We used to say, ‘Wart is flying again.’”

			“All of which schemes turned out well in the end,” Lord Hedgebury remarked happily.

			“Most of which turned out well. It was how they turned in before turning out that made my hair go white before I was twenty.”

			“It seems to have gone back again successfully.”

			“No thanks to you.” Clearly, the two of them were friends of very long standing. “So why have you brought your accomplice here, villain?”

			Stalwart paused in his labour of selecting sweetmeats. “Yesterday I had him provided with a potentially useful conjuration. I wanted to show him how talented people like you could detect its presence.”

			“Detect it? It was screaming at me before you crossed the ford. Not to mention rousing the ancestral Baelish beast in my six-year-old son, and agitating my nineteen-year-old daughter, Fawn.” She turned her attention back to Niall, and now managed to lose the frown. “I saw you light up whenever you looked at Fawn, Sir Niall—which is quite normal for any young man—and I must warn you that, even without whatever gadget you left upstairs, you have no prospects with her. She is at least as talented a sensitive as I was before I went to Oakendown to be trained as a White Sister.”

			“Am I so repulsive?”

			“Your elemental makeup is very unusual. Very unusual. Fawn is a gentle soul, and a born warrior repels her. Some women would—some woman will—find you exciting, fear not!”

			He must have looked completely lost, because she smiled. “I’m sorry. Stalwart knows what I’m talking about. Briefly... We are all made up of eight elements, right? Four manifest elements: Earth, Air, Fire, and Water; plus four virtual elements: Chance, Love, Time, and Death. But each of us has one dominant element in each set, and one of those two, in turn, dominates the other. Usually. In your case I can detect your two dominants. They are neighbours in the octogram, which is an unusual pairing, and they seem to be equally balanced, which is very strange! You almost have two masters.

			“Stalwart, as I told you, is an Air-Time person. Those are opposites in the octogram, which helps to produce a stable personality. I am Earth-Time. Those are neighbouring elements, but my Earth is clearly dominant. The Time element we had in common helped us work together.”

			“We sang duets,” Stalwart said. “Seriously! So what is Niall?”

			“Tell me what you think,” she said, refilling the goblets. “And why.”

			“I think he’s an Air person, like me,” Stalwart said confidently, helping himself to another slice of jellied eel. He told the Cat story. “He obviously doesn’t wag an eyebrow at heights. I’d have guessed that his dominant virtual was Love.”

			“Why?”

			“Because when he was still the Brat, and having his first chance to swing a foil, he accidentally broke the master’s collarbone. He was so upset at having hurt the man that ever since he just fences defensively, and almost never makes an aggressive move.”

			Lady Fury raised eyebrows. “Not a man you would want to have your back in a real fight?”

			For the first time, Lord Hedgebury looked hesitant. “I admit he can be vicious.” He told the story of Niall’s invisible revenge on Inquisitor Brindle.

			Emerald said, “Hm. And you, Sir Niall? What do you think your dominant elements are?”

			“Never thought about it,” he said truthfully. She had just described him as a born warrior. Was that really true? “I’m stubborn. I tried to refuse the Queen last week. I’m meticulous—I like to do everything right first time, and never make mistakes.”

			“I am not at all surprised,” she said. “Because your dominant manifest element is Earth. This collarbone affair. How old were you then?”

			“Sixteen, Ma’am.”

			“Older than most Brats, but even so, I don’t believe you did that accidentally. You must have applied a lot of force. I think you lost your temper and hit him with all your strength.”

			“Maybe. Was a long time ago.”

			She turned to Stalwart. “Remember Bevin Smealey?”

			“Prime Candidate Badger?”

			“He was quite a tragic character. Your dominant virtual element is obviously Death, Sir Niall. So was his. That’s why I told you that you have no chance with Fawn. She senses Death in you. Of course that sword of yours is also saturated with Death spirits. An invisible sword is a hugely dangerous weapon.”

			Stalwart was red, either with anger, or perhaps embarrassment at being corrected so brutally. “How about the Cat boy? Why would a Death person risk his own life to save another? And why fight defensively all the time?”

			It was Emerald’s turn to hesitate. “Because, while Niall’s dominants are Earth and Death, they seem to alternate their control of him. When he arrived here, he was a Death-Earth person and now he is Earth-Death. That is extremely unusual. Those elements are neighbours in the octogram, which may be part of the cause. For instance, Earth people generally dislike heights. I’m an Earth person. I was up on those battlements with the king on the night you climbed up there, and I was shaking like an aspen leaf. Yet Niall trusted his life to a rotting rope?

			“Of course, Death people fear death less than others, having lived with it all their lives. I suspect that Niall is completely fearless. He would walk a tightrope over a waterfall carrying a leopard. Wouldn’t you?”

			The image made him grin. “A small leopard, I might.”

			“Besides, Stalwart, who told you about Cat, or how Niall fences?”

			Stalwart turned to stare at Niall. “He did. But the Queen...”

			“I remember warning you that Death people like Badger lie a lot.”

			Niall had heard more than enough. “I do not lie! My father taught me never to lie, and I never do.”

			Emerald smiled, “And you are not lying now. I would know if you were. Congratulations! I am quite certain that Death and Earth are the main components of your personality. I am sorry to tell you, this, but they are awkward partners. They may combine is strange ways. Death led you to Ironhall. Earth drove you to rescue the boy on the cliff.

			“As the Brat your Death dominant made you break a collarbone and yesterday you scarred a man for life. A Death man trained as a Blade and armed with an invisible sword makes you incredibly formidable, Sir Niall! I know this sounds absurd when addressed to a Blade, but do try to stay out of serious fights. Your Death dominant will make you utterly ruthless.”

			He nodded, because he had always known about his temper. “You still want me, my lord?” he asked Stalwart, hoping that the answer was no.

			“More than ever I do. Tell him about Earth elements, Em.”

			“Earth spirits give strength, stability, honesty, perseverance. They make women fecund and men protective. An Earth dominance often attracts women. Keep that side of your character uppermost, Sir Niall, and you may be very well rewarded.”

			It made a sort of sense, but old wives’ tales usually did. He turned to Stalwart.

			“I want to ask Lady Fury a very personal question. In confidence.”

			Lord Hedgebury pouted, but muttered something about seeing the children, and walked away, out of the hall.

			It wasn’t himself Niall wanted to ask about. Embarrassed to be gossiping about someone else, he clasped his hands and spoke to the floor.

			“An Air-Time person, going on forty? Can’t do handstands well anymore. Was the first-ever Blade admitted to the Guard without binding. Saved the king’s life and became a royal crony before he was eighteen. Now there’s a new monarch, and he’s Queen Malinda’s crony also. Be awfully nice if he could save her life too! He’s too old to fly the way he used to. But he can dream up a future threat to her throne, and use that to persuade her to give him another young unbound Blade.” He paused.

			“And the question, Sir Niall?”

			He looked up. “Is Stalwart trying to relive his youth through me?”

			“You are very perceptive, which just makes you even more dangerous.”

			“So the answer is yes?”

			“That is what I think. I’m very sorry for Stalwart. He’s been moping for years. He wanted sons, but Agnes gave him three daughters. No grandchildren yet. Now he has you. I am sorry for you.”

			Niall felt a great weight of doubt lift off his shoulders. He hadn’t wanted to be a spy, and now he wouldn’t need to be. It was all Stalwart’s fantasy. He could go to Thencaster and enjoy life as a peaceable secretarial Earth person. He needn’t have nightmares of slaughtering men with his invisible sword. He suspected that he had never really wanted to be a Blade, except for childish dreams of being revenged on Ephraim Morley, and now the Queen was going to do that for him.

			He stood up. “Thank you very much, my lady. I promise I won’t lose my temper and start slaughtering multitudes.”

			She nodded, but did not smile.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			An Earth dominance often attracts women.

			lady emerald

			On arriving back at the Golden Jug, they were informed that two messages for Lord Hedgebury were waiting at Greymere Palace. He rode off at once to fetch them. Niall must not be seen there, and he felt rumbles of regret that he could not learn how his former classmates were making out in the Guard.

			Stalwart returned all smiles. The Marquis of Thencaster had replied that he had not yet filled the position of private secretary and would much like to interview the man described. The other missive was a note to Stalwart from one of the Queen’s equerries:

			I am instructed by Her Majesty to inform you that Master Banker Ephraim Morley is confined in the Bastion, awaiting trial.

			“It’s nice to have friends in high places, lad.”

			“She keeps her promises,” Niall admitted. But revenge was not necessarily better served cold. Like any other dish, it could lose its freshness. This news would have tasted juicier when he was sixteen.

			He sat down and wrote a note to his mother. He was a Blade now, he told her, but on a special assignment far from Grandon. He hoped it wouldn’t last more than a year. The Queen herself had promised him that she would have the execution of his father’s will investigated, and today had sent him word that Morley was already in the Bastion. He did not suggest that the stolen fortune would be returned to the rightful heirs, because that might be trusting a monarch too far. Then he asked Stalwart for an advance on his pay.

			Stalwart suddenly turned generous and gave him much more than he expected, so he was able to send his letter off by one of the Golden Jug’s own messengers.

			Stalwart, the paradigm air-time man, was wishing he could saddle up and ride north at once, but the horses had done their share already that day and would face a long hard road to Thencaster in the days to come. “Lunch and a geography lesson,” he announced, and led the way down to the bar.

			“Now, Neal... You had better get used to being Neal. Rap my knuckles if I call you by your real name. Thencaster marks the border of Wylderland. The Wylds are huge, hairy, and horrible, almost worse than Baels. Most of them have jet-black hair and milk-white skin, which gives them a creepy, subterranean sort of look. They fight all the time amongst themselves, but every generation or so, the nastiest will win out on top and proclaim himself Ciarán, which must mean king or something like. Then they swarm over the border and raid as much of Chivial as they can reach before we can get an army up there to kick their asses. They never learn!”

			Niall knew all of this already, but he was content to chew, quaff and listen.

			“It was Everard IV, a century ago, who put a stop to that by building the castle on the border and manning it. The upkeep was expensive, but it bought peace until about forty years ago, when another Ciarán, Pfari, arose and took the castle. How he did that is still a mystery. He must have bribed some of the guards to let him in. Didn’t do them much good, because he massacred every soul in it, and the cat too.

			“Ambrose IV was king by then, so he raised an army and sent it north, but now the Wylds held the castle, and the Chivians were on the outside looking in. Winters are cold up there, so the army melted away and went home. Next summer he raised another army, but this time he put his son in charge.”

			“Granville Fitzambrose.”

			Stalwart chuckled. “You know the scandal about him? It wasn’t that his parents weren’t married. It was that his mother was three times as old as his father! No matter, Granville turned out to be a brilliant warrior. He bypassed the castle and started wasting Wylderland, turning their own game against them.

			“Ciarán Pfari was forced to abandon Thencaster and march north to deal with the invader. But Granville dealt with him, sending him south in chains. Ambrose named Granville Rector of Wylderland, and declared Wylderland an integral part of Chivial.”

			“Looked good on paper?”

			Stalwart smiled and shrugged. “When written in blood. The Wylds refused to be integrated. Atrocity followed atrocity, and eventually Granville himself was captured and executed in some unspeakable fashion. Ambrose still called himself king of Wylderland. He confirmed Neville as Marquis and gave him the castle, plus as much of Wylderland as he could hold. In effect he is lord of the march, and he’s done well at keeping the peace.”

			The promised geography lesson had turned out to be all ancient history, but Niall would see the geography for himself on his way north.
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			They left Grandon soon after sunrise the next morning, and the weather cooperated. Stalwart was well known among the landowners of Chivial, and a popular guest, so he could dispense with inns. For the next four nights he was wined, dined, and housed by friends all along the north road as far as Swaid.

			Stalwart insisted that Niall wore Denial in her conjured scabbard, so that reports that he had travelled north with a young Blade in tow would not reach Thencaster. As a result, he was fed and boarded with the servants. This arrangement bore interesting fruit. On the first night, a chambermaid with fluttery eyelashes said he must be stiff after riding all day, and would he like a back-rub? He ignored the first part of the question, but admitted that he would love a rub. She never got as far as his back. He had been wondering all day why Stalwart had given him a lot of money—about three months’ pay for a Royal Guardsman. Now he knew, but he had not initiated the transaction, so his conscience could not complain. Rewarding someone afterward for a great job done felt very different from bribing her beforehand.

			Much the same thing happened—with minor variations—on the second and fourth nights also. On the third night the girl he slept with was not the one who poked him awake the next morning. Travel, he had often been told, was very educational. Who needed the legend?
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			Swaid, the most northerly town in Chivial, was located on the banks of the Ralop, which was a poor attempt at a river. The valley bottom was weedy-looking farmland, but the hillsides were lush pasture.

			“Astonishing town!” Stalwart declaimed as they rode forth on the final morning. “Twenty years ago, Swaid was nothing but a ramshackle collection of huts and now look at it. All Malinda’s doing.”

			Niall tactfully pointed out that Malinda had been less than two months on the throne.

			“But she married the pirate king and that stopped the war! At this time of year there’s just enough water in the Ralop for the Baels’ dragon boats to come this far upstream. They still do, some years, but now they come to trade, not raid.”

			At a well-marked ford, he led Niall across to the west bank. “We’re heading for Rhapsody,” he explained. Rhapsody Hall was his own estate. “The east bank road takes you to Thencaster. You’ll probably be coming back this way tomorrow, going to meet the Marquis.

			“Thencaster,” he continued, “is said to be Wyldish for Three Rivers. If it is, they’re flaming bad counters, because there are only two rivers, the Ralop and the Frail, which is much bigger. There are three valleys, though, so could be that’s what it means.”

			A league or so farther and the scenery made sense of the explanation. The rivers flowed there in deep canyons, three of them meeting in a T. The Frail came south, out of Wylderland, and made a sharp right turn, into its estuary, ocean bound. The little Ralop, trickling north from Chivial, joined the greater stream at its bend.

			Another league or so, and they came to a jetty. “This is ours.” Stalwart called a halt to let the horses drink and catch their breath before the climb to Rhapsody Hall.

			“And there,” he said unnecessarily, pointing over the waters, “is Thencaster Castle.”

			The castle was certainly the largest building Niall had ever seen. A huge complex of ramparts and towers, it sprawled down the side of the valley like a frozen landslide of grey rock, and obviously it commanded a clear view both down the Frail, to see any Baelish dragon boats sailing in from the west, and also upriver, to watch for Wylds marching south along the banks.

			Rhapsody Hall was located on the south—Chivian—bank of the Frail, a little way below the confluence of the rivers.

			As they started up the hill, Niall again looked across at Thencaster Castle, on the far side of the wide and turbulent Frail.

			“Stalwart? Assuming that the Marquis hires me as his secretary and one day I read or overhear something suspicious, how do I report to you?”

			“You write me a letter. As his secretary, you will be sending letters to people almost every day. The Royal Mail’s most northerly office is located right there, in Thencaster Castle. Mail addressed to peers is delivered directly to their address. I will probably receive it the same day you wrote it.”

			The sight of all those battlements was making Niall’s hair rise. “Does his grace by any chance have the right of high justice?”

			Stalwart continued to admire the scenery. “Meaning what, Neal?”

			He must know exactly what that term meant. “The right to introduce my neck to an axe or a hempen noose. A marquis is just one step down from a duke. If this one discovers that a spy has been planted in his household—a spy armed with a concealed weapon in whose use he happens to be a trained expert—he is likely to be enraged bright purple.”

			“Then you will have to admit that you are working for the Queen herself.”

			Spirits preserve me! Confess to Neville, who might believe that he had a better right to the throne than she did?

			Wart was flying again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Lying is cheating, cheating is theft.

			absalom scribner to his son

			The trail wound gently up the very long hill. Rhapsody had a magnificent setting, high above the river, and the building itself looked curiously familiar. Eventually Niall realized that it was a duplicate of the Furys’ Richly Downs. Its flanking trees were a century or two younger, and the drab grey local stonework was starker than Richly’s homely honey colour. No matter, Sir Stalwart had done well out of his service to his king. As the travellers neared the house, a loud whinny from Pepper startled Niall and made him look around to see what had provoked such a waste of breath. Behind him, Stalwart laughed.

			“She’s just happy to be back. She’s shouting, ‘Hey, Mom, I’m home!’”

			Then a glimpse of a dozen or so horses being herded homeward by two horsemen confirmed that Rhapsody was a stud farm. Stalwart led Niall around to the back, to a wide expanse of paddocks and stables.

			“How many head do you run, Stalwart?”

			“It varies. Usually about a couple of hundred. The Marquis runs ten times that. This is horse country! Limestone grass makes strong legs.”

			They dismounted at a gate, where a cowman in shabby leathers waited to let them in. Stalwart kissed him... er, her. He presented Neal Cleaver to, “My wife, Agnes.”

			Lady Agnes was taller than her husband, with broad shoulders and a long, rather horsey, face, but a prominent curved nose gave it character. Her smile of welcome for the visitor seemed quite genuine. Although she was not beautiful in any classical sense, she was far from ugly. Later, when he saw her dressed as a lady, Niall decided that she would best be described as striking.

			“Stalwart told me he was going south to find a hero. Judging by first impressions, Master Cleaver, he succeeded admirably. What’s your real name?”

			“Niall, my lady. How did you know it wasn’t what your husband told you?”

			“From the way he tripped over his tongue when he said it. Come in and have some refreshment.”

			The Hedgeburys had three daughters. The eldest was older than Niall and long gone into matrimony, but he recalled Stalwart saying that he had married young, while he was still a member of the Royal Guard. He met the other two, Shera and Mailan. While a Blade might have a better than average success wooing another Blade’s daughter, Niall had to remain in his Neal Cleaver persona. Under other circumstances, he might have struck a few sparks. Certainly, neither of them spurned him as the Furys’ daughter had.

			The refreshment was ample in quality as well as quantity. His luxurious guest room lacked nothing except the companionship he had enjoyed so much when sharing humbler quarters on the long trek from Grandon.

			Tomorrow he would meet his new lord, the one he might have to betray.

			He slept poorly.

			[image: ]

			Next morning, he stood beside Stalwart on the front doorstep of Rhapsody, admiring the spectacular view of the Frail Estuary with its dusting of fishing boats like freckles, and the distant sprawl of Thencaster Castle standing guard over the north gate to Chivial. Today was to determined his life for the next year at least, his life as scribe and spy. The weather was perfect, so take that as an omen?

			“If Emerald was correct about your twin dominants,” Stalwart said, “then all you have to do is keep your Earth side up and hope your Death side doesn’t die of boredom.”

			“As long as I have something interesting to do, I am never bored.” Niall was more worried that his fencing skills would wither for lack of practice, but he had never considered himself a candidate to win the King’s cup, and he would have to be close to senile before any non-Blade could give him trouble.

			“Just remember that only very rarely does the Royal Guard have anything interesting to do. Most of them serve out their ten years without ever drawing in anger. Leader and Deputy move them around like chess pieces and all they need do after that is stand there and look pretty.”

			A heavy tread on gravel announced the approach of Pepper, bridled, saddled, and led by a young stable hand, who was obviously a Wyld, the first Niall had seen. He was bareheaded, displaying a mop of coal-black curls above a face that looked as if it had been whitewashed. His whiskers were growing in black, but there was no sign of sunburn on his cheeks. Corpse pallor had nothing on a living Wyld’s complexion.

			“Here,” Stalwart said, producing a folded paper, “is Neville’s letter offering to interview you. And there is your mare. Yours. The pair of you seem to get along very well together. Agnes and I hate to break up beautiful friendships.”

			Niall actually stuttered as he tried to express thanks and astonishment at the same time. A healthy, well-behaved horse was a princely gift. He assumed that a marquis’s private secretary would be paid more than a junior bank clerk—his previous post—although room and board would be included, but Pepper must be the equivalent of at least two years’ wages.

			Stalwart waved away his thanks and offered a hand to shake. “Good luck in your mission, son. I have every confidence that you will succeed perfectly. And if you ever have some time to spare, ride over here and you’ll always be welcome.”

			[image: ]

			The sun was shining, birds were singing. With Denial hidden in her back scabbard, Niall rode back to the joining of the rivers, and then south, up the Ralop as far as the ford. He persuaded the reluctant Pepper to wet her fetlocks.

			From there he could continue south—stealing the horse, stealing the invisible sword, stealing all the training he had received at Ironhall. Just for a moment he weighed his father’s aphorism about honour. Then what?

			Then nothing, because he had sworn loyalty to the Queen. He turned Pepper to face north and urged her forward. The worst monster in his nightmares had been the Marquis demanding an oath of fealty. It would be very surprising if Neville did not require that from a confidential secretary, and Niall could not give it when he was already sworn to the Queen. Emerald would say that his Earth spirits would not allow it.

			Or perhaps it was his father’s voice he was hearing.

			The ride to the great gate of Thencaster Castle took much less time than he wanted it to. Two pike-carrying guards in red and black livery challenged him. He handed over the Marquis’s letter. “I am the Neal Cleaver named in this.” Liar! “His Grace wishes to see me.” Liar!

			Surprisingly, one of the pikemen could read. He saluted and said, “Welcome, Master Cleaver. Please report to that door there.”

			Assuming that this instruction was not to be taken literally, Niall went to see who or what the door was hiding, and found an office full of men and boys, all cheerful and friendly. About half of them were Wylds, their ivory faces like masks above black beards. His arrival was noted. He was assigned a page guide and assured that his baggage would be kept safe. Pepper was handed over to an efficient-seeming stableman in a spacious and impressive stable.

			There were many ramps and staircases in Thencaster Castle. Most of them were wide, well lit, and more fit for a palace than a fortress. Perhaps home here would not feel like a prison after all. He passed many male servants, but the only sword he had seen was on the master-at-arms in the guardhouse.

			The page had black curly hair and alabaster skin, as if he never saw sunlight.

			“You need strong legs and strong lungs to live here,” Niall suggested.

			The dark eyes twinkled. “Keeps us fit, sir.” He did not look fit. By Chivian standards he had recently died of some nasty wasting disease. Yet he easily matched Niall on the endless staircases.

			“I’m told it’s the grass. More important—how’s the food?”

			Cheeky grin. “Um... Compared to what, sir?”

			They passed another stable, so there must be either a second entrance, at a higher level on the hillside, or an indoor horse road, so that important visitors need not climb so many stairs. Niall glimpsed a gallery of at least a dozen trebuchets. Even quite a small boulder hurled from that elevation would sink a Baelish dragon boat. Shots could be pre-aimed to strike the trail flanking the Frail River. No matter how huge, hairy, and horrible wild Wylds might be, they would be much more horrible after that sort of treatment.

			Eventually glazed windows, crystal-trimmed chandeliers, mosaic floors, and frescoed walls told him that he had arrived at the private apartments, a glittering palace atop the castle. What thankfully turned out to be a final staircase led up to a finely decorated reception hall, where an elegant, white-haired chancellor sat at an empty desk. The page delivered Niall and his letter and darted over to join four others much like himself, who were sitting on a bench, swinging their legs and either whispering gossip or telling naughty stories. Three of them had the same black-and-white colouring.

			His grace, the chancellor murmured confidentially, was currently engaged, but would be available shortly. Meanwhile, if Master Cleaver would be so kind as to step this way... He heaved himself upright and hobbled painfully across the hall, leaning on a cane. Not being crippled by rheumatics yet, Niall followed in his usual easy stroll.

			There were six doors opening off the hall. Five were panelled and lacquered in white with gold trim. The sixth was raw oak, studded with iron nails to resist axe blows. It bore the logo of the royal mail, a crown above a running horse. The chancellor rapped sharply with the head of his cane.

			The portal creaked open and a child peered out. Probably a child—her black hair was bobbed in childish style, her bright blue dress reached to just below her knees, and her feet were clad in sandals. Her only ornamentation was a slender silver bracelet on her left ankle. In age she was somewhere between twelve and twenty, but Niall could not even guess where.

			She said, “Oooo! Come on in, Gorgeous.”

			Niall moved her most likely age three years closer to twelve.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			You stink.

			edwan baelish fury

			“I will inform his grace of Master Cleaver’s arrival,” the old man intoned.

			“But tell him there’s no hurry,” the girl said coquettishly.

			Niall attempted what he hoped would be a respectful, non-threatening, purely platonic, smile, and advanced to meet her. But as he approached, her gleeful grin faded into an expression of fear and horror.

			“I am Neal Cleaver. I’m pleased to meet you, er... my lady?”

			She backed away, shaking her head.

			What in the world?

			Oh, Death! Stalwart had warned him that Lady Emerald was his most dangerous enemy. He had meant “people like Lady Emerald” of course, and now, only minutes into his fraudulent life as Neal Cleaver, he had run into another sensitive. She wouldn’t be nearly as skilled or knowledgeable as Emerald, because she was too young to have undergone White Sister training. But she could sense his enchanted sword just as well as young Edwan Fury had, and perhaps his Death dominance too.

			It was a good idea, Stalwart. I tried, honest I did!

			Must he now fight his way out of this enormous castle? How many innocent men’s lives would he have to take in the process?

			He heaved the massive door shut behind him. Then he looked in wonder around a spacious office, bright, well furnished, and about as large in itself as the entire premises of the Scribner and Morley bank he had known in his youth. Its supreme feature, opposite him, was a row of glazed windows offering a breath-taking view of the Frail Estuary, where the great river embraced the ocean. The other three walls were flanked by cabinets and storage chests. Along the middle of the room stood the longest, widest table he had ever seen, littered with papers and surrounded by a dozen or so stools. At its head, to his left, stood a grandiose throne-like chair, all gilded wood and padding of scarlet velvet. The girl had retreated to other end, as far from him as she could possibly be. She was practically cowering.

			Making no move toward her that she might interpret as a threat, Niall walked around the table and throne until he reached the windows themselves and could peer down at the castle, dropping away in a jumble of roofs, towers, and battlements to the river bank. At least a dozen fishing boats were at work on that fine morning. They seemed amazingly far below him, but hills always seemed higher when viewed from above. He could just make out Rhapsody, a long way away, high on the south shore.

			“This is an incredible view! Is this where I will be working, if his grace chooses to employ me?”

			Silence. He looked around. The girl had rushed back to the door. Her upper half was outside, as if she was talking to someone out there. Then she came back in, and turned to give him a guilty smile. He wondered if she’d sent for the castle guard.

			“You’re here to replace Tom Twelvish, aren’t you?” she said. “I’m awfully glad to see you, because I’ve been doing all his work since he left. Well, not really all, but I’ve been helping out Daddy as much as I can, like helping making sense of these stupid, stupid manor reports. Look, go and see what I mean.” She pointed at the highest heap on the littered table.

			If he did as she said, he would be closer to her, but with the great table between them. He did not move. “I’d better not, my lady. Not until his grace has hired me. If he does.”

			“I’m not your lady or anybody’s lady!” she said shrilly, “I’m just Fizz, or Maiden Fizz if you want to be formal. Of course he’s going to hire you if you really wrote that beautiful letter we got from Ambassador Hedgebury. Twelvish couldn’t write one half as fine as that, not a quarter as well. Not that he’s an ambassador now, but he was once, so he gets to keep the title: His Excellency, Ambassador Lord Hedgebury. You rode all the way from Grandon! How long did it take you? I keep hoping that Father will take me south with him when he goes there for the coronation in Sixthmoon. I expect he’ll take you, too, if you’re really to be his new secretary.”

			Then she burst into a loud, snigger. Was she twelve trying to seem twenty, or twenty trying to seem twelve? Was she insane, or just terrified by the evil conjurement she could sense but not see?

			The door behind her creaked and a youth peered in. Maiden Fizz cried, “Dan!” and threw her arms around him. “Dan, this man says he’s Neal Cleaver, the secretary who’s after Tom Twelvish’s job, but he’s not! He’s an imposter, a killer! He’s come to kill Daddy, I’m certain. Don’t let Daddy come in. Send for the guard.”

			The boy extracted himself from her tentacles. “Right. You stay outside here until Father arrives, so you can warn him. I’ll keep watch on the man in here and make sure he doesn’t get up to any mischief.” He eased her out the door and closed it. Then he turned to Niall with an apologetic smile.

			Daddy? Father? According to Stalwart, the Marquis of Thencaster was one year short of forty, recently widowed, father of three sons. Fizz, if that was her real name, had denied being a lady, so think three legitimate sons and one or more illegitimate daughters?

			Her half-brother, if Niall had the family straight, came in his direction, so Niall went to meet him, and they met about halfway between the door and the throne, the boy offering a handshake. “Master Cleaver? I’m truly sorry about that. Fizz has these fits sometimes, especially when she meets strangers. I’m Danark Fitzambrose, the Marquis’s youngest.” His clothes backed up his claim, for his hose were silk, there were pearl buttons on his red velvet doublet, silver buckles on his shoes and belt; his robe was trimmed with sable and his hat with an eagle feather. He had the amber eyes of the house of Ranulf. He wore his blond locks long and curled. Fresh-faced, he looked about sixteen. Were this Ironhall, he would be in either the fuzzy or beardless class.

			Niall had thought that things could not get worse, but the kid had a silver-hilted rapier dangling at his side. If he drew that, believing Niall to be unarmed, tragedy might follow.

			“No need to apologise, my lord. I have met sensitives before, and many of them find me revolting, or worse. I don’t truly understand, but it is something to do with my mix of dominant elements.”

			Lord Danark found that interesting. “You must explain this to Fizz. Her fits frighten and worry her.”

			At that moment the Marquis entered, holding Fizz close to his side.

			Niall bowed. When he straightened up, he found himself looking at nothing. The Marquis had gone straight past him, headed for the padded throne. There he turned, sat down, and studied Niall with cold brown eyes.

			He was a powerfully-built man of about Niall’s height, with a thick brown hair and a meticulously trimmed fringe of beard along his jaw line. He wore a form-fitting doublet of red silk above puffed breeches striped in red and black. A gold chain draped across his chest was no doubt intended to demonstrate its width, just as his white hose displaying the bulge of his calves. His short cape was trimmed with sable, his shoes bore silver buckles. He also wore a starched ruff and a velvet cap, many jewels on his hands, and a six-pointed diamond White Star. Stalwart outranked him there.

			This was the man who guarded the north door to Chivial, from Baels and Wylds alike. He would look overdressed in the Golden Jug, possibly even in Greymere Palace itself, and such splendour seemed absurd out here in the wilderness; yet Niall could not suppress the treasonous thought that Neville came much closer to the traditional idea of how a monarch should look than Malinda did.

			Fizz was still cuddling close to him, as if she wanted to climb onto his lap.

			He said, “Cleaver?” and pouted for a moment. “I was expecting an older man.”

			“I am just two moons short of twenty-one years, Your Grace.” Niall waited patiently, praying to all the spirits that he would be sent away so he could give Stalwart his apologies, and having made him eat the enchanted scabbard, ride off and join the Royal Guard.

			“It would be unfair to refuse you a trial after you have come so far,” Neville conceded. “Did you have a good journey?”

			“Very good, thank you, my lord.” The days were long and the nights too short.

			“Your handwriting is certainly impressive. Hedgebury said you can also tally numbers.”

			“I can, Your Grace.”

			“Fizz, dear, show him that report that was bothering you yesterday. Perhaps Master Cleaver can solve the problem for you.”

			The suggestion was about as subtle as a blow to the back of the head with a two-foot mace—Master Cleaver was about to be tested. Fizz walked around the back of the throne and then along the window side of the table, thus keeping it between her and the dangerous stranger. Halfway along she located a sheet of paper and pushed it across to him.

			“The wethers don’t balance!” she said.

			Niall had no idea what wethers were, or why they ought to balance, but he pulled the sheet closer and studied what at first glance looked like double-entry bookkeeping, written in the wandering hand of someone barely literate. He soon saw that the numbers did not represent money, but sheep, distinguished by age and sex: lambs, ewes, wethers, rams... There were several herds involved, and individual animals suffered various fates. Fortunately, the numbers were more legible than the writing in the column titles. He was five years out of practice, but in his banking days he had been able to run a finger up a long column of numbers and ink in the total. He discovered that this was a technique that one did not forget, like swimming.

			“There it is,” he said. “This column should total 1,787, not 1,796.”

			“I counted it three times!” Fizz protested shrilly.

			“But this number, 76, should be 67, to make the cross-total match. The 1,787 is correct.”

			“How’d you do that so quick?”

			“The most common mistake people make is to write the correct digits, but put them in the wrong order. Every number has to be put in twice just to check for that.”

			She lit up like a bonfire. “Oh shit! He’s as clever as he’s beautiful. Hire him, Daddy, hire him!”

			Niall turned to face his prospective employer, keeping his face as straight as an icicle. He was fairly sure now that Fizz was about the same age as Danark. The Marquis was short a secretary, so why had the daughter been put to work as substitute, and not the son? Because that was menial work. Danark was a nobleman. Fizz, as she had said, was not a lady. She might also be unbalanced, for that had been a very sudden reversal of her attitude to the newcomer. Or was that his doing? Had his Earth dominance taken over from Death?

			Neville continued the interview without commenting on the sheep problem. “I never met the baron, but I know of him, of course. How is he?”

			“In good spirits, sir, but his gout torments him.”

			“How many letters like the one Hedgebury sent me can you write in a day?”

			“A dozen, maybe twice that. The baron never needed to send that many, so I can’t be sure. It would also depend on whether you dictated it or just told me to word it myself.”

			“As I said, I would prefer an older man. Your predecessor, Tom Twelvish, walked out on us without notice, and left us in a frazzle. But I’ll give you a two-moon trial, and if you don’t give satisfaction, five crowns severance.”

			“Your Grace is generous. I would never let you down like that.”

			“At that time, we can decide on your regular wages. In addition to my correspondence and checking my manors’ monthly reports, like the one you just saw, your duties will include managing the Royal Mail. This room is the most northerly post office in Chivian. You will have to swear an oath of loyalty to the Queen.”

			Niall felt a great surge of relief. That meant that he could exempt his loyalty to Malinda from any other oath he might be required to give. His worst fear had dissolved, and he was going to be hired. He would not have to face Stalwart and admit failure over what the old rascal might consider a foolish scruple.

			“Another reason for preferring an older man,” said the Marquis, “is that I will not tolerate any molestation of the servant women, in spite of your youth. There is a room down in the Commons which you may visit twice a week for an hour or so. It is vulgarly referred to as the Rabbit Hutch. The women there are employed for that purpose. There is no charge for their services.”

			Niall said only, “I understand, Your Grace.” What he wanted to say would result in his instant dismissal.

			“How many languages do you have?” the Marquis asked.

			“Only Chivian, sir.”

			“Well, if you need help, just ask Fizz. Polyglottism is her hobby.”

			Fizz, who had gone back to looking at papers, was probably not supposed to be listening. Without looking up she said, “Wyldish, Baelish, Isilondian, and Nythian.”

			Niall’s opinion of Fizz kept changing faster than her opinion of him. Now he wondered if she might be a mile or two smarter than she pretended. Her childish guise could be a shell to hide resentment at being treated as a servant. “I am truly impressed, miss.”

			“Anything else, Cleaver?”

			“One question, Your Grace. I rode north on a horse Lord Hedgebury had taken south as his spare, a fine young mare, and this morning he actually gave her to me. I suspect that Baron Whinscar may have—”

			For the first time, the Marquis displayed a hint of emotion—he frowned. “That is not an indulgence I normally extend to servants. However, the Royal Mail must be taken to Swaid every day, and in-coming mail collected there. Any local mail needs delivering. We have a roster of seven men who take turns. Add yourself and your nag to the list, use your own horse when your name comes up, and I shall allow this exemption, at least during your probation. Inform Marshal Lonard of my indulgence.”

			Niall thanked the pompous jackass with as much humility as a Blade could muster. It wasn’t easy.

			The Marquis rose. “Fizz, dear, swear him in.”

			She wiped her quill and jumped up. “I should hope so! I knew the moment I set eyes on him that he was just perfect. Here, Neal, read this out in that lovely deep voice of yours.”

			His Death dominance had been forgiven, it seemed.

			So Niall swore a long, formal oath of allegiance to Queen Malinda, promising to serve faithfully and honestly as a postmaster. No problem there. Next Fizz handed him a briefer text, swearing loyalty and obedience to Neville, and that was no problem either, because it already included a clause, “excluding my duty to Her Sovereign Majesty the Queen.” Done it! He had sworn to both Queen and Marquis without perjuring himself. His father would likely have called that quibbling lawyer talk, but his own conscience was satisfied.

			Neville headed for the door, then paused as if he had just remembered something. “Um... Welcome to Thencaster. It’s almost dinner time. I’ll have you named in the hall, so you are known. Fizz, show him around and answer his questions. Meet me back here after dinner, Cleaver, because I have some letters to dictate.” As the Marquis left, Fizz blew a kiss to his back.

			Danark said, “Father?”

			Neville stopped and frowned at him as if he had forgotten his presence. “Yes?”

			“Master Cleaver said he thought that Fizz might be what he called a sensitive. Do you know about those?”

			The Marquis knew enough not to like them, judging by his scowl at Niall. “Frauds, fairground tricksters!”

			“Perhaps some, Your Grace, but I was thinking more of the White Sisters, who serve the Queen, protecting her from evil magic as the Blades defend her from mundane threats. Lord Hedgebury took me to meet some friends of his, Sir Fury and his wife, Lady Emerald. She is a former White Sister, who served King Ambrose mightily during the Monster War. Some of her children have inherited her talent, and one of her younger sons, on first meeting me, reacted by shouting out that I stank! Maiden Fizz was more tactful, but—”

			“I didn’t smell anything,” Fizz protested. “You looked dark, is all. Sort of shadowy. Menacing!”

			Niall nodded. “Each sensitive reads the spirits differently, she says, but the school at Oakendown teaches them how to handle their gift.”

			“Oo, Daddy! Do you think that I?...” Fizz’s tone suggested that she knew what answer was coming.

			“White Sisters are greatly honoured around the palace,” Niall hinted.

			“It does not sound like suitable employment for a woman of noble lineage,” the Marquis decreed, and swept out the door.

			Niall had already concluded that his new employer was a bombastic narcissistic aristocratic knucklehead.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Your duties will include managing the Royal Mail

			neville Marquis of thencaster

			“Catch!” Fizz tossed Niall a bunch of keys, reminding him of the day he arrived at Ironhall and Grand Master had tested his agility. He hadn’t lost that—he snatched them out of the air left-handed.

			“Oh, well done!” She held up a similar bunch. She seemed to have lost all her fear of him and was back to clumsy efforts at flirting. “This one is for this room, which must be locked all the time, except when one of us is in here. Or Daddy, of course. This one is for the postal closet.” She went over to what had to be the postal closet, because of the emblem on the door. “You write the outgoing mail yourself, but sometimes visitors have some to go. You keep it all locked in here until the day’s courier comes for it, right after noon dinner. He signs for it—makes his mark, more often—in this book. And he gets this sword to wear...”

			Then she explained what visitors had to pay, where the account ledgers were kept and how they worked, and so on, and on. She spoke very fast, but he never had to ask a question.

			Then— “I think we’ve got time to nip up to your bedroom.” She rolled her eyes to emphasize the double meaning, then led the way out, watched while he locked the door. She marched over to the old man sitting at the top of the stair. “This is Chancellor Barden. He guards the way into the Palace. He’s much more dangerous than he looks, aren’t you, Bardie? Meet Master Cleaver, Marquis’s new secretary.”

			Niall bowed to him. “But I’m much less dangerous than I look.”

			Fizz whirled around to face the row of boys on the bench, five of them now. “You got that, you lot? What’s his name?”

			In chorus: “Master Cleaver.”

			“Good. Tell the others. And if you’re looking for him, he’ll be in the Post Office or the Owl Room. This way... Master Sexetary.” Two of the boys sniggered, as expected.

			She went to another door and waited for Niall to open it for her. Beyond it was another staircase, leading upward. In keeping with her nickname, she kept bubbling like a boiling kettle.

			“The castle’s divided into three parts—Fortress on the bottom, Commons in the middle, Palace on top. The office we’ve just left is on the Business Floor, the lowest floor in the Palace. Above that is the Quarters floor, where gentry and important visitors sleep. Family are above that. You’re classed as gentry, being literate and so handsome. I’ve never seen eyes as grey as yours.

			“The Commons includes kitchens, dining hall, living quarters for staff and garrison, the octogram, and more. Below the Commons is the Fortress, with slit windows, oil-boiling, stables, and other nasty stuff.”

			How old was she? Thirteen? Sixteen at most. The Marquis was more than twice her age, recently widowed. So at least once in his marriage he had taken a mistress. There would be nothing unusual in a rich man doing that, and Neville could certainly afford one, but he was grossly hypocritical when he forbade his employees to do what he had done, and also when he favoured his sons over his daughter. That was assuming that Fizz always spoke the truth—an improbable assumption. Her mind seemed to jump around like a flea, and yet she was obviously clever. Polyglottism did not come either cheap or easy. Learning languages required either long and expensive tuition, or even more expensive conjuration, and many sensitives could not tolerate any magic at all.

			At the top of the stairs they emerged onto an open balcony, which seemed to be hanging in space with nothing below it. It was windy, but supplied that same breathtaking view of the Frail estuary.

			His guide continued her chatter. “You can see that the cliff bulges out here, but none of the rooms have fallen off yet. Do heights frighten you?”

			Heights had terrified Niall in his childhood, but they had never bothered him since the day he rescued Cat, and the balustrade was massive marble. Doors were set in alcoves along the opposite wall, each raised two or three steps, so that passersby could not peer in the windows.

			“Nothing frightens me.”

			“Not even modesty? Dragons? Hordes of crazy Wylds?”

			“I suppose being alone with a beautiful girl does. Something’s making my heart race, anyway.”

			“Stop that! You heard what Daddy told you.”

			“He warned me not to molest servant girls. You’re not a servant girl.”

			“I might as well be. I’m going to be an elderly spinster soon. But look at Stanesh! He’s off touring the whole nation, inspecting possible brides, finding out how much their parents will bribe him to take her off their hands.”

			“The polite word is ‘dowry’.”

			“And my dowry if I ever get one won’t buy a stale bun.”

			“Stanesh is your eldest brother?”

			“Eldest half-brother. Then Kranith, then Danark. Danark’s all right, but he can’t grow a beard yet. Why do boys become so horrid after they grow beards?”

			“That’s why I shave every day—to keep me so nice.”

			She chuckled at that. “You’re strange! At first, I saw you as shadowy, evil, dangerous. Then, when you started talking to Daddy, you began to glow, all sunny and warm.”

			“I’m told I take a little getting used to.”

			Fizz continued to fizz. “We call this corridor the Perch, because every door is marked with a bird. Some are done in paint, but it’s mostly faded, because they face west and get the evening sun. Some are picked out with coloured stones, like this one. That’s called mosaic. And a few are done with pieces of wood of different types.”

			“That’s called marquetry.” Niall’s mother had collected examples—all gone and scattered now, alas.

			Fizz ignored that. She would rather teach than learn.

			“Most rooms on the Perch are reserved for guests, and the rest are for senior unmarried staff. You have to get Daddy’s permission to marry. Look at this great auk. It reminds me of Chancellor Bardie. Here’s yours, with an owl. I s’pose that means you’ve gotta work all night too. This was Tom Twelvish’s room, also. He was very short, almost a dwarf, but I like big men like you.”

			As he inspected his keys, she added, “Find one with a square handle.”

			He did. It turned in the lock and he let her precede him up the steps.

			“Oo, musty!” she said. “I’ll get it cleaned and aired for you. And fresh bedclothes.”

			He could not complain about his future home. The room was easily up to Golden Jug standards, and included the spectacular estuary view at no extra charge. A roomy bed, a table, two comfortable chairs... But when he opened the closet door, what he found shocked him.

			“Master Twelvish must have left in a hurry,” he said. “He seems to have abandoned his entire wardrobe.”

			Not that his selection of dress had been very large: three doublets and two pairs of shoes, all about half the size of Niall’s own. Twelvish had been a small man, as Fizz kept saying.

			Or had the secretarial vacancy that Niall was now to fill been created by an over-zealous Lord Hedgebury? Had Twelvish’s desired departure been effected by a cat’s eye sword? No, it was impossible to see Stalwart as an assassin.

			Fortunately, Fizz had no reason to follow that line of reasoning. “I’ll have it all cleaned out. His stuff won’t fit you. He wasn’t half your size, with a face like a dried apple. You have baggage down at the gate? What’s your horse called? One day soon we must go riding and I’ll show you the countryside.” Lips moving, she scanned the room. “Nothing missing... Except a lantern. I’ll tell housekeeping to put this place in order. Ah, there’s the dinner bell... I’ll show you where the dining hall is. You won’t keep those muscles for long if you never eat...”

			She was a flighty, scatterbrained chatterbox, yet she seemed to know what she was doing.
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			Down many stairs to the Commons.... The great hall was indeed great, several times the size of Ironhall’s, with more and longer tables. There was less formality, though. Diners coming in took a wooden platter and then passed along a line of carts, helping themselves to whatever they fancied from a wide selection. After that, they could sit anywhere they liked and could find room. The food was not up to Golden Jug standards, but it put Ironhall’s to shame.

			Barden, the ancient chancellor Niall had met earlier, rang a bell for silence and called him forward, announced his appointment, and hung a red and black ribbon around his neck. Niall was back in his seat before his food had had a chance to grow cold.

			Soon after that, the bell rang again, and everyone rose to honour Neville’s entrance. He escorted an older man whom Niall could not place but found oddly familiar. He was seated in the place of honour on Neville’s right, and so was likely a guest. Behind them came Danark and another youth, presumably the middle son, Kranith. He did have a passable beard. No Fizz. No women at all at head table.

			About a fifth of the people present were Wylds, with soot-black hair and eerily bleached complexions.
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			After the meal he managed to find his own way back up to the office. A burly Wyld youth in riding britches was waiting there, leaning against the wall with arms folded. He spread a wide, friendly grin at Niall.

			Niall introduced himself.

			“I’m Traskar.” His boots advertised his usual workplace.

			Niall found the right key in his bunch—it was the largest—and opened the door. “Tell me if I don’t do things right. I’m brand new here.”

			“It’s all in there.” Traskar pointed to the postal closet. Regardless of what Stakwart has said, not all Wylds were huge, hairy, and horrible. This one was merely big, clean-shaven, and affable.

			There were four pieces of mail in there, plus a weighty book. Repeating what he could see had been done on previous days, Niall entered the date, the senders’ and recipient’s names, and signed his own. Traskar counted the items into the official satchel, and then painstakingly spelled out his name, letter by letter. Grinning proudly, he shouldered the bag, buckled on the sword, and showed his surviving teeth in another wide smile. “You did fine, sir.”

			“So did you. Have a nice ride.”

			As the door closed, the Queen’s spy reflected that espionage could never have been easier. That correspondence list would provide all the information Stalwart could possibly need to hang the Marquis, should the need arise.

			Not wanting to pry until he was told to, he opened no more drawers or cupboards, but Fizz had left two piles of ledger sheets on the table, so he started going through those, just out of curiosity. Most of the reports concerned farming or herding. One manor alone claimed seventeen foals dropped. The farms had no crops to report at that time of year, but they described their ploughing and seeding in Thirdmoon.

			Where were these properties? In Chivial or Wylderland? The names at the top of each page gave him the answer, or a reasonable guess at it. Bitter Springs and High Vineyard must be Chivian. Zan Kordat and similar gibberish indicated Wyldish.

			At the end of each report were lists that puzzled him until he realized that they must show dues paid to Thencaster Castle. There would be little or no coinage in this rustic paradise, but the Marquis would claim a share. At this time of year, he would be paid in lambs, or beef, or pickled eggs. Wheat, fruit, wool, or perhaps even grapes would come later.

			Finally came a puzzler: occupations. Bitter Springs’s end tally was fairly typical: “Domestic 5, pikes 8, artisan 2.” So, part of each estate’s rent was paid in labour, by housemaids, guardsmen, or such. Pikes were weapons in this case, not fish. So just how big was the Marquis’s army? Niall would be able to work that out, given time, and Queen Malinda would be most interested. But some of these pikemen, archers, and so on were from places with the gibberish names, presumably Wylds. How many of the race that had killed his father did Neville trust to man his battlements?

			And what had happened to that honourable, starry-eyed Earth-dominant lad who didn’t want to be a spy? Letting your warrior Death spirits take over, are you, Neal?

			Something rapped on the door, making him jump. Fizz had her own keys. Why wouldn’t the Marquis? Besides, Niall had not locked the door after Traskar left. Instead of trying to shout through the thick timber, he strode over and pulled it open. Outside stood a trim, slender youth in a stylish brown leather outfit. He wore a cat’s eye sword. He blinked in surprise.

			He said, “Niall! What by Death are you doing here?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Earth spirits give strength, stability, honesty, perseverance.

			lady emerald

			“Challenger!?” Niall was the larger. He grabbed his former friend by the front of his doublet and practically lifted him into the office, then slammed the door. “I am not here. You never saw me. Understand?”

			Back around Tenthmoon, the Lord Marshal had arrived at Ironhall bearing a royal warrant commanding Grand Master to bind the next two seniors to him. The king could no longer ride as far as Ironhall; whispers went around that even his signature looked shaky. Lord Marshall was the man in charge of all the king’s horses. Prime Starkiller and Second Challenger, the candidates next in line, became the butts of many jokes about what names did they want on their shovels?

			Detested as all private bindings were, theirs might not be too bad. The Lord Marshall already had two Blades, but they were aging. Most of their ward’s work, they explained, consisted of riding all over Chivian, to buy young horses and inspect the royal training schools, so expect a lot of travel—which, to Blades, meant plenty of romantic opportunities—and the rest of the time they would be stationed in palaces alongside the Royal Guard. Which meant much the same.

			Starkiller and Challenger were bound, and Quarrel became Prime.

			Challenger had been Niall’s closest friend in Ironhall. He was slight, a good rapier man, and always cheerful. No Death spirits in him! Moreover, he was one man Niall could trust not to babble. His binding twin, Starkiller, was a worse blabbermouth than Fizz.

			Challenger screwed up his eyes and peered hard at Niall’s face.

			“You’re right. I can’t even see your nose, only those ugly hairs growing out of it. You’re invisible!”

			“How can I help you, Sir Blade? I am Neal Cleaver, his grace’s private secretary.”

			Challenger rolled his eyes at that earthquake statement, but without commenting on it, stepped into the necessary role. “I’m one of Lord Marshal’s Blades. I’m looking for the Royal Mail. My ward wants this letter to go.”

			“You came to the right man, sir. I’m postmaster for the Thencaster office. Unfortunately, today’s pickup has just left.” Niall glanced at the seal and the address. It was addressed to Lord Hedgebury—which wasn’t surprising when he bred horses and Lord Marshal must be on a buying trip. “Rhapsody Hall is quite close, though. I might be able to send a man directly.” And he had just the right man in mind—ride over there and report his success!

			Challenger was wearing his about-to-explode expression. “It would have to be someone very trustworthy! Reliable, I mean.” Not some vagabond who slinks around under a false name, inspecting private correspondence.

			At that moment the door swung open, making them both dodge. In marched the Marquis and Fizz. Challenger bowed low, Niall but slightly, having done his grovelling earlier.

			He said, “This is one of Lord Marshal’s Blades, Your Grace. His lordship wants to send a letter to Lord Hedgebury, but he missed the mail. I wondered if you might want to send a courier?”

			Of the four persons present, three knew that it was Stalwart who had introduced Master Cleaver to the Marquis, and Neville would not have been human had he not paused to consider this situation. Apparently, he failed to find any nefarious conspiracy in the coincidence.

			He looked annoyed, though. “It’ll be about the boat, I expect?”

			Challenger said, “Yes, Your Grace.”

			“Cleaver, run down... You don’t know the way. Pick out one of the boys outside here. One who can ride a horse. Tell him to run down to the boathouse, and tell them to ferry him across to Rhapsody. He’s to tell the Hedgeburys that Lord Marshal will be coming over tomorrow, so they’re to look out for the boat and send horses down to the jetty for him—him and how many Blades?”

			“Four, my lord.”

			“The boy can stay there overnight and return on the boat tomorrow.”
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			By the time Niall had dispatched the page, both Fizz and Sir Challenger had left, leaving him alone with the Marquis, who did not go to his throne, but proceeded to make a tour of the office, opening every chest, drawer, and closet in turn, while rattling off instructions and explanations until Niall’s brain bubbled. He began to fear that he was now expected to run the castle, the royal mail, and forty-one outlying manors single-handed. He thought that Tom Twelvish’s exodus might not have been so stupid after all.

			He thought so even more after the Marquis unlocked a door to reveal another locked door, this one steel-plated. Behind it were bags of silver and rolls of paper. The Marquis’s secretary was also his bursar, so Niall would be handling all the money. The Thencaster fortune was to be in his charge, and his first duty would be to sign for it.

			Secretary and Marquis moved the entire load from vault to table, checking each item off against a list. At the end, they were exactly one hundred crowns short. They exchanged glances. Neville did not look shocked. He looked as if he wanted Niall to explain the discrepancy. He thought he could.

			“Twelvish, my lord? If you can catch him, you can hang him for this.”

			“And you, if you ever try it. I’ll sign first.” Neville wrote a note in the cash book to explain the loss, and signed it. Then Niall signed to accept responsibility for 549,726 Chivian crowns. He hadn’t known there was that much money in the world.

			Once the money was safely locked away, the tables, chairs, and much of the floor were still covered with books, scrolls, and bundles of paper.

			“I’ll let you put the rest away, Cleaver. Try to remember where you put everything, because you’re the one who has to find it again when it’s needed. But first those letters I mentioned....”
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			His dictation was terrible. Stalwart had been good at it, speaking complete sentences, even whole paragraphs. Thencaster could hardly mouth a phrase without changing his mind. Obviously, every letter would require at least one draft. Tom Twelvish’s decision seemed amply justified.
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			It was soon after sunset when Niall fell into bed—a comfortable bed, wide enough for two, but those athletic nights on the road were only memories now, alas. His brain swirled with everything he had been required to learn. He ought to be exhausted, and yet sleep escaped him. What had happened to the missing Twelvish? It certainly wasn’t unknown for men to pull up stakes and hit the road without giving notice, but they usually took their clothes with them. If Twelvish had helped himself to one of the castle’s horses, surely the chattery Fizz would have mentioned it?

			Niall’s new job might pall eventually, but not soon. His pillow was too soft. He must ask for a harder one. Plop... plop... plop... there must be a leak somewhere.... He started to count the drips. He got to forty-three or was it fifty-three?...

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Go home to Chivial now; take Athelgar and set him up as Crown Prince.

			king radgar on hearing of the death of king ambrose

			Next morning the Marquis dictated four letters and three other documents he needed. Niall wrote drafts as told, then deliberately blotted each as an excuse to rewrite them. While doing so, he edited the bones to make legible meat. The Marquis noticed the changes, but signed the improved versions without comment.

			After that he usually just told Master Cleaver roughly what he wanted, and Niall’s long-ago training in his father’s bank led him safely through. He quickly mastered the bookkeeping, which Fizz was happy to leave to him. The office was a much quieter place without her fizzing. Sometimes too quiet. If the Queen had not chosen him to be her spy, would he have found Guard life any more exciting? Standing outside the royal quarters trying to look dangerous? Luring girls? Maybe not. He assumed that his Earth dominance favoured the tidy, humdrum routine of a secretarial existence.

			On the fifth day he was told to invite Lord and Lady Hedgebury to come and spend a night or two, and enjoy a musical evening... other guests... the Marquis would send his boat... The real purpose might be to thank Stalwart for finding Neville a good clerk, but that was not mentioned. The visit and musical event probably took place as planned; servants were not invited.

			He visited Pepper every day, befriending some of the stable hands, like Traskar, who approved of the interest he took in his mount. Seating at mealtimes was informal, and he began to befriend some educated people, including a portraitist, Vandam, and a pipe organ builder, Silvan, who came from Grandon and had attended Sir Quincy’s school long before Niall had. He learned his way around the labyrinthian castle and its immediate surroundings, also the Marquis’s family. Lord Stanesh was still absent, scouring Chivial for a bride willing to move to the barren north. Lord Kranith was the musician who wanted the organ. Danark took Niall on fishing trips.

			One day at evening supper he asked Shotte the bottler what “Fizz” was short for. The old man gave him a quizzical glance, and said, “Fitz.”

			“Like in Fitzambrose?”

			“More like in ‘Bad news, darling.’”

			Neville’s illegitimate daughter. Niall took that in...

			Shotte said, “You wouldn’t be the first to think of it, lad. It’s not advisable. They say she bites and so does he.”

			And she had three older, likely possessive, brothers.

			“Oh? But how old is she, then?”

			“‘Bout sixteen, seventeen. She fizzes like a kid, right? Daddy must like it. Spoiled brat.”
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			Some of his work for the Marquis was interesting in itself, not just as spy fodder. Neville’s correspondence was surprisingly varied. Much of it was social, like inviting the Hedgeburys to a concert. He was obviously on friendly terms with all of the northern gentry, but his web spread much wider, encompassing nobility all over Chivial. He was constantly sending congratulations on betrothals, marriages, and births, or condolences on illness or death. His source of information must be the blizzard of replies that arrived day after day. He opened his own mail, so Master Secretary Cleaver did not get to read them. But Stalwart’s concern about the Marquis’s loyalty was now understandable. If Neville ever did raise a banner of revolution, he had a vast army of acquaintances to call on for support. Queen Malinda had no real army of her own. A civil war would be won by whichever side rallied the largest number of barons, earls, and other nobles to field their personal retinues in support.

			Neville was constantly seeking to improve his castle-palace. Although he employed numerous artisans of his own, he had Niall write to well-regarded builders, engineers, artists, sculptors, slaters, and so on all over Chivial. He invited musicians and actors to visit the north lands at his expense, and Niall was able to attend some memorable performances. His Earth dominant was interested in such art, although not fanatically so. His Death dominant remained indifferent, except once, when a tenor went badly off-key. Fortunately, Niall was able to suppress the resulting surge of bloodlust.

			Apart from his correspondence, the Marquis spent much time working on his stud, both his own herds and those run by his tenants. He was probably the most respected expert in Chivial, as Stalwart had grudgingly admitted. He was also a keen hunter in season, like almost all rich landowners. At other times of the year, he enjoyed fishing. His sons seemed to be following in his shadow as closely as they could.

			Every eighth day brought Niall’s own name to the top of the post office roster. Pepper was brought up to the upper gate for him, the postern that only family and senior officers used. Niall would then slide the letters he had written that morning into the official pouch, but he never bothered to take out the official sword that was kept in there. It was a badly notched, poorly balanced, inferior weapon, not to be compared with Denial. Instead he trusted his life to his invisible sabre, which he wore all day and every day and kept in bed with him at night. No one ever noticed that he seemed to be riding out unarmed.

			He always enjoyed his ride to Swaid, where he saw to his business at the Royal Mail office there, and bought any trifles he wanted. Then he rode back, wondering if he could arrange to have his name come up more often, or whether the other mailmen would resent that. Did they see their weekly outings as a chore or a treat?

			The weeks ticked by. Summer nudged spring aside. He had never yet met a single raindrop on his treks to Swaid, but then came Sixthmoon, and suddenly he could foresee trouble. The sun was bright and warm as he rode along the track that led from the postern down to the main trail along the river, but the western sky was looming black. He already knew that bad storms could come roaring up the Frail Estuary, heading straight for Thencaster. He assuredly did not want to get caught outdoors in one of those.

			It was two moons since Queen Malinda had come to Ironhall and twisted his future so drastically. He had truly wanted to be a member of the Guard, and yet he was enjoying his work at Thencaster. No doubt Lady Emerald would say that the quiet and useful routine pleased his Earth dominant. He had never forgotten her warning to stay out of real fights. She had been warning him that he might lose control and go berserk. Except once, when he had happened upon some of the palace guards being drilled, he had not seen a drawn sword since his own fit of anger in Goat’s Gizzard.

			When he reached the bank of the Frail, he could already see a big swell rolling in. He told Pepper to go faster.
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			He completed his work in Swaid quickly. As he was returning along the Ralop towpath, he was astonished to see a ship heading his way. Not just any ship, but a Baelish dragon boat, with its sail furled and its oars beating a slow pace as it worked its way between the shallows.

			A solitary rider, apparently unarmed, might be a tempting prey for slavers, but this crew must be hunting for haven from the storm. They would have run ahead of it and now were looking for a safe place to beach, but a really bad westerly could raise water levels even far up the Ralop.

			Niall urged Pepper onward, waving to the crew as they passed. The sweating oarsmen could not respond, but the man on the steering oar waved back. Niall realized that he had probably missed a full alert in the castle. The sight of even one Baelish ship would make trumpets sound and drums beat. True enough. By the time he reached the postern gate, rain was starting, being hurled in faces by a spiteful wind. Men were still removing emergency barriers, including raising a portcullis he had never noticed before.

			“Any Bael trouble?” he asked as he dismounted.

			“None, master. I heard his grace gave a couple of them hospitality, but not the rest.”

			Certainly not! Let fifty or so Baels in under your roof and it wouldn’t be your roof any more. A captain wouldn’t leave his ship, so it must have been carrying passengers, likely some high-rank Baels coming over to help their Queen loot Chivial.

			Niall was damp, but not seriously wet. There had been no mail for Thencaster, so he bypassed the Post Office and ran upstairs to the Perch to make sure his door and shutters were firmly closed. The rain was driving in, both over and under the banister, so he sprinted. Two doors short of his Owl, he heard a scream from Eagle and stopped dead.

			Then, from the window right above him, came a noise he knew of old. Someone said, “M-m-m-m-m!...” It was the sound a woman made when a man’s hand was clapped over her mouth.

			Once, long years ago, when Niall had been walking in Grandon in the company of his sister Liana, that had happened to her. She had been around fifteen, and her assailant not much older, but likely drunk on rotgut gin. Niall, who had still been Will Scribner back then, had been only ten, and the attacker had merely swiped him out of the way.

			He had bounced right back up, with fists clenched. The bully had Liana against a wall and was groping her, so his back did not offer many vital targets, but Niall knew where kidneys were located, and he was strong for his age. He landed a very respectable first punch. His second never connected, but some men came to help, and he escaped with two black eyes, a couple of broken ribs, and a badly stomped hand.

			This time would be different. He felt a joyful thrill run through him from his groin up. He drew Denial, and gave her a couple of seconds to become visible while he stepped casually up the two steps to Eagle Room and pushed the door wide.

			There were two youths there, both large, both Baels. One was lanky, with the diagnostic crimson hair and green eyes. The other was husky, his hair more red-gold than pure red. Sailors fresh from a long voyage, they each wore a month’s beard, and their body stench filled the room. They also wore swords, which was a surprise, a courtesy not normally granted to guests.

			But no worry to a Blade.

			The redhead was holding Fizz, clasping her to him with a hand over her mouth. The front of her gown had been ripped open, and his other hand was exploring inside it.

			“Yes, there are tits,” he was saying. “Two of them, as I expected. They’re very small, but firm, and down here—”

			Then both ruffians registered Niall, first that he was present and secondly that he was holding a naked sword. Fizz’s eyes widened.

			Goldie reached for his own hilt. “I’ll handle this, Ath. You carry on with what you were doing.”

			Niall felt an unexpected surge of joy. Stalwart had forbidden him to use the sword except in self-defence, so now he could. He was going to have a real fight! After years and years of play-acting, first with Sir Quincy and then at Ironhall, at last he was going to get to try the real thing. He could feel his Death spirits dancing with joy.

			“Release her, Carrots,” he said, keeping his gaze on the other man.

			The redhead said, “Do you know who I am?”

			“You’re a dead man if you don’t release my wife. Aha!”

			Blondie aimed a clumsy slash at him. Niall parried and riposted, meaning to cut off the man’s hand. At the last fraction of an instant he managed to turn Denial to strike the wrist with the back of her blade instead of the edge. The crack of the bones was audible just before the victim’s scream. So he was out of the fight, but not dead. Pity. His sword fell with a musical clamour. Niall kicked it out of the way, knowing that he wasn’t the only ambidextrous swordsman in the world.

			Carrots released Fizz by throwing her onto the bed. He whipped out his sword. “Fool! I was trained by a Chivian Blade!”

			Niall laughed. “I’ve met some of those. Come and kill me then.” Try to stay out of serious fights, but now he was going to kill this smirking popinjay and cut him into cutlets. Bloodlust surged through his veins like fire. This was living!

			The Bael leaped forward, sword flashing. Yes, he did know Ironhall style, and he was fast. He attacked in an excellent sequence: Steeple, Violet, Swan, Eagle, Rainbow... but after the first two, Niall was ready for what followed. Barely needing to move his feet, he parried them all, not bothering to riposte. He gloated to see panic growing in the youth’s green eyes as he realized that he had more than met his match, and nothing he tried against this opponent worked. Panting, probably from fear, the juvenile horror backed away, lowering his sword.

			“You’re a Blade!”

			“Well, you know what happens to men who fight Blades. Now it’s my turn...”

			Bloodlust! Then he became aware that Fizz was shouting at him, clutching her ripped gown closed, trying to get between him and the rapist he was about to execute. She grabbed his arm.

			He changed his grip and parried his opponent’s instant lunge. “Out of my way, love. I have to finish this.”

			Then her words penetrated. “No, Neal, No! You mustn’t hurt this one. He’s the Queen’s son!”

			Momentary pause.... “What?”

			“Prince Athelgar! The Queen’s eldest son.”

			Oh? Queen Malinda... She and King Radgar... three sons.

			Balls! Mustn’t! Mustn’t! Oh, Death!

			“Give the bastard a state funeral, then.” Niall eased past Fizz and followed the Prince as he continued to back away from the deadly Denial.

			“Drop your sword, rat!”

			Athelgar’s sword hit the floor.

			“And kneel!” the killer roared. “Kneel or I’ll hamstring you, you rotting sheep turd.”

			Athelgar’s knees hit the floor.

			Niall spat on him, and then turned his back. “Come, dearest,” he said. “Let’s find some clean air to breathe.”

			On the way out, he stooped and snatched up the other man’s sword as a trophy of war.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			You called me your wife.

			maiden fizz

			Seeing three wine flagons on the table, Niall sheathed Denial and liberated one in passing. He handed it to Fizz to carry. The rain had shrunk to a drizzle and the wind to a breeze. He laid a hand on her shoulder and felt her shivering. He was trembling himself—with frustration. He had so much wanted to finish that bout properly!

			“Owl room,” he said.

			But after that, Spirits, comes what? The heir apparent and his pet goon raping the Marquis’s daughter? Even if she isn’t recognized by him as such? A Blade attacks the brute in raging bloodlust and comes within a heartbeat of killing him. So who gets hanged first—the Prince by the Marquis, or her rescuer by the Queen?

			A flash of lightning made the owl jump out of the gathering dark. Thunder roared, rolling echoes around the three valleys. Niall unlocked the door, urged Fizz inside, followed her, locked the door.

			“I didn’t do anything.” Her voice quavered, small in the dark. “I was just showing them to their rooms. Eagle and Heron, like Daddy said to. I didn’t do anything to make them think I wanted...”

			“Of course you didn’t.” He found the tinder box, struck a spark. Lightning blazed in mockery. Instant, raucous thunder rolled. He struck again.

			“It was Garbeald first, the blond one. He grabbed my arm, made a joke.”

			Had she been foolish enough to laugh at his joke?

			A tiny flame caught. He replaced the lantern cover and turned up the wick. A glow crept timidly into the room. He found a beaker and half-filled it with wine. “Sit here, my lady. Drink this.” He closed the shutters, but light would spill out through the chinks, showing that there were people inside. She was just sitting, holding the beaker, visibly shaking. Her ripped gown had fallen open. If her father arrives now, hunting for her—

			Niall hauled the blanket off the bed and wrapped her like a parcel. “Do drink some wine, my lady.” He ought to get help for her. Mustn’t leave her. But where to take her? In this state? How could he ever possibly explain to the Marquis without saying who he was, why he was there. Stalwart... The Queen... If Niall had to admit who he really was and why he was there, he might start the very rebellion he was there to avert. Damn that crazy Hedgebury!

			Fizz was still dazed. “You called me your wife.”

			Those five words alone would hang him. The truth was probably enough to do that, and the truth was never going to fight clear of the lies in this jungle. Prince Athelgar must even now be screaming for help for his thug Garbeald, whose arm was broken. He could hear it...

			“This maniac Blade burst in on us—”

			“Your Highness, there are no Blades in Thencaster—”

			“My father was trained as a Blade and he taught me, and I tell you—”

			“You called me your wife,” Fizz whispered again.

			Niall knelt beside the chair. “Listen, my lady. I didn’t want a fight, but I knew that a fight was very likely. If I had walked in and announced, ‘That’s the Marquis’s daughter you have there, and I am his secretary—’ Well, I would have started an argument, understand? Not a fight. I didn’t know that stringy brute was first in line to the throne, but he would have told me so very smartly, and then what could I have done? But a man rescuing his wife is a major peril. He’s expected to use violence, even berserker violence. He’s a serious threat, understand? Battles are often won or lost before the fighting begins.”

			“You called me ‘your love’. Also, ‘dearest’. Explain that.” Fizz drained the beaker and tossed it onto the bed.

			“Staying in character. Not meant to be taken seriously.”

			“You are a splendid knight errant, Sir Neal. Quite perfect!”

			Now he saw the gleam in her eyes and relief made him roar with laughter. He stood up. “And you make a gorgeous damsel in distress, Lady Fizz.”

			Before he knew it, she was upright and in his arms, pulling his head down to kiss him. If he expected a gentle Thank-you-Uncle-Neal peck on the cheek, he was... No, not disappointed, quite the reverse. Fizz knew how to kiss as if it she expected to keep it going right on, to much, much more.

			Then her fingers found Denial’s hilt and scabbard. She jerked back, staring up at him.

			He said, “Please sit, my lady. We have much to discuss.”

			Still wide-eyed, she obeyed. He refilled her beaker and then poured wine in another, for himself. He had told Lady Emerald that he never lied. There was, he supposed, always a first time.

			‘Watch.” He drew Denial and held her up so that Fizz could watch her become visible. Then he sheathed her and turned his back to show how she disappeared again.

			“Magic!”

			“Very powerful magic. Probably the only such sword in the world.”

			That was assuming that the Dark Chamber wasn’t driving their slave enchanters day and night, making more.

			“Athelgar called you a Blade. What is a Blade with a magic sword doing in my home?”

			“Nothing evil, I swear. Remember that Malinda is a very new Queen. Her claim to the crown is beyond question, but a lot of people would rather have a man on the throne. In that case the choice would be between your father and that Athelgar slug. An easy decision, I’d think, but I have sworn allegiance to the Queen.”

			“You’re a spy!”

			He already knew that Fizz’s frothy facade hid a very sharp mind, and she wouldn’t need all of it to work that out.

			“What I am not is an assassin, my lady. If I had been sent to kill someone, that person would have been restored to the elements weeks ago. Remember how close I came to killing both those Baels tonight? Now, if you tell your honoured father what I have just told you, what will he do?”

			She did not want to answer. She did not even want to think about it.

			He prompted: “Dangle me over the battlements by the neck? But I am a Blade, as that filthy raping Prince said. My hanging can only happen after I have been overpowered, which will cost several men killed or disabled. My lady, your father is the most powerful nobleman in Chivial and has a plausible but faulty claim to the crown. Can you wonder that Malinda wants to know what he may be up to? That is all of my behest—to watch out for signs of disloyalty. Nothing more.”

			Fizz drank wine. “What are you suggesting?”

			“I did you a big favour tonight, didn’t I? All I ask in return is that you tell no one what I am or mention to anyone that weapon I bear. If you must tell anyone what happened, say I had just returned from Swaid, and got wet waiting for the postern to open. I was hurrying to my room to change, still carrying the mailman’s sword, when I passed Eagle room and heard you scream. That’s all. Thank the spirits of Chance.”

			“And what are those two Baelish pigs going to be telling Father?”

			He had never heard her use that word for the Marquis before.

			“Probably nothing. Athelgar will not admit how he treated you, or how some anonymous flunky ridiculed his swordsmanship. His bodyguard will claim that he broke his arm when he slipped on wet marble. I know you have an octogram, here in the palace. You do have enchanters to inspire it?”

			She nodded.

			“Then he is probably being healed right now. I must see you safely back to your quarters.”

			Fizz drained her beaker. “I’ve lost a shoe. You’ll have to carry me.”

			She had not complained of that loss on her way there, but back then she had had more important things on her mind. Niall flung open the closet door, and brought out another blanket. “Stand up!” he wrapped her in a second layer of blanket to muffle any sense of intimacy, then lifted her up in his arms. She was as light as a child.

			She said, “Oo!” and leaned her head on his shoulder—the left one. He had lifted her that way, since his right one was occupied by Denial’s hilt.

			“Stop that! I didn’t rescue you from attempted rape just to be charged with it myself.” He took her weight with his left arm while he opened the door with his right hand. The rain had stopped, but the wind was still gusty.

			She said, “Oo!” again. “You are strong! And big. And sexy. Up these stairs.”

			“Forget it, lady. You’re a marquis’s daughter. I’m just a clerk.”

			“I’m the Marquis’s by-blow and you’re a Blade! A Blade is not just a clerk. Daddy raves about your work and how good you are. You’re a Queen’s Blade, and ever so sexy. Turn left here. Can you run upstairs with me in your arms?”

			Probably, but he wasn’t going to say so. “Fizz, if you tell anyone—anyone at all—that I’m a Blade, then your father will send men to arrest me, and I will kill them. I mean that! The only way to arrest Blades is to fill them full of arrows from a safe distance. So keep your mouth shut for once.”

			She sighed. “Then you’ll have to marry me.”

			He very nearly dropped her. “I am not going to marry you, so don’t try to coerce me.”

			“I mean I can never keep secrets. I’m sure to let it slip. But if you’re married to me, then Daddy won’t kill you. Run up these stairs!”

			“Run up them yourself.” He dumped her on her own feet, extracted the invisible scabbard from her grip, and fled. He ran all the way back down to Owl room and locked himself in.
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			He drank the rest of the wine, which did not feel like nearly enough.

			What a turd of a day! It had begun with the pleasing prospect of a ride to Swaid. Then the storm. Then those Baelish brutes. If the one he had spat on was truly the Queen’s eldest son and heir, then gallant Sir Niall had certainly dug a grave and buried himself and his career in it. He had also revealed his great secret to the worst muddled-headed blabbermouth in all Eurania. Challenger didn’t matter; he could and would keep a secret. Challenger would not betray a brother Blade if they racked him. Fizz would tell everybody before noon tomorrow.

			Her shoe was under the edge of the bed.

			And he was out of wine. Convinced that the day could not possibly get any worse, he hauled off his clothes and scrambled between the sheets.

			He had forgotten to douse the lantern.

			Plip... plop... Plip... plop... Plip...

			The storm had added a second drip. Not surprising, after all that rain.

			He was cold. Wanting his spare blanket, he crawled out of bed and took three cold steps over to the closet before he recalled that he had given both blankets to Fizz. How by all the spirits was he ever going to get those back without provoking questions or gossip? The day had indeed managed to get worse.

			He had left the closet door open, and he realized that the dripping noises were coming from in there—from low down, at the back. Ignoring his shivering muscles and chattering teeth, he fetched the lantern and knelt down to see. There was a slight gap between the back panelling and the floor—a one-finger gap on the right, tapering to nothing on the left, as if a slab had been jammed in crooked. Furthermore, that panel was set back a thumb thickness compared to the wall on either side or above it. It very much looked as if it were a door—a kennel-sized door, but still a door. He inserted fingers and heaved. It resisted, the edge hurting his fingers.

			Niall secretly prided himself on his strength. On rainy days in Ironhall, when the seniors wearied of coaching the juniors, they had sometimes turned to wrestling as a refreshing variant form of exercise, and he had been the only man who could ever throw Hereward.

			If the slab was indeed jammed by its tilt, then heaving on the higher side might be jamming it even tighter. There was no handle to grip, so perhaps he was mistaken in thinking that it was designed to open at all. It might just be a sloppy piece of carpentry. But he wasn’t going to give up until he knew what lay behind it.

			He needed a lever. Moreover, if he did manage to free the panel, he would need something to prevent it from slamming shut. The first need could be satisfied by the Baelish sword he had won. It would fetch a fair price even in a rustic backyard like Swaid and he was very likely to snap it. No sweat—he had little need of money at the moment. Then he saw a familiar yellow gleam from the pommel and took it closer to the lamp. A cat’s eye! The name on the blade was Spoiler.

			“You didn’t live up to that, my lady,” he said. “Not if you became part of the spoils. But we’ll see you go home to Ironhall to hang in the Sky of Swords, and they’ll know there who your owner was. Meanwhile, I have a use for you.”

			The postal satchel was made of tough leather, so he folded it tightly and jammed it into the wide end of the gap. Then he slid Garbeald’s sword in and worked it as far as he could toward the thin end. And heaved. It was a horrible way to treat a fine weapon, and any lesser one would have snapped. If he just broke the point, it could be re-ground, and once it was hung in the Sky, that wouldn’t show.

			Thinking he could feel the slab move a minute amount, he banged on it several times with the side of his fist. Suddenly it came loose, so he hastily kicked the satchel farther in to hold it open. Success!

			Sitting straight, the panel moved easily in its grooves, although it was a heavy mass of timber. He brought the lamp closer, knelt down and raised the hatch. A rush of an abominable stench made him reel backward.

			What in the world was rotting in there?

			Again, the day had managed to get worse.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			The Ciarán must have bribed some of the guards to let him in.

			lord hedgebury

			Tom Twelvish had vanished, possibly taking one hundred crowns and a lantern, but definitely leaving his clothes. Niall was almost certain that he was now close to Twelvish’s corpse, and knew he would never go to sleep without investigating the macabre smell beyond that panel. He hastily dressed again, checked the level of the oil in the lamp, and then took a chair over to the closet.

			He managed to raise the panel and hold it open while using one foot to push the chair in to hold it so. The resulting opening was about three feet wide and one seat high. Beyond it was a tunnel, cut out of the bedrock on which the castle stood, chisel marks on the walls showing that it was artificial. The floor was hidden by a puddle, whose surface was a little lower than the floor tiles in the closet. Water falling into it from the roof was the source of the persistent dripping noise he heard every night. If he closed the panel properly when he left, he should not hear it in future.

			He decided that there might have been a natural seepage in the rock, and the builders had managed to drain it so that it would not flood the castle. Or they had hoped to supply the room with constant running water, but had not found an adequate flow. Or there might be other explanations.

			The puddle seemed to be shallow, and it petered out about four feet away. Beyond that was only bare rock and darkness. Niall wanted to explore farther, but without suffering the same fate as Twelvish had. He backed out of the closet and returned with the empty wine flagon, which he used to plumb the puddle as far out as he could reach. Nowhere was it more than a finger-length deep. Not trusting his boots to be perfectly waterproof, he removed both them and his hose. Then he crawled into the tunnel, carrying the lantern. The puddle and the air in there were surprisingly warm. The floor was rough enough to hurt, and he lost some skin from his knees. Although the ceiling was equally rough and irregular, he was able to stand up without banging his head.

			Just beyond the end of the puddle, the tunnel widened and became a hole in the wall of a huge natural cavern, whose walls and roof sparkled white in the lantern light. The floor was well below where Niall now knelt, but he saw no puddle or lake down there to reflect his lantern. What there was, though, was a bridge of rough planks, spanning a gap between his perch and a knoll about a dozen feet away. Beyond that was only darkness.

			The odious stench was even stronger here, but he had no intention of exploring farther, at least not now. He should report his discovery to the Marquis, because he remembered from Stalwart’s history of Thencaster Castle, how the Wylds had taken it, early in the reign of the late King Ambrose: “The Ciarán must have bribed some of the guards to let him in.”

			Perhaps not, Brother Stalwart, perhaps not! Maybe he led his men in through a secret tunnel? Had the Wylds forgotten that handy back door? Whatever was giving rise to the stench of decay must be fairly close, but the bridge was several feet wide, so it was hard to imagine what might have caused Twelvish to fall off it. Too many unknowns, too late at night. To go farther into this burrow without help would not be courage, just rank insanity.

			And yet.... Unable to resist his curiosity, Niall lay down, half on the bridge, half on the wet rock, and lowered his lantern as far as he could reach. Mm? The floor was half a hundred feet below him, and, yes, there was a dark patch down there that might be a human body, but he could not be certain.

			He backed out, removed the chair, lowered the panel, leaving the mail bag to stop it from closing completely. The storm had left his room very cold earlier, but now the draught from the cave had warmed it a bit. It had probably made the reek of decay much stronger, too, but his nose had given up noticing that. He closed the closet, doused the lantern. He must have lain down and put his head on his pillow, but he failed to remember doing so.
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			He awoke at dawn, sweating under two blankets. He soon confirmed that they were his, from a tear in the corner of one, and an ancient stain on the other. That crazy, meddling, stupid little floozie! Had Fizz dared to sneak into his room herself, or had she sent someone else? Either way she had risked betraying the secret. Almost certainly she had brought them back herself. Who else would have dared to come in and spread them over him? As the Marquis’s do-it-all, she had a lot more keys on her ring than his secretary did.

			The sun was up, and today was likely to be at least as harrowing as yesterday. By now the Marquis might have heard of the attempted rape of his cute little daughter. Depending on the informant, he might also have learned of his secretary’s attempt on the Crown Prince’s life. It was even harder to believe that anyone would have told him the whole truth.

			As he dressed, Niall tried to guess what trouble would hit first. He did not know Neville well enough to predict how he would react to the assault on Fizz. Had a commoner done what Athelgar had, he would likely be in chains already, awaiting a fast trial and execution. That even the Marquis of Thencaster would dare treat the Queen’s eldest son like that seemed highly unlikely.

			Lately Niall had stopped wearing Denial every day, assuming that the chances he would need her were less than that someone might jostle him and detect her; he had not anticipated Fizz’s hug. Yesterday he had worn her because he would be going to Swaid. If Fizz ever let slip what she knew about the invisible sword or Niall’s fencing skills, he might have to fight his way out, so today he buckled his magical scabbard on again.

			[image: ]

			For those who wanted it, breakfast at Thencaster consisted of pastries and mugs of small beer, available in the hall, which was more than Ironhall had provided. Niall grabbed one of each. As he looked around for a place to sit, he was accosted by a slender young man with amber eyes, blond curls, and a sly grin. He held a mug and two pastries: Lord Danark, Neville’s youngest.

			He said, softly, “Thank you for last night, Master Cleaver.”

			No effort was required to guess what had provoked this. Curse the little chatterbox!

			Unable to bow with his hands full, Niall inclined his head politely. “It was my pleasure, my lord.”

			“Sit.”

			They sat on separate benches, facing across a table.

			The grin remained. “I trust you were not too warm in the night?”

			“I am relieved to hear that she was not reckless enough to return the goods personally.”

			Danark extracted a huge mouthful from his right-hand pastry. “Fizz can be as wild as a boar with toothache, but there’s usually method in her madness.”

			“She promised me she wouldn’t tell anyone.”

			A warning frown replaced the grin. “Fizz and I have always been very close. We were born in the same week. Most of the time she rampages like a bored kitten, but she has an uncannily sharp mind. She can pick up a language in a couple of days. She tells me that the, er, chief Bael accused you of being a Blade.”

			Niall ate pastry and said nothing.

			“My sister agrees. She has watched the garrison training with swords, and she says they are tortoises compared to the Prince, but you made him look like a snail with gout.”

			This interrogation was making Niall fume, but he dared not antagonise any of the Marquis’s children, especially Danark. Unlike his father or next brother, Kranith, the youngest male Fitzambrose seemed willing to treat the secretary as human. To Kranith and their father, he was furniture. Stanesh, of course, was still absent, wife-fishing.

			“She was incredibly lucky that I happened to be passing the door when she cried out. I am very happy that I was able to help.” Niall hoped the juvenile Lord Danark would now take the hint and shut up. “What are His Odious Highness’s plans for today, do you know?”

			“He will be leaving when his ship returns, continuing his journey to Grandon. He only stopped in here to wait out the storm. What he should be doing is writing a letter of thanks to you.”

			“For spitting on him?”

			“For stopping him. Had he succeeded in raping my sister, my father would have sent the Queen his head.”

			“That would mean civil war.”

			Danark shrugged and drank beer. Suddenly Stalwart’s wild fancies seemed much more believable than hitherto, although for a completely different reason. King Athelgar might be even less acceptable to the gentry than Queen Malinda would ever be. Killing him last night might have been a very good idea, a favour to a future Chivial, and a chance forever missed.

			Trying to imagine the lout as the future King Athelgar, Niall murmured, “Long live Queen Malinda.”

			“Amen to that.” Lord Danark swallowed the last fragment of his pastry and wiped a sleeve over his mouth and Site of Future Moustache.

			Now what? Niall had been expecting his regular morning meeting with the Marquis in the office, with today’s agenda including the presumed grave of Tom Twelvish. The dark side of that program was that the Marquis might very well decide to send someone else to investigate the death cave and leave Niall attending to routine matters. He had found the crypt: he felt he had a right to explore it. And Danark represented a solution, although a risky one.

			As his companion began to rise, Niall said, “Last night, my lord, when you so graciously returned my blankets, did you notice an unpleasant odour in my room?”

			Danark paused. “Now that you mention it, I did wonder if you kept piglets somewhere. To use as midnight snacks, maybe?”

			“I wish it were as easy as that. I now believe that the origin of that stench must be the corpse of the previous tenant, Tom Twelvish.”

			Eyes wide, Danark sank back down on the bench.

			Niall told him the story of the drips.

			He showed small interest. “The hills here are all limestone. They have more holes in them than a loaf of bread.”

			“Hidden behind secret panels? With chiselled walls? And this one has bridges in it, making a road.”

			That shot the ginger eyebrows higher than skylarks. Niall gave him the details.

			“You think that was how Ciarán Pfari invaded the castle back in fifty-six?”

			“I don’t know, but I do suspect. Why not?”

			“And why are you telling me this, instead of my father?”

			Niall had been sixteen once. He turned on what he hoped was a challenging smile, and held it for a moment. “I decided that it might be better for all concerned if Neal Cleaver stayed out of sight until Prince Athelgar resumes his voyage, but to explore the cave alone would be reckless. Of course, there is an element of danger in—”

			The bait was taken. “And Darling Daddy has been known to lose his temper, but he is much less likely to boot me out of the castle than he would you.”

			That seemed like a very leaky boat to Niall, since he had no possible excuse for having told the kid about the tunnel in the first place, but it was what he was counting on.

			“It could be dangerous. If I’m right, it killed Tom Twelvish.”

			Danark laughed. “All the more reason why I should go, instead of my father.”

			Who ever suggested that the Marquis would go risking his own neck by crawling into an unexplored cave? He would surely send some Master-at-arms Bonehead and a squad of donkeys. “I’ll need to leave a note to explain why I’m not at my desk.”

			“Right! The sooner the better. Come!” Danark jumped up and led the way to the door.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			The hills here are all limestone. They have more holes in them than a loaf of bread.

			lord danark

			Before they even reached the Post Office door, Niall was having serious second thoughts. His duty was to report what he had discovered. Only the Marquis should decide what would be done about it and by whom. The chances that either Niall or his companion would meet with the same fate as Twelvish were probably very slight, but even if either suffered an injury as slight as a broken arm, Niall would certainly find himself in serious trouble. If he lost his job as Neville’s secretary, he would have failed in his mission. By letting Fizz into the secret, he had probably done that already.

			But then he would be free to join the Royal Guard, meet his mother and sisters... Which meant a betrayal of his duty to the Queen and Stalwart.

			No pages were had assembled on the bench yet, but ancient Chancellor Barden was already in his chair at the top of the staircase.

			Danark said, “Ha! Don’t you ever eat or sleep, Chancellor?”

			The old man showed gums in a smile. “Not much of either these days, my lord. But here I can still be useful, in a small way.”

			“Not so small. Is the Marquis here yet?”

			“Not yet, my lord.”

			“When he shows up, please tell him I have borrowed Master Cleaver for an hour or so.”

			“Yes, sir.” There was a hint of hesitation in that answer, which undoubtedly meant that Barden did not believe that a third son without a beard had authority to “borrow” the man in question. Doubtless Danark understood that perfectly, but was currently hint-proof, being sixteen.

			He said, “Thanks,” but instead of heading for the stairs as Niall expected, he circled around Barden and opened a door that Niall did not know. Curious, he followed, and found himself in a minor armoury. It did not compare with the arsenal down in the fortress, but there were enough swords, spears, bows, and armour to equip a dozen or two men for a desperate last stand if an enemy stormed the gates.

			“Try this for size.” Danark handed him a helmet.

			Niall tried it on and it fit well enough. “If you’re expecting to run into the Wylderland army, kindly forgive my absence.”

			“No, but I’m fond of my scalp—don’t want to leave any of it decorating rocks. And boots, I think. It’s wet in there, you said.”

			And two lanterns, both much grander than the one in the Owl Room, plus a flagon of oil for them. Danark paused at a rack of swords, glanced thoughtfully at Niall, and then turned away from it. Fizz had been spilling secrets to her favourite brother. He knew not to mention swords.

			Seeing a coil of rope, Niall took it and hung it on his left shoulder. It was thinner, but in much better condition, than the rope he had used to rescue Brat Cat. “You’ve had caving experience?”

			“We all have. It’s good fun in really cold weather. Stanesh used to be crazy about it. Fizz says Earth is his dominant manifest element.”

			So, she was not just a natural sensitive; someone had taught her the jargon, and had probably coached her in how to use her talent.

			Unaware of that verbal lightning bolt he had just hurled, Danark gathered up his loot. Niall took the rest, and managed to close the door behind them without having to use his teeth. They detoured around Barden again, but two pages had arrived, both panting as if they had run all the way up from the riverside. Youthful bright eyes were staring at the helmets, boots, and other plunder being removed. The secret spelunking expedition was being well advertised.

			On reaching the Perch, Niall’s first act was to peer over the balustrade and scan the estuary. He was happy to see the Baelish ship heading seaward already. With sail furled and oars swinging, it seemed like some monstrous millipede, dwarfing the tiny fishing boats.

			“Good riddance,” Danark muttered.

			“Someday you’ll have to kneel to that swine.”

			Danark’s response might have been classed as treasonous. Niall wondered if he must report the events of the Prince’s visit to Lord Hedgebury.

			When they had reached the Owl door, he paused before inserting the key. “One thing I must insist on, my lord, is that I go first, always, and you follow.”

			For a moment Danark seemed about to argue, but then he saw the logic, and nodded. “You think there may be booby traps?”

			“I think what we’re about to do killed Twelvish.”

			On that cheerful note they went in. The familiar musty smell was absent. Niall locked the door, hoping the housemaid would not interrupt their escapade. It took only moments to shed shoes and don boots—his were big on him. Then he showed Danark the secret panel, and fetched the chair to hold it.

			“Why do you need that?” Danark was already half into the tunnel, face up, one leg still in the closet, and the other holding the panel up.

			“To keep the panel open. There’s no handle on your side.”

			“Yes, there is. There’s a strip of wood going all the way across, but it’s so slender that it may need more than one man to use it. You’d have to pull it up with your finger tips, then push it higher with your thumbs. Come in and let it close, just in case someone comes looking for us. You, I mean.”

			Annoyed to be given orders on what he considered to be his own expedition, Niall said, “No. Reckless is not the same as brave. This tunnel has already killed one man. Assuming that you’re right about opening the door from the outside—to get into the palace—it would only need one broken wrist to kill both of us. Now move over and let me in.”

			Danark hotched sideways and winced. “If you’re right that Twelvish came in here and was trapped, why isn’t his corpse lying right here, with blood on his fingers from his efforts to claw through?”

			And why hadn’t the missing secretary foreseen the need to prop the panel open when he went exploring? Surely he couldn’t have been that stupid.

			“That’s what we came here to find out. Now move and let me go first. That’s what we agreed, remember?”

			Danark tried to sit up and grimaced. His clothes were soaked, and he was lying on a rough rock surface. Niall offered him a hand, helped him out of the tunnel, back into the closet. There were pink spots of blood on his shirt.

			“As soon as we come back, you’d better visit the elementary and get your scrapes conjured.”

			Danark took that innocent advice as a slur on his toughness. “We may have more problems than that if we don’t get on with it smartly. Let’s move!”

			Which is what Niall was thinking. An irate Marquis, coming in search of his secretary and youngest son, would not be pleased to have to follow them into a cave that reeked of rotting meat.

			“You bring the rope and I’ll take the oil bottle.” Niall found getting into the tunnel trickier than it had been the first time, because now he was wearing his back scabbard, so he had to bend lower, and he didn’t want Danark to notice his contortions. If Fizz had babbled about Denial, he would be watching closely. Even if she hadn’t, he was still a sharp kid.

			When he reached the natural cavern, Niall was able to straighten up, with his toes on the edge of the wooden bridge. The brighter lantern showed how huge the cave was—at least as long as Ironhall’s dining hall, and much higher. Draperies of white rock decorated the sides, white icicles dangled from the roof or pointed up at them from below. The floor was a madhouse of jagged blocks that must have fallen from the roof in past ages.

			The scene grew even brighter when Danark arrived with his lantern. He had looped the coil of rope round his neck and one shoulder, which was the natural way to carry it, unless you were trying not to show an invisible sword on your back.

			He said, “Wow! I didn’t realize.... There he is!” he pointed with his free hand at the dark shape that Niall had seen in the night, one that might indeed be a body, down in the nightmarish rock pile. Either in excitement or deliberately, Danark jostled Niall slightly, just enough that for an instant they both teetered off-balance, in danger of joining Tom Twelvish. Then they steadied—with Danark’s hand gripping Niall’s shoulder, where the scabbard straps were.

			Their eyes met.

			“Your sister isn’t very good at keeping a secret, is she?”

			Unrepentant, Danark grinned. “Not unless she wants to be. Then she’s extremely good. Will you let me see it, later? Please?”

			“You may see the hilt protruding from your guts, because I, too, swore to keep it a secret, and I am very good at that.”

			In truth he wasn’t. He should have put his mission ahead of rescuing Fizz from the Baels. When she first met Niall, her childish efforts to flirt had puzzled and annoyed him. Quite likely she had tried them on Athelgar and Garbeald, who had taken them seriously. If she was as fluent in foreign languages as she claimed, she should have appreciated the culture chasm between herself and a pair of adolescent thugs raised as pirates, freshly come ashore after weeks on a winter ocean. Niall had let pity lead him into folly. Now it could only be a matter of time before Neville learned of the invisible sword, and that would be that; game over.

			Danark took a step forward, and then it was Niall’s turn to grab a shoulder. “Stop! Keep your feet off the bridge; it’s a trap.”

			“What makes you think that?”

			“Twelvish’s body down there. This is a secret way into the palace, right? So anyone from the palace who finds it must die, and die as soon as possible—right here! Let’s make sure. This is why I brought the rope.”

			Together they knotted one end of it to Niall’s lantern. Then Niall knelt at the edge of the abyss, told Danark to keep a tight hold on his back scabbard, and lowered the lantern. It swayed as it descended, making shadows leap and rush madly around. Glints of brightness from below hinted at puddles of water among the great boulders down there. That made sense, because the corpse would have mummified had there been no moisture.

			Soon there was little doubt that the motionless shape down there had once been a human being.

			“Fire and Death!” Niall muttered. “I hope the fall killed him.” It would certainly have smashed his lantern, and imagination reeled back in horror from thoughts of a badly injured man lying there in darkness, in a maze of boulders, unable to tell even which direction led to safety. “Here, hold the rope for me until it stops swinging.”

			While Danark did that, Niall scrambled over to peer down from the other side of the bridge. In a moment, he said, “Good. I mean bad. It’s a body. Haul in, mate.”

			Nothing more was said until the rope had been pulled up and securely looped.

			“How?” Danark demanded, eyeing the bridge. “How does it work? It looks solid enough. I wouldn’t hesitate to ride a horse over that.”

			“A smart horse might refuse to carry you.” The bridge certainly looked sturdy—about four feet wide and fifteen long. The bed was made of planks laid crosswise, firmly spiked at each end. Niall lay down, keeping most of his weight on solid rock, and reached over the edge. He learned that the side timbers were beams almost a foot thick. There were no handrails. Got it!

			He said. “There is no central pillar to help hold it up.”

			“How’d you know that?”

			“Because while you were holding the lantern over that side, I looked from this. If there were supports underneath, I would have seen their shadows.”

			Danark said, “Um.... right. So how does it work?

			“Imagine a table top supported by a leg at each corner?”

			“Yes.”

			“Except that one end has two legs and the other has only one. It would still be stable unless someone put some load on it somewhere. Now do you want to walk across, my lord?”

			“Death and Fire! When I’m halfway across.... It tilts!”

			“It tilts forwards and sideways. You weren’t expecting that, and you shoot off the left side to join Twelvish. He was halfway across, but not directly under the bridge itself. It may not be quite that simple, and there must be some way for the Wylds to prop up that far end when they want to march their army over it to invade the palace. Our journey ends here, my lord. Now we go and report to your father.”

			But there was no handle on the castle side of the panel. Niall had found it only because it had jammed at a slight angle. Could it really have remained slightly open for forty years without anyone noticing it? Or had someone murdered Tom Twelvish? If so, who? And why?

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			I never tell lies.

			sir niall

			As Niall was scrambling through the secret hatchway into the closet, he could hear frantic banging on the door of his room. He guessed the cause even before he stumbled across to open it. There were two red-faced pages out there, not just one, and they spoke in unison.

			“The Marquis wants you!”

			“Immediately,” said the larger as the smaller added, “In the Post Office.”

			Then they both remained open-mouthed. Niall realized that he must look a mess. His hose were torn, muddy, and in places bloody. His hands and doublet were not much better. He was still wearing a military helmet.

			“Thanks,” he said. “No, don’t disappear yet. Lord Danark needs your help with some things.” By that time Danark had arrived beside him, looking at least as bad. Likely today’s table gossip in the hall would tell of the two of them having had a fight.

			Niall handed his helmet to one of them and set off at a run. The time had come for the imposter to throw away his mask and face the storm. He ran down the stairs at breakneck speed, being met by a sigh of relief from stooped old Chancellor Barden. The pages’ bench was empty, suggesting that they were all off scouring the castle in search of Master Cleaver.

			Niall gestured at the Royal Mail’s studded door, receiving an affirmative nod. “Lord Danark will be here in a moment. Better send him in, also.” His presence might limit the fire and mop up the blood, if any were shed.

			Niall strode over and entered without knocking. Marquis Neville was seated on his throne, his brow thunderous. His rage was diverted by Niall’s dilapidated appearance, but probably only for a moment, “Where have you been?”

			Niall took a moment to catch his breath. “Lord Danark and I have been confirming the place and manner of Tom Twelvish’s death, Your Grace. Are you aware of the secret entrance to the palace via the Owl Room?”

			“No, no, no. Leave that for now. I was informed this morning that you are a Queen’s Blade.”

			Did that mean that the imposture mattered more than a man’s death or the security of the castle? Informed by whom? Fizz, or Prince Athelgar?

			“I do have that honour, yes.”

			The Marquis’s face grew even redder. “And what is a Queen’s Blade doing here in Thencaster, scrounging around in my private affairs?”

			“Obeying orders, Your Grace,” Niall said sadly. He was determined to remain true to his personal code. No matter what the cost, he was not going to start telling lies. Lies could only make matters worse. If he could stick firmly to the truth, whatever happened he would at least retain his self respect. Besides, only Malinda could defend him from the wrath of a Marquis. If she chose not to, she would alienate the entire order of Blades—not just the Royal Guard, but also the hundreds of former guardsmen now dubbed knights. A huge number of them served her in government posts all over the country.

			“Whose orders?”

			“The Queen’s, Your Grace.”

			“The Queen has no right to spy on her honest subjects like this!”

			That was neither a question nor a statement that Niall would dispute. He remained silent, hoping that this would convey agreement.

			The Marquis kept his predatory gaze fixed on him as if preparing to pounce and rend with fang and claw. “Lord Stanesh and I were in Grandon when she arrived. We were among the very first to kneel and swear allegiance. And now she suspects me of plotting against her?”

			“My understanding is that she does not, Your Grace. She has been advised that Chivial has been poorly served by Queens regnant in years past, which is true, and some people—presently undeclared—believe that no woman should ever be allowed to wear the crown.”

			“Which is wrong! The Act of Succession is quite clear on that matter.”

			“Aye, Your Grace. But I was told that the Queen is only human, and therefore fallible. Chivial is not Baelmark, where she has lived for so long. Her father made mistakes after he succeeded, so it is not disparaging to expect her to. We all do. But the moment she puts a foot wrong, those anti-Queen persons will rally around the late king’s closest male heir. I was sent here to watch for any sign that this might be happening. That is all.”

			“I would say that it has just happened,” his grace said icily. “Or at least has just been exposed.”

			He might well be right. The spirits of Chance could be ironic. If the rest of the nobility suspected that the Queen was planting spies in peers’ houses, their outrage would be enormous. Stalwart’s medicine might start the very disease it had been designed to cure.

			“So what have you reported to Lord Hedgebury so far?”

			The Marquis was no illustrious scholar, but he did not need to be to see Stalwart’s hand behind this disaster.

			“Nothing. I have neither seen nor heard anything requiring reporting. I am sworn to serve Her Majesty, who ordered me to come and be your secretary. However distasteful I find such duplicity, I must obey.”

			“Yet last night you drew your sword and tried to kill her oldest son, Prince Athelgar.”

			Niall caught himself smiling, so he left the smile where it was. “Had I meant to kill that rat, Your Grace, I would have done so on my second or third pass. He intended to kill me, I am sure, for spoiling his fun.”

			The Marquis barely glanced at the door as Danark cautiously peered in. Danark took silence for consent, and closed it with himself inside.

			“Tell me your version of that scuffle, Cleaver.”

			“It was no scuffle, Your Grace. It was a fight to the death until Fizz intervened.”

			The Marquis fell back on his throne. “Fizz was there?”

			“I happened to be going past and heard her scream...” Niall realized that he was now enjoying himself.

			Neither of the listeners interrupted the story. At the end, Danark said, “That is exactly what Fizz told me, Father. I have never known her so upset.”

			She was an incredible actress if she could flummox a brother of her own age, but perhaps she hadn’t had to embroider the truth too much.

			“Death and Fire! And I have sworn loyalty to Malinda’s heirs?” The Marquis glared at Niall as if this, also, was his fault. “You are mistaken if you think I am King Ambrose’s closest male heir. I never was. Quite apart from the fact my father was born out of wedlock, Athelgar was born before he died.”

			“I have sworn the same oath, Your Grace. Unknowingly last night I totally humiliated Prince Rat as a swordsman. But even after Fizz told me who he was, I made him kneel so I could spit on him.”

			The Marquis grimaced at the outrageous thought of a commoner so defiling a royal. “I doubt that he will ever forgive or forget that. Nor will his mother, if she ever hears of it. But when her heir’s behaviour becomes known in Chivial, her own popularity will greatly increase.” Neville sighed. His rage against the Blade spy was forgotten. “I owe you a debt for rescuing Fizz, Sir Neal.... That is your real name?”

			“Almost. I am Sir Niall of the Queen’s Blades, but I am content to remain Neal Cleaver while in your service, my lord.”

			Which might be all of ten minutes, but the Marquis did not say so. He said nothing, just chewed his lip and endlessly drummed fingers on the arm of his throne.

			So the truth was out. For the first time since his fateful meeting with Queen Malinda, Niall need not worry about divided loyalties. As a subject of the Queen he was required to help defend her realm, and at the moment a Wylder invasion looked possible. The Marquis seemed paralysed, out of his depth. Nudge?

			“Your Grace? May I suggest that the secret tunnel off my bedroom be bricked up as soon as possible?”

			‘What secret tunnel?”

			Neville listened grimly to the story. This was the day for bad news, but he still seemed to find the second revelation unimportant.

			“I can’t see that there’s any great hurry. If it’s been there for forty years, the Wylds must have forgotten about it. Besides, I have taught them the folly of trying to fight Chivial. I shall move you out of that room and post guards there. From what you tell me, even the entire population of Wylderland could come through there, but only one at a time. Danark, Stanesh took you caving sometimes. Did you recognise the cave?”

			“No, sir. I never saw any that big. See, he never took me into anywhere that difficult. I mean, there’s nowhere to walk in there. It’s impassable, rocks all over the floor.”

			The Marquis bit his lip and fell silent.

			Niall said, “But, Your Grace, has the passage been there for forty years? Could the hatch have escaped notice for so long? Suppose for a moment that it is a recent addition.”

			Obviously, the Marquis did not suppose easily. “Twelvish slept there for two years. Are you suggesting that he didn’t notice the sounds of hammering and rock carving right beside his bed?”

			“I am suggesting, Your Grace, that Twelvish might have been murdered. How long between his disappearance and my arrival?”

			Danark said, “Three moons! Almost four.” He spoke eagerly, obviously more open to such wild suggestions.

			“So,” Niall continued, ignoring the Marquis’s scowl of disbelief, “for three moons the Wylds could work on their project all night long. No doubt they would keep the really noisy bits for daytime, when neighbouring rooms were less likely to be occupied. And all that time, Tom Twelvish’s corpse has been lying in that cavern like garbage.”

			It was a mad theory, and it hinted that the would-be invaders must have accomplices within the palace itself. Again the Marquis seemed to dismiss the notion without comment. “Dan, send for Kranith. And Fizz. Sir Niall, how do you suggest we recover Twelvish’s body? It must be given proper honours.”

			While Danark was passing the word for his siblings to pages outside, Niall was forced to admit that he had not given thought to retrieving the secretary’s corpse. “It will be dangerous, Your Grace. If I am right about the booby trap, it must have a safety device at the far end, but getting across to it is the problem. Perhaps build the pyre over him where he lies?”

			The Marquis grunted. “Have to wait, then.”

			Why? Wait on what? The lord of the march was thinking ahead of the dumb sword jockey.

			The door opened. Enter Fizz. Niall saw her quick appraisal of the situation and instant assumption of little-girl mode. She ran to Neville. “You want me, Daddy?” Niall thought for a moment that she was going to climb into her father’s lap.

			But his grace was not feeling graceful. Nor was he in game-playing mood. “How long have you known that Cleaver is a Blade?”

			Instantly Fizz aged ten years. She waved her eyelashes in Niall’s direction. “Just since I watched him fight last night. Oh, he was magnificent!”

			“He’s a spy. Queen’s Blades do not normally work as clerks. Why did you not come to me and tell me what had really happened, instead of leaving me to hear those two scoundrels’ version? Why did you not come straight to me and tell me we had a Blade snake in our midst?”

			“Because there was no harm done!” she snapped, her voice an octave lower, and in the most adult tone Niall had ever heard her use. “Because of what I owed Sir Neal. Unfortunately, I discovered that what they say about Blades isn’t true at all, at least not in his case. We were right there in his bedroom and that Baelish pig had practically torn the clothes off me, yet I couldn’t even get his—”

			“Quiet!” her father bellowed. “We’ll talk about this matter later. Ah, come in, Kranith.”

			The middle son had inherited more of the Ranulf inheritance than the others had. He was built like a woodcutter: tall, thick, and wide. His hair was ginger, and his eyes bright amber. A fringe of reddish beard failed to hide the menace of his great jaw, and yet Niall had seen those massive fingers coax songs as sweet as larks’ out of a harp.

			He looked as if he had been running, but no doubt everyone summoned to the Marquisian presence was expected to arrive looking that way. Niall wondered briefly why he hadn’t brought a cello along for realism.

			“Are you aware,” his father demanded without preliminaries, “of any really large cavern close to us.... Describe it, Cleaver.”

			Niall had barely begun, when the second son started nodding.

			“Zarin Fosen,” he said. “Has to be. Means ‘Big Uterus’ in Wyldish.”

			Fizz sniggered. “No it doesn’t.”

			“And the entrance? Must be near Zos’parn?”

			“It’s right in Zos’parn, where the spring emerges.”

			It was his father’s turn to nod. “Is it accessible at this time of year?”

			Kranith’s puzzlement was rapidly turning to annoyance at this unexplained interrogation. “You’d get soaked, at least, and more likely just washed away. It’s easy in the summer, when the stream’s low. There may be other ways in, though.”

			“One’s enough. Dan, take him up to the Perch and show him, just to make sure. Tell him what you found—and stay away from that booby-trap!”

			Danark said, “Ye-e-s, sir,” with the exaggerated politeness of an adolescent who feels he is being babied. The brothers left.

			Fizz obviously knew that something serious was going on and she was being kept out of it, but she studied Niall and did not comment. The Marquis drummed fingers again, then looked to Niall. Apparently he would at least consider his secretary’s madness.

			“If you’re right, then they’re waiting for drier weather. Zos’parn is a Wyldish village on the far side of this hill, about a mile away as the crow flies. It gets its water from a stream that runs out of a cave. At this time of year, the stream is at least knee-deep or deeper, and fast.”

			Niall had guessed most of that, although he was reluctant to believe in crows that could fly through mountains. He knew from the monthly reports that Zos’parn raised both horses and cattle, and it must be close, because in season, as now, it delivered fresh milk and cream to the castle.

			“Something else, Your Grace. I did not mention this, because I am ignorant of your local geography, and it did not seem important, but now it seems very relevant. Tribute from Zos’parn this year is down significantly, by almost a quarter.”

			The Marquis’s icy frown qualified as a reprimand, but he spoke in a neutral tone. “So the village must be feeding extra mouths? I still do not believe that they will start anything until after spring thaw is complete—unless, as Lord Kranith suggested, they know of other ways in. If the going is as rough as you saw in Zarin Fosen, they must have spent years building their road. They would have had to start their bridging and levelling at the far end and the secret hatch in Owl Room would have been the final link.”

			Niall nodded agreement. “Which explains the death of Tom Twelvish?”

			The Marquis still did not like that suggestion.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			An absolute nitwit

			common expression

			“Fizz darling,” the Marquis said, “I need to confer with several people: Marshall Lonard, Commander Abrander, Chief Enchanter Osthorn, Surgeon Snith.... Those will do for now. Don’t tell anyone why, but I want them here right away. Go.”

			Fizz pouted at being treated as a mere page and stormed out, closing the big door with a peal of thunder.

			“Sir Niall, I intend to visit Zos’parn tomorrow or the next day. I will take Fizz along as my interpreter. Would you extend your duties to include acting as my daughter’s bodyguard?”

			Cleverly phrased! The hidden meaning was, “You owe me this.” To refuse might result in a humiliating dismissal. To accept would be a pleasant break in routine.

			“I shall be honoured, Your Grace. You understand, of course, that I can deal with swordsmen, even two at once, but I am useless against archers or lancers?”

			“Of course. I do not anticipate any of either.” Neville showed his fangs. “And you understand, of course, that although she was not born in wedlock, Fizz is still a virgin? More important, she has royal blood in her veins, whereas Blades are dragged from the sewers and ditches.”

			Not this Blade, but Niall’s adolescent experience with Master Banker Ephraim Morley had taught him how to deal with unwarranted abuse from his supposed betters, so he just stared at the Marquis without saying a word.

			After about fifty heartbeats, Neville realized that there was no use waiting for an answer and broke off the staring match.

			“Sharpen your quill, Secretary; take a letter to Lord Hedgebury of Rhapsody.”

			For once the Marquis had no trouble expressing himself. His dictation flowed like a river in spate, with no corrections or long pauses. Several times Niall had to ask him to slow down, which had never happened before. Neville did not direct one word of blame at the Queen, although he stated that he would raise the matter with her, but his fury at Stalwart’s treachery was ferocious. It was a wonder the ink did not boil nor the paper burn. There would be no more invitations to musical soirees in the Hedgeburys’ future.

			The Marquis repeated himself over and over, taking an entire page to say what Niall could have expressed more effectively in three lines. He did not offer to edit it. Indeed, when the tirade ended, and Niall was sifting sand over the ink, he inspected his handiwork with a satisfied grin as a silent statement of his approval. Neville did not comment, but even he would understand so obvious a message.

			“May I deliver this personally, Your Grace?”

			“No. I want you here to take notes. But send it right away.”

			Niall went to the door, beckoned the nearest page from the collection on the bench, and told him to fetch stableman Guk, whose name was next on the courier roster.

			“On the day I hired you,” the Marquis said, “when I told you that Twelvish had left without notice, you promised that you would never do such a thing. You wish to terminate your present employment now?”

			Tricky questions need tactful replies. “I am a sworn Blade, serving here at Her Majesty’s pleasure—and on your sufferance of course. Your letter to Lord Hedgebury will serve as my report, and he will have to inform the Queen that I failed her. Should you so wish, I will happily continue as your secretary until I am recalled by royal command.”

			Sir Niall was going to be very unpopular at court. Malinda must either apologize to the Marquis or deny all knowledge of the stupid affair. In that case she might have to throw both Niall and Stalwart in the Bastion. Worse, she would certainly have to support her son’s version of what had provoked the swordplay in the Owl Room, in which case Niall must be found guilty of treason. Ironhall had made him a good horseman. Perhaps he should mount Pepper and ride off to find work as a cowboy in farthest Wylderland?

			Guk appeared and was sent off to Rhapsody with the poison letter. Niall told him that there would be no reply, and to warn Nako, the next in line, that he would be doing the routine mail run after dinner.

			In a remarkably short time, Fizz brought in the four men Neville had summoned. Niall knew them all by sight, for they and three or four others sat at a separate table in the dining room, obviously a table reserved for senior officers. He would have thought that His Grace’s confidential secretary would have qualified, but so far he had not been invited. He was not yet one of the Thencaster gang, and now he never would be.

			Fizz, to her obvious annoyance, was thanked and dismissed to go and see that Niall’s effects were moved to another room. She flounced off angrily. By that time Niall had set up his equipment and was ready to play his part as recording secretary. The Marquis introduced everyone, naming names; nods were exchanged.

			Blades were duellists, not warriors, so Niall’s knowledge of tactics and strategy was little more than that of any educated man, but he could see that the Marquis would benefit from Ironhall’s lectures on leadership. He did not state the expedition’s purpose or name its destination, only that it was one of the closer Wyldish settlements. Every man there was supposedly an expert in his own field, yet Neville did not consult any of them; he issued orders. Only if the victim objected would he then allow discussion. For example, he was eventually persuaded that the commissariat would need more than two wagons, probably six.

			Earlier he had spoken as if his visit was to be little more than social—lord of the manor checking on his serfs, but later he claimed it was to be an “Exploratory Visit,” and dropped hints more sinister than that. A few hostages might be taken. However, there was a chance of armed resistance, so he would be taking both Red and White Battalions. That raised eyebrows; glances were exchanged. Niall knew now that this meant about two thirds of the entire garrison, over two hundred men. Very few nobles in Chivial could muster such a force at such short notice.

			Not once did the Marquis mention the secret passage. Perhaps he was ashamed to admit that he might have lived in the palace all his life without knowing of it. More likely, since he was not taking his senior officers into his confidence, he must suspect that the Wylds had spies in high places—which in itself was a confession of incompetence.

			When the meeting concluded, Niall felt that it had accomplished very little, other than to give Fizz time to complete her rummage through his belongings.

			But if the rebellion that Stalwart foresaw ever marched under the Marquis’s banner, Queen Malinda ought to have an easy win. Neville was an absolute nitwit.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Self-confidence is a great virtue until it gets you dead.

			lord hedgebury

			Neville had assumed that his army would be ready to move out at sunrise the next morning. Reality and gross inefficiency added two days to that estimate, but eventually the fateful day arrived.

			Then Thencaster was a scene of boiling confusion, as the Marquis’s little army tried to assemble in the lower reaches of the fortress. Up at the palace level, there was less turmoil, because only Neville and Fizz were supposed to leave by the postern gate. Niall had foreseen the problem and had asked for Pepper to be brought up there also, whatever the rules said. Even back at Ironhall, he had known that cultivating stable hands could produce favours.

			He had donned the same nondescript riding outfit he had worn on his journey north with Stalwart. Denial hung invisible on his back. No one should look at him twice, or even once.

			In contrast, both Fitzambroses were very grandly dressed. The Marquis wore hunting garb of green calf skin with polished black knee boots. His hat flaunted a long osprey feather, while the hilt of his sword gleamed with silver and gems. He sat a grey stallion of at least seventeen hands, which he did have under control, if only just. Fizz was wearing white, a divided skirt and a simple pleated jacket. She sat astride a fine palfrey as black as her hair. Being mounted made her seem taller, of course, and clearly she enjoyed being able to look down on the world for once.

			The Marquis glared at Niall. “You agreed to serve as her bodyguard. You should be armed!”

			Obviously, Fizz had not told him about the magical sword. The temptation was childish but irresistible: Niall whipped out Denial and raised his hand. The sabre appeared in salute position.

			“At your command, Your Grace!”

			Apparently, a sense of humour was not among the prerequisites for a marquisate. Neville flushed a furious red and—whether deliberately or not—jabbed his stallion with his spurs. The horse did know a joke when it saw the need of one, for it instantly bucked, reared, and very nearly threw him. Fizz caught Niall’s eye and very nearly returned his grin.

			[image: ]

			An hour so later, the army was on its way. Red Battalion marched ahead, carrying their pikes. Neville, his officers, and the commissariat wagons followed, and the White Battalion cavalry brought up the rear. Niall insisted on positioning himself and his charge behind the wagons and just ahead of the cavalry.

			Fizz did not approve. “I am Daddy’s translator! He can understand most Wyldish, but not when they deliberately gabble and jabber at him. I can’t help him from back here. You expect us to shout?”

			“No, but he doesn’t need you yet, and you and I must now have a serious talk.”

			She turned on her coquettish pose. “About our future together?”

			“First of all, about the sword I won off the blond Bael brute.”

			“Thegn Garbeald.”

			“Whoever. You kept it when you moved my clothes from Owl Room to Parrot Room.”

			“You’ve already got a sword, a magic one. You don’t need another.”

			“I need that one. It is a criminal offense for anyone except a Blade to own or wear a cat’s eye sword. The original owner of that one must be dead, so his sword must be Returned, which means taken back to Ironhall and hung in the Sky of Swords with the thousands of others there. One day mine will go there also. I’m serious, Fizz. I will not leave Thencaster without that sword.”

			She pouted. “All right.”

			They rode on in silence for a few minutes, still heading northward on the path along the bank of the Frail. The hills ahead were higher and rockier, looking less like good horse country and more like good goat range. There were no trees anywhere, except where people like Stalwart had planted them.

			“What’s the second thing?”

			“What happened the day Tom Twelvish disappeared?”

			“Nothing happened! That was what was so strange. He ate with some buddies at suppertime, and then they all went down to the Rabbit Hutch to give the girls a hard time. And next day he just wasn’t there. How come you never go to the Rabbit Hutch, Neal?”

			How come she knew that?

			“And in the morning your father wanted some letters written, so he sent a page to bang on Twelvish’s door? Am I right? And when there was no answer, you began to wonder if he might be sick, so you were sent, because you have all the keys. And you found no Tom, no lantern, just the hatch propped open. Was the sun up, or had you brought a lamp with you?

			“I did not find any hatch open! I never heard of the stupid tunnel until Danark told me about exploding it with you. I couldn’t have found it because the closet door was closed. I do wish we had the band leading us. Kranith works them hard practising, and they so rarely get to play in public, but I suppose it wouldn’t be right, when this is supposed to be a surprise visit.”

			Niall gave her what he hoped was a disbelieving smile. If it wasn’t it should be. “All those moons ago and you still remember wondering why the closet door was closed?”

			“Closet doors are supposed to be kept closed!”

			“Of course they are, so you should not have noticed such a trivial detail or recalled it after such a long time. You’re lying, Maid Fizz.”

			She spluttered angrily. Likely she would have ridden off at a gallop, but she was trapped between wagons ahead, the cavalry behind, the river on her left, and a jumble of rocks and shrubbery along the roadside to her right.

			“So you found the hatch open. Obviously Twelvish had gone exploring, but there was no light in there. Did you even know about the burglar trap?”

			“Of course not! How could I?”

			“I think we’ll get to that soon. Did you call out to him, Fizz? He was lying somewhere in there, in the dark, horribly injured, his body broken. Did you call his name? Of course he might have been unconscious. Or dead. Or not. That didn’t bother you, did it, Maid Fizz? You shut the hatch and left him there to die—in pain and terror, alone in the dark.”

			“That is not true, and you have no evidence to suggest it is.”

			“Ah, but I do! You managed to pull out whatever poor Tom had used to prop the hatch open, probably a chair. But then it dropped very hard—so hard that it bounced, and wedged itself at a slight angle, so there was a gap underneath it. Even I had a hard job freeing it, so I understand why you had to leave it the way it was.”

			“Stop that!” she screamed. “I did not look in the closet. Nor under the bed. I saw the bed had not been slept in and called his name. That’s all. That tunnel must have been there for forty years, ever since Ciarán Pfari used it to take the castle.”

			Which might or might not be true. Niall hoped it was. He’d come to like the devious little chatterbox and hated the idea that she might have abandoned Twelvish to a lonely, lingering death.

			“That’s what your father is hoping to find out today, of course.”

			“Thank you for telling me. I have been wondering what all this claptrap was about.”

			“That’s the second charge against you—even your father doesn’t trust you. He sent you out of the room when he held his council of war.” Before she could protest, Niall continued, “But let’s consider the most serious one. You tried to kill me.”

			“By beating you to death with my fists, I suppose? While standing on my tippy toes?”

			“During the fight in Eagle Room. I made Prince Athelgar look like a stuffed seagull, but he actually is a superb swordsman by layman standards. When he said a Blade trained him, he put his finger on the problem: one trainer is never enough. Whenever bound Blades visit Ironhall, the candidates, especially the seniors, mob them, all wanting to practice against somebody new. A man’s fighting style is as distinctive as his handwriting.”

			Fizz tossed her head so fiercely that he almost lost her hat. “All I did was grab your arm and shout that you were fighting the Queen’s son! If you’d as much as nicked him, you’d have signed up for a traitor’s death, and Malinda would have punished my father, too.”

			“Woman,” Niall said sadly, “you came off the bed on my left, but you dodged around me to grab my sword arm. Luckily, I was able to change hands fast enough. If I weren’t super-fast and two-handed, he’d have nailed me then. Even so, he very nearly did.”

			Fizz’s tongue was as fast as his sword, so her silence this time was as good as a confession.

			“Last night at supper,” he said quietly, “I asked around. Marquis Neville is your father, but your mother was a Wyld.” Fizz herself had Wyldish black hair and her skin was paler than most Chivians’.

			No answer.

			“Whose side are you on, Maid Fizz?’

			“Look! Did you see that fish jump? The salmon run must be starting. That’s early.”

			“Tell me about your mother.”

			She flashed a frown at him. “Why? What’s she to you?”

			“Because you are a much nicer person than your father, so your mother must be nicer still.”

			“My mother happens to be dead, so you can’t use your smarmy Blade wiles on her.”

			“I wasn’t planning to, but I’m seriously considering trying them on you, Fizz Fitzambrose.”

			“Thanks for the warning. How soon do you plan to begin?”

			“As soon as we can find some privacy.” She could not know he lacked the magical Blade binding and his seductive skills were clumsy and amateurish without it. “Confess, if I took you in my arms and kissed you seriously and told you how much I wanted you, you wouldn’t try to stop me touching your breasts, would you?”

			“A few moments ago, you were accusing me of trying to murder you, and now you’re trying to seduce me?”

			“You dived into the middle of a sword fight! Crazy but wonderful. No Blade could resist a woman with such courage.”

			“Stop it!” Her face wasn’t pale any more. She was blushing scarlet, like a smoky sunset.

			And he might be doing the same. How by Death had he come this far? He prided himself on never telling lies. He wasn’t sure he had been lying. The words had just spilled out of him.

			“Now you know why I never go to the Rabbit Hutch, Fizz.”

			That might be partly true, too.

			Some sensitives could detect lies as well as Inquisitors could. But not all.

			They rode in silence after that.

			[image: ]

			The sun was climbing high by the time the Thencaster forces arrived at the noble metropolis of Zos’parn, but it was not shining there yet. The dozen or so dingy hovels were crowded around a small, marshy lake in a bowl-shaped valley, shadowed by cliffs and steep hills. Paddocks for the cattle were enclosed by dry-stone dykes, not fences, and the cottages looked like heaps of field stone and turfs. Niall could see no barns, but the location must be sheltered from the worst weather by its topography. He noted dogs, geese, and also many small children, which the womenfolk were hastily trying to round up and hustle to safety.

			The previous evening, he had reviewed the past year’s reports from Zos’parn. Depending on the season, it paid Thencaster tribute of dairy produce, beef, horses, young oxen, and leather. It also contributed the services of two kitchen maids and one stableman. As lord of the manor, Neville was within his rights in making a surprise inspection visit, but this armed invasion seemed more like a threat than the act of a benign owner.

			Having grown up in Grandon, Niall was familiar with poverty. He had seen people sleeping in doorways often enough. Yet he felt nauseated by the contrast between the Marquis’s grandiose palace and the bare-bones destitution of this hamlet.

			Caves were the reason for this day’s excursion, but at first Niall could see no caves. He knew that the lake—or pond—was drained by a small stream, which eventually emptied directly into the Frail. The Thencaster Army had come in that way. Under the shouted directions of Commander Abrander, it was now spreading out all around the hamlet, as if to envelope it in a bear hug or a hempen noose. Cavalry was going north, and infantry south. The Marquis and Marshal Lonard were heading for a particular building, set apart from the others, farther uphill from the lake. Fizz was urging her palfrey in that direction, and Niall directed Pepper to follow.

			Soon he saw the spring that fed the lake. It emerged as a torrent from the isolated building, which probably served to keep livestock from fouling the community’s drinking supply. The building itself was made of the only quality masonry in the valley, backed by an outcrop of grey rock and overlooking a mini-canyon, which the stream had carved on its rush down to the lake.

			Lonard and the Marquis had reined in there and were intent on something in that gorge. Fizz rode up and stopped at her father’s side. Niall halted next to her. The object of interest down by the stream was timber, a lot of it, some stacked, but most already assembled into a sort of pier, which extended into the cave, its surface a couple of feet above the water. It was a weird construction, as if someone had set out to build a bridge along a river, instead of across it. Niall glanced around and confirmed that there was not one tree in the valley, no stumps, no fences or woodwork of any kind. Lumber was a novelty in Zos’parn. The Marquis was purple with rage.

			Fizz reached over and poked Niall’s arm, then pointed down at the construction. Her expression demanded an explanation.

			Nodding to her to follow, Niall urged Pepper a couple of feet nearer the edge, as if seeking a better view but in reality wanting more space between him and the Marquis. Fizz joined him.

			“The Owl Room is the exit,” he said, just loud enough to be audible over the noise of the waterfall. “This is the entrance. The tunnel may have nothing to do with old Ciarán Pfari, or it may be undergoing restoration. This part is obviously work in progress.”

			The menfolk of Zos’parn, numbering three or four dozen, were being herded up the slope to the spring by the Thencaster cavalry, with much shouting and jabs from lances. They varied in age from beardless adolescents to age-bleached seniors. Most of them were close to naked. All except the oldest had jet black hair, and all had uncannily white skin. Previously Niall had assumed that the Wylds in the castle were pale through lack of sunshine, but these men must spend all their waking hours outdoors. Their colouring explained the common believe that Wylds were especially hairy. They might have no more body hair than Chivians; it was just more obvious.

			Order was established, after the Thencaster militia had forced all the locals to kneel to their lord, cracking a few heads with pikestaffs in the process.

			The Marquis angrily beckoned Fizz back to his side. He said, “Call out Headman Hebnoth.”

			Fizz shouted out three or four words, of which Niall could identify only one. The stream’s racket drowned her out, and nothing happened.

			Some of the Thencastrian infantry on the sidelines spoke Wyldish, and they repeated the gibberish, louder and in a lower key.

			Still nothing happened. The men of Zos’parn cowered on the ground in silence, staring down at their own knees. Nobody here called Hebnoth.

			The Marquis snapped something at Marshall Lonard, who gestured to someone in the cordon of Thencastrian cavalry. Two horses began to move. The first rider was dressed as one of Neville’s lancers, but he held a leash instead of a lance. The other end was attached to the second horse. As they drew closer, Fizz suddenly muttered, “Oh, no!”

			Then Niall, too, recognised the prisoner as Traskar, a happy-go-lucky young stable man in the castle—a Wyld, of course, and almost certainly the stableman that Zos’parn was required to supply to Thencaster as part of its regular tribute. For “stableman” read “male hostage”. His hands were bound behind his back and his ankles roped together under the horse’s belly. That must be a fiendishly uncomfortable way to travel, but it was not the worst of his troubles, for he was almost naked, and his normally white skin was a nightmare of bloody welts, red and black.

			Surely only Neville himself could have ordered such brutality, but he had not done so while Niall had been present, taking notes.

			The newcomers halted, close to Marshall Lonard.

			Fizz was choking back sobs.

			The Marquis scowled at his victim and waved a hand in the direction of the kneeling peasants. “Which one of these brutes is Hebnoth?”

			Traskar opened and closed his mouth a few times. His face was badly bruised and swollen. Then he mumbled something that Niall could not make out.

			Neville could. “Oh, spirits! Give him some water.”

			Lonard held his own canteen to the prisoner’s mouth.

			Then Neville tried again. “Never mind Hebnoth. Is Panoleo here? Just point him out and I’ll let you go. I’ll go away. I’ll take Panoleo, and all my men and we’ll leave Zos’parn.”

			Traskar continued to study his horse’ ears and said nothing. He had always been helpful in the stable, always cheerful. Niall wanted to draw his sword and chop whoever had treated him thus into slices. If Chivial ever had to choose between Neville Fitzambrose or Athelgar son of Radgar as its king, it would have its work cut out.

			Niall heard a strange noise, a sort of thud, some distance away. Not truly familiar... but he had heard it before, when... when... where... in Ironhall? Yes! A demonstration of...

			Of longbows!

			Then the arrows arrived, coming down at a steep angle. Neville was hit in the back and slumped forward. Traskar was put out of his agony by two strikes in the head. Another shaft went through Marshall Lonard’s thigh, pinning him to his horse, which screamed and stumbled. Niall had a narrow escape from the same fate, when the arrow just missed his leg and struck Pepper’s withers. He leaped free as the poor mare fell. Fizz screamed.

			Meanwhile the archers would be drawing for a second volley....

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			He would walk a tightrope over a waterfall carrying a leopard.

			lady emerald

			As his feet hit the turf, Niall again heard the zwak! noise of strings against bows, but he was too busy to try to locate the enemy. He leaped over his horse, writhing in her death agonies, and grabbed Fizz clear as her panicking palfrey threw her. His driving instinct was to take cover. Two long steps took him to the edge of the gully. One more and he was half-sliding, half-leaping down a steep ten feet of rock and mud, unable to see where his feet were going because he was holding Fizz in his arms.

			He thought he was about to break every bone in his body and hers also, but he came down ankle-deep in the stream, jarring his feet and his entire back from ankles to scalp, and using her as a fender against the side of the pier. That saved them both from sliding underneath it, into deeper water, which would certainly have drowned or smashed them, for the stream was ravenous, barely past its spring freshet stage. He raised her until she could find handholds and footholds in the substructure, then he did, and in what was probably much less time than it seemed, they had both managed to scramble up on the deck and flop there, bruised and gasping.

			He flashed her a smile, and was astonished when she returned it.

			The archers had been located farther up the hill, he thought. The Thencaster cavalry seemed to be of the same mind, for he could hear the thunder of hooves and glimpse helmets passing, heading uphill as fast as the wearers could drive their mounts. The gully was deep enough that he couldn’t see their destination, which meant that the killers—magnificent archers though they were—couldn’t shoot at him just now.

			So who had been their intended target? The tyrant Marquis, or the wretched Traskar, who must have yielded under torture and admitted knowing the dread name of Panoleo, rumoured to be the new Ciarán? Niall knew it from Neville’s latest report to the Queen’s council.

			Niall made an effort to sit up, and winced. If he had broken a rib or two, he might not fence like a Blade for a moon or longer. He grabbed Fizz’s wrist as she tried to leave.

			“Daddy! I must go. They killed Daddy.”

			“Not necessarily,” he said. “I know he brought the healer team along, and a portable octogram too.” He had written the notes. “He’s got a good chance if they’re quick enough and White Battalion can clobber the archers.”

			“I must go!”

			“You will only get in the way. I promised your father that I’d be your bodyguard. I can’t defend you from arrows, but I can keep you in a safe place. Let’s go and see where this road leads.”

			He struggled himself upright, wincing at protests from his ribs, and then pulled her up beside him, wrapping an arm around her. The day was warm now, and only his feet were wet. He pointed to the source of the stream. What had seemed to be a building was in fact just two mossy walls without a roof. They jutted out from a near-vertical rock face, flanking the mouth of a cave. The pier on which Niall and Fizz were standing provided a floor.

			“No,” she said, holding back. “You don’t know what’s in there.”

			He gently urged her forward. “I know that my horse is wounded, very likely dead, and yours is probably a hundred miles away by now. This is the road home. Only a mile or so to the palace, your father told us.”

			“But Daddy said, ‘As the crow flies.’ I am neither a crow nor a bat that can see in the dark.”

			“I can distinguish between you and either of those, but down-here is a lot safer than up-there at the moment. Come along.” He did not point out that the audience of villagers must have seen the two of them take refuge in the gully. The locals had looked like a pathetic half-starved rabble, but there had been plenty enough of them to overcome a lone Blade.

			Even Niall did not need to stoop to enter the cave. He could see that it widened, and the roof rose into darkness. Their progress was soon blocked by a pile of lumber, in the form of sawn planks stacked waist-high across the full width of the decking. He paused to let his eyes adapt to the dim light.

			“What do you know about Panoleo?” he asked, amused to hear himself whispering. The stream was babbling, but the ominous amount of darkness around them might be hiding listeners.

			“Who?”

			“First your father wanted Traskar to point out Hebnoth.”

			“He’s the headman of Zos’parn.”

			“I know that. He doesn’t write the tribute reports, but he makes his mark beside that name. Then your father changed his mind and wanted someone called Panoleo. Do you know him?”

			“How should I know?”

			“Because you’re half-Wyld. I think you’re playing on both teams, my darling Fizz. I also know that your father thinks that Panoleo is the current Ciarán.”

			“The Wylds are not allowed to have a Ciarán any more. Queen Malinda is their Ciarán.”

			“Queen Malinda may think so. Do the Wylds?”

			Again Fizz said, “How should I know?” Then, sulkily, “I’m only half-Wyld.”

			“Your father may have been murdered here today. Traskar certainly was. I don’t know if his death was a mercy killing, or if it was meant to stop him from betraying more secrets, or if all the arrows were meant for your father. It doesn’t matter—there was murder done. I am a Blade, Fizz, a sworn servant of the Queen. If I can find whoever ordered that attack on us, I will arrest him and send him in for trial—f I can. If I can’t do that, I will take it upon myself to kill him.”

			Silence.

			Then he said, “Rebellion is being planned here, Fizz. Whose side are you on? Queen Malinda or Ciarán Panoleo?”

			More silence.

			“Well?”

			She dropped her voice so low that he could barely hear it. “Panoleo is a northerner. He isn’t from anywhere hereabouts. Traskar couldn’t tell them any more, but they kept on whipping him. On and on.”

			“You were there?”

			“Not for long. Daddy wanted me there to translate, but I ran away, it was so horrible! Traskar started by pretending he didn’t understand Chivian.”

			“He spoke it very well. I’ve heard him make jokes in Chivial, clever jokes. What did he say about Tom Twelvish?”

			Fizz whimpered and cuddled against Niall, as if seeking comfort. “Traskar said he killed him. I don’t know if he was telling the truth or not. They’d taken half his skin off by then. I ran away. They’d stop every ten lashes and ask more questions. Then more ten more. And more....”

			“But Panoleo is Ciarán? They’re rebuilding the secret way into the castle and Panoleo is in charge?”

			Fizz nodded, and Niall realized that he could see her better now. They were still not far from the entrance, and faint light was filtering down from a chimney, somewhere deeper inside the hill and much higher. Wanting to give his eyes a little longer to adjust, he said, “Does the tunnel from here to the Owl Room date from Ciarán Pfari’s time or is Ciarán Panoleo starting from scratch?”

			“How should I know?” She must realize how much she had compromised herself already.

			“You know a lot more than you’ve admitted so far. No,” he added, “don’t bother. Now I can see the answer.” The barricade of planks marked the end of the pier. Beyond it was a drop of a couple of feet to the seething turmoil of the stream, which here made a right-angle bend to exit the cavern. Its source lay somewhere to the east. At one time the pier had continued straight across and made landfall where the cave continued in a more or less straight line southward. Tangled remnants of old woodwork were still visible in the water.

			“I was told,” Niall said, “that thirty years ago, Ciarán Pfari seized the castle, but the next year King Ambrose sent an army under the command of your Grandpa Granville, who was later dubbed first Marquis. He started to waste the rest of Wylderland, so Pfari was forced to abandon his prize refuge and go after him. Obviously, he wouldn’t have left the secret tunnel exposed, in case he or one of his successors might want to use it in future, so I must assume that he concealed the Owl Room end behind panelling, and here he chopped this bridge into kindling.”

			“You are dangerously clever, Master Cleaver.”

			“Call me Niall. That’s my real name.”

			The piles of lumber outside the cave had shown that work was underway, and this new stack barring his path confirmed it. A single beam had already been put in place across the torrent, and the freshness of the modern wood contrasted sharply with the rotting remains of the previous generation’s work below it.

			Shrill shouts from the sunlight outside the cave made Niall and Fizz whip around to look. Two mid-size boys were dancing on the deck and yelling to someone presently out of sight.

			“Footprints!” she said. “They’re shouting that they’ve found our footprints.”

			Not hers, perhaps, but certainly Niall’s. He had muddied his boots during his slithering descent into the gully, and the stream had failed to clean them properly when he landed in it. But who were the tattletales shouting to? Not the Marquis’s men, surely, for they were the enemy in Zos’parn. The village men, or Panoleo’s superb archers? And who knew how many other men Panoleo had brought with him to work on the tunnel?

			“I do believe, Maid Fizz, that it is time we got ourselves out of here. Come along.” Niall took hold of her wrist and helped her climb over the stack of timber to where a single lonely beam spanned the stream. Then he scooped her up.

			“What in—” She began to struggle. “Put me down, you idiot. You can’t carry me over that!”

			“I certainly can, if you’ll stop fussing. Keep still, woman, or I’ll drop you.”

			He took another step and she froze in his arms. Then he remembered something that Lady Emerald had said about a leopard—and very nearly began to laugh. That would surely have been the end of both of them, for the beam was not firmly fixed in place, and was already starting to twist and shake under their weight. It was no tightrope, but it was only a thumb length wide, so he had no margin for error in where he put his feet.

			He concentrated on doing that correctly, trying not to think of leopards or the surging waters below him, full of rocks and ancient timber. Then he was at the far end, but he did not know how the beam was fastened, or what it was fastened to. He could not see his feet, for Fizz was in the way. He eased forward, an inch at a time, wary of tripping over some sort of support.

			“Put me down! Now!” Fizz had a better view than he did. He obeyed, but in the process lost his balance. She slid out of his grip, found secure footing, grabbed his arm, and pulled him to safety. The beam fell over, the near end falling into the stream, which swept it sideways, wrenching the other end free. Then it had gone.

			He said, “Phew! That’s called drowning your bridges,” and hugged Fizz.

			That felt good, so he kissed her. Her hand pulled his head down to increase the pressure of lips against lips, tongue against tongue, while her body squirmed against his. It seemed that she was enjoying it as much as he was. He tightened his embrace.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			Blade odds if you’re lucky

			lord hedgebury

			Niall was the one who ended the kiss. There was just enough light for him to see that Fizz was blushing madly. So, he suspected, was he.

			“Let’s do that again when we have more time,” he said, somewhat hoarsely. More time and a bed. “Meanwhile...”

			Meanwhile they were standing in a cavern that was not as huge as the Zarin Fosen, where Tom Twelvish lay, but comparable. The faint light filtering down from a very high roof was diffused and scattered by long icicles of white limestone. It would almost be possible to read in there.

			It was a workshop. All reasonably flat patches of floor were stacked high with timber, both raw logs and lumber already sawn into planks and beams. There were sawhorses also, and piles of sawdust. Half a dozen lamps, presently unlit, hung from overhead hooks. Unless they took it into their heads to inspect the source of the village’s water supply, the Marquis’s agents coming to inspect Zos’parn manor on their rounds would find no clue to the war work underway underground.

			Hearing voices from the outer cave, Niall led Fizz around a copse of upside-down stone icicles, to a spot where they would not be seen by the pursuers. They could not cross the stream as he had, so he and Fizz were safe for the moment. It might not be a very long moment, though.

			“There has to be another entrance,” he whispered. “They didn’t bring all this in through the Owl Room. I’d have noticed.”

			She chuckled softly and squeezed his hand. “Lead the way.”

			“You’re very brave.”

			“I’m not afraid of anything when I’m with you.”

			Oh? That answer would require much thought. Maid Fizz, half Wyldish and half Chivian, had repeatedly refused to say which side she supported in what was already looking like the start of a Wyldish War of Independence—or another Wyldish Rebellion, depending on one’s point of view. More and more she seemed to dither back and forth between the opposing forces.

			Sir Niall of the Blades was firmly sworn to Queen Malinda’s service. He had no room to negotiate on that. Sooner or later he was going to run into some of Panoleo’s forces, the inhabitants of this astonishing cave system. Fizz would be able to speak to them, but what would she tell them? If they believed he was Master Secretary Cleaver, he might have a chance of surviving. Sir Niall of the Queen’s Blades was sure to die.

			“I think that’s the way out,” Fizz said quietly, pointing into the gloom.

			Peering in that direction he could just make out what she had seen, a wooden staircase.

			“You’re right. I’ll bet it’s labelled, ‘Thencaster One Mile.’ Let’s go.”

			Like all the work he had seen in the caves so far, the stairs were superbly and stoutly made, even furnished with smooth handrails. The two trespassers climbed side by side, holding hands, which seemed natural, or even necessary, after that kiss.

			“What do you suppose is happening up above, under the sky, Niall?” she asked sweetly.

			While trying not to think about the hand-holding, Niall was wondering much the same. “Well, there were least five bowmen—”

			“Seven. Five arrows hit us, but I saw two more land in the turf.”

			“All right, at least seven.”

			“But Daddy brought fifty mounted lancers, and I heard the bugler sounding the charge, so archers will all be dead, won’t they, and if Panoleo himself was there, then he’ll have—”

			“I’m ‘fraid not, Fizz. Back at Ironhall, I watched a demonstration of longbow archery. In fact, I saw it twice. Archers facing cavalry take all the shafts out of their quivers and stand them upright in the turf within easy reach. The really good men can loose a dozen arrows in about a minute. With seven archers, that means more than eighty shots before you can do much more than scream. Whether every arrow hits a horse or a rider doesn’t matter against those odds.”

			Didn’t matter because White Battalion would have been reduced to a great heap of wounded, writhing, or even already dead, men and horses—a wall of them, which would halt the battalion of pikemen following. By the time Red Battalion had been marched around that gruesome barrier, the seven-or-so archers would have vanished back underground. At any odds, the entrance would be like the Owl Room door—so narrow that only one man at a time could attempt it, and therefore impassible if defended.

			Niall had more to worry about than the seven, though. Archery of such skill required years of work and constant practice. They could not be the same people as the carpenters who had built the pier and the underground furnishings. Memo: carpenters can still wield pikes. Panoleo’s engineering contingent must contain a lot more men. How many more? At least one dozen, maybe two. Zos’parn itself couldn’t feed even that many without importing wagon loads of food, and surely someone in one of the Chivian-inhabited manors would have noticed such anomalous behaviour and reported it to the castle?

			Neville had brought more than two hundred men to Zos’parn. Even if all of those had died already, Thencaster might be able to muster almost as many more, while screaming for help from Queen Malinda. Except that so many of the castle inhabitants were themselves Wylds and liable to change allegiance without notice.

			This Wyldish uprising was the first crisis of her reign, just the sort of unexpected emergency Stalwart had predicted, but it had already wiped out the Marquis as a viable alternative ruler. Even if he still lived, he had been totally outwitted. He had failed in his primary duty of keeping the Wylds under control. Niall’s original mission was now irrelevant, which was a refreshing thought.

			It would take Chivial many weeks to raise an army and send it north. Panoleo must have been working on his revolution for years, but he couldn’t have expected this sudden clash of arms. The secret cave been discovered only because Niall had gone looking for a spare blanket two nights ago. This skirmish had begun a war, but both Queen and Ciarán had yet to muster their full armies. So Niall did not have to fight his way out against thousands, just a few dozen maybe.

			Child’s play?

			The staircase raised them at least a couple of hundred feet. At first it had climbed the side of the workshop cavern, from crag to ledge and back to crag again, over deeper and deeper chasms. After that they found themselves following a made path through a series of passages, sometimes steep, sometimes gentle. In places the tunnel had been widened by hand, with the waste being used to level low spots in the floor. At every bend, a glow lamp attached to the wall provided meagre illumination. The overall lighting was dim, for the lamps were small, but just keeping them supplied with oil must require at least one person in the cave, and probably a team of men and horses out in the daylight world. The Wylds had turned a mountain into a fortress. The air was fairly dry, and the temperature comfortable.

			The huge labour required to make just this one path testified that it must lead to somewhere important. But not Thencaster, not yet. Niall could think of several things that Panoleo, and Pfari before him, must have included somewhere in their enormous war burrow, things that he had not seen yet. Like sleeping quarters, for instance.

			Another was the higher Zos’parn entrance. Any minute now Niall might run into the archers returning from their victorious massacre of the Chivian cavalry. He tried not to imagine a gang of men carrying flaming torches and singing heigh-ho songs as they marched homeward at the end of a busy day’s slaughter.

			His brooding was halted when Fizz suddenly tightened her grip on his hand and whispered, “Look!” There was light ahead, not sunlight, but much brighter lamplight than any they had seen so far. This was certainly not the encounter he had just been worrying about. The light ahead was constant, unwavering. They had likely come to some living quarters.

			“Wait here.” He headed forward, moving as quietly as he could. He had blundered into a very dangerous situation. If there were Wylds just ahead, he had no means of escape except flight, all the way back down to the workshop cave, which was itself a dead end until the stream could be properly bridged.

			He peered cautiously around a sharp bend... and saw another corner. Two steps took him to that one, and this time he lay down to be less noticeable when he spied around it. Brighter light blinded him for a few moments, but he smelled food odours, heard sounds of pots clattering and women’s voices speaking a language he did not know. Then his eyes adjusted.

			He was at the top of another stairway, which led down six or seven feet into a kitchen. The cave was twice the size of the kitchens at Ironhall, with a huge fireplace at one side, its chimney built of fieldstone and mortar. A woman was currently lifting loaves of bread out of the oven on a long-handled shovel and laying them on one of the big timber tables to cool. A gangling adolescent was carving slices from a ham, with three more of them awaiting his attention. Another woman was vigorously stirring something in a basin.

			Recalling his long-ago days as the Brat, when he had eaten in the kitchens to be safe from the predatory sopranos, Niall could estimate with some confidence that this team was preparing dinner for at least a hundred people.

			“Blade odds if you’re lucky,” Stalwart had promised him. But he had known for hours that this was not one of his luckier days.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			What by Death are you doing here?

			sir challenger

			Kneeling on rock was not comfortable. Niall stretched out flat on his belly, still watching the cooks’ activities below him. He was not only very weary, he was starving, and the smell of fresh bread had him drooling like the Zos’parn spring.

			Suddenly he had company. Fizz had joined him, and was practically lying on top of him to see what was holding his attention.

			“I left our invitations on the dressing table,” he whispered.

			“Shush!” She was listening to the chatter.

			[image: ]

			He had no idea how long he had been asleep before she wakened him with a hard jab in the ribs.

			“Death! At first I thought you’d died, and then you started to snore.... How can you possibly sleep on solid rock with your sword on your back and me on top of your sword and hundreds of savage Wylds thirsting for your blood?”

			“I never have trouble sleeping.” Except on the night he had rescued Cat. He sat up and stretched. “I’ve been known to sleep standing up in a corner. What’s happening?” he added, realizing that they were not whispering. The tumult of scores of people celebrating was coming from somewhere close.

			“The Army of Revolution is eating. I’m going to go and get mine. Coming?”

			He unfolded to the vertical. “Try and stop me.”

			The kitchen was a very irregular shape, with several levels and many shadowy corners. At one side, a natural arch that he had not been able to see until now led down into a larger, brightly lit cavern where at least a hundred people were enjoying a banquet. Men greatly outnumbered women, and there were almost no children or seniors. Without any exceptions that Niall could see, everyone had coal-black hair and very pale skin. They sounded as if the beer had been flowing generously. The cavern was throwing their own echoes back at them.

			The kitchen itself was now deserted and dark, for the lamps there had been turned down, but enough light was spilling up from the feasting hall for him to see what he was doing.

			What he was doing was following Fizz. She had already worked out where everything she wanted was located. She hung a basket on his arm and loaded it up with loops of sausage, a dozen or so eggs—hard-boiled, she assured him—and a massive hunk of cheese. The loaves, alas, had all been removed to feed their rightful recipients.

			Unaware of the two intruders watching them so bitterly from outer darkness and well above normal eye level, the jubilant Wylds were celebrating their victory. But how great was that victory? Had they killed the hated Chivian Marquis? His officers? How many of the Thencaster men-at-arms had escaped back to help man the castle ramparts when the main assault began?

			Or, Niall wondered, was this a preliminary feast, a spirits-raising preparation for the assault on Thencaster Castle itself? Even a few dozen determined rebels bursting out of the Owl Room at midnight might very well overwhelm Lords Kranith and Danark and the stunned remnant of their father’s army. All that Niall and Fizz would have to do to find their way out of this underground labyrinth would be to follow the invasion. Of course, they would arrive home to find home in the hands of the enemy.

			Fizz clutched his arm and tugged. “Let’s see where this way leads.”

			The tunnel she indicated was lower and narrower than any they had traversed so far. Niall would have to keep his head down. It was also unlit. Their route from Zos’parn had felt like a highway in comparison; this looked as if it led to nowhere of importance. Or perhaps just to a communal urinal, in which case a hundred beer-guzzling Wylds might come pouring into it at any moment.

			“Wait!”

			Niall hastened over to a group of lanterns on one of the kitchen shelves, probably brought by the cooks coming to prepare the feast. He chose the heaviest, which must contain the most oil. There was even a convenient candle there to light it. Then he went back to Fizz, and they proceeded into the new passage.

			The going was rough and uneven. He hadn’t taken ten steps before he heard an eruption of noise behind him—cheering and wild banging.

			“Sounds like he’s arrived,” Fizz said offhandedly.

			“Who’s arrived?” Niall demanded.

			“Panoleo. While you were asleep the cooks were babbling and clucking about the Ciarán himself coming to lead the battle against Chivian tyranny and oppression.”

			“Never saw a Ciarán before.” Niall handed her the lantern, dropped the food hamper, and retraced his steps. The banquet was now in uproar, with everyone upright and yelling their heads off. Panoleo himself was in the centre of it all, standing on a stool or bench to be visible, beaming and waving. Unlike the Marquis, he was simply clad and wore no jewellery. He was big, though, and had the impressive build of a woodcutter. Under the heavy black beard, he seemed younger than Niall had expected, about his own age. He wore no crown or other insignia, except that he bore the only sword in sight.

			Life was not unfolding as it should. A rebel leader called from wherever Panoleo might have been or whatever he might have been doing, to take command of an unexpected premature eruption of his own revolution, was not likely to travel without a substantial escort. The underground population had probably just increased considerably, and was likely to continue to increase as more tribes hurried south to join the uprising.

			As Panoleo gestured for silence, the noise level was dropping. Niall realized that Fizz had joined him.

			“Big, isn’t he?” he whispered.

			She said, “Mmmm!” approvingly and licked her lips.

			Which for some reason annoyed him a lot.

			With calm restored and most people seated again, the Ciarán began to harangue his followers. He even had a deep, commanding voice, burn him! Niall understood not a syllable of the gibberish, but with every sentence being greeted by howls and cheers of approval, the gist was easy to guess.

			“Let’s go and eat.” He slid an arm around Fizz.

			She put her arm around him in response, pressing Denial against his back. They returned to where they had left the lantern and food. But they had not gone far before their way was completely blocked by a jumble of massive boulders.

			Niall glanced back and decided that he could no longer see light from the Wynds’ lanterns, and therefore the one he carried ought to be invisible from the kitchen, especially if he kept it dim. He put down the hamper.

			“Table for two, as my lady ordered.”

			She fell in with his whimsy. “If my lord would care to sit on this boulder and put the lantern just here.... Tonight, we are serving braised sturgeon with truffle jam, but I recommend the cheese and boiled eggs as being much safer.”

			They were both too hungry to keep up the nonsense, and for a while after that they just ate.

			When the worst pangs had been satisfied, Niall said, “I have failed you most terribly, Fizz dear. I promised your father that I would guard you, and instead I have dragged you into danger far worse than you would have faced had I not been there. I wish I could think of some way to get you safely out of this mess, but I can’t.”

			For a moment she did not reply, just sat there beside him in the near darkness, her eyes glittering in the glimmer of light shed by the lantern on its lowest possible setting.

			Then: “You’re in much worse danger than I am, love—now that Panoleo’s here, I mean.”

			“Because he must have brought more troops with him, you mean?”

			“No. I mean because he won’t hurt me. I’m his cousin.”

			“You are?”

			“Not first cousin. Second or third. If Wylderland allowed female monarchs the way Chivial does, then I would have a better claim to be Ciarán than he does. He’ll kill you out of hand, but if he knew who I am, then he would want to take a child off me, so he could unite our two lines and rule as regent.”

			The back of Niall’s neck prickled as he tried to absorb this horrible information. “Explain!”

			“It’s simple enough. Thirty-odd years ago, Ciarán Pfari took Thencaster Castle with a sneak attack through the cave system that riddles the mountain. Two years later, he had to abandon it and chase after Granville Fitzambrose, who was devastating Wylderland, right? Pfari was captured and slaughtered, but he left two children, twins, a boy and a girl, aged about three. Granville got hold of them and publicly executed the boy, so he couldn’t grow up and cause trouble.”

			Niall shuddered at the thought of a three-year-old being put to death so callously. “And the girl?”

			“Rosabel. Granville kept her. A woman could not rule, but she was of Pfari’s blood and could pass on the title. When Neville succeeded to the Marquisate, she almost escaped a couple of times, so he decided to father a child on her, as a hostage for her good behaviour. That’s me. I’m Pfari’s only living descendent, and one thing Daddy will never, ever, permit is for me to marry.”

			“What happened to your mother?”

			“She died when I was a child. Of unknown causes.”

			The casual tone in which she hinted at murder provoked another shudder from Niall.

			Whose side was she on? The unanswered question had now taken on a new urgency. He dared not ask her again, but if she did happen to be telling the truth for once, then she was related to the rulers of both Chivial and Wylderland. Even Malinda might not want to let her marry.

			“Panoleo,” she continued, “is descended from a younger son several generations back, but mine is the senior line. If I ever bear a son, he will be the rightful heir.”

			And what would Queen Malinda do about that?

			“I don’t think you need worry about Panoleo wanting to marry you, Fizz. He’s far more likely to cut your throat to consolidate his own claim.”

			In a perfectly calm, ordinary voice she said, “You’re right. I hadn’t thought of that.”

			He didn’t believe her. She’d had years to think about it. She might be making all this up as she went along.

			“Who was the spy, Fizz? The rebels in Zos’parn knew that your father was coming with an army. Who told them?”

			“Who knows? At least a hundred Wylds live in the castle. It wasn’t hard to see what was afoot after Daddy set Abrander and Lonard to work. The fortress was a madhouse. There was a horse missing, and a Wyldish groom. Lonard accused Traskar of sending him off to warn Zos’parn. You saw what they did to him, but he refused to talk.”

			“Then why did the Wylds shoot him?”

			“How should I know? It doesn’t matter. He’s dead now.”

			She had told so many stories that Niall still did not know where her loyalty lay. He knew where his own was, but what could he do about it now? Panoleo wore a sword... setting my own life as nothing...

			“Could you get me near to Panoleo?” he asked. “Tell him who you are. Tell him I helped you escaped from Thencaster?”

			She eyed him suspiciously. “What for? So he can marry me, or so he can kill me?”

			“That would be for him to decide. You’re certainly cute enough to seduce him.”

			“Oh, thank you! Might be possible.... He’s had long ride today, so he’ll probably not launch his attack on Thencaster tonight. Have to wait until later, though. Stay here. Don’t go away. I’ll be right back.”

			Fizz picked up the lantern and vanished back into the tunnel.

			The last glimmer of light died away, leaving Niall sitting in utter darkness with his own heartbeat and some strange moving colours that he knew were only his eyes trying to do their duty to send messages to his brain. Had he finally established that she was not on the same side as he was? Would she come back with a troop of armed Wylds, or would she just leave him there to die?

			Neither. In what was probably only a few minutes he saw a faint illumination, and then she was back, with the lantern in one hand and a kitchen broom in the other.

			“What by the eight are you going to do with that?”

			“I’m tired. This floor is far too messy to lie on.” She replaced the lantern on its shelf and began to sweep the floor of the cave, raising choking clouds of dust, but sending pebbles rattling too.

			Amused, admiring, and relieved to be still alive, Niall rolled a few larger fragments out of the way for her. She shed her cloak and spread it out.

			“There!” she said. “It doesn’t look too bad, does it? Lie down and tell me how it feels.”

			After a moment’s hesitation, he unfastened his scabbard and put that, including Denial, on a memorable rock. He laid his cloak on hers. Only then did he obey her orders.

			“Well?” she said.

			“Cold.”

			“I can warm you.” Fizz stepped one foot over him, dropped to her knees, and began unlacing his doublet. And then his shirt.

			“Just what are you doing?”

			“Surely you can guess? I want to see if you have hair on your chest.”

			“Lots. Help yourself.”

			Marquis Neville’s information about his daughter’s virginity must be seriously out of date. She knew exactly how to undress a man and raise his expectations to the maximum.

			The floor was indeed hard and lumpy under him, but in these circumstances, it would be unkind to insist on a more conventional arrangement. And no matter how many bruises she began inflicting on his kidneys, it was all in a very—oh Death!—a very—very, very—VERY VERY VERY good cause....

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			Your Death dominant will make you utterly ruthless.

			lady emerald

			“Ouch! Stop that!”

			“You told me to help myself. Are you going to lie there with that stupid smirk on your face until the bats eat you, or will you get dressed and come and meet Panoleo?”

			Fizz herself was completely clothed again, although he remembered kissing her breasts quite recently. He began making himself as respectable as was possible after so many hours in the caves. Shave, wash, clean clothes—humdrum, everyday matters became great luxuries when they weren’t available. If she was serious about meeting the rebel leader, he would finally learn which side she was on. But he must, in good conscience, warn her of what he was hoping for.

			“You do know what I am planning to do if I get within reach of him?”

			“I can guess.” She was sitting on the edge of his cloak, where he had spread it, leaning on her knees, brazenly watching him dress. She sighed. “And then his guards will kill you.”

			“I won’t be the first Blade to die doing his duty. A Blade is not an assassin, as I told Lord Hedgebury. Nor is he a warrior, sent to fight battles. But the spirits of Chance always get the last laugh, and now they have trapped me by forcing me to try to be both. Hedgebury added four words to the oath I swore. Just four words: And uphold her reign. He worried that Malinda would make a blunder of some sort, which would give the Only-Men-Can-Rule diehards an excuse to rally around your father as a better choice. He was right, and he was wrong.”

			He was talking too much. He must be nervous. “If Ciarán Panoleo can take Thencaster Castle and send his horde south, ravaging and killing as they did in past centuries, then Malinda is finished. She is the monarch, so her enemies will insist that a woman on the throne cannot defend the country.”

			“That’s not fair!” Fizz protested.

			“Of course not. History is never fair. Stalwart guessed right about trouble, but he was wrong about your father. Even if the arrow did not kill him, he lost all credibility at Zos’parn. He ran into a trap like a blind rabbit. No one’s going to rally around him now.”

			So every cloud had a silver lining, but a Wyldish invasion now might throw all Chivial into chaos and civil war. The stakes could not be higher, well worth gambling one life against the odds. A pity it had to be his.

			He was ready. He chuckled. “But, if by miracle we both get out of here alive, I will ask you to marry me, Fizz Fitzneville.”

			“You won’t have any choice. I’m not going to let you escape.”

			“Good.” That said it all. But how would she feel after she had watched him butchering people?

			Hypothetical question.
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			The kitchen was bustling as women and boys brought up the dishes and collected refuse from the feast. Fizz walked though without attracting a glance, but Niall’s bronze-coloured hair drew several second looks.

			He followed her down to the feasting hall, which was almost deserted. A few drunks slept with their heads on the tables, boys were still collecting platters and drinking horns. Fizz kept moving as if she knew exactly where she was going, but she was scanning the hall in search of familiar faces.

			Suddenly she changed direction and accosted one of the tidying team, a skinny boy on the brink of puberty—soprano class in Ironhall parlance. “Diolth from Zan Kordat!”

			He looked with astonishment at Miss Fizz, obviously knowing who she was, probably from having served a tribute term in Thencaster.

			He was understandably surprised to see her, and even alarmed by her tall Chivian companion. How she explained Niall’s presence Niall could not tell, because she spoke in Wyldish. Young Diolth found the story worrying and kept his eyes busy, glancing around as if in search of some grown-up who might take the problem off his shoulders.

			But then she began to tell him what she wanted, and Niall could construct it from the personal names. Ciarán Pfarl, Granville, Rosabel, Ciarán Panoleo; she was the last of Pfari’s line and must speak to the present Ciarán. Urgent tone and body language.

			Diolth brightened immediately, which Niall considered a bad sign, suggesting that the kid had thought of a way to pass the buck. He nodded several times, then led Fizz off in a new direction, explaining something, in his boyish treble, still in Wyldish. Niall followed close behind.

			After a moment Fizz said, “I don’t want to interrupt him if he’s in conference or an important meeting or something.”

			Diolth answered in heavily accented Chivian. “Didn’t you hear his speech? He said he’d ridden a day and a night to get here and if he didn’t fall into bed soon, he’d fall on the floor and sleep there.”

			Bad news! Niall had warned Stalwart that he wouldn’t be an assassin. His personal ethics certainly forbade killing a sleeping enemy. If Panoleo only knew the man who had come to kill him, he would just refuse to draw. Then Niall would be helpless, because he would not be an executioner either. He would have to settle for telling Panoleo he was under arrest and accepting his parole, which he could break whenever convenient. Fortunately, the Ciarán didn’t know Niall, or that his Death dominant might be overruled by his kinder Earth dominant. And nobody, even Niall himself, knew whether the two would cancel out in a real duel. That was probably what had happened in his encounter with Garbeald and Athelgar. As a Blade he might be all talk and no action.

			In passing, Diolth collected a lantern off a table, and led the intruders out of the hall, up a steep, winding passage, which widened into a low-roofed cave about the size of a small cottage. It was brightly lit by at least eight lamps, so that it stank of oil fumes. In one wall was a door, the first that Niall had seen in his underground trek from Zos’parn. It was a stout plank door, studded with nails, like the Royal Mail door in Thencaster.

			In front of it stood three chairs around a small table. Two of the men there were playing some sort of board game. They had a large flagon of something, more likely water than wine or beer, but no beakers or drinking horns, so they must have been passing it around. All three rose when the visitors appeared. All three were armed. None of them was Panoleo.

			Three men, then. Two were in their early twenties, although the skinny one might be younger under his thin black beard. The third was older, better dressed, beard streaked with white... fortyish.

			Blade odds if you’re lucky, Stalwart had said.

			Remember that low roof. Floor is uneven. About six paces wide, eight long...

			“Babble Fizz babble Rosabel,” Diolth proclaimed shrilly, “bobble Pfari babble babble Neville, bobble bobble Panoleo babble babble bobble babble!” He made a hasty bow, spun around, and took two steps toward the passage, eager to escape.

			“Gabble!” Greybeard bellowed, and Diall stopped as if he had run into a wall. That was good. Unarmed, he was harmless as long as he could not run to fetch reinforcements.

			Of the three swordsmen, Greybeard was probably the most dangerous, because he must be the Ciarán’s senior bodyguard, thus trusted, and probably experienced, unlikely to panic at the sight of blood. Niall was about to have the fight of his life, for his life.

			Fizz was haranguing Greybeard, who clearly didn’t believe a word of it. The other two were spreading out so that they could come at the visiting swordsman from either side—Skinny on his left, Pudge on his right. He could not allow that.

			“Tell them who I really am!” he barked.

			Fizz shot him an agonized glance, but complied. “Babble Niall babble babble Malinda babble babble bobble.”

			Whipping Denial from her scabbard, Niall leaped at Greybeard. Before the older man could draw his own sword or even see his attacker’s, the invisible sabre slammed into the side of his neck. Blood jetted, and he went down, taking the table with him, plus flagon, game, and a chair.

			Fizz, Diall, and Skinny all cried out in horror, so Niall went for Skinny next. The youth backed away, waving a rapier to discourage pursuit. That was good strategy, giving Pudge a chance at Niall’s back, but he would run into a wall of rock very shortly, and it was no way to use a rapier. Niall changed his mind and spun around, just in time to parry a fearsome slash of Pudge’s sabre. A lightning-fast riposte evened the odds—Pudge screamed and collapsed.

			Skinny made a dash for the exit, and so did Diolth. They jostled together where the cavern narrowed, which slowed Skinny just enough for Denial to stab into his left kidney. He went down headlong. Diolth bounced off the collision and fell, so both ended on the floor.

			Diolth was conscious, but too terrified to do more than lie on his belly and watch Niall with enormously wide eyes. Skinny was bleeding profusely and screaming. His wound was certainly fatal, so Niall ended his misery with a heart thrust. Pudge was still bleeding, therefore alive, but unconscious, certainly dying. Battle over. It had taken less than a minute.

			Fizz stood as if petrified, staring at Niall with her face as white as any purebred Wyld’s. He wanted to go to her, but Denial was bloody, and he dared not sheath her yet. He had probably destroyed any hope of Fizz wanting to marry him. He had certainly killed three men, and would have to live with that memory. If the hulking plank door was locked, so he couldn’t get at Panoleo himself, then all this slaughter and his own death to follow would have been in vain.

			There was a lot of blood in sight, but the red stain by the fallen table was wine from the shattered flagon. That evidence would do no good to the dead guards’ reputations, although they had not fought like drunks.

			Either Panoleo was a very sound sleeper, or he had guessed what was happening outside and was keeping that massive door bolted. The door itself might be soundproof, but there was a wide gap between its lower edge and the uneven cave floor.

			Niall lifted a fallen chair with his free hand and took it over to Fizz. “I warned you what must happen, dear,” he said. “You knew what I am.”

			Clunk! said the door, and then, Creak!

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			Battles are often won or lost before the fighting begins.

			candidate niall

			“So what are you?” asked a deep voice in accented Chivian. Panoleo was very big, naked except for a cloth knotted around his loins, and as huge, hairy and horrible as Stalwart had predicted all Wylds to be. He was standing in the doorway, holding a broadsword in his left hand. The room behind him was dark.

			For at least four years, Niall had been the tallest man in Ironhall, except on the rare occasions when King Ambrose came calling. The last time he had fenced against a man with a longer reach than his own he had been about seventeen, and Panoleo’s broadsword was longer than Denial. Big might mean slow, but it would be unwise to count on that.

			Panoleo had already made one mistake, though. How to use that against him?

			“I am Niall, companion in the Loyal and Ancient Order of the Queen’s Blades.”

			“And you come here to kill me, of course?” Panoleo seemed perfectly calm. However honoured his lineage, he would never have been acclaimed Ciarán unless he knew how to use that broadsword. Despite the massacre of his guards, one-on-one must seem like child’s play to him.

			“I am sorry to say that duty requires me to do that, sir.”

			Niall was keeping his gaze fixed on Panoleo, and would until one of them was dead, but now Fizz stepped into the edge of his field of view. “And I am Fizzan, daughter of Rosabel, daughter of Pfari. I am his last living descendant.”

			The giant made a noise that was half a laugh, half a snort. “And why should I care about that? Are you here as the prize? Do we two men now fight for your, um, hand, Cousin Fizzan?”

			“No. Sir Niall and I are betrothed.”

			“Then his death will be a mercy killing, so that he will not have to watch what I do with you right after it.” He glanced momentarily at Diolth, but did not comment, and did not take his eyes off Niall long enough for him to do anything.

			Panoleo might be playing for time, hoping someone might have heard the racket, or a new watch might come to change the guard. Or he had demanded a woman and was waiting for her to arrive. But he was displaying remarkable courage when his guards’ corpses littering the floor. A prudent man would have kept that massive door shut.

			Niall could not allow any more delay. A couple of steps put him in front of Fizz, as if he were protecting her from the Ciarán. As he did so, he transferred Denial from his right hand to his left. “On the count of three! One!”

			As he expected, Panoleo charged on “Two.” He also lunged instead of slashing, which was an unorthodox stroke with such a weapon. Niall parried, but the pressure of the engagement was terrifying. It almost tore Denial out of his hand. If this were unarmed combat, the big man would twist Niall’s head off with his bare hands.

			Niall slashed and was blocked with such violence that he staggered a step sideways. Then came another wild swing and he had to recover a step. Clang—clang—clang— So it went, with Niall steadily recovering and edging to his right. Always he had to allow for that very long sword and his opponent’s obscene reach.

			But he could not keep this up indefinitely, or Panoleo would notice what he was doing. Now! Niall launched a wild, ferocious—and perilous—attack, sabre flashing and gleaming. Just this once he forced the giant to recover, and that one backward step won the battle. His great foot came down on a fragment of the shattered wine flagon. The sudden pain blunted his focus and for an instant he was distracted and off-balance. That was Niall’s chance, and he slashed Denial against the side of the Ciarán’s head with all his strength.

			The giant was dead before he toppled. His corpse dropped the broadsword and collapsed on one of the chairs, smashing it. Even after that the cadaver continued to thrash and twitch for a few moments, pumping out blood and brains. Then it fell still.

			Moral: Do not enter a sword fight while barefoot.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			I don’t want to do any more killing.

			sir niall

			Fizz was clapping her hands. “That was splendid! You played him like a trout on a line! You shifted him around until you had him just where you wanted him, and then you drove him back onto that shard!” She was flushed with excitement, as if she had been watching a skittles match.

			Niall did not reply. He slumped down on the one remaining chair, buried his face in his hands, and fought against a desire to vomit. He was splattered with other men’ blood—feet and legs, hands and arms. Reaction had begun, and he was shivering violently. This would have seemed shameful except that Ironhall warned all candidates to expect it. Even after years of preparation, killing people was a repugnant act. It charged a high price.

			“Well?” Fizz rose and came over to him. She laid a hand on his shoulder. “You haven’t finished yet, Sir Blade. You still have to get both of us out of here alive if you want to marry me.”

			Silence, broken only by the chattering of his teeth.

			“You do want to marry me?” she asked.

			How could he possibly think about that now? Her father... Her father was very probably dead. She claimed that her mother was, and there had been no sign of such a person in Thencaster. ‘” Your Majesty, may I present ....” A permanent bed partner.... “Mother, meet my wife, daughter of....”

			Niall muttered. “Yes,” and took a deep breath. It felt like the hardest thing he had ever done in his life. He looked up at her and tried to smile. “Very much.”

			Fizz grimaced. “Spirits! Now you’ve gone and put blood all over your face. You think you can just terrify our way out of here? It won’t work, love.”

			No. It wouldn’t. He’d won a couple of battles, but he would still lose the war unless he could find a way out. He stood up, shakily, and surveyed the abattoir. Four dead men and one boy still alive, but was that one still of any use? He was sitting up. His eyes were open. So was his mouth. He was staring witlessly across at Panoleo’s enormous corpse.

			Niall walked over to him. “Diolth?”

			Diolth started violently, and understandably cringed away from the blood-spattered killer. “M-m-master?”

			“Thank you very, very much! If that man had escaped, he would have screamed for help, and brought a whole army against me. Fizz and I owe our lives to you. I want to help you up and shake your hand, but mine are all bloody. It was incredibly brave of you to tackle an armed man like that.” He hadn’t, of course. He had been running away too, and they had just collided.

			“They’ll kill me!”

			Of course they would. He had betrayed the Ciarán. He had brought the killer to him. They would burn him alive, tear him in pieces. Niall couldn’t even imagine all the horrible things the rebels might do to such a traitor. But possibly Diolth could, and he was Niall’s only hope. And Fizz’s also. All three of them were certain to die horribly if they couldn’t somehow get out of this maze very soon. With him all splattered with gore.

			“Not if I can help it, Diolth. I swear to you that, if you can lead us out of here, I will keep you safe from the Wyldish rebels. I serve Queen Malinda, Diolth. I know her personally. She is your Queen, and Panoleo was a traitor. I know Queen Malinda, Diolth. She will be very grateful when she hears how you tackled that swordsman for me. If you hadn’t done that, I wouldn’t have been able to kill Panoleo, and....”

			The boy uttered a huge wail and curled up like a hedgehog.

			Giving Niall an “Idiot!” look, Fizz came over and knelt down beside Diolth. She laid a hand on his shoulder.

			“Diolth? Diolth! Look at me. You knew me, when you were a stable boy in Thencaster, remember?”

			The boy raised his head and twisted it around to see her. “Maid Fizz?”

			“We need to get out of here as soon as possible, Diolth. All three of us do. Sir Niall is right, though. You need to get away too.”

			The boy sat up. “I didn’t know!” he screamed. “He was only one man. One man with no weapon. He wasn’t armed! How was I to know he would turn out to be a fiend like that? He’s not human. He’s a monster.”

			“And who’s going to believe that, Diolth? They’ll all think you must have helped him. Come with us. You lead us out of these caves and we’ll keep you safe, I promise!”

			Diolth glanced briefly at Niall, his expression indicating that he would never turn his back on him again.

			Niall realized that it must be his turn once more. “Queen Malinda sent me here, Diolth. Queen Malinda personally told me to come to Thencaster and look for any signs of rebellion. I can now go back and tell her that there was a rebellion brewing, led by a man who claimed to be Ciarán, but wasn’t really. Fortunately, I managed to kill him—with your help! She will be enormously grateful to you, Diolth. She will make you rich and keep you safe, Diolth. But first all of us must get out of here alive. So, how can you help?”

			“He’s telling the truth,” Fizz said.

			For a moment Diolth continued to look blank, but then his gaze flickered toward that ominous door. Almost inaudibly he muttered, “The Ciarán always has a back door.”

			Of course he would!

			Niall raced across the room, jumping over Panoleo’s corpse. He peered into the darkness beyond, but there was enough light behind him to let him make out a bed big enough to play in, a carpet on the floor, and other items like chairs, a table, and a commode, commonly found in the chambers of gentry, but not normally associated with rebel chiefs’ hideaways. In the wall behind the bed there was another door. He felt a surge of hope like a rainbow shining after a storm

			Fizz had managed to get Diolth on his feet, and was leading him around the dead Ciarán to join Niall.

			“Where does that lead?”

			The lad cowered away from him. “Up.”

			“Up to where?”

			“Dunno. I just helped bring in the ladders... but I smelled horses!” he added hastily before the fiend could kill him as it had killed all the others.

			“Panoleo’s private stable!” Fizz exclaimed. “That makes sense.”

			“Or just the rebels’ stable,” Niall said glumly. “Where there’s horses, there’s horse thieves, and where there’s horse thieves there’s guards. There could be dozens of them. I don’t want to do any more killing.”

			Her temper flared. “You mean just tonight or for the rest of your life? Because that isn’t going to be very long, Master Cleaver. I foresee a very short marriage. I don’t expect a long widowhood either. You would probably be doing me a kindness if you just killed me now, before the rapists arrive.”

			Niall glanced at the lamps, but they were all hung on wires attached to the roof of the cave. Diolth had carried a lantern when he brought Fizz to this anteroom, but had later dropped it, so it had gone out. Niall fetched it and, after some fumbling, managed to relight it.

			He went again into the Ciarán’s bedroom. Fizz and Diolth followed him. The door, he noted, was fitted with two huge bolts. He had heard only one being opened when the Ciarán came out, but now he closed both. Diolth had mentioned smelling horse, and now Niall could, but this time the source might be Panoleo’s clothes, which he had left in a heap by the bed.

			Niall grabbed the bed and hauled it away from the wall. The door thus exposed bore only one bolt, which explained why the Ciarán had trusted it less, and put his bed where any intrusion would be sure to waken him. The bolt slid easily. The hinges were well oiled, but when Niall edged it open, he found nothing but a narrow shaft and the bottom of a ladder. But the stable stench almost choked him.

			“This is our lifeline,” he said. “I thank you, Diolth, and if you want to come with us, we’ll certainly keep our promise to provide you with a safe living, somewhere far away from here.”

			Diolth nodded uncertainly. Of course, the recent events had shaken him badly. The unpredictable Fizz, however, seemed to take anything at all in her stride.

			“Diolth,” Niall said, “I want you to follow me. Fizz, you come last.” If they ran into trouble at the top of the ladder, she might yet have a chance of escape. “Don’t try to climb this ladder and hold your nose at the same time.”

			Without waiting for argument, Niall turned to the shaft and began the tricky process of climbing a ladder while holding a lantern. The shaft was a twisted wormhole, a natural drainage channel that had been enlarged to pass men as big as Panoleo. The climb down could not have been easy for him, if he had come in this way, for there was a series of about a dozen ladders, some long, some short, set at various angles to one another. Even Niall, limber as a grass snake, had trouble on two of the sharp bends, especially those where the next ladder bent at an absurd angle to the previous; in a couple of places the shaft was painfully narrow, even for him.

			But the horse smell grew stronger and stronger as he climbed, and trickles of suspect fluid dribbled down the walls.

			At long last he found the manhole cover he had hoped for and faced the problem of lifting a featureless metal plate with the back of his lantern hand. It was heavy. He pushed up one side an inch or so and was blinded by a glare of daylight. So he had made it back to the real world and it would be a shame to die now. He waited, still balanced on that accursed ladder. It was a worrisome long time before he heard noises below him, and he had to wait until they were close.

			“Diolth? Can you hear me?”

			“Sir Niall?”

			“I’m at the top. Tell Maid Fizz. And tell me how to say, ‘Thank you,’ in Wyldish.”

			“Goztharp.”

			“Tha... I mean, goztharp. Now let’s see....”

			Niall heaved the plate up again, this time several inches, closing his eyes against the brightness. But the edge of the cover was sharp, and to push it higher would risk losing skin on the outside of his wrist. He lowered it and was back in darkness. Somehow he must manage to hold the lantern and the ladder with one hand, and leave the other free for lifting.

			Before he could work that out, the cover was removed, and a man’s voice cried out in Wyldish. Many hands grasped his arm and hoisted him up, onto the unspeakable floor of a stable. He was blinded by the glare. He was being helped up off that mire. More voices, and then cries of alarm as they saw his tattered and bloodstained condition. About three men, he guessed, all of them young.

			He said, “Goztharp! Goztharp!”

			Then came Diolth, and torrents of gabble.

			They were not in a proper stable, just a paddock, open to the morning sky. Timber in Wylderland was too valuable to waste on horses, but the walls of mortared field stone were high and stout. It held about a dozen horses and three young, bare-chested stable hands. Now a third tattered refugee, Fizz, was being hauled out of the manhole, onto the putrid floor.

			Niall went to lift her and embrace her. The sun was warm and bright. A bird was singing its heart out up there. Life was good.

			The mood changed abruptly. Whether deliberately or without malice, Diolth had said too much. Voices shouted, “Panoleo! Panoleo?” and the three Wylds were glaring at the monster who had slain their hero.

			“Fizz! Tell them, Fizz! I don’t want to do any more killing.”

			She tried, but it was too late. Seemingly from nowhere, one of the hands produced a pitchfork and ran at Niall to impale him with it. Niall whipped out Denial, parried the fork aside, grabbed it with his free hand, jerked the youth forward, and tripped him. The would-be avenger found himself flat in the mire, face down with a sword point pricking his back.

			“Did Diolth tell him to do this, Fizz?”

			“I don’t think so. He was trying to warn them that you were dangerous.”

			“Then tell them we need three horses saddled and bridled or I’ll cut their eyes out and kill the livestock.”

			Gabbling....

			“They say all the tack is kept in a shed outside.”

			“Send one of them to get it. The other two are hostages. Diolth, you go with him and shout if he tries anything he shouldn’t.” Niall sheathed his sword and kicked the youth on the ground. “Get up. Where are we, love, do you know?”

			More gabbling...

			“We’re in Klo Sparn. That means High Spring. Zos’parn, is Low Spring. It’s about a mile away, he says. I don’t think many people live up here full time, just when the mares are foaling.”

			Or in wartime, perhaps? Guarding the Ciarán’s back door?

			What Niall would enjoy more than anything right now would be to go tosleep. Standing upright if necessary.

			Diolth had gone with one of the three. Why was he taking so long? Niall went over to the gate, just as Diolth appeared, burdened with a saddle, bridle and other tack.

			“Where’s the other one?” Niall demanded, but he could guess.

			“Ran. I couldn’t stop him!”

			“No, of course not. Let me take that and you go fetch another.”

			When the runaway reached Zos’parn, the news would be out. It was probably known down in the caves already. They would be reluctant to disturb Panoleo himself, but they would surely send men to relieve his guards. The hunt for the Ciarán’s killers must be underway already.

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			Home is where your heart is.

			anon

			The stable hands of Klo Sparn would not have been human had they offered the thieves their best animals, but Niall refused the really sad old hack they first produced. He had to issue more threats at sword point before his sullen, reluctant helpers did as he demanded, and saddled up three acceptable horses for him.

			Diolth took on the job of supervisor, checking all the fastenings. He obviously knew horses, and was probably more trustworthy than the three locals. When all three fugitives were mounted, Niall ordered the hands to leave first, and then chased the rest of the herd out after them. Any Wylds who wanted to pursue would have to catch their mounts first.

			Other than the horse paddock, Klo Sparn consisted of four turf buildings, none of them more than a shed, and if there were other inhabitants, they were keeping out of sight.

			Water normally preferred to run downhill, so a place named High Spring would not be located at the top of a mountain. Niall had already recognized the peak he had seen over the paddock wall as the same one that loomed over Fos’parn. Klo Sparn, therefore, must lie in a fold in the hillside, invisible from below. In that case Thencaster was on the far side, and he did not expect to find a trail going over the summit. To pass anywhere close to Fos’parn would be unwise. So, his best option was to ride roughly southeast and come at Thencaster from the Ralop valley side.

			Confident now that Diolth would follow, Niall rode alongside Fizz. Her hair and clothes were a filthy mess; she must be as exhausted as he was, and yet she did not act it.

			“You’re going to be a national hero,” she said gleefully.

			“I doubt that.” The Blades would be reluctant to laud one who had not been properly bound, with a scar, and preferably two, to show for it. The Queen might be grateful, although now the gentry would learn of the trick she and Stalwart had played on the Marquis, which would turn their stomachs, and possibly their hearts.

			“We still haven’t learned how your father fared, Fizz.”

			“I don’t care either way.”

			He was genuinely shocked. “Fizz! That’s a terrible thing to say.”

			“He raped my mother. He was determined that I would never be allowed to marry. But now I’ve got you, and he can’t refuse you, the hero, can he?”

			Yes he could, but there should be a way to overrule him.

			Sleep.... Sleep was the big enemy now. To fall off his horse and break his neck would be a farcical end to a great adventure. The terrain was fairly easy, just grassland over-grazed by too many horses, with scattered outcrops of rock and a few sinkholes, large enough to be easily seen and avoided. He struggled to keep his eyes open and watch for hunters after him. He had slain a king, and must expect pursuit.

			And what would that dead king’s army do? Shrug and go home? The more he thought about it, the more certain Niall became that killing Panoleo might have been a monumental mistake. He might have created a martyr. Undoubtedly the Ciarán would have summoned the tribes to rise and help him follow up his victory at Zos’parn. Wylderland would rally to the fiery crosses.
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			Nothing lasts forever although some things feel like it. At long last the scenery tipped westward and displayed the Frail Estuary and its fishing boats, and shortly after that Thencaster Castle came in sight off to the right.

			Diolth uttered a long wail. “I can’t go there! Don’t take me there! There’s Wylds there; they’ll kill me.”

			“They’ll have to kill me first,” Niall assured him.

			Yes, there were many Wylds in the castle, and after yesterday’s massacre of the cavalry and whatever might have happened to the infantry, the Wylds might even be in the majority. Thencaster might have fallen already. Niall was too weary to contemplate that possibility.

			“Diolth, I owe you my life. I promised to defend you and I will. Stay one step behind me and nobody will ever harm you, I swear it.”

			Soon, though, he saw the Chivian flag still flying on the highest turret. The portcullis was down at the postern gate. The visitors were challenged by the watch on the battlements, who would be armed with crossbows.

			“Halt and be recognized!”

			“Maid Fizz and her escort!” Would anyone recognize Fizz at the moment?

			The cheer was thin, meaning not many men up there. But it was a cheer, and the portcullis began to rise, slowly.

			Niall rode in first, in case it was a trap, but all the faces under the helmets were well browned and weather-beaten, obviously Chivian. “What news of the Marquis?”

			The Marquis had survived, but was still ailing. Lord Kranith was in command.

			Lord Kranith was a good man with a lute.

			Fizz’s maid had already been summoned, and screamed on seeing her. Niall helped his betrothed dismount. She looked as weary as he felt, and was probably close to exhaustion, but they had no time to lose on sleep.

			“Be as quick as you can, love,” he said quietly. “We have to get out of here post haste!”

			He headed for his own room, with Diolth at his heels like a shadow.

			“How long did you work in the stables here?”

			“Just a year, my lord. Usual term.”

			“Then you must know where we can find some clothes for you, because if we don’t both get cleaned up, we’re liable to be put out with the garbage.”

			He was at his door, still fumbling with his keys, when he heard running footsteps. Danark came racing toward him, arms wide, as if to embrace him. He stopped abruptly a couple of feet distant—within smelling distance—and just stood there, grinning and panting both.

			“You did it! I told them you would. You brought Fizz safely home!” He had shed all his former finery. He was wearing simple, practical clothes, and his blond hair was tied back with a ribbon.

			“She wouldn’t have survived if she hadn’t been as tough as rawhide. How is your father?”

			“Badly. Enchanter Osthorn has called in a couple of healers from Swaid. They haven’t arrived yet.”

			“They may never, if the Wylds put you under siege.”

			Danark lost his smile and nodded. “I warned Kranith about that.”

			“And how is he doing?” Niall asked quietly.

			The lad hesitated, glanced appraisingly at Diolth, and answered even more quietly. “He’s doing his best. I, um, I’m trying to help him as much as I can.”

			“Good. Do that! Don’t rattle him or annoy him, but warn him if he wants to do something stupid. I’ll go talk to your father as soon as I’m presentable. Meanwhile, this is just for you and your brother. The Wylds had a new Ciarán leading them.”

			“Heard of him—Panoleo. Dangerous?” The youth seemed about a year closer to manhood than he had a couple of days ago, even taller. His mustache looked almost deliberate. Already he might make a better commander than his older brother.

			“Not any more. I killed him. But don’t tell anyone else.”

			Danark grabbed Niall’s hand in both of his own and shook it wildly. “I won’t. But that’s wonderful news!”

			“I hope it is. I may just have banged the wasps’ nest. Meanwhile, it’s bath time. This is Diolth. He helped us escape, so he’s a fugitive too. So is your sister! I’ll report to your father as soon as I can.”
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			Admittance to the Marquis’s sickroom was barred by four armed guards and Enchanter Osthorn, a sad, soft, stooped man, who looked as if he was well past whatever modest best he had ever achieved. He stressed that his grace had been seriously smitten, the arrow having penetrated his lung. Only the amazing, wonderful, et cetera, efforts of his grace’s team of enchanters had dispersed the assembling Death spirits. Until certain consultants arrived, only rest and complete quiet. And so on.

			Niall had no real authority in Thencaster; he was merely a senior flunky. But now he had unpacked Denial’s original scabbard, and a cat’s eye sword at his side gave him quite enough stature to overawe Osthorn.

			He was allowed to pass. But his Wyld companion....

			“I have just returned from Wylderland,” Niall told the sergeant-at-arms, “where I was escorting Maid Fizz, at his grace’s request. We had a very narrow escape from the rebels. It was only made possible by the aid of this staunch young man. His name is Diolth, and you may remember him from his days as a stable boy here. I worry that some of the Wyrds presently serving in the castle will equate his gallantry to Maid Fizz as betrayal of their revolution, so I have sworn that we will keep him safe. I hold you responsible for his safety while I make my report to the Marquis. Do you accept this charge?”

			When did bending the truth cause it to snap into fragments of fabrication?

			The sergeant inflated indignantly at the implication that the young man in question could come to harm on his watch, and Diolth reluctantly agreed to wait in the ante-room with the Marquis’s guards, since none of them were Wylds.

			Niall tapped on the door and after a moment it was opened by Acting Castellan Lord Kranith. He still looked like a younger version of the late King Ambrose, except that Ambrose would never in his life have appeared so haggard with worry.

			“There you are!” he barked. “Danark told us you were back an hour ago. Where have you been?”

			“Your clock is running fast, my lord.”

			Kranith reluctantly made way for Niall to enter.

			The bedchamber itself was vast and overly cluttered with furniture and flamboyant art, but too dim for Niall to make out much detail. It was unpleasantly warm and stank of scented candles. Close to one edge of the enormous four-poster bed, Neville lay back against a heap of pillows. Only his head was visible. He seemed to be swathed in bandages from the neck down. Absent all his customary finery, he appeared very ordinary, and very sorry for himself.

			Niall bowed. “I am happy to report that your daughter is home and safe, Your Grace.”

			“With her maidenhead still intact?” The Marquis whispered the words as if every breath hurt. It probably did. For a man to live more than a minute or two after taking an arrowhead in a lung was almost unheard of. Enchanter Osthorn had every right to brag.

			Kranith made a faint sound of protest in the background

			“You must ask her yourself, Your Grace.”

			“What’s this nonsense about the Ciarán?”

			“I swore to Her Majesty that I would uphold her reign. Panoleo was leading a revolution, so I considered it my duty to kill him. Which I did.”

			Kranith almost shouted, “You expect us to believe that?”

			Niall swung around to face him. “You accuse a Queen’s Blade of lying about something like that? Ask your sister. She was there.”

			“He must have had bodyguards.”

			“Three of them. Equally dead, I regret to say. I cannot predict what will happen now. The revolution, being leaderless, may simply wither away. Or the entire population of Wylderland may rise up in fury, screaming for Chivian blood. You may be well advised—”

			“We do not need your advice,” snapped the son.

			They were certainly wrong there. Ignoring him, Niall bowed to the father.

			“Then you must see, as I do, Your Grace, that my continuing presence here may endanger you as well as me. I dare not sleep here while you harbor so many Wylds under your roof.” That was meant as a hint, but was probably wasted. “I have enjoyed our brief association, but my duty now is to report to the Queen as soon as—”

			The door swung open and in flew Fizz, a multi-coloured blur, like a racing butterfly. “Daddy! Oh, my darling Daddy, what did they do to—”

			She seemed about to throw herself on the patient, so Niall, standing close, caught her arm to stop her. She beamed at him and turned the contact into an embrace. Everyone spoke at once:

			Kranith: “Take your hands off my sister!”

			Niall: “Careful you don’t hurt him, love.”

			Fizz: “Did Sir Niall tell you that we are going to be married?”

			The Marquis’s whisper was lost in the tumult.

			Niall had recently decided that he would never, in ten lifetimes, learn how to predict what his newly beloved would say or do next. She had certainly just provoked a family uproar, probably deliberately. Judging by the Marquis’s expression of agony as he tried to shout, and the loudness of Lord Kranith’s protests, she had succeeded admirably.

			So he kissed her cheek, whispered, “I’m going off to pack. We must leave.”

			He gave the invalid a nod and headed for the door. Kranith louder than ever, yelled, “Come back here, Cleaver! You have not yet received my father’s leave.”

			Niall stopped, turned, and made a shadow of a bow toward the bed. “By your leave, Your Grace? My immediate and urgent duty is to report to Her Majesty.” He resumed his departure, leaving the Fitzambrose family to settle its differences. He was quite confident now that Fizz would always get her own way in the end.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			I seem to have mislaid my shining armour

			sir niall

			Packing was harder than he expected, because his magical back scabbard had to go in first, diagonally across his bag. Everything else would then have to rolled up and wadded in higgledy-piggledy. He decided to concentrate on linens that he would need on his journey, and just abandon all his spare outer garments, which Stalwart had bought for him. That must be a tradition among secretaries leaving Thencaster, but at least Niall was still breathing. So far.

			Diolth sat on the edge of the bed and watched nervously.

			Niall had just tied a bow in the bag’s drawstring when there was a peremptory rap on the door and Fizz let herself in. She looked a little flushed, as if she had been running. Or fighting. Or both.

			She spread her arms and Niall accepted the embrace with fervour. The ensuing kiss went on for a scandalously long time, until she was as pink as any purebred Chivian. Possibly he was more so. Diolth was wearing an authentic ear-to-ear grin. Niall had never seen him as much as bunch a cheek before.

			“Baggage, love?”

			“I already sent it down to the stable and ordered three horses saddled.”

			Diolth stopped grinning. It was a long ride to Grandon.

			“And Spoiler?”

			“What?”

			“The Blade sword I took off Garbeald.”

			“It’s there. I didn’t forget it!” she said with a childish So-there! smirk.

			Despite his nearly total ignorance of women, Sir Niall knew enough to assure her then that she was wonderful, while displaying all the admiration he could muster. “Did your father consent to our marriage?”

			“No. Who cares? We’re common-law married, aren’t we?”

			“It certainly felt like it last night.”

			A common-law marriage needed no more than a public statement by two consenting adults, and preferably a bed. But the wealthy or well-bred, whose couplings involved property or bloodlines, preferred official wedlock, which required a ceremony of blessing in an elementary, plus a contract signed by both parties and the bride’s father. If he refused consent, the groom could appeal to the father’s overlord to override his refusal. And Niall’s overlord was Queen Malinda. Or possibly Lord Hedgebury. Either should do.
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			Down at the stable, the lines of empty stalls appalled. At least fifty horses had fallen at Fos’parn. Niall had not even asked what the human toll had been, and must do so before leaving. They had two other problems. Firstly, Fizz had so much baggage that they would need four horses, not three. Secondly, Lord Kranith was there, insisting that they should not have any. He had brought two men-at-arms along to protect him from the rogue Blade. That felt like an insult.

			Five stable hands stood around in the background, waiting to see who would win. A couple of them waved to Diolth.

			“My Lord,” Niall said. “I came with a mount of my own, given to me by Lord Hedgebury. It died yesterday on your father’s crazy expedition. You owe me a replacement, a mount at least as good as my Pepper.”

			Kranith’s efforts to seem implacable made him look like a sulky child. “We have no horses to spare at the moment. Leaving now is your own decision. I suggest you walk.”

			“Have you sent word to the Queen, warning her about yesterday’s ambush?”

			“You’re the secretary. You write it.”

			Spirits of Death, do not tempt me!

			Niall sighed, and then spoke up loud enough for the hands to hear. “My lord, I learned years ago that arguing with a fool is a waste of time, so I will not dispute with you. This castle belongs to the Queen—fact. The horses likewise belong to her, and her Blades have first claim on royal horses by law—facts. Your father is her servant, as am I. This area is now a war zone, and your father is a war casualty—fact. I sincerely hope he recovers his health, but he is presently out of action. You are not qualified, and have no authority, to command this fortress—fact. My first destination will be Rhapsody, to report to my immediate superior, Lord Hedgebury. As a member of Her Majesty’s council, he will undoubtedly hasten over here and take control.”

			He lowered his voice, because there might be Wylds within earshot.

			“In the meantime, I must do my duty as I see it. I will use as little force as necessary, but as much as required. Ciarán Panoleo had three bodyguards, and I killed them all in less than a minute. But I am sick of killing, so send these popinjays away.” He flashed Denial from her scabbard and aimed her at Kranith’s gem-studded belt buckle. “Give the orders, or suffer the consequences.”

			Niall was quite proud of that speech, for he felt that he had earned the right to sound pompous just this once. Then Fizz spoiled the effect.

			“Why didn’t you mention that sooner, darling? On a calm day like this, we can manage one of the ponies on the boat. I can ride it up the hill to Rhapsody, and Uncle Stalwart will send down all the horses you need.”

			That sounded reasonable, except that the neighbourhood was undoubtedly now a war zone and might already be swarming with bloodthirsty Wylds. Kranith was smiling, which was ominous. A party on a jetty loading a boat would be ripe apples for a Wyldish war band, far more vulnerable than three people on horseback.

			“You will send some guards to see that we get away safely, my lord?” Niall asked. “Your sister is coming with me.”

			Kranith swelled like a fighting cock. “That is abduction! Until she turns twenty-one, she cannot marry without her father’s permission.”

			This conversation was predictable. “We have already entered into a common-law marriage. That is another fact. If her father is unreasonable, he can be overruled by the local sheriff.”

			“Her father is the local sheriff!”

			“And if you don’t think the Queen can give orders to her sheriffs, you should be playing with dolls in the nursery. I killed the Ciarán! Her grace must reward me somehow and to give me this woman as my wife won’t cost her a mite!”

			Kranith deflated again, but he had one last arrow in his quiver. “If you are as great a fighter as you claim, you should stay here and fight. We can send a courier to Her—”

			“No one would believe a messenger,” Niall said impatiently. “I can testify on what I did before inquisitors. Now let’s get going while the going is still good.”
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			And the going still seemed to be good. Kranith finally stopped his obstructionist blather. The three boat crewmen were summoned, the baggage delivered and loaded. The pony was reluctant to explore amphibious opportunities, but Diolth managed to coax it aboard the ketch. He stayed with it, soothing it, feeding it carrots, until it decided that sails were not deadly carnivores.

			It was not until the boat was a bowshot from shore, tacking off seaward against the evening breeze, that Niall felt able to relax. He sat down beside Fizz and was immediately struck by an overpowering need to lie down on the deck and sleep for a week.

			He looked incredulously into his bride’s bright eyes. “You aren’t sleepy?”

			“Of course not.” She tightened her one-armed hug. “Today my dreams are coming true! The knight of my dreams has gathered me in his so-powerful arms and is carrying me off to his palace in the clouds. Sleeping would be a waste of time.”

			“I seem to have mislaid my shining armour.”

			“It’s in one of my bags. I packed it for you. Sleeping with might be appropriate, but this deck looks much too hard for comfort. The sailors would watch, anyway.”

			Even the pony would watch. As for the palace, members of the Royal Guard seldom had a good word to say about the married quarters in any of the royal residences.

			Niall glanced westward, where the sun was sinking into the horizon haze. Sixthmoon was still but a slender crescent, and if he tried to ride by starlight, he would certainly go to sleep and fall off. No matter how urgent the tidings he bore, he was only human. He must presume on the Hedgeburys’ hospitality tonight and tomorrow on their loyal obligation to lend him horses. He would ride out in the morning.

			Now the pony was content, Diolth was sitting on the port side bench, across from the lovers. “Sir Niall?” he asked diffidently.

			“Mm?”

			“How does a man get to be a Blade?”

			Could a Wyld even dream of doing that? Could a Wyld Blade ever be trusted near the Chivian monarch, even if bound? Niall smothered a yawn and began to explain what was required. It was an interesting idea. The kid was the right sort of age, and already skilled with horses, which would count in his favour.

			They were halfway to the Rhapsody jetty already. Talk of Diolth as a Blade led Niall to another idea.

			“You ever met Lord Hedgebury, lad?”

			“I seen him when he came to the castle once.”

			“I’d like you to ride up to Rhapsody when we dock. You’ll have to take....” But Niall had no way to write a note while on the Marquis’s boat. The message he wanted to send was so incredible that an unknown boy would never be believed. He might have to let Fizz ride the pony after all. He himself was too heavy for a pony on that hill. Ah! Spoiler to the rescue!

			“I will give you a sword to take, a Blade’s sword, like mine. Show that to his lordship and tell him that Sir Niall and Lady Fizzan need shelter for the night.”

			If an ownerless cat’s eye sword did not warn Sir Stalwart of major trouble afoot, then nothing would.

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			I would surely hate to meet you in a real fight

			lord hedgebury to sir niall

			It so happened that Lord Hedgebury was not at home, having been gone all day with archers and dogs, hoping to hunt down a mountain cat that had been marauding in the south pasture. He was expected back shortly. News of an unusual visitor outside was brought instead to Lady Agnes, who was having her hair washed. She sent for the boy at once and received him in her housecoat, with her head wrapped in a towel. Having been married to a Blade for more than half her life, she understood the dread significance of an orphaned Ironhall sword.

			Closely followed by Diolth—still clutching the sword—she strode into the dining hall, where about a dozen ranch hands were enjoying early supper with their wives and children. Her bizarre appearance alone silenced them all, even the toddlers. She barked orders.

			“Ostone and Rutarly! Two saddled horses and a sumpter down to the jetty right away, please. The rest of you men, go and find Lord Hedgebury! Tell him we have an emergency and he is needed back here right away. Take him a fresh horse.”

			The men ran. She warned the cooks that the meal they had waiting for his lordship might have to be expanded to include two visitors. She told Housekeeping to double-check the two best guest rooms, although they were always kept ready, and at that time of year there was no need to light fires.

			She thought that she could now see to completing her own toilet, but the messenger boy cleared his throat and diffidently said, “My lady.... um, I think one room may be enough for, um, Sir Niall and.... um.” The Wyldish pallor of his cheeks showed faint traces of pink.

			Emergency? Death and Fire! Had that lanky Blade gone crazy and carried off the Marquis’s daughter?

			“Thank you, but we’ll let them decide. Now, about you. Are you hungry? Do you want to go back there and eat, er, Diolth?” she gestured at the dining hall doorway.

			He stiffened “There’s Wylds in there.”

			“So?”

			“Wylds are likely to try to kill me.”

			“Kill you!? Why, for spirits’ sake?”

			And so the dread news began to come out.
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			Niall and Fizz had not entirely wasted their time during their long wait down at the jetty. Alone together at last, they had indulged themselves in lovers’ play to the point where the absence of a bed forced him to call a halt. After that they had spoken of their long journey ahead and their subsequent life together as Blade and wife.

			Then Ostone and Rutarly arrived with the horses. Already twilight was fading into night, so the visitors rode off up the hill, leaving the Rhapsody men to load the packhorse and follow. They reached the big house just as Stalwart did. He was in a sulphurous temper, having failed to find the predator, only the remains of another dead foal.

			Agnes shepherded the three hungry and exhausted people into the supper room, which was private, soundproof, and whose table was already set with a repast for four. By then she had learned from Diolth most of the awful news that Stalwart was yet to hear, and she was not surprised when Niall asked for the young Wyld to be included. She hoped that all of them could eat and rest a little before the inevitable grim discussions to follow.

			One more chair at the table, one more plate. Diolth was admitted, still clutching the Spoiler sword, which he had not released since he dismounted from the pony.

			Wine was poured and drunk. The food lay neglected.

			“So?” Stalwart demanded, glowering at Niall. “We got your letter, the one you wrote, and Neville dictated. What did you do wrong to clot up the whole project so badly?”

			Niall was too weary to be at all interested in food. All he wanted was sleep. He knew he must answer Stalwart’s questions, but keeping his temper in check while doing so was going to be a struggle, especially if Stalwart did not control his.

			“I rescued Fizz from a couple of would-be rapists. Was that a mistake?”

			There was no way that question could be answered either yes or no. “You mean you drew your sword from the back scabbard in front of witnesses, you idiot?”

			“It was that or die. Did you see that Baelish ship that sat out a storm on the Ralop a couple of days ago? It carried two Bael passengers of high rank. The Marquis gave those two hospitality and they were about to rape his daughter when I asked them to stop.”

			Stalwart’s scowl deepened. “The Queen must hear of this. Did you get their names?”

			“Garbeald and—”

			“Garbeald?” The Hedgeburys’ simultaneous cry cut off the other name before Niall could say it.

			“That slug?” she added; “That shit?” he did.

			Niall nodded. “He had a cat’s eye sword. I took it off him. Diolth?”

			Diolth lifted it from the floor by his feet, where he had put it, and gave it to Stalwart to examine.

			“Spoiler? Never heard of it. Ask Lester. He was Master of Archives back in my day, and he’s still at it. This sword is old! They make basket hilts smaller than this these days. Lots of nicks! It’s been in plenty of fights.”

			“Only to be expected of a Bael’s weapon,” Agnes said. “Garbeald was a horror even as a child. He was killing boys before he was old enough to rape girls. Since then he’s been doing both.”

			“He fascinates Athelgar, like a snake hypnotizing a bird,” her husband agreed. “Leads him around by the nose. Malinda detests him, but his father is a major thegn in Baelmark and that protects him. I’d bet that she doesn’t even know he’s in Chivial yet. Who was the other one?”

			Less sure of himself now, Niall explained how he had treated the heir apparent. Host and hostess stared at each other in dismay.

			“She’ll kill him!” Agnes whispered.

			“She might even abolish the Blades. She can’t let this go unpunished.”

			Fizz pushed a basket of chicken drumsticks closer to Diolth, who was almost drooling. He grabbed one and started eating.

			“Before you get distracted by such trifles, Stalwart,” Niall said, “I should mention that the Wylds have started another revolution. They were planning to seize the castle via the same secret tunnel that Ciarán Pfari used thirty years ago. Yesterday the Marquis led a small army around the mountain to Zos’parn to impose discipline or some such nonsense. He was ambushed and lost close to two hundred men, meaning somewhere between a half and two-thirds of his entire force. Neville himself was grievously wounded, and is still bedridden, not out of danger. Kranith is supposedly running things, but can’t.”

			This was disaster, but Stalwart ostentatiously refilled all the wine glasses before he spoke.

			“That does put things in a different perspective. I assume the Wylds have a new Ciarán?”

			“They did have, Ciarán Panoleo, a great hairy troll of a man, but yesterday, with some help from Diolth, here, and my dear wife Fizz, I killed him.”

			Stalwart studied him for a moment to make sure this was not some macabre effort at a joke. He looked to Fizz for confirmation, but she nodded. Then he raised his glass.

			“Agnes, dear, let us toast all three of them, on behalf of Queen Malinda and her realm. No doubt a noble feat of arms, and I look forward to hearing the details. But an assassination aided by an invisible sword? I thought you disapproved of magical trickery like that, Sir Niall? You killed one man, lad. Congratulations! So now you think you’ve stamped out the whole rebellion?”

			Fizz opened her mouth to speak, but Niall laid a hand on her arm to calm her. He had slid into fighting mode, as if Stalwart had drawn a sword on him. Anger and resentment had turned him to ice.

			“I certainly hope so. If all the petty warlords of Wylderland start squabbling among themselves, won’t it take them another thirty years to rally behind another Ciarán?”

			Stalwart said, “Bah!” Lady Agnes was sending him warning signals, but the dead foal was still eating him. “It’s not hard to become Ciarán. You just wave your sword in the air and shout, ‘The blood of Ghastly the Great runs in my veins and if you don’t admit it, I will make yours run in the gutter.’ Easy! Give them a week and the whiteys will be pouring out of the hills, screaming for revenge. You’ll have just made them mad, that’s all.”

			He drained his glass and reached for the wine bottle. Agnes moved it out of reach.

			“Have I stopped them or enraged them?” Niall said. “I have no idea, but I do believe you must prepare for the worst, my lord.” Having no red rag to wave at the bull, he smiled sweetly.

			Stalwart growled, “How? We cannot fortify Rhapsody. It’s a house, not a fort. You suggesting we should bury the silverware, drive all the livestock south, and move the women and children into the castle?”

			“I am sure Lady Agnes is capable of organizing such measures. She should probably begin by warning Swaid and all the other ranchers in the county that they may be in danger of being massacred. They would like to know. You, my lord, must proceed at dawn to Thencaster and take command of the castle until the Queen can send reinforcements. Neville is disabled, Stanesh is whereabouts unknown, Kranith is useless. Danark is a year or two too young. As a member of the Queen’s council, my lord, you are the government here.”

			Stalwart turned even redder. “Which is why you are giving me orders?”

			“I am telling you the orders that you must give yourself. I cannot stay. I must ride post haste to Grandon to tell all to the Queen.” Having no doubts that he was right, he smiled again. “The first, and most obvious move, is to expel every Wyld man, woman, and child from the castle. They probably outnumber the Chivians now. Be wary when you ring the doorbell.”

			Fizz pushed her chair back and stood up. “By your leave, my dear Lady Agnes? We three got no sleep at all last night. You have heard the terrible news. You and Lord Hedgebury need time to plan your response.”

			Clever girl! That broke up the meeting. Everyone rose. Agnes offered to show the guests to their rooms. Stalwart reached for the wine bottle and sat down again. He had just lost a second duel with his protégé, and he knew it.

			He had sent Niall on a dangerous mission, and now Niall had sent him on a worse one.

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			It is sucking up every horse in the kingdom

			lady agnes

			Niall awoke to see blue sky between shutters that he had not bothered to close before falling into the bed. He had hoped to set out at dawn, but the angle of sunlight on the floor told him that noon was not far off. He could hear voices and footsteps in the corridor scurrying past his door, and voices combined with sounds of horses outside the window. The house was bustling.

			He said, “Fizz?” and reached out an arm. Fizz had gone. Last night they had both been too crushed by exhaustion to share more than one hasty kiss before diving into the depths of oblivion. He really had intended to waken much earlier and was peeved that she had not wakened him. He scrambled out of bed, almost tripping over the clothes he had dropped.

			Horses cared not whether their riders had shaved recently. He dragged his clothes on, ran ten fingers through his hair, hid most of it under his hat, and was on his way. At the bottom of the stairs he found the hallway full of a babbling melee of women and children of many sizes. Before he stepped into this people broth, he was hailed by Lady Agnes, standing in a doorway and beckoning. He managed to wade over to her without stepping on any crawling infants.

			She retreated into the same supper room where they had gathered the previous evening, he followed, and she shut the door. There was food on the table.

			“Spirits bless,” she said. “Stalwart has gone to the castle, as you suggested. He left this for you.” She held out a folded paper, very good quality paper.

			He unrolled it. It testified that Stalwart Lord Hedgebury hereby gave his approval for his vassal....

			“Vassal?”

			“It’s the required wording. The Queen put you under his orders, didn’t she? So he is your overlord and can overrule Neville for you in this matter. Fizz explained the problem. She is naturally happy to be your legal wife. You still have to sign it. I know you must be starving. Eat and listen.”

			She was a formidable lady and his hostess. He sat down obediently. “Where’s Fizz?” He had a nightmare vision of Fizz on a horse, all alone, racing south to speak to the Queen.

			Agnes wandered over to the window and peered out. “She’s upstairs with Mailan, trying on gowns. We have dozens of things the girls grew out of, and Fizz is so dainty. Now listen! Stalwart sends his apologies for last night. He refuses to admit that he’s getting too old for day-long hunts. But he did have a brainwave after you left. The coronation is to be held on the fifteenth of Sixthmoon, and today is the seventh already! It is sucking up every horse in the kingdom, because everyone wants to watch the parades and hopes to catch a glimpse of the new Queen. Your chances of riding there in less than a week look very shaky. We’ve sent our clerk to Swaid to hire a ship.”

			“Ship?” he repeated stupidly, his mouth full of pork and onion sausage.

			“I hope we can do better than a fishing boat, but he’s to take the best he can find. We have three women expecting and four nursing. We’re going to send them south for safety. With, of course, the rest of their children.”

			Niall tried to imagine being in small but very smelly boat heaving mightily up and down on a cold green sea with eight seasick woman, two dozen children and a crew of several. Winds gale force and rising. It was almost enough to take away his appetite.

			“Sailing to?”

			“If the winds bless, to Prail.”

			Ah! Brilliant! Prail was a port on the Westuary, a few hours’ ride from Ironhall.

			He gulped down a half-chewed mouthful of goose. “Where are they all going to stay in Prail?”

			“Prail,” Agnes said, “has more dubbed Blades to the square yard than anywhere except maybe Grandon. The mayor is one, and most of the aldermen too. All Blades are horse people, so they often end up running posting stables. They will see that your needs are taken care of. There isn’t a horse-for-hire left here in Swaid, but the coronation scramble won’t have begun yet in Prail, it being so much closer to Grandon.”

			Niall nodded. “And if all else fails—”

			“There are horses in Ironhall,” she agreed.

			Niall spread more honey on his still-warm bread. Not that Ironhall nags were first class, but en-route from Prail to Grandon, he must pass very close to Ironhall. He had a duty to Return that orphaned sword, and he knew he could not make the entire trip from Prail to Grandon without overnighting at least once. He certainly couldn’t expect Fizz to attempt such an ordeal.

			“Wonderful! When you see your noble husband, Ma’am, tell him he is a true sage, and I regret any ill words spoken last night just as much as he does, because I was at fault far more than he.” Agnes must know, as he did, that her husband might well be going to his death.

			She said, “Nonsense! If you are very lucky, you might even find the Queen at Ironhall. No doubt the Blades will be on display on the big day, and there will be more seniors ready to be harvested by now, won’t there?”

			Mouth full again, he nodded, although Agnes’s attention was still directed on the outside world.

			“By the way, I haven’t congratulated you on your marriage. Neville has been very reluctant to find Fizzan a husband. Spirits! She must be seventeen now?”

			Niall didn’t answer because Fizz’s answer varied every time he asked her. She certainly behaved like an adult sometimes.

			Agnes rambled on. “I don’t know why Neville’s been so possessive. I suspect he just didn’t want to admit to siring a child out of wedlock. Or admit having had an affair with a Wyldish girl, maybe. Fizz is a sensitive, you know. She ought to be a White Sister. I’m surprised that she can overlook your Death dominant, but I know she’s unpredictable.”

			“I think that’s what I love about her. She can be as tough as a she-bear or tender as gossamer. Cunning like a fox or mad as a hare in springtime.”

			“Blame her elements. Fizz is a Chance-Air person, as fickle and flighty as a leaf in the wind.”

			“You’re a sensitive, too, my lady?”

			“Just slightly.” Agnes smiled, showing horsey teeth. “Not like Fizz or a White Sister.”

			That explained where Fizz had learned at least a little elemental lore: Emerald had taught Stalwart, who had taught Agnes, who had taught Fizz.

			“Ah!” Agnes’s voice rose! “There it is, and it’s the Sunrise. We were hoping he’d get that one. The captain’s name is Modney. The tide’s already on the ebb, so we’ll have to be quick loading.” Leaving the window, she headed for the door, still talking. “We packed five days’ provisions, which should be more than enough for the passengers. The sailors will have brought their own. Mailan has money for more if you get becalmed and run out. She’ll rely on you to keep the crew in line. Some of those rough sailor types can be difficult where women are concerned, especially if they smell money.” Lady Agnes vanished out the door.

			“Me?” Niall exclaimed. “How big a crew?” he called after her, but he heard no answer.

			If the weather cooperated, sea travel might save a day or even two, and wasn’t going to cost him anything. Going by road, his sword would let him claim the best horse in any post house, but he would have to pay for Fizz, and he could not just abandon Diolth, after promising to look after him. There would be meals to buy, too.

			Which was a devastating reminder that he had no money. He had never even learned what the Marquis intended to pay Secretary Cleaver, let alone collected any of it for his moons of service.

			He took the marriage certificate across to the writing table in the corner and signed his name as bridegroom. Stalwart had added his seal, and there was a candle already lit for him to do the same. A Blade’s seal, of course was the name engraved on his sword, which printed out backward on the paper.

			Not having done this before, he found it tricky. He put more wax on the Hedgeburys’ carpet than on the paper. He had just finished when Fizz floated in, wearing a sombre gown as black as her hair and a scarlet bonnet shaped like a wheel of cheese. He kissed her, having to crouch under the hat to do so. He presented her with the certificate.

			“What do you think of this?” She replied, and rotated.

			Marriage, Sir Niall was rapidly discovering, complicated life immensely. He thought she looked like a child dressed up as Grandma.

			“I think you can wear anything at all and get away with it.” He still hadn’t seen her wearing nothing at all, which was one of his priority ambitions.

			“Mailan’s got at least a dozen gowns she says I can have, in all sorts of colours!” Fizz beamed like a deprived child suddenly endowed with enormous wealth.

			Niall was silenced by visions of himself leading a train of packhorses into Greymere Palace. He pulled back into reality. “Fizz, I have no money. But you do, I know.”

			She stiffened, and her eyes narrowed to slits. “A few crowns maybe.”

			“A hundred crowns. You took them out of your father’s hoard. He thought Tom Twelvish had stolen them, but you knew that Twelvish was never coming back, didn’t you, Fizz?”

			“It’s mine! Even a farmer’s daughter gets a bigger dowry than that.”

			“A rich farmer’s daughter, perhaps. We’re going to need money to get from Prail to Grandon. When I’m bound and accepted into the Royal Guard, my pay will support us both, but I need your help to get us there.”

			At that moment Lady Agnes put her head in. “The baggage wagon is about to leave. Have you anything to go?”
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			Niall made a frantic rush upstairs, stuffed their meagre possessions higgledy-piggledy into their pack, raced back down with it, and hurled into the wagon just as it began to move.

			Fizz was sulking because she couldn’t take all the best dozen or so gowns with her. The worst part of her Chance-Air personality was that she sometimes acted as young as she looked, and Niall was not a child molester. He led her back into the supper room, closed the door, and kissed her lustfully.

			Then— “If we get a cabin to ourselves, darling, I am going to make love to you over and over until you beg me to stop.”

			The sultry look in her eyes told him that he had discovered the secret remedy.

			“You will tire before I do, braggart.”

			They rode down to the jetty in the second wagon with four mothers, three babies, and seven infants. The babies screamed the whole way. Niall began to suspect that the voyage was going to be just as bad as he feared.

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			Ironhall is always there, deep inside you.

			lord hedgebury

			No. The voyage was much worse than he had feared. Everyone other than Fizz and a few sailors was smitten by sea sickness, even Niall himself. Had he been properly bound by the impalement conjuration, the magic would have made him immune to such petty ailments. In practice, sea sickness did not feel petty.

			Before sunset on the first day, one of the women went into labour, and her screams terrified the children. Wind, waves, creaking wood and ropes made all ships noisy, but Sunrise sounded like a torture chamber in the busy season. Fizz helped deliver a healthy little boy with powerful lungs.

			On the second morning, Master Modney announced that he expected to reach Prail on the next tide, which he thought would run just before noon. He said they had made very good time from the Frail. It just felt like years.
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			Prail was a larger place than Niall had expected, with an impressive spread of docks. Mailan, Stalwart’s daughter, had brought letters to several former Blades in town. Captain Modney advised Niall to apply to the Three Bells Posting Inn, which was owned by Sir Standish, another ex-Blade. When Niall agreed, one of the hands was sent running to carry word of a Blade in urgent need of transportation. Fizz grudgingly produced some of her stolen “dowry” money to pay for the horses they would hire, but it was not needed.

			Standish himself came, driving up in an open carriage with an amused sailor in the back. A cheerful and engaging man who had not lost his trim and athletic Blade physique to middle age, he ran up the gangplank and greeted Niall as a brother on the evidence of his cat’s eye sword, kissed Fizz’s hand, and raised an inquiring eyebrow at the pallid Diolth.

			“I wish I could take the time to tell you the whole story, brother,” Niall said, “but I must make all haste to wherever the Queen is, for my news is both dire and urgent. I will stop by Ironhall on the way, because I have an orphaned sword to Return, and Diolth, here, has expressed an ambition to become a Blade. I will speak in his favour, because he certainly saved our lives a couple of days ago.”

			Former Blade Standish was also a shrewd bargainer with a gleam in his eye. “Your sword grants you the pick of my stable, brother. Of course, I would extend that favour to your spouse, and in the circumstances to your worthy young protégé also. I am overdue for a visit to the old jail myself, so why don’t I come along for the ride? In return, you can regale me with your adventures on the way.”

			Niall laughingly agreed to this arrangement, making silent reservations as to how much of the story he must redact. “We can reach there before dark?”

			“Easily, at this time of year. In time for free bed and board, too. Let’s go.”

			Niall said a quick farewell to Mailan Hedgebury while Fizz gathered their luggage. The carriage bore them to the Three Bells in a few minutes. Standish shouted for the best five horses to be saddled while he dashed inside to tell his wife where he was going. Diolth saw a chance to be useful, and joined the inn’s men in fastening girths. He even objected to one horse’s gait and traced the problem to an ill-fitting shoe. A replacement mount was found.

			Niall was amused, and made sure that Standish learned of the incident. “It never hurts to have a spare string to your bow, lad. If Grand Master doesn’t want you, I’m sure Sir Standish will hire you. Won’t you, brother?”

			“I can’t believe Grand Master will give me the chance,” Standish said confidently.
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			The weather was perfect, the coastal plains near Prail were fertile. Fizz and Diolth were impressed by the richness of the countryside, chattering excitedly in Wyldish. The travellers rode in pairs, with the packhorse on its tether following behind.

			At first the two Blades went in front, while Niall related an edited version of his career so far. He did not explain why he had been sent to Thencaster, who his ward was, or how a Blade had been able to travel so far away from the person he was bound to defend day and night. Standish must have detected the omissions, but he did not comment on them. He did congratulate Niall on marrying a marquis’s daughter, but even Niall himself was starting to find his tale unbelievable. After he had narrated the ambush, the flight into the caves, the arrival of Panoleo, Diolth’s guidance to the Ciarán’s sleeping quarters, the slaughter of the guards, followed by the Ciarán’s death, and the escape up the shaft, there was a brief silence.

			“When you report to Her Majesty, there will be inquisitors present to vouch for your veracity, you realize?”

			“Yes. Every word of my story is true, so I have nothing to fear.”

			“You’re a Blade, so you have plenty to fear. The snoops lie about us whenever they think they can get away with it. Never cross an Inquisitor, brother!”

			Such as Inquisitor Brindle? Niall could reasonably hope that he was still in Goat’s Gizzard, lording over his captive enchanters.

			At Torwell they turned onto the Ironhall road, gradually climbing into the bleakness of Starkmoor. In early summer it was at its friendliest, with swathes of purple heather brightening its craggy tors.

			The riders had changed places by then, so that Niall rode alongside Diolth. They spoke about the Order, the years of training, the years of service to follow, and the benefits. Not the least of those was the legendary attraction to women, and Diolth was obviously old enough to be intrigued by that.

			“There are disadvantages also,” Niall warned him. “I had to kill four men, and three of them did not deserve it. Their deaths will haunt my dreams for ever. They might easily have killed me. So think carefully before you choose. You have already impressed Sir Standish. He has promised me that he will hire you if you so choose.”

			“So he said, but I wanna be a Blade like you!” Alas, Diolth was in his teens, when the future is a treasure chest, ready to be looted.

			“You have to begin by being the Brat. You lose your present name and all your history. Any crimes you have committed are pardoned, but then everyone else—but mostly the most junior class, the sopranos—try to drive you to tears. You have to prove that you are tough enough to take the hazing. I know you are as tough as a hoof, Friend Diolth, but you have to prove it to them.”

			The wind was blowing by then, up there on the moorland, so Niall wasn’t certain what his young companion muttered in response. It might have been some Wyldish expression, or it might have been an old Chivian expletive, “Phuquem!” It certainly did not sound defeatist.
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			Soon after that they came in sight of Ironhall itself, a toy castle blushing pink in the sunset. By then Niall’s companion was Fizz, and she was not impressed.

			“That is the famous Ironhall? That poky little pile? Why, we could lose that in a corner of the dining hall, back in Thencaster. How many people live there?”

			“Counting candidates, masters, servants and some ancient retired Blades, I suppose about two hundred. And you had better not say things like that when we’re there, or you won’t get any supper.”

			The day was drawing close to twilight when they rode through the gate into the courtyard. A few zealots were still fencing, but most had called it a day and gone indoors. The sight of visitors—and especially a female visitor—provoked instant reaction. The clatter of foils ceased, and voices began shouting, “Prime! Prime....” Faces appeared at windows, doorways began spitting out boys of all sizes.

			A crowd gathered all around to stare, but traditionally Prime had the honour of greeting visitors, and after a few moments the mob parted to let a boy through. Boy, not young man or near-man. Niall had dismounted and helped Fizz down. He gaped in amazement at this grinning child who flaunted a sword at his hip.

			“Sir Niall! Welcome back, sir.”

			“Striker! How long have you been Prime?”

			Striker had been in the beardless class back in Thirdmoon. Malinda must have returned and harvested all the excess seniors to parade at her coronation.

			Not so. Striker was at the short end of permissible Blade physiques, and boyishly fair, with freckles, but he sensed disparagement in Niall’s question, and stiffened.

			“Ever since Price Athelgar left—sir.”

			Death and Fire! So now that odious strip of Baelish filth had his own Prince’s Guard? Had he dared confess his Thencaster misconduct to his mother, so that she had seen his need for protection? No one could hurt him now. On the bright side, his Blades would not allow him to go around randomly raping young girls; that was dangerous behaviour, so they would block him.

			“Congratulations! I always suspected that you would be Prime someday,” Niall said, a blatant falsehood. “I wish I came in happier circumstances, but I am here to Return a sword.” He went to the packhorse to retrieve it. “You must know Sir Standish, and this is my wife, Lady Fizzan.”

			He produced Spoiler and handed her to Prime. “She’s old and well used, as you can see. I expect Master of Archives can tell us who her Blade was.”

			Striker took the sword with appropriate reverence. He snapped orders to some of the bystanders to see that the guests’ horses and baggage were properly treated, then offered to lead the visitors themselves to meet Grand Master.

			“What is that horrible thing?” Fizz demanded, pointing north, to the far end of the yard.

			“What thing?”

			“That thing like a monster-size molehill.”

			“That’s the Forge, where the swords are made.” And where candidates were magically bound to their ward.

			“I hate it.”

			“You won’t need to go near it, love,” Niall said comfortingly, putting an arm around her under the envious gaze of the senior candidates.
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			Parsewood had been watching from his tower window, so he had wine and ale waiting for them. He alone knew of Niall’s unorthodox mission, and must be both eager to hear the outcome and surprised that it had ended so soon. He formally kissed Fizz’s hand, greeted the men, and looked askance at the ghostly pale boy with them. He sent Prime off with Spoiler in search of Master of Archives.

			When everyone else was seated and provided with refreshment, he came straight to the point. “You have been busy since you left here, Brother Niall.”

			“Indeed I have, Grand Master. And my work is not over, because I must ride post haste to Grandon to warn Her Majesty that the Wylds have risen again. The Marquis, now my father-in-law, was caught in an ambush, lost half his fighting men, and himself was grievously wounded. The situation was bad three days ago. How bad it is now, I do not know. Lord Hedgebury has gone to Thencaster to take charge.”

			Parsewood’s blink of surprise hinted that Sir Stalwart would not have been his first choice for that appointment. He would not have been Niall’s either, but he could not do worse than either Neville or Kranith.

			“You bear dread tidings! This is terrible, so early in her grace’s reign. The Wylds have elected a new Ciarán, obviously?”

			“They did. I killed him, but they may elect another.”

			Grand Master took a swallow of wine with that information. He looked inquiringly at Diolth, who was sitting still and small, struggling with the language. His eyes were busy, though.

			“You will have to test his agility, Grand Master,” Niall said. “But I can vouch for his courage and his skill with horses. He saved our lives, mine and my wife’s.”

			“I will second the horses,” Standish added. “If you don’t want him, I’ll take him, gladly.”

			“You want to be a Blade?” Parsewood asked.

			Vigorous nod. “Like Sir Niall! Saw him kill four men like snap!”

			Bloodthirsty young monster! “He helped me with one of them,” Niall said. That had been an accident, but relate it the other way often enough and even Diolth himself would start believing it.

			Parsewood chuckled and stood up. “You have set your aim very high, lad, but with those recommendations, I’ll waive the agility test. I’ll officially accept you tomorrow. Welcome to Ironhall! My lady and brothers, if we are to hold the Return ceremony tonight before lights-out, I must set wheels a-turning. I’m sure you could use a chance to wash your hands. We can have a small repast with the masters after the assembly, if that would be acceptable? And can you share your adventures with us, Brother Niall? Your example will inspire them hugely.”

			“I suppose so,” Niall said with reluctance. True, the Queen should be told first, but he would reach Grandon before anyone else could.

			Fizz, who had not spoken a word yet said, “No!”

			Everyone else just stared and waited for an explanation.

			“It doesn’t sound right for a man to stand up in public and brag about his accomplishments! Let Sir Standish do it. He knows it all. He’s been quizzing all three of us, all the way from Prail.”

			Niall laughed to hide his annoyance. “One reason I love her, is that Fizz has an infinite ability to surprise people.”

			As he was about to discover yet again.
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			The great bell tolled, summoning everyone to the hall. Of course, all the sharp young eyes had seen Niall hand a sword to Prime, and had guessed that a Return was coming. They had all donned their best, although Ironhall best was never very good. Tables and benches had been cleared away, candidates, masters, and even servants stood under the famous and ominous sky of swords, ready to honour a lost brother. By habit, not law, they had arranged themselves in order of seniority, with servants and sopranos closest to the door, seniors nearest the dais. The masters stood in a row at the back, below Nightfall, the broken sword of the first Durendal, which had hung there for nigh on four centuries. Among the masters was Fizz, who had been granted the honour of a chair, and Sir Standish, designated narrator for the evening.

			When Grand Master judged that everyone was present, he stepped forward to the edge of the dais. The tower bell fell silent.

			Niall had been waiting at the door—with Diolth, because he deserved some honouring also and was going to need it when he became the Brat. They began walking forward together, and the whispers began: who or what was that freak?

			When they reach the front, Niall bowed to Grand Master, and made the traditional dedication. In this case he had been briefed by old Sir Lester, Master of Archives.

			“I bring Spoiler, the sword of Sir Richey, who died at Candlefen, fifty years ago, defending his ward. He died, but his ward lived. His name is already written in the Litany.”

			What he did not mention was that Richey had been nineteen at the time. He did add a little more history. “I found this in the hand of a Bael. He drew on me. I broke his arm and took the sword. Had I known then that it was a Blade sword, I would have dealt more harshly with him.”

			An audible murmur of approval followed, although applause was forbidden at Returns. Grand Master frowned and raised a hand for silence before he formerly accepted the sword. “It will hang in its proper place forever.”

			Then he dropped the solemnity and continued the program that had been agreed earlier. “Most of you remember Sir Niall, who was bou... sworn in by the Queen on her first visit here. That was less than three moons ago, and yet he has already made his mark in the history of Chivial. He is on his way to Grandon and must leave early tomorrow, so we will allow him some time tonight to say a few words.” He offered an unnecessary hand to help Niall step up on the platform, and very nearly fell off in doing so.

			The cheering and clapping felt good. Niall held up his hands for silence and eventually received it.

			“I’ve been north, on the Wylderland border. I found more than a sword there. I found a wife, Lady Fizzan, daughter of Neville, Marquis of Thencaster.” He was cheered. Fizz rose and bobbed a curtsey, which looked odd in her riding costume. She was wildly applauded.

			“I also found a future Blade! His name at the moment is Diolth. Here he is.” He hoisted Diolth up beside him much more easily than Grand Master had hoisted him.

			Puzzled muttering....

			“I want to explain a few things about him. First, he is a Wyld, and Wylds do not sunburn. They are all as white as he is. So please don’t mock him or haze him because of that. He can’t help it, any more than you can help being pink. I’m not saying you can’t harass him at all. Every one of you survived being the Brat, and he will, too. He’s tough, but he can’t change his colour. Also, he doesn’t speak Chivian as well as you do yet, but he speaks it a lot better than you speak Wyldish. He knows nothing about fencing, but he knows all about horses. If any of you ever want some help on that subject, he can give it.” He paused. Any more on these lines and Diolth would be bullied more, not less.

			“And lastly, a few days ago, Diolth saved my life, and that of my wife also. Never before has Ironhall accepted a candidate who is already a hero!”

			Prime and Second began to clap, and the applause drifted back to the lesser ranks. The sopranos remained ominously silent.

			Grand Master took over. “Tonight, Diolth is a visiting hero. Tomorrow he will take over as Brat as soon as the current Brat has chosen his new name. Go and meet your classmates, boy.”

			Diolth reluctantly stepped down from the dais and headed into the throng, which might not be his least heroic act. Niall went back to stand beside Fizz. Watching how far the young Wyld went, he was relieved to see that he was diverted by some fuzzies who wanted to shake his hand. Then they kept him with them, well away from the predatory sopranos.

			By then Grand Master had introduced Sir Standish, who proceeded to tell of Niall and Fizz’s adventures. He did not explain how he knew them in such detail, and nobody cared, for he turned out to be a superbly dramatic narrator. Trust Fizz to guess that! A fine ability to judge men must be one of the many talents hidden behind her flighty manners.

			But the story he told was not the safe and hasty summary that Niall himself would have offered. Fizz had not merely told him everything, she had added and embellished. The nasty, sneaky fight against Panoleo’s guards and then Panoleo himself became an epic battle, a legendary feat of arms worthy of Durendal at his peak. The younger half of the audience might never sleep tonight.

			Those younger listeners broke out in loud booing when the rebel archers struck down the Marquis. But when Niall began his hunt for the evil Panoleo, the hall was as quiet as it ever been in its four centuries. It had probably never been noisier than right after the monster was struck down by the hero Blade. Niall had not wanted this.

			Most of the audience were still children, of course, but even masters two or three times his age were pumping his hands, thumping his shoulders, and weeping tears of joy. Of course it felt good, but inevitably it would get back to the Royal Guard.

			Which was a reminder that he really ought to be straddling a horse and pounding the road to Grandon and the Queen.
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			“So this,” that same hero exclaimed an hour or so later, “is the Royal Suite? In all my years here, I never got a chance to poke my nosey nose around that door.”

			“Nice big bed,” his wife remarked. “And a down mattress.”

			“Indeed it is,” he said as dropped his cloak. “And I will tell you something.” Doublet off. “In four hundred years, there have been at least a dozen kings sleep in that bed, but almost never a woman.” Balancing on one foot, he discarded a stocking. “So, what I am about to do on that bed may be a completely new experience for it.” The other stocking. “But as we have had a harrowing three days and look forward to another one tomorrow....” Breeches off! “I shall not expect a second performance tonight.”

			“In that case,” she said, sliding under the sheets, “you may be surprised.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			Chance is elemental

			chivian proverb

			Sir Niall and Lady Fizzan made an early start in the morning, riding away into the rising sun. Standish had not yet appeared, but Diolth had. He came to thank them and say farewell, apparently happy, and still within an honour guard of older boys.

			As Niall had expected, Ironhall had no horses to offer that could compare with those they already had, which were well rested and ready to go, but they would never manage to reach Grandon in one day, and the coronation was only six days off. Dropping in on Malinda while she was trying on her crown to tell her she had a war on her hands would not be a popular move.

			Niall made his first attempt to find fresh mounts when they reached Blackwater. He rapidly discovered the truth of Lady Agnes’s warning. Every post-horse had already gone to Grandon, and probably every privately-owned nag, mule, and donkey as well. He tried again in Flaskbury, with no better result. By then noon had come and gone. Fizz was weary and angry. He was weary and seriously worried that he might have to spend the next day or two walking.

			The nearer to the capital, the heavier the traffic. All Chivial, it seemed, was heading to the capital, but among the throngs of riders and coaches there were laden wagons, many of them drawn by oxen, slower than snails. If Grandon was sucking up all the horses, it would need seven mountains of hay a week to feed them, and their owners would want fodder also. The road was often only a narrow trail through woods. It could be flanked on either side by ditches or fences, so that even single-file horses could not overtake

			In New Cinderwich, their luck changed slightly. The only post-house in town was closed, with a sign on the door explaining that it had no livestock to rent except mice. But it was owned by an elderly dubbed Blade, Sir Raptor. Although he was white-haired and walked with a limp, he was still a Blade brother and a glimpse of Denial was enough to fire up his loyalty. He readily accepted Niall’s word that his need to reach the palace was urgent.

			He looked at the pathetically overworked horses he had on offer and said doubtfully, “Well, a couple of days’ rest and a bucket of oats ought to fix them up. I’ve got a pair of good ones that I been saving for the missus and me to go see the big parade, but I’ll let you have them.”

			But even Niall’s packhorse was in need of a break. “What about our baggage?” Fizz demanded.

			“We’ll leave it here,” Niall said. “Sir Raptor has plenty of empty mangers to hold it until we can come back and collect it.”

			That was readily agreed, and the two travellers set off on fresh mounts for the final few hours’ ride to Grandon. Raptor had assured them that they should reach Greymere Palace by early evening, so they would not have to drag the Queen out of bed to explain about the Wyldish rebellion. He had forgotten the epochal traffic.

			The spirits of Chance could be very unkind. Niall’s horse went lame.

			He checked its foot, but could find nothing wrong there. He wondered if it was playing tricks on him. He knew that horses could do that, but he was eventually persuaded that the animal was in pain, and he loved horses too much to cripple it.

			He had dumped the baggage. He wondered briefly whether his mission required him to dump his wife also, and go on alone—but he did not wonder it seriously, and not aloud. He suspected he would have quite a fight on his hands if he tried to get Fizzan Fitzambrose out of her saddle on a rural highway as evening was drawing in. It would take him well past midnight to walk to Greymere Palace.

			The spirits of Chance can also be very benevolent. What he needed was a miracle, and the two granite gateposts he had just passed had seemed oddly familiar. Something Stalwart had said, that second day, as they were riding to Grandon had impressed him? A place named?... Home of?... Ah!

			“Let’s try our luck,” he said, and started leading his limping horse in that direction.

			Fizz turned her mount and followed. “Where are we going?”

			“Ivywalls,” he said.
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			The tree-lined driveway was longer than he expected, and he was starting to feel as lame as the accursed bag of dog food he was leading when he saw the mansion ahead. A moment later he was detected, and a universe of dogs began to bark.

			He said, “Sorry, old buddy,” tucked his left foot in the stirrup, and swiftly remounted. Three hounds came racing. They did not attack, and the horses were too tired to panic, but whoever was home must know by then that they had visitors. A man came out to stand in the doorway and watch.

			When the horses arrived at the steps, Niall dismounted in a flash, but the watcher hurried down the steps to help Fizz, who was obviously flagging after a very hard day’s ride. He wore the garb of a senior servant and a grave mien. Another, younger, servant came running around a corner of the house, undoubtedly to take care of the horses.

			“His lordship is in residence?” Niall asked anxiously. Roland had been running the country for years for King Ambrose. Malinda had locked him up for a while, but now he was a free man and he might be vacationing almost anywhere.

			“Indeed he is, Sir Blade. If you will come this way....” They started upstairs toward the massive oaken door. “By what names should I announce you?”

			“I know Sir Niall, Caplin.” Lord Roland had appeared in the doorway. “But not his lovely companion.”

			Niall presented Lady Fizzan to the legendary Lord Roland, still known to the Blades as Sir Durendal. Few men of around sixty could look half as good as he did, or afford to dress as well. Tall—but not as tall as Niall—clean shaven and confident, he looked good for another generation in harness. The Queen was being very foolish in not employing his skill and knowledge.

			He kissed Fizz’s hand and held it for a moment as if admiring her, dusty and windblown as she was. Then, “And welcome to you also, Brother Niall. Whatever business or good fortune brings you to our door, come in and share some wine with us.”

			One sip, Niall thought, and he would fall over, fast asleep. But he could not refuse the offer, even if he dallied only a minute.

			Niall had met Durendal just after last Long Night, when the great man came to Ironhall to bind Quarrel. They had met again, very shortly afterwards, on that awful night at Falconsrest when Quarrel and so many others had died, but Niall was magically barred from ever talking about that, and doubtless Durendal was likewise.

			The visitors were ushered into a truly great Great Hall. Ivywalls was obviously very old, but it had been updated by someone with a sure hand and eye. The huge fireplace in which whole oxen might have been roasted in days of yore had been fenced off and converted into an infants’ play pen. The wondrous staircase was carpeted, and high glazed windows replaced what must originally have been arrow slits. It was all splendid, and yet somehow held an air of some vital factor missing.

			Durendal led the way to a group of chairs by those windows, looking out over tree-shaded parkland. A book with a place marker ribbon lay beside one of them. Caplin, probably the bottler, followed, waiting for orders.

			Durendal said, “What is your choice, my lady? Red wine, white? Ale, light or dark? Cider? Mead?”

			“My lord,” Niall protested, “I truly hate to spurn your hospitality, but it is most urgent that I deliver my news to the Queen tonight. My horse went lame, and I was hoping...”

			Lord Roland was regarding him with a look that for thirty years had shrunk flunkeys’ world-shattering urgencies into unimportant fancies. “If you are imagining that you can report to her grace this evening, then I assure you that you will not. Tonight, the festivities begin with the Ambassadors’ Ball—foreign royalty, senior peerage.... It will start very soon and won’t wind up until after midnight. Absolutely nothing will be allowed to interrupt it.”

			“Not even a war?”

			Durendal did not hesitate. “Not even a war! So do please sit down and relax a while. I cannot claim to have the Royal ear anymore, but I know many who do. I am sure that I can help you obtain an audience with her grace, although perhaps not as soon as tomorrow.”

			“Music to our ears,” Fizz said. “You are most kind. A dry white, please, if you have any open?”

			Anyone would think she had lived at court for years.

			“A light ale, please.” Niall sat down the instant she did. By death and fire, that chair felt good after two days in the saddle!

			So, after all these years of service, the former chancellor had not been invited to the party? He had been sitting at home alone, reading a book. No wonder the dogs’ barking had brought him out to the door to see who had come calling.

			Now he was frowning at Niall. “I heard a rumour that you were bound by Lord Hedgebury, but he is not with you. I hope that nothing?...”

			Niall drew a deep breath. “I was not bound, my lord. I swore loyalty to the Queen and she put me under his orders. Four days ago, when my wife and I left Rhapsody Hall, he had gone across to Thencaster Castle to take charge there, because the Marquis, Fizz’s father, had been grievously wounded in a Wyld ambush. He also lost about half his garrison. Stalwart will try to hold the castle until Her Majesty can send reinforcements.”

			Durendal sighed. “I can see why you are in a hurry.”

			Then both men sprang to their feet. Two women were descending the staircase, moving slowly. One was holding the banister while the other steadied her. Now Niall knew what had been missing—the hostess, the woman who had turned an ancient pile into this stately mansion.

			Durendal hurried across to meet them at the foot of the stairs. He dismissed the nurse and brought his wife over to meet the guests. Leaning heavily on his arm, Lady Kate was clearly a very sick woman. She wore an ivory-coloured gown with a high collar, and a matching bonnet that covered her hair. Her face was even paler than those, and so drawn that the skin seemed almost transparent over exquisite bone structure. She must have been a rare beauty in her youth, and her eyes were still as bright as sapphires.

			“I apologise for not being present to welcome you when you arrived,” she said, smiling because the apology was obviously unnecessary. “We get so few visitors these days....”

			Caplin returned with the refreshments. What he set beside Lady Kate looked like a beaker of milk. Niall’s ale was delicious, a tankard full of rapture.

			“I am happy you could join us, dear,” Durendal said. “Sir Niall was about to narrate what promises to be a very exciting tale. He is an unbound Blade, reporting to Lord Hedgebury. Old Stalwart has played the same trick on Niall that Snake and I did on him. I suspect that Niall may have even bettered old Stalwart’s feats.”

			“Of course,” Fizz said.

			Once again, Niall began his story. He would surely have it well polished by the time he reached the Queen. He did not mention the purpose of his mission, only that he had gone north with Stalwart and helped the Marquis with some banking records. He could see that Durendal and his wife had both noticed the omissions. He did not mention that he had killed the first of Panoleo’s bodyguards with an invisible sword. He was on his second tankard of ale before he finished.

			Then everyone looked to Durendal, who stared at nothing for a minute before delivering his verdict. He had not lost the air of authority that a major government figure must have to remain in office for as many years as he had. When he spoke, no one could doubt that his decision would be the best possible.

			“I congratulate you on a legendary feat of arms, brother!

			“Of course, the government must be told of this as soon as possible, but there is no use your trying to reach the Queen tonight. They say the streets of Grandon are so crowded that it is almost impossible to move through them. In any case, you will do better reporting to the chancellor or the master of horse. They will have inquisitors present, of course If you absolutely insist, brother, I will certainly lend you a horse, but I am quite sure that you will do far more harm than good if you try to storm Greymere tonight. You will not gain access to anyone in real authority, and you will start a million rumours. Reporting to the right people is barely more important than keeping the story from everyone else! Good government often requires absolute secrecy.

			“You and your gracious lady are obviously both in need of rest, and probably food. Caplin will have a repast ready for you by now. I suggest you, Lady Fizzan, stay here with us, because there will not be an empty bed anywhere in Grandon, and I will be going into town three days before the coronation. The Blades Order is to hold a general assembly then, and Commander Bowman has promised to provide me with transportation to it. I look forward to meeting friends I have not seen in years. You can ride in the coach with me.

			“Sir Niall, the moon will set shortly, but the sky is clear. Our men know the road well enough to ride it by starlight. I will dispatch a couple of our grooms with a note—not to her grace, but to Commander Bowman. He will believe what I tell him, and can then make the best arrangements possible. Don’t be surprised if a platoon of Blades comes for you before dawn. As you know, bound Blades never sleep. They sometimes forget that the rest of us need to.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			You’re a marked man for the Dark Chamber

			lord hedgebury

			“Do you plan to sleep all day, or will you need to wake up and pee any time soon?”

			The voice was quiet, but held an edge like high-tension steel. There was also some urgency in the matter it had mentioned, plus daylight beyond Niall’s eyelids. He opened them and saw that the speaker was a man in the blue livery of the Royal Guard. A silver ribbon draped diagonally across his chest confirmed that he was Commander Bowman.

			“Spirits bless, Leader. What day is this?”

			“The tenth of Sixthmoon, five days before the coronation.”

			“Then I will very likely perform the operation you mentioned, probably around noon.”

			“You are already overdue. Move your lazy ass out of that bed and get dressed.”

			Niall recalled that he was in Ivywalls, Durendal’s house, and the great man had tactfully provided connecting rooms for his guests. He sat up and looked to the second door, which was closed.

			“My wife?”

			“She’s been awake for hours. A fascinating young lady, but you don’t have time for any of that now. I brought you some hot water for shaving.”

			Niall turned his attention to the blue garments spread out on his coverlet. “That won’t fit me.”

			“Yes it will. I had it made specially back in Thirdmoon, because I knew your group was going to be bound, and Grand Master had reminded me that he had an oversized candidate. They hadn’t told me that you would not be going straight into the Guard. But you are in it now and I won’t tell you again....”

			Niall did as he had been told.

			Bowman went over to the window and gazed out at the park. Being Bowman, he slumped against the window frame as if he might melt without support. “You’ve got an appointment with the lord chancellor as soon as we reach the palace.”

			“Who is doing Durendal’s job now?”

			“Lord Osprey. We call him the Bird.” We meant the Royal Guard, of course.

			Niall wondered what their name for the Queen was. He would learn soon enough.

			“Your wife ought to be a White Sister,” Bowman told the window. “She told me I’m a Water-Death man.”

			“I think I could have guessed that.” Quickly, in case Leader took offence, Niall added, “Most Blades have a strong Death factor, I’m sure, and you have an amazingly fluid fencing style. It’s very hard to guess what’s coming next.”

			“I couldn’t wash you away, last time I tried.” Bowman turned to look at him. “But we’ll have lots of chances together after the coronation. She also says you killed the Ciarán. That true?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“How did you ever get close enough to kill him and then live to tell of it?”

			Niall mumbled the tale while shaving.

			“You quite sure the man you killed was their new Ciarán?”

			“Quite certain. An hour earlier we saw them cheering him at the top of their lungs.”

			Suddenly the commander’s normally lugubrious expression metamorphosed into the first smile Niall could recall ever seeing on him. “Fire and Death! The Pirate’s Wife is going to love you for that. The whole Guard will. We’ve got to get your name into the Litany!”

			That wasn’t possible, because the Litany was for a Blade who had saved his ward’s life or died trying. Niall belted Denial at his waist, and admired himself in the mirror. At last! Ambition achieved.

			“Lead on, Leader! Let’s go beard the Bird in his nest.”

			Bowman caught his shoulder. “Not so fast! You’ve probably heard the old taunt that the Blades can keep a secret, but it takes all of them to do it?”

			“Er, yes, Leader.”

			“Not this one. Durendal is insistent that this time it’s got to remain you and me, and no other. He says it’ll cause a panic and wreck the coronation. So button your lips. You’ll get the kudos later.”

			“Yes, Leader.” But two hundred people had heard the story in Ironhall and some of the masters would certainly be coming to the assembly.
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			Downstairs he found Fizz sitting with Lady Kate, but also present were Hereward, Bloodhand, and two older Blades Niall did not know, leftovers from Ambrose’s Guard. They swarmed him, thumping his back and shaking his hand—not because of the Thencaster caper, but because the missing Blade had turned up in Durendal’s house.

			Then they wanted to know why, how, what?...

			He was handed a ring of sausage to eat on the road and a tankard of ale to drink now. He bade quick farewells to his host and hostess.

			Outside waited six horses, plus the road to Grandon and Greymere Palace.
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			Bloodhand was armed with a bugle. Mostly he managed tuneful fanfares on it, but sometimes only deafening farts, which served just as well, because his job was merely to warn people that six horseman were coming through apace whether they cleared the road or not.

			Greymere Palace had never looked impressive from the outside, and that had not changed. But cantering in through the main gate while being saluted by the Household Yeomen on guard—that was a thrill, even if they were merely honouring Bowman’s silver sash. Then flunkies in livery appeared to hold the horses’ bridles and the riders’ stirrups as they dismounted. That was impressive too.

			He was going to be late for his appointment with the Bird, Bowman warned, and he set a fast pace along corridors and up stairs. Niall’s longer legs met the challenge, but he wondered how many years he would roam around the maze before he managed to find his way out. People looked askance at the hurrying Blades, and none more so than other Blades they passed. He heard his name being spoken: the lost one had returned.

			They arrived at the inevitable anteroom. Four Blades were on duty, and they were all standing around the walls, because the half-dozen chairs were occupied by civilian petitioners, who looked as if they had been there since dawn and expected to be still waiting at sundown. The Blade by the far door tapped his hilt to salute Bowman, knocked, and opened without waiting for permission. “Commander Bowman, my lord.”

			Lord Osprey did look like a bird: a plucked chicken. He had a scrawny neck, a hooked nose, and wrinkles around weary, red-rimmed eyes. He was aged about fifty, hatless and close to hairless. He sat behind a paper-strewn desk in the centre of a large and well-lit room. The two visitor chairs at the front of the desk were presently unoccupied and remained so. A large freestanding bookcase behind the chancellor’s chair might be hiding a second door, a way to escape unwelcome callers.

			Bowman saluted and said, “Sir Niall, Lord Chancellor.”

			That was Niall’s cue to tap his sword hilt.

			“Thank you, Commander. That will be all.”

			Bowman turned around and went away, but Niall had to wait too long before hearing the door close, so he knew someone else must have joined the meeting. An inquisitor in a full-length black robe and black biretta padded silently into view. He exchanged nods but no words with the chancellor. Upon reaching the bookcase, he turned around and folded his arms. He then fixed an unblinking stare on the Blade. He had a thin red scar across his forehead.

			Osprey leaned back in his chair. He, too, stared at his prey. “I can only spare you very few minutes, Sir Niall. Commander Bowman reports that you bring news of an uprising in Wylderland?”

			“That is correct, my lord.”

			“When did you leave Thencaster?”

			“I left the castle on the sixth, spent that night at Lord Hedgebury’s seat of Rhapsody, and sailed from there the next day on the noon tide.”

			“Why did you not just ride?”

			Niall described the coronation’s effect on posting. He thought the chancellor should have known about that, but he seemed surprised.

			“And what was the status of this uprising when you left?”

			“To the best of my knowledge, the rebels had not yet crossed the border. The attack on the Marquis occurred in Wylderland territory.”

			Evidently Durendal’s note had mentioned that, because Osprey merely pursed his lips in annoyance. “In a report to Her Majesty last month, the Marquis mentioned rumours of a new so-called Ciarán, a man named....” Osprey fumbled among the litter of paper on his desk.

			“Panoleo, Chancellor.” Niall had written that report. Recognizing his own handwriting, he could see it lying farther along the desk.

			“Um, yes. What do you know about him?”

			“I know that he died when I opened his skull with my sword.”

			Even the inquisitor blinked. Osprey swung around to look at him, but Brindle had returned to his graven image pose, staring at the witness, and saying nothing.

			The chancellor looked back to Niall, displaying bad teeth in a broad smile. “Then we don’t need to worry?”

			“I advise against jumping to that conclusion, my lord. I acted as I thought fitting at the time. Maybe I beheaded their revolution, or maybe I created a martyr. Neville lost half his men in the ambush and could well have died after I left. I sent... I mean Lord Hedgebury elected to go across to Thencaster and take command there. He may not be able to hold the castle with the men he has left. Many of them are themselves Wylds, and liable to switch loyalties.”

			About to add that the Queen should be told of this, Niall decided that Lord Osprey ought to be able to work that out for himself. He certainly looked aghast enough.

			“Does Hedgebury have much military experience?”

			“None at all, so far as I am aware.”

			Did the chancellor know that the Queen regarded Stalwart as a personal friend? From the way he was gnawing his lip, he probably did.

			“Her Majesty is currently greeting visiting princes.... This requires an emergency meeting of the council. Oh, by the eight! Sir Niall, Inquisitor Brindle, you are not to speak of this to anyone, understand?”

			Niall said, “Aye, my lord.”

			Inquisitor Brindle said, “The witness is lying.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			History is never fair

			sir niall

			Niall felt as if he had just swallowed a boulder, whole. His knees sagged under the impact.

			“Objection! My lord, you see that scar on the snoop’s face? I gave him that as punishment for some outrageous and illegal behaviour. He bears a grudge and is trying to get even. The inquisitor is lying!” he realized that he was almost shouting, and forced himself into Earth dominant mode: calm, enduring.

			Brindle’s stony expression had not changed by one eyelash. “The witness is still lying.”

			Osprey, between them, glanced from one to the other in bewilderment. “Lying about what, exactly, Inquisitor?”

			“Almost everything he said. He did come south by ship, but he hasn’t told us his real reason for leaving Thencaster. There may have been some rioting involving the natives—it is always hard to tell how much Blades are lying, because they live in their own distorted dreamworld. But the story of killing the Ciarán and his bodyguards is total goose shit. If you will pardon the expression, my lord.”

			“It is inappropriate, Inquisitor.”

			“Beg your pardon, Lord Chancellor. I should have said that ninety per cent of what the witness said is complete fabrication or delusion. That includes the origin of the birthmark on my forehead.”

			Niall was shivering as his dominant elements battled for control. His hand kept edging toward Denial’s hilt and he kept pulling it back.

			“Look at it, my lord! It’s a scar, and it was made by this sword.”

			“Stop that!” Osprey snapped, and Niall realized that his sabre was halfway drawn. He muttered an apology and sheathed it again.

			The chancellor stood up. “The Queen must be informed of this. You both may go, but stay within the palace, both of you, and make sure that your respective offices know where you are at all times, in case you are needed for another meeting at short notice. I shall go and warn her grace.... Oh, Fire and Death.... the coronation....”

			Niall considered it unlikely that Durendal had ever flown into quite such a panic in his long term as lord chancellor. He watched in disgust as Osprey came flustering around the desk like a frightened hen, but did manage to reach the door ahead of him and open it for him.

			Then he closed it again, shutting himself up with Brindle.

			He drew Denial, all the way this time. “Head cuts are tricky. I didn’t hit you hard enough at Goat’s Gizzard. And I hit the Ciarán too hard—very messy, that was. Let’s see if I can get it just right this time, shall we?”

			The inquisitor smiled mockingly and strolled around the desk, halting a couple of paces away form Niall, quite unconcerned by the threat. “This is about your range, isn’t it? Go ahead, unbound Blade. Kill me.” He spread his hands to show that they were empty.

			Mad as he was, Niall couldn’t do that to an unarmed man. He slid Denial back in her scabbard. “What are you going to do when the facts are confirmed, and your treachery is exposed?”

			“That is something you will never know, assassin, because by sunset tonight we will have put you to the Question. I have the paperwork all ready for the Queen’s signature. They don’t hang people after the Question. They shut them up in Goat’s Gizzard. A strong young man like you ought to survive another half a century or more there.”

			Nausea! “Don’t push your luck too far, snoop.”

			“Is that the best cliché you can find, butcher boy?”

			Niall hauled the door open and strode out. The petitioners were still there, like logs washed up on a beach, but only two Blades remained, both of Ambrose vintage. He had known their names once.

			“Can you direct me to the Blades office, brothers? I’m a stranger in these parts.”

			“I can,” said the inquisitor behind him. “Hold my sleeve and I will lead you there.”
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			They walked side by side out into a wide corridor. Everybody they passed stared in astonishment at this unprecedented pairing.

			“Did you ask for this chance to spy on me?” Niall asked. “Or was it simply Chance that brought us together again?”

			“I asked for the job, because I was anxious to hear how you made out with the invisible sword.”

			“Ah, I wasn’t going to mention it. No one would believe me, no matter what you said. Just between us two, it helped a lot getting me to Panoleo, but I killed him in a fair fight.”

			“So quaint! Five years’ continuous practice and you call it fair? Well, the Blades’ den is the door along there. You can find it anytime by following the smell of goat.”
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			The Guard’s office was a small room opening directly off the main entrance hall of Greymere Palace. The sight of that wide doorway beyond it was a fearsome temptation to Niall. The snoop’s threats had sounded very convincing. The truth must come out eventually, but the threat of a Wyld invasion demanded fast action by the government, and the best way to be sure of getting the facts would be to squeeze it out of his brain with the dreaded Question, whose effects he had seen so memorably on his visit to Goats’ Gizzard. What happened after that would not matter to him. Nothing would.

			He could run out that doorway now, and vanish into the overcrowded city.

			Except he was dressed like a Blade and had no money to buy other garments.

			Blades, even unbound Blades, did not run away from danger.

			He went into the office.

			It contained two desks. The front one was deserted, but eight or nine Blades were clustered around—and in some cases sitting on—the one at the back. They were playing dice and drinking. Not all were guardsman, for they displayed a wild rainbow mix of liveries.

			It was his old friend Sir Challenger who spotted him first. “Look who’s here—the missing hero!”

			Despite all his protests, they then began to mob him, while demanding to know where he’d been and what he’d been doing.

			“Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!” He rose on tiptoe so they could all get a glimpse of at least the feather in his cap. “Listen, you idiots! I am forbidden to talk about it.”

			Pause for booing. But a straight refusal to speak at all would just fan the winds of rumour. Better to give them something they would not want to talk about.

			“All right, I’ll tell you this much. I killed a man. In fact, I killed several. I acted without authority. It is entirely possible that I will be charged with murder. And convicted!”

			That brought silence.

			“So you would all do me a favour if you would just not talk about it, and pray that Her Majesty can manage to hush it up. Then she won’t have to hang me.”

			Rumble of anger...

			With some difficulty, Niall established which one of them was currently on duty, and explained that he was on standby to be summoned to a meeting. Meanwhile, he was badly in need of practice, so if someone would guide him to the gym, he would like to work up a sweat.

			Whereupon half a dozen expert swordsmen volunteered to fence with the Queen’s killer.
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			He found that his defence was still excellent. His attack had sufficed against clodhopping Wylds, but he would need a lot more practice before he could hold his own against Blade experts again. During the fourth match, which happened to be to be with Challenger, he received word that he was to report immediately to a meeting in the Lord Chancellor’s office. By then he had worked up enough sweat to float a Baelish dragon ship. In the belief that the most exalted nobility of Chivial would have more to worry about than his hygiene, he grabbed up his shirt and doublet and ran all the way there, dressing as he went.

			The petitioners had gone from the anteroom, but once again there were four Blades. This time he was asked for his sword. That was a reasonable request if they were planning to arrest him, but he complied and was allowed to proceed.

			There were now five men and one empty chair gathered around Lord Osprey’s desk. Niall was presented to the Queen’s Master of Horse, Grand Admiral, Deputy Bursar, and Lord Marshall. Then he was invited to sit. (Wow!) There were no inquisitors in sight, but a secretary at a stand-up desk in a corner was poised to take minutes.

			“This is an emergency meeting of as many members of Her Majesty’s council as could be assembled on such short notice,” Osprey intoned. “Her Grace has given us two hours to come up with a plan of action for her consideration.

			“Our information is incomplete, but it is her grace’s wish that we assume the worst possible situation and proceed on that basis.” He glanced fleetingly at Niall.

			So the lying Blade was being given a reprieve, but for how long? Two hours? A week? Time to say goodbye to Fizz? At least the snoop’s lies were not being taken as incontrovertible truth. There was still some hope.

			Then he realized that they were all waiting on him, and Osprey had told him to summarise the situation for them. He thought he had done this so often now that he could probably do it in his sleep or standing on his head. He had not reckoned with the mental atrophy of aristocracy. Two of his listeners did not know where Thencaster was. None of them was familiar with the history of Chivial’s efforts to annex Wylderland or the Wylds’ bloody record of raiding. Every statement he made brought questions

			The first hour had fled by the time he had placed Stalwart in command of the castle, which was the most urgent problem.

			Osprey, who had seemed to be of limited competency at Niall’s first meeting, now stood out as the brains of the government.

			“Thank you, Sir Niall. I think I speak for all of us here when I say that you behaved magnificently, and are to be congratulated on a heroic feat of arms. Now, I realize that Her Majesty does not employ you as a strategist, but you have much more time to think about this than any of us, I invite you to tell us what You think her grace should do to meet this problem.”

			(Wow again!)

			“I think, my lords, that we do not yet know whether Panoleo’s death will also kill his revolution, or will inspire it to greater efforts. As this is the first crisis of Her Majesty’s reign, I believe that for her to do too little would cause far more damage than doing too much. I humbly suggest that priority should be given to assembling a force of several hundred men and sending it to the north—possibly by sea—to relieve the siege of Thencaster Castle, if it still stands, or at least to block the rebel’s main highway into Chivial.”

			The next half hour was spent debating whether Her Majesty ought to postpone the coronation.

			Shortly after that, a herald arrived to summon the Lord Chancellor to an audience with the Queen.

			Osprey rose. “I must leave this meeting for the nonce. You gentlemen please remain here, and continue discussing the best way for her grace’s government to proceed. Sir Niall, you will accompany me.”
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			The Queen had retreated to a private lounge to enjoy a break from exchanging hypocrisies with foreign royalty. Niall drew his sword and handed it to Commander Bowman, one of four Blades on guard at the door. The other three looked shocked, but Bowman took it, being aware that the new hero was not yet bound.

			Malinda was sipping wine, seated in a comfortable chair beside a window overlooking the palace grounds. Two ladies in waiting were embroidering in a far corner, with a three-piece orchestra playing softly so they could not overhear any royal secrets.

			The Queen’s gown was bejewelled, and she wore a sparkling tiara. She seemed somewhat tired, as well she might. She greeted the newcomers with smiles, but did not invite them to sit.

			All she said was, “Report, please, Lord Chancellor.”

			“Sir Niall related how the Wylds, under a new Ciarán, were planning an uprising, starting by taking Thencaster Castle. Marquis Neville led a force over the border to investigate, was ambushed and seriously wounded. He lost about half his fighting men and almost all his horses....”

			It was a good summary. Niall could have done no better. At the end, Malinda said, “And what did the inquisitor say?”

			Niall’s heart shrivelled up in black despair

			“I regret to tell you, Ma’am, that Inquisitor Brindle testified that there was no truth whatsoever in what Sir Niall had said.”

			Her grace frowned darkly. “And Mother Superior?”

			“She supported him completely—Sir Niall, I mean. Every word, she said.”

			“That is extremely serious, Lord Chancellor! We must deal with that as soon as possible.”

			“Certainly. I shall have the villain arrested at once. And sent to the Bastion, I would suggest? Chained, yes? But we ought to deal with the Thencaster matter first, I fear.”

			Niall’s world seemed to have turned inside out. He had lost track of something, and wasn’t sure what. Mother Superior was head of the White Sisters. Where did she come into this? He was to be chained to a wall in the Bastion? Or did that refer to Brindle?

			“What does the council propose?”

			“We need a little more time, Ma’am. If I could think of a military man you could call on to raise and lead an army... but I cannot. At this time, we do not recommend that you postpone your coronation, although if we hear more news before then, that could change. Sir Niall suggested that a first response, to reinforce Lord Hedgebury and Thencaster Castle, could be sent by sea. A subcommittee to investigate that possibility might be a good idea.”

			She nodded. “Then do it. And continue planning. As fast as possible! I want action today. You have our leave, my lord. Sir Niall, stay for a word.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			Grand Master warned us you were super-human.

			queen malinda

			Her Majesty waited until the chancellor had left, then pointed to a side table bearing a few crystal goblets and wine carafes. “Help yourself to some wine. And top up my glass, please. Then come and sit down.”

			A world not just inside out, but also backward and upside down! Mind still whirling, Niall obeyed. Much had happened since he drank wine with the Queen, that wintery day in Ironhall. Or even since he walked in on the incomparable Durendal last night.

			She smiled. “So you got the fighting you wanted!”

			“I saw a chance and gambled, Your Grace. I hope that I did not make matters worse.”

			“I hope so too, but I applaud the decision you made and what you did. If any rumbles of complaint arise, I shall pardon you. The Ciarán’s death did come after the attack on Neville?”

			“Yes, Ma’am.”

			“Then we can call it an act of retaliation. What do your fellow Blades think of it?”

			“Most of them know nothing about it,” he admitted.

			“Excellent. You do deliver, Sir Niall! You even gave us a chance to nail those obnoxious inquisitors.”

			He probably gaped like a fish then, because she laughed. “Back when I was younger than you are now, Sir Niall, I had a very unpleasant experience, which I blamed on Lord Chancellor Roland. I nursed a grudge against him for years. I now realize that I was seriously mistaken. He was also involved in a peculiar way in my father’s death. I know you cannot discuss that now, but I can. However, cutting to the chase, Lord Osprey and I have recently become very suspicious of the actions of the Office of General Inquiry.”

			Aha! Now things began to make sense.

			“You offered us a perfect chance to catch them out, Sir Niall—a situation where a Blade’s report was of vital importance, but could not readily be confirmed.”

			“The bookcase!”

			“Exactly. As you probably know, some White Sisters are as skilled at detecting falsehoods as the snoops are. So, while you were reporting to Lord Osprey this afternoon, Mother Superior was listening behind the bookcase. And Inquisitor Bundle, or whatever his name is, bit down hard on the hook. He is now doomed, and I intend to let some daylight into the Dark Chamber.”

			Unable to find suitable words, Niall raised his glass and she raised hers. They drank a silent toast together.

			“I owe you a reward for the Thencaster business, and now for this. I can’t give you Ephraim Morley’s head again. We buried it still attached, but suggest something.”

			“Only my original dream, of being bound in the Forge at Ironhall to serve in Your Majesty’s Guard.”

			“That you shall have, of course, as soon as I can schedule a trip west.” The Queen paused for a moment as if making a decision. “I think I can do better than that. Sir Niall, I spent most of my childhood in this palace or my father’s other residences. I knew the Royal Guard when it was led by men like Montpurse and Bandit. Yes, and Durendal too. Frankly, it is not now what it was then. I fear that my father’s judgement failed him in his last years, so he made some very questionable appointments. Commander Dragon was most unimpressive, and the present Commander Bowman always looks half asleep, as if he put his livery on inside out.”

			Where in the world was this blather leading? Then Niall discovered that even his eyes had started playing tricks on him. A day of wonders excelled itself. From somewhere the Pirate’s Wife had produced a silver ribbon, narrower than Leader’s, but certainly Deputy’s badge.

			“If I appoint you, can you bring the Guard up to snuff for me?”

			The others would never stand for it. He had yet to be bound... Nine tenths of them out-ranked him in length of service... He hadn’t even found the palace latrines yet.... True, he claimed to have killed the king of the rebels, but no other Blade had been given the opportunity to do anything like that. Yet they valued swordsmanship most of all, and there he could hold his own. He could certainly try.

			“I would do my best, Your Grace.”

			“Your best is most impressive, so far.” Malinda stood up, so he slid off his chair onto his knees. Smiling, she looped the ribbon over his neck and he put an arm through it. “As Deputy, you will carry the Sword of Justice in the parade, and stand beside the throne during the ceremony.”

			It took him two swallows to adjust to that.

			“And, while I remember, someone has his hand in the Guard’s payroll bucket.”

			So, she really just wanted the banker’s son?

			“I will certainly stop that, Your Grace. Can I have a ticket to the coronation for my wife?”

			“Wife? When did you find time for wooing?”

			“While I was in Thencaster, Ma’am. I have the honour of being married to Fizzan Fitzambrose, the Marquis’s daughter.”

			Malinda exploded in raucous bellows that were highly un-Queen-like, even unlady-like, but reminiscent of a noise he had sometimes heard emitted at high table when her father had visited Ironhall.

			“You are unreal, Sir Niall! Grand Master warned us you were super-human, and I see that he was right. Now go and see if you can hammer that rabble out there into something a little more like yourself. But do not mention the Wylds until we know what we are going to do about them!”
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			Deputy Commander Niall closed the door quietly behind him. The expression on Commander Bowman’s face as he handed over Denial showed that he had not been consulted about the new appointment. The other three Blades seemed to be struck dumb.

			Then one of them said, “Fire and Water! What did you do to her to earn that?”

			Luckily Niall knew his name, and could bark it. “Sir Lindsay!”

			Startled, Lindsay snapped to attention. “Deputy?”

			“That remark sounds to me like gross lese-majesty.”

			He paled. “It was not intended as such, Deputy.”

			“Then it was exceedingly careless. Blades do not make scurrilous remarks about the monarch.” Niall poked Lindsay’s belly, which overhung his sword belt a little more than was seemly. “I think you could benefit from a few five-mile runs, brother. Report to Leader with a recommendation for an appropriate number.”

			Niall wondered what the others were thinking. He could not himself believe that he was actually doing this. Their faces were a picture he would surely never forget. But Lindsay had asked a valid question in a vulgar way. Talking about Thencaster was still forbidden, but there were other ways to become a Blade hero.

			“This?” He fingered the ribbon. “This morning I made a long and still secret report to the Bird. A senior snoop, Inquisitor Brindle, was present as witness, and he testified that I was lying. What he did not know was that Mother Superior was also present, and she later vindicated me. Brindle is now on his way to the Bastion in chains, and the Pirate’s Wife is set to tear the balls off the Dark Chamber.”

			They mobbed him, shaking both his hands, hugging him and thumping his back. Even Bowman was yelling. But Bowman, under his lackadaisical pose, was probably smarter than the average Blade. He sobered up faster than the others, suddenly looking bleaker than Starkmoor in winter.

			“And do you have orders concerning the Guard, Deputy?”

			“Some royal hints, Leader.”

			“Report to my quarters at the curfew bell.”

			“Aye, Leader.” Niall saluted and marched away. He was probably on a rapid slide from Blade hero to the most hated upstart in Guard history.
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			He had not gone far when he recognised an outstanding pair of ears ahead of him.

			“Sir Savage!”

			Savage had been next behind him in Ironhall. He would have been bound that night in Thirdmoon when Niall wasn’t. He spun around and instantly displayed his awesome jumble of teeth, like a pile of sea-bleached driftwood on a beach. Then he saw the sash and his eyes opened almost as wide.

			“Niall! I heard you’d turned up at last, brother, but not... that.”

			“Just happened.” A handshake turned into a hug and backslapping. “Tell me, what happened to my predecessor? He didn’t get his head bitten off, I hope?” That remark was not lese-majesty.

			“Sir Fenton. He tried to put his horse over a ditch and the horse came out on top. What did you do to earn this little garnish?”

			“It’s a beautiful story. Look, can you show me where Deputy’s quarters are? And tell me what my duties are?”

			“Quarters—this way. Duties.... Deputy posts the roster, putting proper people punctually in pertinent places. Fenton often messed that up and with the coronation coming, it’s a boar’s nest. He also hands out the weekly pittance.”

			“Does he handle discipline? Like Second does in Ironhall?”

			“I think so,” Savage said vaguely. “We’re grown men, man! We don’t need our knuckles rapped all the time.”

			“I know someone who doesn’t agree with that. We have a lot of visitors here just now, right? And it looks like you didn’t stand close enough to your razor this morning.”

			Savage said, “Oh... turtle turds! Like that, is it?”

			“It is, and I’d be grateful if you’d help spread the word on who’s doing the shitting, so I don’t get burned at the stake.”

			That remark wasn’t lese-majesty either.
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			The evening meeting with Bowman went better than Niall had feared. Perhaps by then Leader had realized that a Deputy did not appoint himself, and to have refused the honour would have been, um, risky—even lese-majesty? He offered wine and Niall was happy to accept. A feud with his immediate superior was a disaster to be shunned.

			Greymere was an old palace, much of it very cramped. Leader was unmarried, so he lived in one small room, which was, as one might have guessed, shabby and untidy. So was he. His sandy hair was growing thin, but he needed a haircut. Fenton had been married. His widow had not left yet, but Niall would then inherit a much superior two-room suite.

			“How many runs do you want me to impose on Lindsay?” Bowman asked, scowling.

			“None would be plenty, since he just happened to catch the first thunderbolt. Let’s try warnings for a couple of days?”

			The Commander nodded. “Pirate’s Wife wants discipline tightened?”

			“She did not use those words, but that was what she meant.”

			“I’ll share the load, so you don’t get lynched.”

			“Thank you.”

			“On day twelve, the day after tomorrow,” Bowman said, “we host the first assembly of the Order in about ten years. Coronation on day fifteen. And you’re going to need sleep until you get bound? Good luck on that. There’s been a slight change for the assembly. You are to be present when she makes her speech. You are the best thing that’s happened since she took the throne.”

			Niall groaned. “If she is to talk about me, will you ask her to stress that I was not sent north just to assassinate Panoleo?”

			“Ask her yourself.” Bowman drained his glass. “Your rank gives you right of access. Spirits, I wish I was out of here! Five years on that accursed wasteland learning to be a swordsman, then ten more standing in a palace watching all the highbrows swanking around, never fighting anything more than boredom. That’s half my life gone already! Durendal was going to get me dubbed and make me sheriff of Appleshire, but by then Fat Man was too sick to do anything.”

			Niall was surprised. He’d always been told that Blades resisted being released from their binding, but of course Bowman had been bound by Ambrose. He’d been one of those who had gone berserk on the night Ambrose died at Falconsrest. His loyalty to Malinda might be much weaker.

			“About the coronation.... I’m to be one of the dancers? When do I get to rehearse?”

			“The day before. Here....” Bowman passed him the wine bottle. “You’re not limited to one glass yet. Get drunk. It’s something I look forward to and plan to do on the day I’m dubbed, and you’re made Leader.”

			“No! Don’t tell me I have that to look forward to!”

			“It won’t be long,” the commander said ominously. “She can’t wait to get rid of me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			The Prince wants you

			sir leopard

			Two mornings later, Niall was seated at the rear desk in the Blades Office, struggling to clean up the administrative chaos left by the late Sir Fenton. It had been quite clear from the start that the hand in the pay bucket, as the Pirate’s Wife had called it, had been Fenton’s own, so his stumblebum horse had done the world a favour. Therefore, that was cleared up, and Niall had sent the Queen a report on it. But the existing guard roster was a predatory dung heap that ate the brain of anyone who tried to understand it. Some Blades had been granted no gym time for weeks, and others no duties.

			Even Fenton’s handwriting had been atrocious. Malinda had appointed him Deputy when she had promoted Bowman to Leader, so she should not be blaming Ambrose. Now it was up to Niall himself to prove that her judgment was improving. Or wasn’t.

			It was fairly obvious now that the Royal Guard was now split into two sections, the Queen’s Men, and the Old Boys, those who had been bound by Ambrose. The youngsters liked having one of one of their own as Deputy, and many of the elders seemed to approve of the move back to tighter discipline. Malinda might be a better judge of men than Niall had once believed.

			This was the day of the Blades’ assembly, and the front desk, which normally bore a notice, complaints, was that morning hidden under an enormous open ledger. Behind it sat Sir Savage, who greeted each new arrival with a quill pen and a joyful vista of his flotsam teeth. By the end of the day, there should be over a thousand new signatures in that book. Grand Master was in town, and had been the first to write his name under the date.

			Bowman and Niall had followed in that order, and the next line had been reserved for Durendal.

			So much excitement made serious work almost impossible. Former friends from Ironhall who had been bound as private Blades, all wanted to shake Niall’s hand and ask where he had been for so long. So did just about everyone else. A courier had been received by Chancellor Osprey at a late hour last night and the Blades’ superb gossip mill whispered that he had come from Thencaster and had reported Wyldish trouble.

			Suddenly an especial rumble of male enthusiasm announced the arrival of Lord Roland amid a froth of admirers. Niall and Savage both stood up. Niall went forward to greet him, and was intercepted by Fizz, who threw her arms around him in a wild embrace.

			Spectators cheered.

			Obviously, work would have to wait. Niall locked the toxic roster in a drawer, and eventually managed to extract Fizz and himself from the mob that was steadily flooding the palace.

			“Let me show you our new home,” he said. “It still needs tidying up, maybe some paint. It was only vacated yesterday, and neighbours took a lot of the furniture. How was your stay with the Rolands?”

			So far Fizz had not commented on his silver ribbon, but she would learn what it meant soon enough. They climbed the great staircase hand in hand, ignoring smiles and grins from the steady stream of people descending.

			“Tragic! Lady Kate—she’s dying, you know.”

			He hadn’t. “I could see she was unwell. Can’t the healers do something?”

			“No. She’s a sensitive, and a lot of us cannot tolerate enchantment of any kind. Oh, Niall darling, I’m so glad you’re not one of these horrible bound Blades!”

			A shadow floated over his world. “What do you mean, love?”

			“They’re all corpses! I mean, I know they’re not really dead, but they’ve all had a sword stuck in their hearts, so it’s only enchantment keeping them walking around, and they look like corpses to me. Kate senses Blades differently. That’s how she was able to marry Durendal.”

			They had reached the door to what had been Fenton’s quarters, but he did not open it. He had a hunch that he never would.

			“I am going to be bound the next time the Pir... Queen goes to Ironhall.”

			Fizz tried to look shocked, but did not do it well enough to deceive him. “No! You mustn’t! I couldn’t possibly tolerate having a corpse in bed with me every night.”

			“I am to be bound. And everyone knows we’re married. The Queen wants to receive you.”

			“Well, we can stay married if you want, but I’m going to Oakendown, where the White Sisters are trained. Lady Kate says I’m the most talented natural sensitive she’s ever met. You yourself told Daddy I should go there.”

			It is never easy for a man to accept that he has been used, but really blatant cases cannot be denied.

			“You planned this! This was what you wanted all along.”

			She shrugged, but there was a sly smile hiding under her eyelashes. “Well after you raped me in the caves, I had to say something, didn’t I?”

			“The raper is usually the one on top. What about that certificate you had Lord Hedgebury sign to say our marriage was legal?”

			“I burned it.”

			“And your relationship to Panoleo?”

			She laughed.

			He felt rage blaze up inside him. Fizz squealed in alarm and backed away. He followed until she hit the wall. Then he closed in and glared down at her.

			“Stop it!” she screamed. “You’ve gone all monster again. Stop it!”

			“My Death dominant showing, is it? Well, there are other ways out of a marriage. Murder is a capital offence, so let’s discuss Tom Twelvish, shall we?”

			She flinched. “Again? What about him? What are you hinting now?”

			“I am not hinting. I am accusing. Tom Twelvish was a little man, you said so yourself. And Traskar the Wyld stable hand was big. You told me that Twelvish and his buddies went wenching that night. Then he must have gone home to the Owl Room and died. Traskar had been told to kill him so that Panoleo’s men could reopen the entry to the caves. That might take them days or weeks, so they needed Twelvish out of the way.”

			“What has this to do with me?” she whimpered.

			She tried to slide away, and he gripped her shoulders.

			“Why, after returning from the brothel, would a little man, a secretary, open his door late at night to a very large stable hand? He would ask who was knocking, but Traskar could not possibly have given him any sane reason why that door should be opened.”

			“I expect he never locked it!” Fizz said shrilly.

			“More likely someone had let Traskar in earlier to wait for Twelvish’s return. Yes, that would explain the missing lantern. It was winter, so Traskar needed it when he left, late at night. He’d killed Twelvish and either just hidden the body in the closet or knocked on the back wall to let Panoleo’s men know that it was safe to open it. And who had all the keys? Fizz Fitzambrose did.”

			“So did Daddy!”

			“Why would he kill Twelvish? Too many blots? No, you were betraying your father by helping Panoleo, and then you betrayed Panoleo. You asked Diolth how many guards the Ciarán had. I know you did because I asked him on our ride from Prail to Ironhall. You knew I carried an invisible sword. You had watched me fight Garbeald and his friend, and if I could handle two so easily, you assumed I could handle three. Did it give you a real thrill to watch the slaughter?”

			“You’re making all this up.”

			“Am I? The inquisitors here can detect lies, so we’ll go and find one in a minute. I knew Traskar, and he spoke very good Chivian. He had an accent, yes, but I had no trouble understanding him. So when your father strung him up and flogged him almost to death, why did he make you watch? He didn’t need you to translate. I often wondered which side you were on, Fizz my darling. Now I understand that you were playing on both teams, just for fun. And I think your father knew that or suspected that. Was Traskar your lover?”

			She was shaking. “Yes! He was big and strong and white all over and he had a cute smell of horse. He wasn’t the only one. Did you think I gave you my maidenhead that night in the caves, you great clumsy killer brute?”

			Niall forced Death elementals down and Earth ones up. He sighed and released Fizz. “Never. I wasn’t that innocent. I did love you, though.”

			“Really? I was just pretending.” She knew now that he wasn’t going to wring her neck, although she might not appreciate that the urge still smoldered.

			“All right, we’ll call it off. I’ll show you where the Sisters’ office is, and you can talk with the Mother Superior.”

			However sensitive Fizz might be, she was an unpredictable airhead, an Air-Chance person. The White Sisters would want nothing to do with anyone so unreliable. Niall would let her discover this brutal truth for herself, and if she came back to him weeping— He would decide about that when it happened.

			He left her at the Sisters’ door and went off to see if he could speak to the Queen for a moment. He wondered how many people could ask for that and get it—which he did, keeping an archduke waiting.
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			Now he needed a junior with brains and good horse control. He walked into the Blades’ mess, which that morning was packed with former Blades lapping up nostalgia. After a moment he spotted Blaise, who had been about seven behind him at Ironhall, and now was eating at a table with five other Guardsmen. He would do very well.

			Niall zigzagged through the crowd and loomed over them. “Sir Blaise!”

			They looked up. Blaise grinned brightly, “Niall! Good to see you. We all wondered where you’d gone. Er.... what’s wrong?”

			“You still sitting on your fat ass is what’s wrong.”

			Blaise stood up, his face scarlet with anger.

			“Hands at your sides, shoulders back, chin in. Good. Fortunately for you, Leader and I decided that today is still for warnings. Tomorrow the thunderbolts begin.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“Don’t understand whom?”

			“I don’t understand, Deputy.”

			“Right. Because the Queen wonders why her Yeomen look smart and her Blades shoddy. You’ve got egg on your doublet. If I see that there tomorrow, spirits have mercy on you. Report to me in the office as soon as you finish your meal here. The operative word is ‘soon’.”

			Niall walked off, disgusted to realize that he almost enjoyed the bullying. His Death dominant did, anyway. The Earth elementals were mourning all the friends he was alienating.

			Savage had been relieved by Crystal, but there was still a lineup at the front desk, waiting to sign. Niall hadn’t been back at his desk five minutes before Blaise stamped to a halt before it, and said, “You summoned me, Deputy?” to the wall behind him.

			“That’s better.” Niall handed him an envelope. “Can you find this address?”

			Blaise thought for a moment. “Yes. I know the street. Number 69 must be about opposite the Wintergreen Elementary?”

			“Correct. Well done. Take a horse that won’t spook in the crowds. Deliver that envelope to the Widow Scribner, no one else. She may have remarried. If so, track her down. If she asks about me, you can tell her that I’m back in Grandon and will call on her the day after the coronation. Please don’t mention this ribbon. I’d like to surprise her with that.”

			Blaise’s eyes widened. “Your mother, Deputy?”

			“Yes. And don’t lose that envelope. I hear tickets are going for five hundred crowns in the street.”

			“Yes, Deputy.” Blaise’s eyes added, So you are human?

			Niall had planned to give the ticket to Fizz, but his mother would enjoy the show more than Fizz could ever enjoy anything other than degrading and humiliating men.

			[image: ]

			He had already known that Malinda was a good speaker, but her address to the Blade Assembly that afternoon was a masterpiece. Ranulf Hall was packed close to suffocation. More than twelve hundred cat’s eye swords were present, some worn by palsied ancients, and others by deadly, whipcord athletes. She spoke without notes, and her words were audible in the farthest, highest gallery.

			All former Leaders were seated on the stage—Snake, Durendal, Bandit, Dragon, Bowman. Grand Master was there also, but all his predecessors that century had died in office and were thus ineligible to attend.

			Most of what the Queen said was predictable: the Loyal and Ancient Order represented four hundred years of service, was the envy of every monarch in Eurania, and ultimately a source of proved, trustworthy public servants to provide Chivial with fair and honest government at every level. Niall had presumed to warn her of one thing she must say about him, and another she must not. He waited in knots to hear whether she had accepted his advice.

			“Many of you will already have heard of an uprising in Wylderland. Two weeks ago, our lord of the march, the Marquis of Thencaster, was treacherously ambushed. More than two hundred of his men were slaughtered, and he was grievously wounded.”

			She paused while the muttering faded and the deaf were enlightened by neighbours.

			“The threat to Thencaster Castle seemed extreme. We are happy to relate that our council has already arranged for a relief force to be dispatched there by sea.”

			Pause for applause.

			“Only a few hours ago, we received the welcome news that Marquis Neville has recovered from his injury, thanks to some extreme conjuration. Furthermore, the rebels have made no effort to extend their uprising! We are advised that the tribes, lacking a Ciarán, have almost certainly gone back to fighting among themselves.

			“You may wonder why we mention all this to the Assembly of Blades, for you are not warriors. The reason is that one of you happened to be in the Thencaster area on completely unrelated business.”

			Done! Niall had warned her that she should avoid being accused of sending an assassin to kill the Ciarán. Her husband, Radgar, had charged her father with murdering his father, and the result had been a long and bloody war.

			“The uprising was not his concern, except that he is loyal to his Queen and is also a brilliant and deadly swordsman, one of the finest Ironhall has ever produced, we believe. He therefore took it upon himself to penetrate the rebel’s stronghold and single-handedly fight his way past their leader’s guards against all odds and make him pay for all the men slain in that cowardly and treasonous ambush! He thereupon escaped and made his way back here to report. All by himself, he stopped a revolution.”

			Done again! She had not mentioned his fictitious marriage to Fizz. When the Order learned that the great hero had been gulled by a woman, loud applause would turn to deafening laughter. Of course, the Blades would thoroughly approve of his success in bedding a marquis’s daughter. That was quite different.

			When the hubbub died enough that Malinda could be heard again, she named him and called him out to be cheered in person. And then she did something he had not expected, although the possibility had occurred to him: she pinned a White Star on him. That brought the whole noisy mob to its feet again.

			It was a star with only four points, though. He had hoped for at least six. Even the brainless Marquis had that many, and Stalwart had the full eight.

			That night he was carried shoulder high all around the palace. Bound Blades could not get drunk, but he could. And the others made sure he did.
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			In the next couple of days, he did manage to make sense of the guard roster. He also survived an interminable rehearsal for the coronation, during which he learned that the golden Sword of Justice that he had to hold weighed as much as a full-grown warhorse in armour. On the other side of the throne, Bowman held the silver Sword of Protection, which was no heavier than a usable weapon.
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			After the rehearsal, with belly hollow and shoulders aching, Deputy Niall turned in the monster sword and headed back to his quarters, which were a bachelor-sized cubicle. He found his door guarded by a Blade in a hideous orange and blue livery. He had seen a few men in the same colours at the rehearsal, but had not yet learned who their colour-blind ward was. He knew the youth at his door though. Leopard had been about twenty behind him in Ironhall. He seemed very young to be sporting a cat’s eye sword.

			Although he was not part of the Royal Guard, he saluted the silver ribbon.

			Niall had a strange premonition of danger. “Leopard! Sir Leopard, of course. Spirits be with you.”

			“And with you, Deputy. The Prince wants you.”

			Prince? Athelgar! So now was reckoning time? Niall had always known that it must come sooner or later and now his tenure as Deputy might be the shortest on record. Evidently Athelgar had not learned his name at Thencaster. Not seeing his face around the palace, he must have assumed that the mystery swordsman who had so shamed him there had to be a private Blade, bound to someone other than the Queen. In any case, it would be highly unusual for a member of the Royal Guard to travel so far away from her. But now he had recognized Niall at the rehearsal.

			There was no way of avoiding this confrontation. “Lead on, Sir Leopard.”

			The junior candidates in Ironhall strongly believed that they would grow up to fit the names they had chosen, so no one had been surprised when Leopard had been smitten by the worst case of acne in the history of puberty. Even now he still had spots.

			Niall had never been close to him, but bore him no grudges and would much prefer to be friendly. “How are you enjoying life as a bound Blade, brother?”

			There was a significant silence before he received an answer. Blades were ever reluctant to criticize their wards

			“The food is better,” Leopard said. “Congratulations on your triumph in Thencaster, Deputy. And on the Star, of course.”

			The walk continued.

			“Where exactly are the Prince’s quarters?”

			“Almost there. Temporary quarters for the coronation. He has a palace of his own across the river.”

			“And good cooks?”

			“But fewer girls.”

			“Tough.” Short as their marriage had been, Niall was already missing Fizz. Sex was extremely habit-forming.

			“It won’t be for long,” Leopard said. “I have it on very good authority, although of course you mustn’t repeat this, that the Queen intends to abdicate within two years, and go home to Baelmark.”

			That sounded like a valuable warning. Niall murmured, “Thank you.”

			Two Blades in the hideous orange were standing on guard at a large and imposing doorway. One of them wore a green—green!—baldric.

			Leopard halted. “Deputy Niall of the Guard, Leader.”

			The man addressed held out his hand. Deliberately misunderstanding the gesture, Niall shook it.

			“Your sword, Deputy!”

			Niall mouthed a well-known obscenity without actually saying it.

			“No one may enter His Highness’s presence while armed.”

			Niall said, “I have received no such waiver. I am required to bear my sword at all times.” In fact, the rule might be valid for laymen, but it would certainly not apply to bound members of the Royal Guard. These flunkies could not know that this one had yet to be bound. He could easily imagine Athelgar ordering him to kneel to be spat upon.

			Impasse. Niall had a strong impression that the third member of the Prince’s guard was having trouble keeping a straight face.

			“Wait here.” Green Ribbon opened the door and disappeared, no doubt going in search of further instructions.

			After a few minutes he reappeared and held the door open. “Come this way.”

			Niall followed him across an anteroom and into an audience chamber. At the far end stood a throne, although not an especially grand one, and the buttocks resting on it belonged to the stringy, red-haired, would-be rapist on whom Niall had so brazenly expectorated that night in Thencaster.

			“Deputy Commander Niall, Your Grace.”

			Niall marched smartly forward to an appropriate distance, halted, and tapped Denial in salute.

			Athelgar said, “That will be all, Leader.”

			“But, Your Grace—”

			“Go!” Obviously, the Prince would not want to discuss vagrant saliva in the presence of witnesses, even one of his own Blades. Nor would he explain that he did not fear this visitor because he had been at his mercy once before and nothing fatal had happened.

			The leader of his guard departed. The door closed.

			“So we meet again!” said the heir apparent.

			After some concentrated thinking, Niall had concluded that he was in no immediate danger. Panoleo’s death had taken care of that problem. Athelgar was never going to admit in public what had happened on their first meeting, or why. Even if he told his mother about it, she would take no action against a man she had so recently and so publicly honoured. In fact, Niall could tell the swine to publish and be damned.

			That was now. But Leonard had just warned him that in two years the degenerate sop was going to become king. When that happened, there was no telling what might happen to Niall.

			The Future never matters, only Now.

			He frowned. “I most humbly beg Your Grace’s pardon, but I do not recall being granted this honour before.”

			“Oh, yes you do.”

			Niall bit his lip and tried to look worried and confused. One did not contradict princes. “I... I fear that Your Royal Highness is confusing me with someone else.”

			Athelgar’s face was growing as red as his hair. “I suppose that you have never, ever, in your life visited Thencaster Castle?”

			“Once, briefly, yes, Your Grace.”

			“When?”

			“Um... I arrived there on the third day of Sixthmoon this year. I was sent there by Lord Hedgebury, on some business for Her Majesty.” That was after the fracas with Athelgar and Garbeald. “I departed on the sixth.”

			“You swear that?”

			“Certainly.” He feigned affront. “Your Grace suspects me of lying?”

			This was it. Athelgar could send for an inquisitor. But surely the wretch wasn’t so stupid that he couldn’t see what Niall was suggesting?

			The staring match continued for an unbearably long time. The throne was high enough that the judge was higher than the accused, but it was the Prince who yielded. Eventually he nodded.

			“Then I have indeed confused you with someone else. The likeness is remarkable. You may go.”

			Niall saluted again. Now it never happened and may belly worms eat your guts! He turned and marched away.

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			Treasure your honour, because it is your most valuable possession.

			absalom scribner to his son

			He was halfway back to his room and rounding a corner when he came face to face with his old buddy Challenger, Lord Marshal’s most junior Blade. He looked pleased about something.

			“There you are. Been looking for you. I have Maisie and Mousey lined up for tonight. They’re identical twins, four great big beautiful boobs! I promised I’d bring a friend. They’d be hard work for one. You free?”

			“I’m free. Are they?”

			“Guys pay for the wine. We can’t drink much, so one bottle usually keeps them jigging all night.”

			Unlike all other Blades, Niall was not yet an all-night man, but he was willing to proceed to exhaustion.

			“Let’s do!” he said.

			“This way then. Usual bets?”
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			The weather did not cooperate for the coronation. The actual ceremony went smoothly enough, with Ranulf Hall even more crammed that it had been for the Blade Assembly. One entire gallery was taken up by the Royal Choir, but its singing was stupendous. By ancient Chivian custom, the monarch was actually crowned by his or her heir presumptive, so Awful Athelgar got his chance to perform.

			The Deputy Leader of the Loyal and Ancient Order, Sir Niall, managed to support the Sword of Justice long enough, while hoping that his arms would not fall off. He kept scanning the crowd for his mother, and eventually picked out five or six diminutive old ladies with white hair, any one of whom might be she.

			After that came the great procession to Central Square, by a circuitous route, so the subjects could view and cheer their monarch. Bowman and Niall carried their symbolic swords directly in front of the royal coach. The rain did not let up for an instant.
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			After lunch the following day—which was warn and sunny—Niall reminded Bowman that he had assigned himself that afternoon off. Then he chose a flashy grey stallion and rode out to 69 Moss Street. He tied the reins to the nearest hitching post and was at once accosted by two urchins offering to stand guard for him.

			Before any more could appear, Niall said, “I’ll hire both of you. Two mites apiece. All you have to do is tell them that this is one of the Queen’s horses. See the crown marked on his hooves? Steal this one and you get hanged. Understand? And don’t get too close or he’ll bite you.”

			He straightened his doublet, took a deep breath, and marched back to the door, but he had been seen and it flew open as if hit by a tempest. Out blew children and adults, like leaves in an autumn storm. He had never imagined his reunion being publicly held in the street, with neighbours flocking around to watch.

			Mom, of course. They let her be first. Spirits, how she had shrunk since he was sixteen! They hugged, which wasn’t easy when he was a foot taller than she. She was weeping floods, but he mustn’t even drop a tear; it wouldn’t be manly. Yes, she had been there at the coronation—and wouldn’t stop telling everyone about it until the day she died, Liana said.

			Liana, Lily, and Star—they had all grown horizontally. Then five nephews and four nieces! Amazing what three women could produce in just six years. How would he ever remember all these names? And birthdays? Fortunately, only the oldest of them, named Will, was brave enough to go close to this big man wearing a sword. Niall drew her for him and knelt to show Will her engraved name.

			Yes, Will, this ribbon meant he was Deputy Commander of the Royal Guard. And almost certainly to be Leader in a few months, but he did not say that. And this shiny bauble the Queen had given him for working hard and being good at his job.

			Three sisters and three husbands. It was easier to remember professions than names or who went with whom—a carpenter, a weaver, and a pawnbroker. Niall thought he approved of the first two. The pawnbroker poked the White Star with a grubby finger and said, “What’s this worth, then?”

			“Four men’s lives.”

			Either Mom had not heard that, or had not understood, because she was still happily sobbing. “Oh, Will, Will, your dad would have been so proud of you!”

			“I hope he would,” Niall said, trying not to let his doubts show.

		

	
		
			Afterword: The Blades Saga

			Every Blades book is a standalone novel, but they are best read in the following order. The numbering is for present convenience only.

			1 The Gilded Chain

			2 Lord of the Fire Lands

			3 Sky of Swords

			4 The Monster War

			5 One Velvet Glove

			6 The Ethical Swordsman

			7 Paragon Lost

			8 Impossible Odds

			9 The Jaguar Knights

			Many of the characters in this book have appeared previously, or will appear later:

			
					Durendal is in all the books

					Malinda, 1, 2, 3

					Lady Kate, Caplin, 1

					Bowman, Hereward, Bloodhand, Crystal were all in Book 1

					Stalwart, Agnes, Lindsay, 4, 7

					Parsewood, 1, 7

					Emerald, Fury, Skuldigger, 4

					Neville, 3

			

			It has been a long quest. Although The Gilded Chain was published in 1998, I wrote it in 1995, a generation ago. Malinda did carry out her promise to Radgar and reigned only two years. As told in Paragon Lost and The Jaguar Knights, Athelgar, misled by his evil genius, Garbeald, so offended the barons of Chivial that they rose in a revolt led by Neville, but they were defeated, and a humbled Athelgar retained his throne.

			This is the end. There will be no more Blades books! (Thank you for liking them so much.)
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			One Velvet Glove

			A Tale of the King’s Blades

			By Dave Duncan

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

			New information having now come to light....

		

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			The ritual was repeated, word for word.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Because I have family there.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“He earned every word of it!”

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

			“Spender is my father.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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