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 Chapter One

 


Blade sat at
the back of the taproom and watched the patrons. It had always been
one of his favourite pastimes, since he had no real life of his
own, to watch others conduct theirs. He had not been able to enjoy
this at the palace, where he seldom mixed with the courtiers except
at official functions. He found their society, in the case of the
nobles, pompous and self-serving, and in the case of courtiers
annoyingly ingratiating. Here, there was fresh amusement to be had
every night as people's lives unfolded in secret trysts and rowdy
arguments, dramas of love and hate played out upon a shoddy
stage.

In a dark
corner, a nobleman's daughter met her lover, a poor merchant's son.
Although she wore plain clothes, her air of assurance and scornful
looks gave her away, while he, although clad in quite fine clothes,
always wore the same ones. She was plain and he was handsome, which
explained their attraction to each other, he for her money and she
for his looks. If her parents allowed them to wed, it would be a
disaster. He would be unfaithful, and she would grow to hate him.
Blade wondered if all relationships were so ill considered, and,
while exciting at the outset, soured as soon as the participants'
true motivations became clear.

Blade turned
his attention to a married man and his mistress, a former whore who
had yet to shed the remnants of her tawdry garb and coy looks. They
spent many time-glasses in a room upstairs, and returned smiling
and sweaty to swill down tankards of ale. They would be content
until she lost her looks or fell pregnant, or when she realised
that he had no intention of leaving his wife.

The assassin
sipped his wine and let his gaze wander to one of the serving
girls, a particularly attractive wench with raven hair, dark blue
eyes and milky skin. Two young men courted her, one a blacksmith's
son whose muscles strained at his shirt, the other a slender,
handsome merchant. Blade wondered who she would choose, for she
flirted with both but tolerated no advances. Two nights ago, she
had brained a carter with a tankard when he grabbed her, which had
amused Blade greatly.

The assassin's
gaze flicked to a solitary man in a far corner, whom he suspected
of being one of Chiana's spies. The fellow had no friends amongst
the patrons, and spent most of his time picking his teeth or
fingernails. Blade had not caught the man watching him, but
whenever he looked away he sensed eyes upon him.

A shout made
him glance around at the attractive serving girl, who struggled
with a husky, broken-nosed patron. The blacksmith's son leapt up
and rushed to her aid, as did the merchant. The drunken patron went
down under the muscular youth's hammer blow, but his friends sprang
to his aid as the girl slipped from harm's way. A brawl formed in
the centre of the taproom, irate patrons joining in as their tables
were upset and tankards emptied onto the floor.

The fracas
spread to every corner of the room, and, as the men near Blade
jumped up to join in, he leant back and tugged open his collar to
reveal the tattoo at the base of his throat. A man reeled from the
fray and collided with Blade's table, his eyes lighting when he
spied the slender man who sat at it. He lunged at Blade, then
spotted the tattoo and recoiled, his face twisted with a mixture of
disgust and hate. As he swung away to re-join the fight, Blade
glanced around for the regulars he had been studying.

The handsome
youth led his lady love to safety, fending off fighters who tried
to drag him into the melee. He succumbed, and the girl reached the
door without him. There she gazed into the punching mass with grave
concern, biting her lip. The married man had already been knocked
out, and his lover knelt beside him, trying to coax him back to
consciousness. The spy had vanished, probably out of the door next
to which he had been sitting, wisely quitting the situation. Blade
sat at the back of the taproom, and would have to cross it to reach
the door, something he was reluctant to attempt. Although most
common men would not seek to engage an assassin in combat, many
still found the challenge irresistible.

Blade ducked
as a tankard sailed over his head and clattered off the wall behind
him, then jumped up as two combatants, locked in a grunting,
clothes-tearing wrestling match, collided with his table, upsetting
it. He retreated into the corner with his cup of wine, hoping no
one would spot him in the shadows. For several minutes he was
unmolested, then a man staggered from the fray and collided with
him, slopping his wine over his wrist. Blade cursed, and the man
turned and swung a punch at the assassin's head, hitting the wall
behind him when he ducked.

The patron
howled and clutched his hand, attracting the attention of the two
men who had sent him staggering into Blade. They noted the tattoo
and grinned, thrusting furniture aside to reach him. The man with
the bruised knuckles lunged at Blade, clearly intent on tearing him
limb from limb. Blade dropped his wine cup, took two quick, light
steps back and leapt, kicked the man in the chest and sent him
staggering backwards, to crash into a table and lie still. The
other two growled and glared as they approached, their fists
raised.

Blade glanced
around for a safe exit, then headed for the stairway at the back of
the room. Several brawlers blocked his way, and the two men chased
after Blade as he dived between the pugilists. The punching,
reeling men shoved and elbowed the assassin, but were too engrossed
in their battles to turn on him. Leaping onto a table to avoid a
tight-packed bunch, he left his pursuers behind when they tried to
wade through the group and became embroiled in it. Blade reached
the stairs and climbed halfway up them, where he turned to survey
the brawl.

After several
minutes, however, his pursuers fought free of the mob and came
after him again. Blade turned and trotted up the stairs, at the top
of which was a short passage lined with doors, a window at the far
end. Normally he would have gone straight out of the window, but,
with only one good arm, it was not an ideal escape route. The
nearest door was locked, and he moved on to the next as his
pursuers reached the top of the stairs.

The men
charged, yelling, and Blade trotted down the passage, deciding that
the window may be his only option after all. Alarm prickled through
him, then someone grabbed his arm and yanked, spinning him into the
wall. The side of his head hit the wood so hard that he rebounded,
and everything went black.

 


Storm glanced
around as the Jashimari assassin's pursuers stumbled to a halt and
eyed him, looking uncertain. He gestured to the assassin with a
gloved hand.

"Do you want
him?"

One of the
patrons asked, "He's no fun now, is he?"

The other
stepped closer, leering. "But you'll do just as well."

Storm reached
under his cloak and drew out a curved blade, and the brawlers
glanced at each other.

The first
patron shrugged. "On the other hand, there's more fun to be had in
the taproom."

"A wise
decision," Storm murmured.

The men walked
away, muttering and casting many suspicious, angry looks back at
him. As soon as they vanished down the stairs, Storm tucked away
the knife and took hold of the assassin's jacket, dragging him into
his room. He locked the door and lifted his catch onto a chair.
Grasping the assassin's chin, Storm raised his head to study his
sculpted visage, whose clean lines and fine features possessed
perfect symmetry and a strange innocence. The lamplight gilded high
cheekbones and a narrow nose, and jet hair offset his pale skin. He
looked no more than thirty, although he was said to be in his
forties. Storm removed a glove and ran his fingers down the
assassin's cheek to confirm his identity, smiling at its
smoothness.

Drawing a cord
from his pocket, he tied Blade's hands behind his back, then took
the daggers from his belt and boots and put them on the table
nearby. Returning once more to his captive, Storm gazed at him for
several minutes, savouring his triumph. The legendary Queen's
Blade, reputedly the deadliest assassin to have ever lived, at his
mercy. He smiled, then stepped closer and slapped Blade's face.

The assassin
woke with a gasp, his head jerking up. He looked dazed at first,
then his eyes focussed on his captor. Storm met Blade's frigid
gaze, unable to quell a shiver. Rings of dark, stormy grey
encircled the ice-pale irises of eyes as cold as a midwinter
blizzard. Blade jerked his arms and grimaced as the thin cord cut
into his wrists, then tilted his head to study his captor.

Storm smiled.
"It's good to finally meet you, Blade. Don't bother denying it, I
have been given an excellent description of you, and have already
ascertained your identity beyond question. My name is Storm." He
stroked the well-trimmed beard that covered his chin. "I had not
planned on acquiring you in this manner, but, as luck would have
it, you came to me. Providence often shines upon me. I'm
blessed."

 


Blade studied
the tall, swarthy man clad in dark grey and black. "You must be the
last Contara assassin. I wonder who they executed?"

"No, that was
him. I was sent to kill you, not your wife. My client specifically
requested that I perform my speciality, which is a slow and painful
death. He paid dearly for it too, but then, he can afford it."

Blade's eyes
lingered on the man's black hair and beard. "You're Cotti."

"Indeed I am.
You're not the only one who's good at disguises. I've been waiting
a long time for you. I would have had you at the Grilled Gander,
but for that other business."

"I would have
noticed you."

"Probably, but
I made certain you didn't see me, just as you didn't notice the
Contara assassin. He too, kept out of sight, but I saw him. We were
almost sharing the same shadows. Of course, he made his move when
the boy distracted you. I prefer to do my killing in private."

Blade looked
away. "So, Dravis wants his revenge."

"I'm not
saying it's Prince Dravis, but you've killed a lot of Cotti
princes."

"And a
king."

"Indeed. Your
tally's impressive, and I really thought I would have more trouble
with you. But surprise is a wonderful thing isn't it?"

Blade inclined
his head. "Indeed. It's not the first time I've been jumped from
behind. Few men have the courage to face me. Of course, it also
helps that I'm injured, and a bit drunk."

Storm
chuckled. "I'm afraid I've never been one for fair play. Nor do I
care if you think me a coward. I can't be goaded."

Blade made a
few swift mental notes about his opponent, switching tactics with
well-practised ease. "Naturally, a good assassin wouldn't. It's
never worked on me, either."

Storm nodded
and wandered away a few steps, then swung to face Blade again. "Do
you know, amongst Cotti assassins you're known as the Ice Killer. I
heard about the fight you had with Ice. The account was most
impressive. They expected you to die, of course. Your survival was
another source of wonder."

"I find it
hard to believe he was the best assassin in Jadaya," Blade said.
"He was not that difficult to beat."

"Well, he
might have been the best in Jadaya, but not in all of Cotti. I come
from Anara, a city to the south."

"Clever
Dravis. I should have killed him too, but no one knew where he was
hiding. Kerrion wanted him dead. Still does, as far as I know."

Storm's brows
shot up, and he smiled. "Kerrion? I don't think so."

"Ah, well, had
he been against it, don't you think he could have prevented my
client from ordering the deaths of his brothers? He was most
pleased with my work. He even counted himself my friend, and swore
to aid me should I ever require it."

Storm walked
over to the table where Blade's daggers lay and poured himself a
cup of wine from the bottle there. "That won't do you any good, I'm
afraid."

"No, I didn't
expect it to, but I doubt he'll let my death go unavenged. His
brother may be beyond his reach, but you're not."

The Cotti
assassin shrugged and sipped his wine. "That's a chance I'll have
to take. You won't talk me out of killing you, if that's what
you're trying to do."

Blade shook
his head. "Not at all. You have to do the job you were hired for,
and I'm sure, like me, you've never failed."

"No,
never."

"Good. I
wouldn't want to be killed by a second-rate assassin, like
Ice."

"Dying doesn't
bother you?"

Blade cast him
a sweet, sad smile, noting the twitch it evoked on Storm's face. He
knew very well the power he wielded, and used its full force upon
the Cotti assassin. "I've been courting death since your countrymen
butchered my family and mutilated me. It's been too long in coming.
I almost succeeded fifteen years ago, but your king saved me, much
to my chagrin. I'm not partial to pain, however."

Storm took a
gulp of wine, gazing at Blade, who tilted his head so the lamplight
fell on his face, a slight smile curving his lips. From experience,
he knew how his androgynous allure affected men, although it worked
better when he was disguised as a woman. He shifted his feet,
surprised to find that his legs were not bound. Either the Cotti
assassin was overconfident, or stupid, or he did not plan to stand
in front of Blade. The last option seemed the most likely. Storm
drained the cup and refilled it, studying Blade.

"It seems
you're rescued quite often. Not only did you miraculously survive
your fight with Ice, you vanished from the executioner's yard at
the palace in Jadaya. My king can't be that fond of you if he
allowed you to be sentenced to death."

"He had no
choice, but he didn't let them kill me, did he?"

"I suppose he
rescued you, after your fight with Ice, too?"

Blade nodded.
"Quite a number of people have denied me the release of death, even
Shamsara, once."

Storm frowned.
"And you want to die?"

"What do I
have to live for?"

"Well..." The
Cotti assassin made a slight gesture with his wine cup, as if he
was about to name some reasons, then his frown deepened. "That
makes my job easier, I suppose. It will be painful, though."

"Ah well, you
don't have to make it too bad, do you? Your client will only know
what you tell him. You don't enjoy killing, I think. I don't get to
know my victims like this before I kill them."

"Nor do I,
usually."

"So, you want
to savour your triumph." Blade's smile widened. "Am I to be your
greatest kill?"

"I haven't
killed any kings or princes, but there are a few lords on my
tally."

"A Jashimari
lord must be better than a Cotti. A high lord to boot, and the
former Regent, to say nothing of the husband of the current
Regent." Blade chuckled. "My titles keep accumulating. I'm also a
sacred Knight of the Veil."

Storm's gaze
sharpened. "You're a priest?"

"Yes. I hope
you'll accord me the last rites, since you enjoy Tinsharon's
favour."

The Cotti
assassin glanced down at his cup, clearly discomfited. "How can you
be a priest and an assassin?"

"In Jashimari,
the Knights protect the temples and priestesses. We're allowed to
kill."

"But we're
paid to slay the innocent while they sleep."

Blade tilted
his head again. "My queen wanted to ensure that I wouldn't be
damned for my deeds, so she had me anointed."

"You've
certainly found favour with the high and mighty, haven't you?"

"I do seem to
have that knack."

Storm put down
his empty wine cup and sauntered closer, drawing the curved knife
from his belt. "I don't like to kill a priest, but I have a job to
do, and it's time to get started."

Blade nodded.
"Don't bother with the last rites; I've had them many times
already."

"I wasn't
going to."

Storm paused,
fingering the knife, then pulled a cloth from his pocket and
twisted it into a gag. Blade noted that his performance had
engendered a slight hesitancy in the Cotti assassin, and Storm now
contemplated his task with reluctance. His resolve had weakened,
which might cause him to err. His initial brutality had shown that
he was well aware of Blade's deadly reputation. Now, however, the
Jashimari assassin's apparent amiability and acceptance of death
had lulled Storm into thinking Blade would do nothing to try to
prevent him.

At least, that
was what Blade had hoped to achieve, and it appeared to have
worked. He watched the Cotti assassin approach, knowing he would
not be stupid enough to stand in front of him, but might be
confident enough now to stop beside him instead of going behind,
where he would be safe. Storm halted beside him and bent to fasten
the gag.

Blade thrust
the chair sideways with a scrape of wood and kicked Storm in the
crotch with all his might. As the Cotti doubled up with a groan,
Blade pushed himself backwards and kicked again. His boot hit Storm
on the chin, sending him staggering back a few steps before he
fell, stunned. The chair toppled backwards with a crash, and Blade
twisted sideways before he went completely over and broke his arms.
The chair back pinned his wrists, and agony shot from his injured
shoulder. He bit his lip to stem a growl of pain, hooked his boot
onto the chair's seat and kicked it away, freeing his arms.
Twisting, he rolled to his feet.

Storm
struggled to rise, shaking his head. Blade turned to the window,
the closest exit, and furthest from Storm. As the Cotti assassin
staggered to his feet, Blade charged the window and threw himself
through it with a crash of breaking glass. He fell amid a spray of
glittering shards and landed on the roof of the first floor with a
grunt, broken glass raining down around him.

Blade rolled
down the steep roof, carried by the momentum of his fall. Without
arms to stop himself, he hit the gutter and sailed over the edge,
twisting, cat-like, to bring his legs under him. He succeeded well
enough to cushion his landing and roll as he hit the ground,
although the impact jarred his legs and knocked the wind out of
him.

Passers-by
stopped and stared as he struggled to his feet, many glancing up at
the window from which he had jumped. Blade looked up too, glimpsing
Storm as he retreated into the darkness. Slipping into a nearby
alley's shadows, Blade loped down it, searching for something with
which to cut the cords that bound his wrists.


 


 


 Chapter Two

 


Chiana jumped
up, almost upsetting the tea tray. Even clad in her usual plain
grey, she was a daunting sight when angered, and recently her
temper had become short. Kerra, seated a fair distance from the
Regent, stared at her in surprise. Insash, who was the third
informal tea guest, froze with his teacup poised before his
lips.

They sat in
Chiana's sumptuous sunroom, where delicate gilded furniture gleamed
in the weak winter sunlight that flooded in through tall paned
windows. Swathes of deep blue silk, trimmed with silver, framed the
vast portals, and the polished white marble floor held glints of
gold. The brocaded silk cushions upon which the trio sat were
located strategically in the pool of sunlight, and a low table held
a glinting silver tea service and platters of sugared pastries.

"How could you
lose him? What sort of inept imbecile are you?" Chiana
demanded.

The spy spread
his hands and hunched his shoulders. "There was a brawl at the
taproom. I went outside to avoid becoming embroiled in it. I
thought his lordship would do the same. Afterwards, I heard that a
big man dressed in black had knocked his lordship out, but I could
find neither of them."

Chiana paled.
"Then another assassin attacked him. Someone has paid for his
death."

The spy shook
his head. "Later, a man jumped from one of the inn's windows and
ran off."

"And you think
it was Lord Conash?"

"He matched
Lord Conash's description."

Chiana sank
down on her cushions, still furious, but now thoughtful as well.
"Then you must find him. Take however many men you need. What about
the man who attacked him?"

The spy
shrugged. "No one knows who he is, merely a rich traveller."

"I want him
found also, and arrested at once."

"Yes,
Regent."

The spy bowed
and retreated, and a handmaiden showed him out. Chiana picked up
her cup and sipped her tea, frowning.

Insash cleared
his throat. "I am sure there is no need to worry, Regent. Lord
Conash is well able to fend for himself. It is this brigand who
should beware. He is now marked for death, surely?"

Chiana's eyes
flicked to him, and her frown deepened. "My husband is not an
indiscriminate killer, Insash. Without a client, he may not hunt
this man down. He can only kill him in self-defence, which gives
his assailant the advantage, I think."

"But already
he has foiled the man once, and escaped. Now he is forewarned."

"Even so, if
this stranger is an assassin, as I suspect, my husband is in grave
danger."

Insash smiled.
"Regent, your husband has killed more men than a small army,
including two assassins at once..."

"What has
happened in the past may not happen in the future. Is this assassin
Contara? Did we execute the wrong man? Or is he another, more
dangerous foe? Do not forget that Blade has lost the use of his
right arm."

Kerra put down
her cup with a clink. "Why do you not contact Blade's guild? Will
they not know who this stranger is, and perhaps do something about
him?"

Chiana shook
her head. "They may know who he is, but they will not protect
Blade. This man cannot be Jashimari, since our assassins do not
kill their own kind, so he must be Contara or Cotti."

"Does the
Guild allow foreign assassins to kill Jashimari?"

Chiana looked
impatient. "As far as I know, yes. They do not care who kills who,
so long as they obey the Guild rules."

"Perhaps we
should suggest that this may be a Jashimari assassin, then they
might do something to find him."

The Regent
sighed. "Kerra, forget the Guild. They will not help us."

Kerra drew
herself up. "They are citizens of this city and this kingdom. How
can they refuse an order from their queen? What if we hired one of
them to find and slay this foreign assassin? That would not be
against their rules."

"No..." Chiana
picked up her cup and sipped the steaming tea. "But an assassin
requires the name and location of his target. You cannot give him
such vague instructions. No assassin would accept such an
assignment. If he kills the wrong man, it would be murder in the
eyes of the Guild, and he would be punished. We cannot even give an
assassin a description of this stranger, and if we could, he is
probably now disguised."

Kerra slumped,
frowning. "Why does Blade not come to the palace? Here we could
protect him."

"Because he
does not want our help, Kerra. This is the last place he will come.
If those idiot spies find him, I shall have him watched by men who
can protect him, but until then there is nothing I can do."

"Except worry
yourself sick about him."

"That is my
problem, not yours."

"I am worried
about him too, Chiana."

The Regent
sighed, her expression softening. "Of course you are, my dear."

 


Blade entered
the livery stable and walked along the aisle, searching for the
stalls in which his three new horses resided. His bag contained a
change of clothes and a few oddments, as well as the components of
several disguises. Over his traditional black garb, he wore a
thick, fur-lined coat.

His decision
to leave Jondar in the middle of winter had not been an easy one,
but he was tired of spending his days as prey, constantly on the
alert for Storm's next attempt. It wearied him, and he knew Storm
would wait for his alertness to wane with all the patience of a
trained assassin. Patience was far easier for the hunter than it
was for the hunted, and although he could don a disguise and vanish
for a while, that would only be a temporary reprieve. Eventually he
would become tired of his disguise, or Storm would find him, and he
disliked skulking and hiding. It was humiliating.

Over the last
tenday, he had contemplated several ways of defeating his foe,
including asking Kerra to be his client. The prospect of asking for
even so trivial a favour from the childish Queen annoyed him,
however. He had considered paying one of his former apprentices to
hunt the Cotti assassin, but had little confidence that any of them
would succeed. Storm would be a hard target, and he disliked the
idea of being forced to pay one of his ilk to do the deed.

Perhaps pride
was foolish when a man who was clearly an excellent assassin hunted
him, yet he could not help it. Pride was all he had, and he clung
to it. As the best assassin in Jondar and probably all of
Jashimari, he would kill the Cotti, even if he was at a
disadvantage. To lessen the disparity, he had decided to choose his
ground for the encounter, somewhere less crowded, where Storm's
disguises would avail him little.

As Blade set
down his bag outside the stall of one of the sturdy horses he had
purchased, his internal alarms jangled. He spun around, drawing the
daggers from his sleeves in a smooth, practised motion. A shadowy
figure stepped into the lantern's dim light, and Blade relaxed,
lowering his weapons.

His former
mentor wandered closer, eyeing him. "It's not like you to be so
nervous, Blade."

Blade sheathed
his daggers. "I have reason."

"Indeed? The
jealous husband of some poor infatuated woman who doesn't know
you're no threat to him? Is that why you're leaving Jondar in the
middle of winter?"

"No."

"But you are
leaving."

"That's my
business."

"Actually, the
Guild is very interested in you right now. Your injury seems to be
healed, yet you haven't announced your retirement, nor have you
attended the dances."

Blade sighed.
"I'm not interested in the dances any more, and I'll retire again
when I'm ready."

Talon bent to
fondle his wolf's ears. "You know the rules. While you were the
Master of the Dance, you only had to attend when you were
challenged, and few did. But now you must take part in the
competitions, otherwise the choice of the best assassin is flawed,
and that's not allowed. The man who now holds the title is no match
for you."

"I don't care.
Let him have it."

"We can't do
that, I'm afraid."

"I'm too old
to dance."

"Then
retire."

Blade flung up
his hands. "Fine, tell them I'm retired."

"I can't do
that. You have to go through the ceremony again."

"No."

"It's not a
choice. There's a meeting tonight, and the elders insist that you
attend, either to compete or retire. That choice is yours, but
attendance is not."

Blade rubbed
his shoulder, which ached. "They insist?"

"I'm afraid
so."

"And they sent
you to make me obey them?"

Talon smiled.
"There are others waiting outside."

"I see."

Talon stepped
closer and laid a hand on Blade's shoulder, his smile widening.
"Come, your journey can wait until tomorrow."

Blade shrugged
off Talon's hand and bent to pick up his bag. "That doesn't make
this any less annoying."

The number of
assassins who waited at the standing stones surprised Blade, who
wondered how there could be enough trade to support so many. Most
of them were apprentices or elders, however, only a third were
active assassins.

As he walked
through the woods towards the ring of stones, aware of the flitting
shadows that followed, he recalled how Bolt had struggled to find
work, and knew that most of these assassins shared that problem.
Only the Master of the Dance was busy and well paid, lesser
assassins killed for a couple of silvers and counted themselves
lucky to find any work at all.

Blade paused
at the edge of the woods to take in the scene. The wooden platform,
which four torches lighted, would be used for the competition. A
sturdy frame with strong uprights supported the polished boards,
ensuring that they did not wobble or bend. Over the years, beams
and stones had been added to produce a solid dais upon which the
dancers performed.

A fire roared
in front of the platform, illuminating the figures that ringed it.
Groups of muttering men passed wine skins around, which struck
Blade as odd. A tense, brooding atmosphere hung over the assassins,
and anger simmered amongst them. This was not normal at a guild
meeting, and he glanced at Talon.

"What's going
on?"

Talon smiled
and patted his shoulder. "Come and find out."

Blade glanced
back at the five figures that detached themselves from the shadows
and followed at a discrete distance. Talon shot him an appraising
look.

"How fit are
you?"

"Fit enough to
tell them I'm retiring."

"What about
dancing?"

"Definitely
not."

Blade's
suspicions grew when they reached the firelight and a hush fell
over the throng. The number of eyes that watched him made him
uncomfortable. He had always disliked being the centre of
attention, especially at guild meetings. As they neared the middle
of the ring, a group of elders approached. Its leader spread his
arms as the party halted before Blade and Talon, smiling.

"Welcome."

Blade nodded,
wondering when Archer, the former Guild leader, had died, since he
was not in attendance. The new elder was a man named Pierce, who
had become robust in his retirement, and lacked a good deal of
hair. Talon moved aside with the elders and engaged in a muttered
conversation that involved a great deal of head shaking. Blade
watched them with growing unease, wishing he was somewhere else.
The huddle of elders broke up after a few minutes, and Talon
returned with the senior elder. Blade tugged open his collar to
reveal his tattoo and the patch that covered the mark of his
retirement, intending to rip it off and put an end to the
speculation about his status.

"Wait!" Talon
raised a hand.

Blade frowned,
fingering the leather patch. "What for?"

Talon glanced
at Pierce, who hesitated, then licked his lips and said, "The
honour of the Guild is at stake. We need you to -"

"No."

"Accept the
challenge of a Match."

"No."

"He's defeated
all our best dancers. There's no one else -"

Blade shook
his head. "No."

"He'll take
away our belt. The Guild will be without a Master of the
Dance."

Blade frowned.
"How is that possible?"

"It's rare,
but a foreign assassin can challenge for the belt, and if he wins,
he keeps it. To reclaim it, we would have to send a challenger to
his guild."

"I see. I'll
wager that he's Cotti, and his name's Storm."

Pierce glanced
at Talon, who nodded. "How did you know that?"

"Because he
was sent to kill me."

A short
silence fell, then Pierce cleared his throat. "He can't do anything
here, be assured of that."

"I'm not
worried. So this is why you've sent for me so late at night, and
intended to drag me here by force if necessary." Blade glanced back
at the five assassins who stood behind him. "I'm your last hope,
and that's sad, elder, because I have no intention of doing
it."

"You must!
You're our only hope. If you were still the Master of the Dance,
you would have faced him first -"

"But I'm not,"
Blade interrupted, "and therefore I'm not obliged to defend the
belt."

"No. But if
you don't, it goes to Cotti with him, and we may never be able to
reclaim it."

"Then make
yourselves another one. It's only a bit of leather and silver."

The elder
shook his head. "That's forbidden."

"You and your
damned rules. If you had trained decent dancers, you wouldn't have
to rely on me."

"I doubt that
Lance would have beaten him, so don't accuse us of failing."

Blade snorted.
"Then he deserves it. You'll get it back when I kill him."

"Then it will
be sent to his guild. We can't claim it."

Blade
shrugged. "So send a challenger with it. They can't all be better
than your best."

"You could put
an end to this now."

"But I won't."
Blade raised a hand to the patch again.

Talon stepped
forward and gripped Blade's arm. "Wait. Think about this. Will you
let a Cotti take your belt?"

"It's not my
belt."

"It is! This
is your guild. Its honour is in your hands."

Blade jerked
free of Talon's grip. "Your dancers failed. They're the ones who
have let the Guild down."

"You're one of
us, and we can call upon you to defend the belt, just as we did
them." Talon gestured to four despondent-looking men who sat with
their heads bowed on the far side of the fire.

"Not if I'm
retired, and you can't prevent me from doing that."

"Actually, we
can refuse to accept your retirement," Pierce said, "but we don't
want this to get ugly."

"It's already
ugly. You can't force me to do this, even if you drag me onto that
stage."

One of the
other elders pushed past Talon. "It's your damned fault this man is
here. He's doing this for your benefit, to humiliate your guild. If
not for you, we wouldn't be in this predicament."

Blade's hand
dropped to the hilt of a dagger in his belt. "Yes, he is, because
he knew you'd drag me here to face him. He had lost me in the city,
now he's found me again, thanks to you."

"Are you
afraid to face him?"

"Do pot-pigs
fly?"

Talon made a
curt gesture, and the truculent elder stepped back. "Let's not get
heated over it. Blade, the Guild has never asked for your help
-"

"You shouldn't
need it. You have at least three hundred assassins here, and you're
telling me that not one of them can beat this man?"

"No, we do
have one whose prowess is legendary, and of whom we're all
rightfully proud."

Blade smiled.
"Good, bring him out then."

"He refuses to
do it."

Blade snorted
and swung away, eyed the men behind him, then spun back to face
Talon. "No."

The bellicose
elder surged forward again, raising a finger to shake at Blade.
"You're a damned coward!"

"And you're a
damned fool. That man is twenty years younger than me, and
doubtless has practised for days to get into shape. What makes you
think I can beat him?"

"All we ask is
that you try." Talon pushed the belligerent elder back with a stern
frown. "No one will blame you if you fail."

"Of course
they will." Blade gestured to the assassins who watched them. "Look
at them. They all expect me to win. They're counting on it."

Talon shook
his head. "They're hoping for it, nothing more. They all know you
retired fifteen years ago. They're hoping you can do the
impossible, and I know you can. You can beat this man with one arm
tied behind your back. There's never been a dancer, living or dead,
who could match you. That's why I demanded a Match, so your stamina
wouldn't be the deciding factor. It's your speed that will win it,
and I know you still have that."

"A Match? You
think that's easier?"

"Than a Duel?
Definitely."

Blade turned
away to glare at the fire. "You're mad, all of you."

"And you're
afraid of failure," the pugnacious elder snarled. "You don't want
to be humiliated in front of the Guild, but you don't care if we're
robbed of our belt."

"And what will
you do the next time a foreign challenger beats all your dancers?
Call me out of retirement?"

"You're not
retired, and that was no doing of ours. We could accuse you of
murder, since the Guild didn't sanction your return to active
status."

Blade glanced
at Talon, who looked away. "So that's it, is it? You're going to
threaten me with that?"

Pierce
murmured, "We don't want to, and we wouldn't, if not for this. You
leave us no choice."

"You wouldn't
dare. The punishment for murder is slow death, and I covered my
mark of retirement. My actions were legal."

The elder
shook his head. "You should have at least informed us of your new
status, and as for the punishment, it's open to debate in this
case. Since you had a client, and didn't go on a murdering spree,
the elders would settle for a burning."

"This is
blackmail," Blade said. "Have you been taking lessons from the
accursed Cotti?"

Talon stepped
forward and gripped Blade's shoulders, refusing to be shaken off.
"It's not such a great favour we ask."

Blade knocked
Talon's hands away. "It is if I lose. I've never been beaten."

Talon gripped
the front of Blade's coat and dragged him closer, using his
superior height and weight to overpower the slender assassin. He
thrust his grey-bearded face close to Blade's.

"Don't go
throwing one of your tantrums here. It won't go down well, and your
foe is watching. I, who was once your master, have faith in you. I
claim little credit for what you've achieved. You did that through
your talents, and I bask in your reflected glory.

"You have no
idea how much you're revered amongst your kind, do you? Many resent
you for it. If there's one thing an assassin hates more than an
elusive target, it's a superior assassin, yet no man here will set
himself above you. And that, quite frankly, is bloody amazing."

Blade leant
even closer, so that their steaming breaths mingled. "You know
what's even more amazing, Talon? Is that you're willing to risk
destroying that legend for a stupid damned belt."

"No, it won't
be destroyed even if you lose, and you won't lose. You're too
proud."

Blade pulled
away, and Talon released him. Tugging the wrinkles out of his coat,
Blade glanced around at the tense faces that watched him, then
brushed past Talon and walked towards the platform. A muted cheer
arose from the assassins, fading to a soft muttering.

Blade glanced
around for Storm, who leant against one of the standing stones, a
faint smile curling his lips. Blade sat on the edge of the platform
and dug the metal boot-pieces out of his bag, strapping them on. He
rose and approached Talon.

"When this is
over, you'll make certain he doesn't follow me."

Talon inclined
his head, glancing at the five assassins who still stood behind
him. "Consider it done."

Blade returned
to the platform and shucked his coat, handing it to an apprentice
before he stepped onto the wooden boards. The chill air nipped him
through his jacket, and the snow had numbed his feet while he had
been arguing with the elders. He unlaced the jacket, then bent and
pressed his brow to his knees, grimacing as the tendons in the back
of his legs protested. His suppleness had diminished after moons
without practising.

Blade had
thought he would not have to dance again, but, as with his female
disguise, the need for it kept arising. His shoulder's stiffness
would hamper him, and his encounter with Storm had worsened the
handicap. He stretched for several minutes, until the tightness in
his legs eased. While the silent assembly watched, he went through
his training regimen until every tendon ached. When at last he was
satisfied that at least some of his waning suppleness was restored,
he performed a few slow, clumsy steps to warm up.

Storm mounted
the platform and watched him, wearing a superior smile. His
intention was clearly to find his prey with the help of the Guild,
and to humiliate the older assassin, even try to strip him of some
of his glory. Two of the assassins who had accompanied Talon
followed Storm and divested him of his weapons, which wiped the
smile off his face for a time.

Blade
continued to tap around the stage, using simple steps, until warmth
coursed through him. He stripped off his jacket and the woollen
shirt he wore under it and tossed them to an apprentice. Beneath
the shirt, he wore a tight leather vest that left his arms bare and
exposed his wrist sheaths, still loaded with daggers. Storm's gaze
lingered upon them, but he removed his coat and jacket, which he
dropped on the snow when no one volunteered to hold them.

The assembly
drew closer in an intent ring, the four defeated youths at the
forefront, their eyes following Blade. He made a few experimental
leaps to test his muscles and the perfection of his balance, then
stood ready. For a Match, there were no drums, only a complicated
pattern of required steps, performed simultaneously, until one
dancer outstripped the other. It was a test of speed alone,
although faltering was deemed a defeat.

Blade took up
his position facing his opponent, one foot slightly in front of the
other and his arms held out from his sides, and waited for Storm to
make the first move, as the challenger must. Storm assumed the same
stance, his smile restored. Silence fell as the assemblage held
their breath and Blade stood tense, ready to react the instant
Storm moved.


 


 


 Chapter Three

 


The Cotti
assassin sprang into action with superb speed and skill, and Blade
matched him, reacting so fast that the first tap of their feet was
simultaneous. They circled, the rattle of their metal-shod boots a
rhythmic buzz. They leapt, and Blade scissored his outstretched
legs, his boots clashing together at the pinnacle of his jump,
while Storm performed the traditional bent-legged leap.

They landed
together, their tapping still matched as they floated around the
platform. Storm was fast, as Blade's aching legs testified, but he
could go faster. The only question was whether or not Storm could
match him. The sooner he put it to the test, the better, for he did
not know how long his strength would last at such a vigorous pace.
Already his breath came faster and his muscles heated, despite the
cold air that sucked the warmth from his skin.

There were few
leaps in a Match. It was designed to test quick footwork, which was
why Talon had chosen it. The steps were complex, and Blade had not
performed them since his apprenticeship, for he had never been
challenged to a Match. Storm speeded up the tempo, and Blade
matched it, then, as they began a series of even more complex
steps, which involved heel-toe combinations with both feet, Blade
upped the tempo. Storm fell behind for an instant, then matched
Blade's new speed, but his smile vanished and his mouth opened to
gasp the frigid air.

Blade glared
at his opponent, and grinned savagely as he speeded up again, his
legs burning. His steel-shod boots tapped on the wood in perfect,
precise rhythm, so fast that there seemed to be no space between
them. Storm fell behind half a beat, and tried to catch up, his
hands curled into fists, his face contorted with effort and ire.
Steam rose from his skin and puffed from his mouth in great clouds,
which mingled with Blade's in the centre of the stage.

The two
circled, Storm still a fraction behind, and clearly unable to go
any faster. Blade's legs were on fire. The agony ate at his muscles
like acid in his veins, yet he had to go faster still if he was to
gain enough of a lead to beat Storm. The Cotti assassin was fast,
and his youth gave him an edge, but Blade was not going to give his
enemy the satisfaction of victory.

Gritting his
teeth, Blade forced his feet to go faster still, his strength
draining into them. The required steps were a complex combination
of a slower left foot cadence with a quick right foot heel-toe
action that, when done at such speed, blended into a buzz. The
tempo of Blade's steps increased, and Storm gave a frustrated growl
as he failed to match it, his tattoo faltering into chaos when he
tried.

The Cotti
assassin swung away and glared into the fire. Blade put the last of
his energy into a flamboyant leap, scissored his legs and clashed
his boots together in his signature jump. He landed lightly and
smiled at Storm's back, then grimaced and bent to clutch his thigh
as a cramp knotted it. A muted cheer came from the assassins, and
Blade groaned and fell to one knee as another cramp gripped his
other calf, kneading the twisted muscle to try to ease it.

Storm turned
and walked closer, looming over Blade, and several assassins
trotted onto the stage, eyeing the Cotti.

"You're too
old for this," he murmured.

Blade looked
up at him, wishing he could stand. "Had I not been, you wouldn't
have had the nerve to challenge me, yet still you lost."

"Indeed I did,
and I'm in awe of your skill and speed. It's as legendary as the
tales tell. But at least I can stand. It will be a pity to kill
you, but I shall, you can count on it."

"You'll be
wagering your life on it, Cotti, and you'll lose it, I
promise."

Storm shook
his head. "Even legends must die."

"No. Men die,
legends live on. You'll be forgotten."

"Not after
I've killed you."

Talon mounted
the stage and imposed himself between them, his wolf at his side.
He faced Storm, his expression hostile. "This Match is over, Cotti.
The belt belongs to Blade."

Storm inclined
his head. "I have five of my own. I have no need of another."

"By rights,
they all belong to Blade now."

"Then he'll
have to come to Cotti to claim them."

Blade rose to
his feet as the cramp in his calf eased, and pushed Talon aside. "I
don't want your trophies, Cotti. Stripping guilds of their masters
isn't amongst my ambitions, else I would own every belt in
Jashimari and Cotti too, if I chose."

Storm's
expression hardened, but he hid his anger well and forced a stiff
smile before he turned away and quit the stage. As he stepped from
it, he raised a hand and called over his shoulder, "Until we meet
again, Queen's Blade."

Blade's hand
sought the hilt of the dagger in his wrist sheath, but Talon
stepped in front of him.

"Much as I'd
like to see you kill him, it's not a good idea."

Blade glared
at him. "I hate being hunted. An assassin should never be a
target."

"I agree, but
unfortunately there's no law against a Cotti assassin killing a
Jashimari. To institute that, we would have to convene a meeting of
Cotti and Jashimari elders, which I don't see happening in the near
future." He smiled. "Forget him for now. This belongs to you."

Talon held out
the broad black leather belt ornamented with silver studs and
swirling patterns, and Blade gazed at it. For twelve years it had
been his most prized possession, and giving it up had been
hard.

"What good is
it to me? I'm retiring."

"Then don't,"
Talon urged. "No one will dare to challenge you for it. No one
wants to. You've proven that you still have the skill to be an
active assassin, why retire?"

"I remember
you urging me to retire before."

"I thought you
were getting too old, and risking your reputation, if not your
life, but you've proven me wrong."

Blade shook
his head. "I can't complete the Dance of Death."

Talon thrust
the belt at him. "No one cares. Take it. That's what they're all
waiting for."

Blade glanced
around at the silent, expectant throng, and accepted the belt. A
cheer arose, and died down to a murmur of deep voices. He turned
the soft leather belt, surprised to find his throat tight with an
undefined emotion. As he buckled it on, he decided that it was
pride, and let it fill him. He was once more the Master of the
Dance, a title that meant far more to him than High Lord or even
Regent. It had been earned through hard work, sweat and pain. One
that he had kept for twelve years and given up for fifteen. With
the belt in place and his title restored, he was complete
again.

Steam rose
from him, but the chill air nipped at his wet skin, and he looked
around for the apprentice who had his jacket. Talon patted his
back, ignoring the glare that it earned him as he urged Blade
towards the steps. Blade would have quit the platform, but for the
cramp that still knotted his thigh, and he bent to rub it. Talon
beckoned to the boys, who ran onto the stage with Blade's jacket
and coat. When he was warmly dressed again and the cramp had dulled
to an ache, he limped down the steps. At the bottom, several
assassins offered to shake his hand.

Assassins did
not usually observe such niceties, since their solitary nature and
competitive spirit precluded shows of admiration or friendship.
Blade allowed some of them to clasp his hand, glad that he had
replaced his gloves. He found that being surrounded by so many
killers made him uneasy, even though he was perfectly safe. Was he
not the greatest killer of them all, anyway? A guild of assassins
was like a nest of scorpions or vipers, deadly to outsiders but
harmless to each other. All but one.

Blade glanced
around for Storm, who sipped a cup of wine on the far side of the
fire, watching him. The Cotti smiled and raised his goblet in
mocking salute. Blade frowned and turned away just as Talon thrust
a cup of mulled wine into his hands. Unlike most guild meetings,
when the assassins melted away into the darkness as soon as the
business was over, this gathering seemed to have turned into a
social event. Blade wondered if they were merely celebrating his
victory, or waiting to see if anyone would dare to challenge the
new Master of the Dance.

Certainly it
must be common knowledge that he was unable to complete the Dance
of Death, and some young upstart could probably take the belt if he
chose. Storm, having been defeated in a Match, was the only one who
could not offer a challenge. Curious, Blade looked around for the
four men Storm had defeated, one of whom had been the previous
Master. They stood together, talking and glancing in his direction
every so often. He noted the elder who stood close to the group,
and wondered if he was there to veto any challenges.

"Well, how
does it feel?"

Blade turned
to find Talon beside him, sipping from a steaming
cup."Strange."

Talon nodded.
"It's a strange situation. Never before has a retired assassin
become active again, and then become the Master of the Dance."

"How do the
elders feel about that?"

"Glad that a
Cotti won't be taking our belt."

Blade sipped
his wine. "I don't want the work that comes with the belt."

"That's a good
thing. It leaves more for the rest of them. Pickings have been slim
since the end of the war."

"Yet the Guild
has grown."

Talon smiled.
"That's because one of our number has become so famous. We're
turning away well-born boys who want to become assassins. They
think it's the way to fame and glory."

Blade snorted.
"At best, it's a living, at worst, it's the road to Damnation,
awash with blood."

"You should
tell them that."

Blade shook
his head. "I wouldn't waste my time."

"Well, at
least the elders can now pick and choose, and don't have to find
their apprentices in the gutter, amongst the waifs and strays."

"Like me."

Talon raised
his brows. "I always thought that was a touchy subject with
you."

"It was."

"I see." Talon
glanced past Blade and grimaced. "Here comes trouble."

Two of the
young assassins Storm had defeated approached, followed by the
elder who had been watching them.

"Poison and
Claw," Talon said, frowning at the men. "Poison was the Master of
the Dance."

The young men
stopped in front of Blade, taller than he and slender, dark-haired
and dangerous looking. Blade sipped his wine as he eyed them,
wondering what they intended. They seemed uncertain of that
themselves, then the taller of the two thrust out his hand so
suddenly that Blade tensed.

"It's an
honour to meet you, Queen's Blade," he said.

Blade shook
the proffered hand, noting the man's feline traits.

Poison glanced
around at the elder who hovered behind them, then at Talon, finally
meeting Blade's eyes. "I'm not going to challenge you, even if the
rumours are true. The belt belongs to you, and as far as I'm
concerned, you can keep it until you retire again."

"How gracious
of you," Blade murmured.

Poison
grimaced. "That wasn't intended to be condescending. I meant that
you're the undisputed Master of the Dance, even if you can no
longer complete the Dance of Death. No one wants to take that from
you, even if they could."

Blade cocked
his head and smiled. "And that has yet to be determined, hasn't
it?"

"It won't be,
certainly not by me or Claw. What you may lack in stamina you more
than make up for in speed and skill, and you would be judged the
winner even if you could only complete half the Dance."

Talon snorted,
suppressing a chuckle, and Poison shot him an angry look.

"I suppose you
think me a coward, Elder Talon?"

"No, I'm
merely surprised to hear such wise words coming from your mouth.
Rest assured, I wouldn't challenge him either, even if I had your
youth and skill."

Poison turned
his attention to Blade once more. "I've heard that you killed a
Cotti assassin in an armed Dance of Death."

Blade nodded.
"That's true."

"I've always
wanted to try that."

"I don't
recommend it. Even if you win, you would probably die. I was
luckier than most, but I paid dearly for it."

"Yet it must
be the ultimate test of an assassin," Poison said.

"I suppose so,
but it's also bloody painful. I wouldn't do it again."

"Will you
dance again tonight? Most, if not all of us, would very much like
to see that."

Blade smiled.
"Am I to be the entertainment then? Perhaps you should tie some
bells on me too."

"No. I only
meant -"

"I know what
you meant, boy. But assassins don't leap about on that stage just
for the fun of it, or to entertain the others."

"What about a
mock duel?"

"With you?"
Blade's brows rose.

"Yes."

Blade
chuckled. "Not tonight, boy. My legs are still aching. Some other
time, perhaps."

Poison looked
disappointed, but nodded. "Of course."

Talon watched
the pair walk away, shaking his head. "Amazing."

"What? Why did
you say they were trouble? He was perfectly polite."

"That's what's
so amazing. Poison is the rudest, most belligerent assassin in the
Guild. He picks fights for no reason, and has a bloated ego. I've
never known him to be polite before. I didn't know he was capable
of it."

Blade sipped
his wine, which was growing cold. "I guess he got cut down to size
tonight."

"Twice. Once
by Storm, and again by you."

"That's why he
won't challenge me."

"What do you
mean?"

"He lost the
belt, and I reclaimed it. To defeat me now would only make him
unpopular, since he couldn't defend it in the first place."

Talon nodded.
"That's true. But I reckon, if you practised hard enough, you could
beat him at the Dance of Death."

"So long as no
one will challenge me, why waste the energy?"

"You used to
love to dance."

"I used to
dance to stop myself from murdering annoying people like you,
Talon. It was the only outlet for my anger."

"No wonder you
got so good at it."

Blade smiled.
"Indeed."

"And are you
no longer angry?"

"I still
dance."

"But not as
much as you used to."

Blade
shrugged. "I have been busy of late."

"So I heard. A
pity about Bolt and Lance."

"Lance,
certainly, but Bolt was always headed for a sticky end." Blade
sipped his wine, gazing into the fire.

"I would like
to hear the tale of your latest adventure."

"I'm not a
story teller."

"Do I merit no
warmth from you?"

Blade sighed.
"No one does."

"Not even your
lady wife. How is Chiana?"

"Belligerent,
since the death of her familiar."

"Ah, yes, that
was a great shame. I understand that she refuses to see you."

Blade shot him
a surprised, irritated look. "You have excellent spies."

"The daughter
of an elder works in the palace."

"You should
tell her to mind her own business." Blade drained his cup and held
it out. "As should you."

 


Talon took the
goblet and opened his mouth to reply, but found himself facing
Blade's back as he strode away. Turning, he spied Storm slipping
into the crowd, and signalled to his two former apprentices,
sending them to intercept the Cotti assassin. By the time he
glanced around again, the gloom had swallowed Blade.

 


"Three days
ago?" Chiana stared at the spy. "It has taken you three days to
discover that my husband has left Jondar?"

The spy, whose
misfortune it was to make the report, kept his head bowed, his eyes
fixed on the hem of the Regent's severe black gown. "We are not
certain that it was your husband, Regent. A man left by the north
eastern gate with two spare mounts, so he must be travelling a fair
distance. That is all we can say for certain."

Chiana glared
at the piles of papers on her desk, fighting the urge to sweep them
onto the floor. "Why would anyone travel any distance in winter,
unless he was being hunted?"

"That was our
thinking, My Lady. But we only got this report from the gate guards
today, when they also reported the departure of a second man with
two mounts, from the same gate."

"The
assassin." Chiana rose and walked over to the window to gaze out at
the falling snow. "Your work is most unsatisfactory. This delay
could cost my husband his life. You may go. Send someone to bring
Captain Redgard here at once."

"Yes, Regent."
The spy bowed and left.

Chiana
continued to stare out at the white-blanketed garden, wondering why
Blade had chosen to flee the city in the middle of winter. The
thought of him out there, alone in the cold and snow, sent shivers
down her spine. Had she, through her decision to test his feelings
for her by refusing to see him, influenced his decision to
undertake this insane journey? If she had not, would he not be here
still, in the warm comfort of the palace? If so, would she be
responsible for his demise? A knock at the door made her turn.

Captain
Redgard entered and bowed. "My Lady."

"Redgard."
Chiana returned to her desk, facing him across it. "I have just
learnt that Lord Conash has left Jondar. I am convinced that he is
travelling to his estate, and the assassin is following him. You
will despatch a platoon at once, with orders to make all haste to
Lord Conash's estate, and protect him when they get there. Or, if
they should encounter him on the way, to escort him."

"How long ago
did he leave, My Lady?"

"Three
days."

"Then it is
unlikely that they will overtake him, unless he stops for a time.
Travelling in winter is hazardous, as you know."

She nodded.
"The assassin left today. Perhaps they will be able to catch up
with him and apprehend him."

"On what
charge?"

"Plotting to
assassinate a Jashimari lord, of course."

"We have no
proof of that, and he will deny it," Redgard pointed out.

"Nevertheless,
your men will arrest him. Lord Conash can identify him later."

"To what end,
my lady? Assassins are not held responsible for their actions under
the law, only their clients, whose names they will not divulge.
Only attempting or plotting to assassinate royalty is treason, and
Lord Conash is not royalty."

"Then they
must make all haste to protect my husband. They can do that, can
they not?"

"Of course,
Regent. But a platoon will travel slower than a single man. They
cannot take as many remounts, and there are no resting places along
that road capable of supplying and billeting so many men and
horses."

"Then what do
you suggest?"

"A small group
of men, say five or six, to go ahead at all speed with two remounts
apiece. The platoon will follow."

She considered
this, and nodded. "As long as you think six men will be able to
protect my husband from the assassin, who, if he is anywhere near
as good as Blade, will be difficult to stop."

"No one is as
good as his lordship, My Lady. I think six will be sufficient. And,
of course, Lord Conash himself will be there. But I must point out
that their chances of catching up with him are slim."

"Then send
them at once, and choose your best men and horses."

Redgard bowed.
"Of course, My Lady. I shall see to it myself."


 


 


 Chapter Four

 


Blade turned
and gazed back down the trail. All his instincts warned him that he
was being followed, even though he could see nothing. Somehow,
Storm had picked up his trail, and pursued him even through the
snow, quite a feat for a desert man. For fourteen days now, he had
struggled through deep drifts, changing steeds regularly as each
one tired. Storm gained ground because he used the trough that
Blade's horses made when they ploughed through the snow, and
probably travelled for longer each day, since his horses were not
so tired.

Blade had
passed through two villages along the way, stopping to rest for the
night and eat a hot meal before pressing on. Other nights he spent
in farmers' barns, and once he had slept in the hollow of an
uprooted tree in the forest. That had been by far the most
miserable. He had been unable to light the pile of damp wood with
the temperamental tinderbox, and had been so cold that his teeth
had ached from chattering.

Cresting a
hill, Blade reined in and gazed down at the squalid village nestled
in a hollow. Even in winter it was an unpleasant sight, though not
as bad as it had been in the autumn when he had last visited his
estate. Now, at least, the surrounding landscape was unblemished
white, though the streets were brown, muddy scars and the houses
sent up clouds of smoke that hung in the still air. He urged his
tired horse down the hill, and the few people who trod the slushy
streets watched him pass without interest.

Blade made his
way along the unused road that led to his keep. The grey and black
castle loomed stern and imposing against a pale sky. He recalled
his last visit, when his bodyguard Lirek had ridden beside him and
a platoon of soldiers had followed, sent by Queen Minna-Satu to
keep him safe. He urged his mount into a trot, keen to reach the
keep's warmth and dry his clothes.

The tall
wooden gates stood open, and he rode into the courtyard's grey,
trampled snow. As he dismounted, a man emerged from the stables and
trotted over to take the horses, stared at him and bowed a little
uncertainly. Blade took his bag from the saddle and trudged to the
nearest door, thrust it open and shut out the cold as he stamped
the snow from his boots. The corridor held the redolence of
roasting meat.

Dropping his
bag, he shrugged off his coat and hung it on a hook, then wandered
along the corridor in the direction of the kitchens. Murmuring
voices assured him of their occupation, and he stopped just inside
the doorway to study the scene. A plump woman stood at the scrubbed
table, slicing vegetables, her back to him. Beyond her, a young
girl washed pots in the sink and a tousle-headed boy fed the fire.
The woman chastised the boy for some minor misdeed, and he
protested in a whining tone. Blade waited, curious to see how long
it took for someone to notice him.

The girl
finished her chore and turned, drying her hands. She glanced
towards the doorway and froze, her brown eyes widening.

"Ma."

The woman
looked up at the girl's alarmed tone, and swung around. She stared
at Blade, who studied her familiar, broken-nosed face. With a
shriek that made him start violently, she rushed at him. His
attempts to fend her off were to no avail. She flung her arms
around his neck and embraced him so hard that his ears popped. The
knife with which she had been slicing vegetables hovered close to
his ear, and she smelt so strongly of fresh-cut lonions that his
eyes watered. He struggled to push her away, his hands sinking into
generous flesh, while she rained kisses on his cheek.

"Enough, Lilu!
Damn it, stop this now."

Lilu loosened
her hold and leant back to gaze at him with adoring eyes that
brimmed with tears of joy. "Blade! It's so good to see you."

He tried to
tug her arms from his neck, but she refused to release him. "I'm
sure it is, but there's no need to strangle me."

She hugged him
again. "You haven't changed a bit."

"The same
can't be said for you." Blade stepped back when she let go and
raked her with his eyes. "You're uglier than ever, and fat,
too."

Lilu laughed,
ignoring her daughter's indignant gasp, and patted her ample
curves. "Good living will do that to you. But you're so thin! I'll
have to remedy that."

"No you
won't."

Lilu giggled,
studying him with bright eyes. "You're as handsome as ever. Should
I say m'lord, or is it Regent, now?"

"It's
Blade."

"What are you
doing travelling in the middle of winter? You must be frozen, and
starved. Sit, I'll get you something to eat. Embeth! Bring Lord
Conash a bowl of broth." She turned to him. "You remember my
daughter, Embeth?"

"Not
really."

"Of course
not, it was fifteen years ago, and she was just a child. This is my
youngest son, Arjath. Did you meet my second eldest, Endel, in
Jondar? He went there to find you. He's an assassin, like you."

Blade inclined
his head and sat at the table. "Yes, I met him."

Lilu grinned.
"I'm so proud of him. He's an excellent assassin, you know."

"You're proud
that your son's a killer?"

Lilu sank down
in the chair opposite, and Blade noted the rueful look Embeth shot
her as she ladled broth into a bowl. "He's an assassin, like you,
not a killer."

"I'm a
cold-blooded killer, Lilu. All assassins are. At least my family
were dead when I became one. You should have stopped him."

"But it was
what he wanted, and he's good."

"You
encouraged him?"

She nodded.
"It's a good trade. It made you rich."

"Yes, it did,
but that was different. You filled his head with nonsense about
me."

"I told the
truth."

Blade glanced
up at Embeth as she placed the bowl of broth before him. "You made
him think I'm some sort of hero."

"You are!"

"No, I'm not.
And he thought he was my son."

Embeth and
Lilu looked stunned. Arjath gawped at Blade. Lilu shook her head.
"He didn't get that idea from me."

"No, he
thought it up all by himself." Blade scooped up a spoonful of broth
and blew on it.

"So you told
him the truth?"

"Yes."

"Good." Lilu
glanced at Embeth, then forced a smile. "He's a dreamer, that's
all. How is he?"

Blade
hesitated, frowning at the spoonful of stew. "He's dead."

"What?" Lilu
looked dazed, blinking. "He's what?"

"Dead."

A clatter of
pots made Blade glance at Embeth, who leant against the sink, her
face grey with shock. Lilu's cheerful visage fell into lines of
grief and dismay, and Arjath looked stunned. Blade sipped the broth
and watched them.

Lilu made a
vague gesture. "How? Was it...?" Her face crumpled. "Tell me it
wasn't you."

He cocked his
head, curious. "What if it was? Would you hate me?"

Two tears ran
down her cheeks, and her chin wobbled, but she shook her head.
"No."

"I would,"
Embeth muttered.

Blade shot her
a glance, then returned his attention to Lilu. "He went rogue. He
was murdering whores, and the Guild condemned him."

Embeth gasped,
raising a hand to her mouth.

Lilu made a
strangled sound. "So you killed him on their orders? You did it
quickly?"

"You don't
hate me, even if I killed your son?"

She shook her
head again. "How could I? If not for you... I love you, Blade, you
know that."

The assassin
sighed, then leapt up as Embeth came at him, swinging a huge pot.
It clanged off the back of the chair where he had been sitting, but
he was already across the room, backing away. Lilu jumped up and
wrenched the pot from her daughter's hands. She banged it down on
the table and slapped the girl, who turned blazing eyes on Blade,
clutching her cheek.

"I hate you!
Murderer!"

"Embeth!" Lilu
shouted. "Don't you dare speak to him like that!"

"He killed
Endel!"

"He had good
reason!"

"How can you
defend him, Ma?"

Blade leant
against the hearth and watched them, wiping broth from his hand. He
spoke into the brief silence that followed Embeth's question.

"Actually, I
didn't."

Lilu swung
around. "You didn't?"

"No."

"Thank
God."

Embeth frowned
at him. "Then why did you say you did?"

"I didn't. I
only asked Lilu how she would feel if I had."

"Why?"

He shrugged.
"Because I wanted to know."

"What, that
she would worship you no matter what?"

"Something
like that."

"How could you
be so cruel?"

"Stop it,
Embeth," Lilu said, then turned to Blade again. "What
happened?"

He looked down
at his hands. "I met him in an inn, and a Contara assassin tried to
kill me. Endel got into the middle of it and paid the price."

"He saved
you?"

"No." Blade
frowned. "He was trying to, but I didn't need saving."

"You killed
the Contara assassin?"

"Yes."

Lilu sank into
a chair, her expression a mixture of grief and pride. "At least he
tried to do something good."

Blade returned
to his chair, eyeing Embeth, who still panted with fury. As he sat,
she said, "Then he'd still be alive if not for you."

"No, the Guild
condemned him."

"And were you
to be the executioner?"

"I was injured
at the time, so I was not asked to do it."

"But would
you?"

Blade picked
up his spoon. "I didn't know who he was."

"Would it have
made a difference?"

"Does it
matter?"

"It does to
me."

"Embeth!" Lilu
remonstrated, shooting her daughter a glare. "Leave him alone."

"Don't you
want to know, Ma?"

"No."

Blade frowned
at Embeth. "He was a rogue. A murderer. If they had asked me to, I
would have, even if he had been my son."

"And what are
you? A murderer who gets paid to kill people."

"Embeth!" Lilu
said. "Remember who you're speaking to. If not for Blade, you would
be selling yourself on Jondar's streets now."

"No, I would
have found a rich husband, instead of being cooped up in this
dungeon with yokels for neighbours."

"Rich men
don't marry the daughters of whores."

Embeth paled,
looking away, and Lilu relented, adding, "Perhaps if you're nice to
Blade, he'll take you to the court in Jondar."

Blade's brows
rose at this suggestion. "Indeed?"

"Yes, you
might. I know you're not as heartless as you pretend to be."

"Ruin my
reputation, why don't you?"

Embeth gazed
at him with sudden hope. "Would you?"

Blade sampled
the broth. "So far, you've done little to endear yourself to me,
girl, and I certainly won't if you try to splatter my brains with a
pot again."

Embeth hung
her head, and Lilu sighed, wiping her eyes. "So much joy and grief
in so short a time. You certainly know how to cause a stir, Blade.
Arjath, run down to the cellars and fetch a bottle of good
wine."

Blade glanced
up. "There's still some left?"

Embeth gave
another indignant gasp, but Lilu smiled. "Not much. I tried to
drink it all before your return, to save you from yourself. But I
haven't succeeded entirely, you laid in such a huge stock."

"Ma! You've
never touched his wine," Embeth protested.

Lilu cast her
daughter a martyred look. "He knows that, silly girl."

"Oh." The girl
turned to the sink, busying herself with the plates in it.

Blade unlaced
his jacket and took it off. Lilu watched him with a mixture of
sadness and love, her eyes glimmering with unshed tears.

"Tell me how
Endel died. Was it quick?"

"Fairly. A lot
quicker than it would have been if the Guild had caught him. It
only took a few time-glasses."

Lilu rubbed
her eyes. "And where's he buried?"

"I don't know.
The Guild would have taken care of that."

She nodded,
then drew a deep breath to steady herself. "Why have you come here
now, in the dead of winter? The journey must have been
terrible."

Blade shrugged
and spooned the broth. "I grew tired of Jondar."

Lilu shook her
head. "No, you must have a better reason than that."

"Why so
curious? Isn't it enough that I'm here?"

"Yes, of
course." She sighed. "Very well, keep your secrets. How long will
you be staying?"

"Definitely
until the spring."

Arjath
returned with wine, and Lilu filled a silver goblet for Blade,
joining him at his invitation. She sent Embeth and Arjath to
prepare a bedroom and air out the sitting room, light fires and
fill a bath for Blade. While they were gone, she regaled him with
an account of her life over the last fifteen years, and asked
questions about his. The wine loosened his tongue, and he gave her
a terse account of his latest adventures, leaving out those parts
that his code forbade him to reveal. Embeth prepared a meal that he
picked at before retiring to his room to bathe and sleep, tired
from the day's journey.


 


 


 Chapter Five

 


For the next
few days, Blade paced around the castle like a caged cat, waiting
for Storm to make his move. He grew irritable when Embeth developed
a habit of creeping about after him and popping up at the most
unexpected moments to ask him if he needed anything, or to tell him
that his next meal was ready.

Each day, he
spent several time-glasses in one of the empty halls honing his
skills, dancing until the sweat coursed from him and throwing
daggers unerringly at a target he set up. At these times, he locked
the door to prevent unwanted spectators. He did not expect Storm to
wait long. The village inn was shoddy, and he would soon tire of
living rough. In fact, Blade counted on that to speed the Cotti's
attempt, for he was growing tired of waiting.

When he was
not occupied with his practice or relaxing in the library, he spent
his time watching Lilu and her family work, fascinated by their
daily routine. They toiled from dawn till dusk, each at their own
chores, and he was amazed by how much work was involved with
running the estate. Arjath, a shy youth with a shock of dark hair
and green eyes, worked for the estate as a groom, and took care of
the beasts they kept to support their needs.

Arjath spent
most of the day in the forest cutting wood, then chopped it into
faggots for the fire upon his return. Lilu ruled the household and
did most of the cooking. Embeth cleaned, washed the clothes and
helped in the kitchen. The estate manager lived in the village with
his family, and visited when he heard of Blade's presence, but the
assassin was not interested in viewing the books. Blade expected
Storm to come to the castle at night to make his attempt, since
there were no sentries. When the Cotti assassin did not, Blade
suspected that he was trying to lull him into a false sense of
security.

Lilu saw to
his comfort, lighting fires in the rooms where he chose to sit and
cooked a feast at every meal. Occasionally she drew him into a
conversation over a bottle of wine, but she knew him well enough to
leave him alone when he was not in the mood for such
distractions.

Three days
after his arrival, six palace guardsmen rode into the keep's
courtyard on exhausted mounts. They seemed relieved to find him at
the castle, and explained that Chiana had sent them to protect him.
They were a formidable bunch, all war veterans in their
mid-thirties with hard eyes and stern demeanours. Blade did not
attempt to hide his displeasure, and ordered them off his
estate.

The group's
leader, a young commander, drew himself up. "We have orders to
protect you, My Lord. We can't leave."

Blade stepped
closer to the man, which did not help, since the commander was
quite a bit taller. "This is my estate, and I want you off it. I
don't care what your orders are. I don't want your damned
protection."

"Our orders
come from the Regent herself." The man's mouth twitched as he
suppressed a smile. "She outranks you, My Lord."

"How kind of
you to point that out, Commander," Blade retorted. "I wouldn't have
known, otherwise." He swung away, growling, "At least she didn't
send a whole damned platoon."

"They're a few
days behind us, My Lord."

Blade swung
around. "You jest!"

"No, My
Lord."

Blade swore
and stormed into the castle, leaving the soldiers to sort out their
living arrangements. To his intense annoyance, two men followed
him, intent on guarding him. He went to the library and slammed the
door in their faces, forcing them to remain outside.

 


Blade was
reading in the library two days later when Embeth came to tell him
that a villager was asking to see him.

Blade closed
his book. "Do you know him?"

She looked
puzzled. "Yes, he's a miner."

"Show him
in."

A stocky,
dark-haired man clad in frayed homespun shambled in with his head
bowed and his worn brown cap clasped in white-knuckled hands. He
bowed and shuffled his muddy boots, clearly ill at ease.

Blade studied
him. "Well, what do you want?"

"Beggin' yer
pardon, Sire, I was hoping you would visit my pa. He's poorly. I
reckon he's not going to last the winter."

Blade frowned.
"I'm not a king, so don't call me 'Sire'. Why should I visit your
father?"

"Well, yer a
priest, m'lord. There's no other priest near here, none that will
travel in winter."

"I see. Who
told you I'm a priest?"

The man opened
his mouth, then hesitated. "Well, it's known... is all."

"No it's not.
A man paid you to ask me this, didn't he? A black-haired man with a
beard?"

"No..." The
miner shook his head, but his eyes darted.

"Don't lie to
me. I'm sure he's paying you well, but I'm the one to whom you owe
your livelihood. Did he tell you that he plans to kill me?"

The miner
glanced up in surprise. "No..."

"Ah, I suppose
he said that he's an old friend, and wanted to surprise me. Was
that his story?"

"No."

Blade
gestured. "But he is hiding in your house, is he not? Disguised, I
suppose, as one of your family." He shook his head. "How stupid
does he think I am?"

"No."

"So he plans
to waylay me outside. A better choice, but still obvious."

The miner
hunched his shoulders. "He didn't tell me nothing, m'lord, only to
bring yer to me house."

"And he paid
you well enough for you to ask no questions." Blade rose and
wandered over to the window. "He knows I'll suspect a trap, but he
also knows I want this hunt over with. He just wants me out of the
castle, where there are no people. He likes to do his killing in
private, because it takes a long time for his victims to die."

Blade swung to
face the cowering man again. "You tell him that if he wants to kill
me, he'll have to do it on my terms. I will not make it any easier
for him."

"Yes, m'lord."
The miner backed away, bowing and wringing his cap.

Blade strode
past him and yanked open the door. Embeth stumbled in, so firmly
had her ear been plugged to the keyhole. The miner scuttled out as
Blade grabbed the girl, jerking her back hard enough to make her
gasp when she tried to slip past him. He slammed the door and
shoved her towards the fireplace, sending her staggering.

"Don't you
know it's rude to listen at keyholes, girl?"

"Why didn't
you tell us someone's trying to kill you?"

"Because it's
none of your business."

She
straightened her dress, smoothing out the wrinkles in the bodice
where he had grabbed her. "Yes it is. You're putting all of us in
danger."

"No, assassins
only kill their targets."

"He's an
assassin?" Her voice rose to a squeak of alarm.

"Who else
would be sent to kill me?"

"And he'll
kill anyone who gets in his way. Assassins do that, don't they?"
she demanded.

"Then don't
get in his way."

"Oh, you think
Ma will let someone kill you without trying to stop him? She
worships the ground you walk on!"

"Then don't
tell her," Blade said.

"Why did you
come here? Why didn't you go to the Queen's palace, where there are
guards?"

"Because
guards won't stop him."

She stared at
him, clearly stunned. "Then you're going to let him kill you?"

"No. I'm going
to kill him."

"But he'll
come at night, when you're asleep. That's what assassins do, sneak
around in the dark and stab people in their beds, isn't it?"

Blade
shrugged. "He may try that, but he won't find me asleep."

"How can you
be so sure of that?"

"Because I'm
an assassin too, girl."

"You still
have to sleep."

"Yes." He
sighed. "I sleep very lightly."

"So why did
you come here?"

"Because there
are less people around, and I know all of you. At least, that was
the plan until those idiots arrived. They will only get in the way.
In Jondar, or even in the palace, he would have the advantage,
because he's a master of disguise. That's why he sent that man to
try to get me out of the keep, where he can get close to me in the
guise of a stranger."

"But you won't
go."

He shook his
head. "I prefer to choose my ground for this encounter. He's an
experienced assassin, so he won't make mistakes. It will be a
contest of wits, and I've won the first round."

"How so?"

He looked
away. "Are you going to tell your mother?"

"She deserves
to know what's going on."

"She'll be
camped outside my bedroom door with her favourite meat cleaver if
you do. She'll get in the way, like your brother did, with the same
result." The girl hesitated, looking uncertain, and Blade added,
"Don't tell her, Embeth."

"You shouldn't
have come here!"

His brows
rose. "It's my estate."

"And it's my
family you're putting at risk."

"Not if they
stay away from me."

She snorted.
"You may as well tell a cow to stay away from grass, with Ma."

"What a
flattering analogy. Better than flies and dung though, I suppose."
Tiring of the argument, Blade changed his tactics and smiled,
making her blush and look away. "Do you want to go to court?"

She shot him a
covert glance, nodding. "Yes."

"Then don't
tell Lilu about this. I don't want her to get hurt."

"So you do
care about her?"

"Of
course."

"Why don't you
tell her? It would make her so happy to hear those words from
you."

Blade raised
his hands. "No, I don't think so. She'll hug me to death."

Embeth dimpled
and inclined her head. "All right, I won't tell her about the
assassin." A tiny frown creased her brow. "But you're sure he won't
be able to kill you?"

Blade's smile
widened. "Quite sure."

Embeth nodded,
and as soon as she left, Blade turned to gaze out of the window,
his smile fading. He pondered his words, trying to find some truth
in them by imagining how he would feel if Lilu died. When he looked
within himself, he found only the familiar yawning gulf of black
coldness, without a hint of sorrow in it. He frowned at the bleak
snowy landscape outside the frosted glass, finding it mirrored
within himself. Was he entirely incapable of feelings? What would
it be like to experience happiness again, and not just the fading
memory of it from his childhood?

Blade recalled
the brief stab of emotion he had experienced when Chiana had leapt
from the balcony, trying to name it. Had it been similar to the
agony that had torn his heart when Rivan had died, and the pain
that had caused him to weep for his sisters? A pale shadow of it
perhaps, yet the thought of Lilu's death brought no such feeling.
Was that because it had not happened? He turned away and picked up
his book again, sinking onto the cushioned seat by the window. Soul
searching was not good for someone like him, and he avoided it
whenever possible.

 


The following
day, the platoon clattered into the castle's courtyard, brightening
its drab greyness with their gold and blue livery and glinting
armour. Lilu watched them from the kitchen window, glad to see the
string of packhorses carrying provisions. Four of the six who had
arrived earlier went out to meet the newcomers, leading them to the
old billets near the stables where they had set up camp. The other
two soldiers stood outside the library, guarding the man who sulked
within.

Blade's mood
had soured considerably since the first six had arrived, from which
she gathered that their presence was not his doing. Evidently his
wife was concerned about his safety, and she wondered why he needed
a whole platoon to guard him in his keep. Knowing him to be a
solitary man, the presence of the platoon worried her. The last
time he had visited, he had been accompanied only by Commander
Jayon, and even he had been an uninvited guest. Why was the Regent
so concerned for his safety? She glanced at Embeth, who watched the
soldiers, chewing her lip.

"What is it,
Embeth?"

The girl
schooled her expression. "Nothing."

"Don't lie to
your mother."

"I'm not
-"

"He's in some
sort of danger, isn't he? You think I'm stupid? He didn't come here
for a holiday, or to visit me. I doubt he even thinks of me when
I'm not around."

Embeth shook
her head. "He cares about you. He told me."

"Rubbish,"
Lilu snapped. "If he said that, it was only to stop you telling me.
I know him too well. He doesn't even care about himself. It's not
his fault." She sighed and dried the pot she had just washed. "He's
suffered more than you could ever imagine, and he cursed me for
saving his life."

"You never
told me that."

Lilu shrugged.
"It detracts from my good deed. When I found him, he had no will to
live. Only the fact that he was unconscious for the first tenday
allowed me to save him."

She smiled at
the memory. "His face was so swollen he was almost ugly, so it
wasn't his good looks that made me help him. He was dirty and he
stank of the gutter, yet I had to save him. I don't know why I took
that alley home that night. It wasn't my usual route. Something
guided me, because he's special." Lilu hesitated. "I've never told
anyone this before, but Symbell told me to save him. He's God
Touched. She showed me his aura, and it's as pure and bright as a
saint's. And he's no less special now than he was then, so you tell
me what you know."

"He told me
not to."

"All the more
reason to do it. And how did you find out, if he's trying to keep
it a secret?" Lilu's eyes narrowed. "Were you spying on him?"

Embeth hung
her head. "I just listened to him talk to the miner, that's
all."

"You stupid
girl. He must think I've raised a brood of idiots. First Endel, now
you. Tell me what you learnt."

"There's an
assassin after him. A Cotti, the soldiers say."

Lilu frowned,
glancing at the men outside. "So that's why his wife's sent a whole
platoon. But if soldiers could keep him safe, why didn't he stay at
the palace?"

"He said that
guards can't protect him."

"And why did
he tell you not to tell me?"

"Because you'd
get in the way trying to save him, like Endel, with the same
result. He doesn't want you to get hurt."

Lilu snorted.
"A likely story. And it'd take more than a damned assassin to
finish me off." She stared into space. "You know, it's strange, but
when you save someone's life, you feel like you own them. At least,
I do. He's my assassin, and no one's going to take him away from
me."

"Or all this."
Embeth gestured to the castle.

"I've got
enough saved up to buy my own place, so don't accuse me of
selfishness. When I saved him, he had no titles, apart from being
the Dance Master, but I didn't even know that then."

"But you knew
he was an assassin."

Lilu nodded.
"Only after I had taken him to my room. That made no difference
either. And then he took vengeance on the man who broke my nose and
beat me almost to death. Endel's father, Tromar. Blade also brought
Endel back to me when Tromar stole him."

"How did you
get him to your room?"

"I carried
him." Lilu smiled. "He doesn't weigh much, and it wasn't far. I
spent all my savings on that damned healer, too. To this day, he
still thinks I did it because I wanted money from him, but that's
not true."

Embeth laid a
hand on her mother's arm as Lilu's eyes grew moist. "I know."

"And I don't
like being kept in the dark." Lilu picked up a rolling pin and
headed for the door. "Come, I want you to see this."

Embeth hurried
after her. "What are you going to do?"

"Hopefully,
show you a side of Blade that you'll otherwise never see."

"By hitting
him with a rolling pin?"

Lilu snorted
as she marched down the corridor towards the library. "Fat chance
of that, my girl. About as much as you had with the pot."

The guards
outside the library doors looked askance when they spied the
housekeeper storming towards them, armed with a rolling pin, but
smiled and opened the door. Lilu swept into the room like a galleon
under full sail, Embeth at her heels.

 


Blade sprawled
in a comfortable chair, his legs hooked over the arm, a book in his
lap. He looked up at Lilu's entry, his brows rising when he took in
her expression and the rolling pin in her fist. Closing the book,
he placed it on the table beside him as she bore down on him. Lilu
loomed over him, waving the rolling pin under his nose.

"Why didn't
you tell me?"

His glanced at
Embeth, then back to Lilu. "I didn't want to worry you."

"Rubbish!"

"Very well, I
didn't want a rolling pin waved in my face."

"You didn't
want my help! You always think you can do everything alone, don't
you? You never want to owe anybody anything, but you already owe me
your life."

He sighed. "As
you never fail to remind me."

"Because you
need reminding! You think you're damned invincible, but you
aren't."

"I know I'm
not invincible, but there's nothing you can do to help me this
time."

"Maybe there
isn't and maybe there is, but it's not up to you to decide whether
or not I should know there's an assassin hunting you. I'll be more
suspicious of strangers who come to the door -"

"He won't come
in the daytime, and he certainly won't be knocking on the front
door."

She wagged the
rolling pin at him. "Arjath's familiar could sleep outside your
door at night."

Arjath's large
grey dog slept with the boy, and Blade did not relish the prospect
of the shaggy hound sleeping anywhere near him, especially
upwind.

"I doubt he'll
come through the door, either."

Lilu glanced
at the windows, her brow puckered. "Arjath could set traps inside
the windows, like those he sets in the woods to catch game. We
could booby trap your room, set tripwires with bells to raise the
alarm."

Blade laced
his fingers. "I don't need bells to rouse me, either."

"What about
the soldiers? Some of them have wolves or cats, they could be set
to guard you at night."

He shook his
head. "I'm not sleeping in a damned menagerie."

"Then what are
you going to do about it?"

"I'm going to
kill him."

Lilu made a
rude noise and leant closer, poking him in the chest with the
rolling pin. "You need some sense pounded into that thick head of
yours. You're too proud for your own good, and chance is a fickle
thing. This assassin may outwit you and find a way to kill you
before you wake. What if he shoots you with a crossbow from the
window?"

"He won't.
He's been paid to kill me slowly."

Lilu recoiled,
looking shocked. "And how will he do that with you screaming the
place down?"

"I'm sure he
plans to gag me, but he won't get that far, I assure you."

"If you were
him, how would you do it?"

He shrugged.
"An assassin is the most difficult target of all. To kill one
slowly is doubly hard. I wouldn't attempt to do it in his bedroom,
his sleep would be too light. The best way would be to waylay him
in a dark corridor and render him unconscious, then take him to a
place where no one would find him."

"What about
the guards?"

"I would kill
them before they could draw their swords."

"You would,
but could he?" she demanded.


"Probably."

"Any other
ways of doing it?"

He nodded.
"There's a better way now, to disguise himself as one of these
idiot guards. Then he'll only have to kill one of them, and he'll
be able to get close to me far easier."

"Then he might
succeed?"

"If he's as
good as me, he might, but he's not."

"Why don't you
go after him, instead of waiting for him to try to kill you? Surely
that would give you an advantage?"

Blade smiled.
"My code forbids it. I have no client."

Lilu banged
the rolling pin down on the table and dug in her apron pocket,
pulling out a handful of silver and copper coins. She separated out
two silver coins and put the rest back in her pocket, then bent and
picked up his hand, slapping the coins into it.

"I want the
Cotti assassin dead."

He gazed at
the coins, his smile fading, then looked up at her. "You're hiring
me?"

"You're an
assassin, aren't you?"

His other hand
crept to the base of his throat and fingered the patch that covered
the mark of his retirement, recalling how close he had come to
removing it. Since rejecting the idea of asking Kerra to be his
client, he had not given any more thought to the possibility of
acquiring a customer. Now Lilu had solved the problem for him. He
looked down at the coins again and smiled.

"Yes, I
am."

"So, do you
accept?"

He chuckled.
"It's been a long time since I worked for so little, but this is
more than he's worth."

Blade swung
his legs off the chair arm and sat up, then took Lilu's hand and
pressed one of the coins into it. "One is enough."

She smiled.
"You should do it for free."

"I must have
payment, or the promise of it, no matter how little."

"Isn't there a
minimum price for a man's life?"

"No. The
assassin decides the price, depending on the difficulty of the
mission."

Lilu pocketed
the coin. "So does this help you?"

 


"Yes." His
smile broadened, and Lilu's eyes stung at the heart-wrenching
sweetness of it. The sour mood that had been upon him since his
arrival fell away as if by magic, revealing the man she knew and
loved so well. She longed to throw her arms around him, but
restrained herself, knowing how he would react. To her surprise and
delight, he took her hand again and kissed the back of it in a
gallant gesture that made her heart swell.

"You're
cleverer than you look, for an ugly old whore."

She laughed,
her hand tingling from the touch of his lips. "And now you really
are my assassin."

"Something I'm
sure you won't let me forget either."

"Why should I?
Now you know that you should have asked for my help after all,
instead of trying to keep it a secret."

He rose and
wandered over to the window. "I had considered asking someone to be
my employer in this case, but I must say I hadn't thought of
working for my housekeeper."

Lilu followed
him, her eyes bright with mischief. "Too proud?"

"No, an
assassin will work for a beggar if he has the money to pay for
it."

"But lately
you only work for queens and regents."

"I've had no
other offers." He glanced at the rolling pin. "What were you
planning to do with that?"

She shrugged.
"Beat some sense into you."

He smiled.
"You wouldn't do that."

"I would, to
save your life." She slipped her arm through his, and he tolerated
her possessive touch with a wry smile. "Now tell me how you plan to
kill this Cotti."

"I'll employ
the tactics I told you about earlier. The best way to kill an
assassin is to waylay him, preferably in a crowded place."

"So you'll go
to the inn."

He nodded.
"Even if he's not staying there, which he probably is, he'll go
there to drink."

Her grip on
his arm tightened. "But you'll be careful, won't you?"

"Afraid you'll
lose your meal ticket?"

"You see?"
Lilu turned to her daughter. "I told you he still thinks I saved
him for his money. And it does no good to point out that when I
found him, I didn't know he had any."

"No," Blade
agreed. "Because you thought that even if I had none then, I'd make
some in the future."

"I didn't even
know you'd live."

"But you hoped
I would."

Lilu gave a
snort of frustration and released him, marched across the room and
collected her rolling pin on the way. At the door, she paused to
look back at him.

"One of these
days I really will beat some sense into you."

He chuckled.
"You'll have to catch me first."


 


 


 Chapter Six

 


That night,
Blade retired to the library with a bottle of wine after supper, as
he usually did. He wanted to get to the inn while it was still
busy, without his guards. Picking up the hooded coat he had brought
to the room earlier, he donned it before going to the window and
pulling it open, admitting a gust of freezing wind and snow.

Slipping over
the sill, he climbed down the wall, his fingers finding cracks
between the rough stones. Without gloves, his hands soon grew cold,
and the icy stones made the descent treacherous. He recalled the
time, long ago, when he had leapt from a hall window on the same
floor to escape capture, breaking his leg in the process.

Dropping the
last few feet, he landed in a deep drift and struggled from it,
rubbed and blew on his hands before he pulled on his gloves. The
library window overlooked the wild lands at the back of the castle,
so he did not have to avoid the guards in the courtyard. He set off
towards the distant village at a brisk pace, the fact that he could
have taken a horse if not for the soldiers souring his mood.

Snow drifted
from a moonless sky, and the freezing air chilled his lungs and
nose. Frozen ironwood trees bordered the road, their boughs heavy
with ice and snow, their roots hard in the chill earth while their
sap slumbered. Starlight silvered the pristine whiteness of
occasional fields and glades where shy beasts slipped from view. He
floundered through a few deep snowdrifts, but the exertion warmed
him and his fitness meant that the journey, though onerous, was not
unduly taxing. Nevertheless, he was glad to reach the village's
outskirts, and avoided the muddy roads on his way to the
dilapidated inn.

Blade pulled
up his hood and pushed open the door, entering with a gust of wind
and snow. He glanced around at the crowded, dimly lighted room.
Like most such establishments, it had a seedy, run-down air that
was the legacy of too many brawls and not enough cleaning.
Tarnished copper pots hung over a fireplace in the far wall, and
battered furniture provided seating for the customers. Dirty
sawdust covered the floor, stained in places with spilt ale or
wine, perhaps even a little blood. A roaring fire crackled, and a
bored looking boy turned a carcass, too shrivelled to be
identified, on a spit over it. A few patrons looked at Blade, but
most did not bother to interrupt their conversations. Storm sat on
the far side, his back to the wall, in the favoured position of
assassins. The Cotti had shaved off his beard, but was otherwise
unchanged. He stared at Blade, clearly trying to penetrate the
shadows that hid the Jashimari assassin's face.

Blade headed
for the darkest corner and slid onto a vacant chair, ignoring the
glares of the table's occupants. He put a handful of silvers on the
table to make his intentions clear, and the men beamed and shouted
for a serving wench. While they toasted his generosity and drank
the round of ales his silvers purchased, Blade waited for the Cotti
to relax. To an onlooker, Blade would appear to be an old friend of
the men at the table, who had accepted and welcomed him, which
should be sufficient to allay the Cotti's suspicions.

Clearly the
inn's patrons knew Storm was an assassin. The fact that he sat
alone in a crowded taproom proved it. Assassins were not obliged to
make their trade known, but often did to repel unwanted companions
and advertise to prospective customers. When Blade glanced at him
again, some time later, he appeared relaxed, gazing across the room
at a buxom serving wench. Blade's female disguise would have been
effective to lure the Cotti upstairs, but he hated it, and wanted
the Cotti assassin to know who was responsible for his death.

Blade listened
to the bawdy talk of the men at his table and raised his tankard to
clank it against theirs when the urge took them. He surreptitiously
tipped much of his ale into his neighbours' tankards, appearing to
drink as much as they did and buying fresh rounds whenever their
flagons ran dry. His companions grew drunk and rowdy, singing lewd
ditties.

Soon Blade's
table became popular as more patrons joined it, availing themselves
of the generosity of the hooded stranger in their midst. No one
enquired as to his identity, and although they clapped him on the
back from time to time by way of thanks, they did not otherwise
bother him. Blade bided his time, listening with half an ear to the
drunken ramblings of the man next to him.

While he
waited, he considered all the factors that made assassins so hard
to kill. They rarely drank too much in public, a mistake Blade had
made in the past, but of which Storm was not guilty now. They were
solitary and alert, not distracted by drinking companions, although
occasionally by whores, and they always sat with their backs to a
wall, something Blade was unable to do at the moment. He waited
with the limitless patience of a master assassin, aware that an
opportunity might not present itself that night.

An argument at
a nearby table grew loud, and one of the men jumped up and flung
back his chair. Blade tensed, sensing the start of a brawl, which
would change the situation quickly. Another man tried to make peace
with the drunken pugilist, but the angry patron punched him, and
others leapt into the fray. As happened all too frequently in
taprooms, within moments the convivial atmosphere degenerated into
a mass of heaving, punching brawlers.

The men at
Blade's table, no less eager to join the fray, jumped up and rushed
into the growing melee. Blade slid off his chair and sidled away
from the worst of the fracas, glancing in Storm's direction. The
Cotti assassin had jumped up too, but not to join in. He looked
around for an escape route, and there were only two, the front door
or the stairs that led to the rooms above. The situation was
similar to the one in which Storm had surprised Blade, and now he
hoped to reverse their roles.

Storm headed
towards the inn's front door, staying close to the wall and ducking
the missiles that had started to fly. Blade retreated into the deep
shadows in the corner, becoming invisible in his black clothes.
There, he shucked the long coat that would hamper him and provide
purchase for his opponent, should it become a fight. Storm,
concerned only about the fighters, watched them as he sidled along
the wall, jumping aside to avoid staggering men and fending off the
odd punch.

As the Cotti
assassin drew near to his hiding place, Blade slid two daggers from
his belt and closed the gap between them with swift strides. His
hands flashed towards Storm's throat, but he threw himself aside,
warned by the same built-in alarms Blade possessed. Storm whipped
around, curved knives appearing in his hands, and dropped into a
fighting crouch.

Blade flicked
a dagger with a short, sharp motion. Storm jerked aside, and it
struck him in the shoulder instead of the throat. Blade threw the
other one, but again Storm moved too fast, and it opened a gash
above his eye. Blade bent and yanked the daggers from his boots,
then flung himself sideways as Storm leapt at him, his boot
skimming past Blade's cheek. Blade skipped back and retaliated with
a kick that hit Storm on the chin and sent him staggering away.

The Cotti
crashed into a table, sending it skidding across the floor with a
screech. He whipped around as Blade closed with him again, blood
pouring down his face and chest. Blade leapt, lashing out with a
stiffened leg, and his boot-tip narrowly missed Storm's chin as the
Cotti jerked back. He threw himself aside, sent a chair grating
across the floor and forced Blade to swing around to face him.

The brawl
still raged in the middle of the room, but many of the men close to
the assassins had noticed the strange fight and stopped to gawp,
some still clutching their former opponents. Storm swept up a
tankard and hurled it at Blade, who ducked, allowing it to sail
over him and smash against the head of a man behind him, who
dropped with a grunt. The Cotti made no move to attack, and Blade
guessed that he had too much respect for his enemy.

The knowledge
that Blade had defeated Ice in a duel and two Contara assassins at
once, to say nothing of his own defeat at the Match, undoubtedly
weighed heavily on Storm's mind. The fact that Blade had already
injured him twice added to his caution, which, in this case, was
his enemy. Blade had no such qualms. Although he preferred to use
defensive tactics, he advanced again with light, dancing steps,
alert for the slightest hint of movement from his opponent.

Storm
retreated, then swung and grabbed a gawping patron, stepped behind
him and held a curved dagger to the man's throat.

"Come any
closer, and he dies."

Blade stopped
and straightened, letting his arms fall to his sides. "Afraid to
fight me?"

"Only a fool
would not be afraid of you, and I'm not one."

"You were a
fool when you accepted this mission, and an even bigger one not to
kill me when you had the chance."

"I'm still
going to kill you, but not like this."

"Because you
know you'll lose."

Storm inclined
his head. "Perhaps taking this job was a mistake, I'll grant you
that, but I'm not going to fight you."

"And you think
that this will stop me?" Blade gestured at the terrified man. "You
think I won't kill him to get to you?"

Blade became
aware that the brawl had stopped, and the men stared at the
assassins. Storm jerked his head at the spectators. "That might be
ill advised. He's a friend of theirs."

"And you're
the one with a knife at his throat."

"Walk away,
and he lives."

"And give you
another chance to try to kill me in some dark corner?"

Storm
shrugged, wincing. "That's my job. You shouldn't have made so many
enemies."

"Well, now
that I have a client it's my job to kill you." Blade smiled. "And
they paid me just one silver coin. That's all you're worth."

"I didn't
think your skills could be bought so cheaply."

"Usually I'm a
little more expensive, but you, I would have killed for free."

Storm backed
towards the door, dragging his human shield. Blade followed,
keeping the same distance between them. The Cotti paused by the
door and considered his next move, then turned his head, his eyes
fixed on Blade.

"Open the
door," Storm ordered the men who stood next to it.

The men
hesitated, glancing at Blade, who bent to pick up his fallen dagger
and sheath it in his belt.

 


Storm watched
Blade, aware that he was vastly more experienced, and his legendary
reputation was enough to strike fear into the most courageous man.
Although Storm was twenty years younger, he doubted his ability to
defeat Blade, and already knew he was not as fast. Such feelings of
inadequacy had never plagued him before. He had always considered
himself to be the best. He met Blade's eyes and shivered at the icy
emptiness of their pale grey depths, which held no hint of emotion.
This brought the unsettling realisation that the man he had not
wanted to kill in Jondar was an assassin of the highest calibre,
devoid of the pity Storm had sometimes experienced.

When the men
behind him did not obey his order, he shouted it again, making them
jump.

"Where are you
going to go, Storm?" Blade asked. "Do you think you can outrun my
dagger once you cast aside your shield? Or do you plan to take him
with you?"

"You're
staying here, and these men will ensure that you do if they want
their friend to live."

Blade raked
the crowd with a contemptuous glance. "They won't try to stop me.
They know I'll kill them if they do, just as I'll kill the man you
hold unless you let him go."

The man in
question struggled, and Storm, his arm weakened by the injury to
his shoulder, could not hold him. The villager slipped from his
grasp with only a shallow cut on his throat and burrowed into the
crowd. Storm gritted his teeth as his shoulder throbbed, sending
shafts of pain down his arm. Exposed once more, he waited for Blade
to make his next move as he tried to think of a way out of the
situation.

The Jashimari
assassin appeared relaxed. He had not even bothered to raise his
weapons again, but watched Storm. Sensing a movement behind him,
Storm whipped around as a patron made a foolish attempt to grab
him. He slashed the man's face, opening a gash down his cheek that
made him recoil with a yell. Using the distraction, Storm rushed at
the crowd, which dived from his path. Bending double, he raced for
the door, yanked it open and hurled himself into the slushy
street.

Storm rolled,
grunting as the impact twisted the dagger in his shoulder, then
leapt up and spun to face the inn. Blade was already out of the
door, a hand drawn back to throw another dagger, and Storm threw
himself sideways as it flew at him. It missed him by a hair's
breadth and clunked into the muddy ground, lost in the slush. Storm
rolled to his feet, yanked the dagger from his shoulder and hurled
it at Blade, who ducked.

Realising that
his only hope of defeating the Jashimari assassin was to get close
to him, Storm charged Blade. Assassins normally avoided close
contact, since it quickly resulted in serious, often fatal wounds
to one or both combatants. As he hoped, it took Blade by surprise,
and he slipped on the ice as he tried to leap aside. One of Storm's
knives sliced into Blade's biceps as he flung up his arm, the other
was deflected by Blade's weapon as the Jashimari assassin parried
the blow with his other hand.

The impact
sent Blade sprawling, and Storm flung himself after the Jashimari
assassin, trying to pin him down. Blade rolled aside, but Storm
twisted and grabbed Blade's wrist as he tried to leap up. Blade
whipped around and stabbed at Storm's chest, but Storm's up flung
arm deflected the blow, and Blade sought to jerk free of the
Cotti's hold. Storm hung on, knowing that he had the advantage of
weight and strength.

The
viciousness with which Blade stabbed him made Storm regret his
decision, however. The Jashimari assassin inflicted several shallow
wounds in Storm's right forearm, which he was forced to use to
defend his throat and chest. Since he had dropped one of his
weapons in order to grab Blade, he had only one knife with which to
try to kill the Jashimari, but he was too busy defending himself.
He jerked up a knee, landing a glancing blow on Blade's hip, then
rolled partly on top of his opponent, holding Blade's left wrist
pinned to the ground. He grunted as Blade's dagger sank into his
side, twisting his torso to prevent the weapon from penetrating too
deep.

As Blade
yanked the weapon out, Storm dropped his remaining knife and
punched him, jerking his head sideways. For an instant Blade's eyes
lost focus, then he stabbed Storm in the hip before the Cotti could
avoid it, making him recoil. Taking advantage of the momentary
shifting of Storm's weight, Blade twisted free and jerked loose of
Storm's hold. He rolled away as Storm lunged after him, catching
hold of Blade's ankle. He kicked Storm in the face, sending him
skidding away.

They leapt to
their feet, and Blade kicked Storm in the ribs as he bent to scoop
up his knife. Storm staggered away, agony shooting through him from
his side, face, hip and shoulder. Blade followed, but this time
Storm stood his ground, drawing another curved knife. Blade feinted
right, then stabbed left as Storm leapt aside, inflicting another
shallow wound in his forearm. Storm lashed out at the same instant,
slashing the back of Blade's wrist before he could jerk it back,
then spun and leapt, his boot clipping Blade's ear as the Jashimari
assassin twisted away.

Blade used his
momentum to spin closer to Storm and lunged in low, his dagger
aimed at Storm's legs. The Cotti stumbled back with another wound
in his thigh, Blade already out of reach once more. Storm feinted,
then lunged, scoring a cut across the Jashimari's flank as Blade
spun away, his dagger slicing into Storm's belly. They danced
around each other, wounds appearing at every contact. The injuries
were not serious, and neither could risk getting close enough to
inflict a deep wound for fear of receiving one himself, but the
cuts weakened them.

Storm sprinted
for the side of the inn, where a dark alley beckoned beyond the
light of the torches outside the door. He reached the shadows'
safety as a dagger whizzed past his head and clattered into the
darkness beyond. Soft, quick footsteps behind him told him that
Blade followed, intent on pressing home his advantage while Storm's
wounds weakened him. Tripping over a pile of firewood stacked
against the inn's wall, Storm sheathed his knives and scooped up a
faggot.

Knowing Blade
would be listening to his footsteps, he turned without changing
their tempo and moved back towards the front of the inn. In the
darkness, he had only the sound of the Jashimari assassin's
footsteps with which to locate him, but was as invisible as his
opponent. Blade's footfalls stopped as he sensed Storm's approach,
and Storm closed the remaining gap swiftly, then swung the faggot
at the place where he judged Blade to be.

It swished
through empty air, and he stepped forward and swung it again. A
movement made him leap aside, then pain exploded in the side of his
neck as a dagger sank into it. Whipping around, he flailed with the
faggot, but the Jashimari assassin was too elusive for such brutish
tactics. With his hope that Blade would not follow him into the
darkness squashed, Storm ran back into the light of the inn's
torches, where he could see his opponent.

A crowd had
gathered outside the inn's door, some of its members swapping
wagers on the outcome. Storm turned to face his enemy, who emerged
from the gloom like a shadow. Storm gazed at the Jashimari
assassin's pitiless face as he gasped clouds of steam in the frigid
air. A trickle of blood oozed from Blade's nose and drew a scarlet
line down his chin. His jacket's sleeves were shredded, and more
blood seeped from the wound in his side, but otherwise he appeared
unhurt. Blood ran down Storm's chest inside his clothes from the
wound in his neck, where Blade's dagger had nicked his jugular. He
pressed his hand to it to slow the bleeding, drawing his last knife
from his belt. Blade remained out of reach, and Storm glared at him
with a mixture of resignation and frustration, knowing that he was
defeated.

"I had you
beaten."

Blade rubbed
his jaw. "Clearly you didn't, since I'm still alive."

"I believe the
tales now. Tinsharon protects you."

The Jashimari
assassin snorted. "So I've been told. If it's not him, it's bloody
Shamsara."

"You sound
resentful. You wouldn't have enjoyed being at my mercy."

"I daresay,
but he has foiled a good many painless ends too. Even the one I
planned myself."

Storm shook
his head. "You should have tried again and saved me the
trouble."

"Be glad my
client didn't ask for a slow death for you."

"Have you ever
killed someone you knew before?"

"I don't know
you."

"We've
talked."

Blade inclined
his head. "I spoke to some of the princes I've killed."

"Swapped a few
insults, you mean."

"Same as with
you."

"No, I thought
we understood each other. We're the same kind."

Blade's lip
curled. "We were never the same kind, Cotti."

"In some ways,
no. I know what it's like to feel pity. You never will."

"I never want
to. It's a weakness."

Blood oozed
between Storm's fingers and ran down his arm, formed a pool inside
his sleeve and soaked through to drip from his elbow. He swayed as
a wave of dizziness washed over him. "So, are you going to try to
finish me off, or just wait for me to die?"

Blade
shrugged. "If you want a quick end, throw down your knife."

Storm forced a
mirthless smile. "I'm sure you'll find my slow demise most
entertaining."

"Mostly, I'll
find it tedious and cold."

Storm swayed,
his strength ebbing. The pool of blood at his feet mixed with the
slush and turned the dirty snow pink. He tried to think of
something to say in reply, but his mind had become sluggish and
empty, and the world seemed recede. He had often wondered what it
was like to die, something everyone discovered sooner or later, but
had not thought that he would find out so soon. Scowling, he fought
against the tide of fear that rose within him, sparking a wish to
beg for his life. Unbidden, cowardly words tripped off his
tongue.

"A healer
could still save me."

"Now why would
I want him to do that, when I've just gone to a lot of trouble to
kill you?"

"I don't want
to die."

Blade sighed a
cloud of steam. "Few do."

"I would leave
Jashimari, never return. My mission would be a failure."

"Are you
begging for your life?"

Storm ground
his teeth, hating himself. "Yes."

"Don't waste
your breath."

"You would
have no reason to kill me if I left you alone."

Blade took a
step closer. "You disgrace assassins with this pathetic begging.
It's a good thing you're Cotti."

Storm's legs
buckled, and he fell to his knees, then sank back on his haunches.
Dropping the knife, he clasped the wound in his neck in a
desperate, futile bid to staunch the bleeding. A strange darkness
crept into his eyes, blotting out the world, and Blade's voice
seemed to come from a great distance. He sensed the Jashimari
assassin step forward.

 


Blade watched
the Cotti, annoyed by the fight's outcome. Storm's death had become
a messy affair, which his cowardly pleading in front of the
villagers made worse. At least now he seemed beyond it, his skin an
ugly shade of greyish yellow. He swayed, then his hands fell away,
letting the wound in his neck bleed. Blade stepped forward and slit
his throat with a quick, efficient flick of his dagger, and Storm
slumped sideways onto the icy ground.

Blade glanced
at the villagers, then bent and wiped his weapons on Storm's coat
before returning them to their sheaths. Two had been lost in the
fight, and one was stuck in the wood next to the inn's door. He
walked back to the inn, the patrons parting for him, retrieved the
dagger beside the door and went inside to fetch his coat.

The walk back
to the keep seemed to take forever, and by the time he reached it,
he was frozen and numb with tiredness. The soldiers at the gate
gaped at him when he walked in, and he wondered if the two idiots
still stood outside the library door. He let himself in and went to
the kitchen, where he found a bottle of wine and a cup, then sank
down on a chair before the banked hearth.

Blade intended
to rest for a few minutes before tending to his injuries, but
before his hands had defrosted sufficiently for him to remove his
gloves, Lilu burst in, followed by two soldiers. She wore a flannel
dressing gown belted around her waist, and her hair straggled from
its plait. Her eyes widened when she spotted him, and she rushed to
his side and studied his face.

"You're
hurt!"

He grimaced.
"Leave me alone."

"I'll do no
such thing. What happened?"

Blade glanced
up at the platoon's commander, who stood behind Lilu, frowning.
"Did you wake her up?"

"Yes, My Lord.
The gate guards said you looked unwell."

"I can tend to
myself."

"You'll do no
such thing!" Lilu exclaimed. "Let me see."

Lilu lighted
lamps, muttering under her breath. Blade groaned when she pulled
his coat off his shoulders and tugged his arms from the sleeves.
Dried blood glued his arms to his jacket, and she gasped at the
sight of his shredded sleeves. Lilu ordered the commander to summon
Embeth, and Blade glowered at her while she unlaced his jacket.

By the time
she had removed it and his shirt, Embeth arrived in her dressing
gown, and Lilu told her to boil a pot of water. While the girl
stoked the fire and fed it wood, Lilu unbuckled the loaded wrist
sheaths. They had protected his forearms a little, but they were
still covered in shallow cuts. Lilu clucked as she examined the
cuts and the deeper wound in his biceps, her brow puckered with
concern.

"Is the Cotti
dead?"

"Yes." Blade
glanced at the stony-faced commander. "Which means you and your men
can leave, Commander."

"I have orders
-"

"To protect me
from the Cotti assassin, who is now dead."


"Nevertheless..." The young officer flinched at the anger in
Blade's eyes, and finished lamely, "When weather permits, My
Lord."

Blade hissed
as Lilu cleaned the wound in his biceps. "You're not swabbing a
floor, woman!"

"Oh do be
quiet, Blade, you're such a damned baby."

Blade glared
at the commander. "Is there a reason for your continued presence,
Commander? This is not a spectator sport, you know."

The man bowed
and withdrew. The assassin poured cups of wine and drained them,
trying to dull the pain. Embeth boiled cloths and thread while Lilu
tackled her unwilling patient, ignoring his hisses and grunts as
she washed away the dried blood and cleaned the wounds. The gash in
his flank necessitated the removal of his leather vest, and Lilu
knelt beside him to clean the wound, letting her hands linger a
little longer than necessary.

Blade glared
at her, but she merely smiled at his discomfort and commented, "I'd
forgotten what a prude you are."

"I'm unused to
being handled, as you should know."

"Even by your
wife?"

"She had the
good sense not to try."

"I guess she
didn't want to risk having her hands chopped off."

Blade smiled
despite himself, then grimaced and groaned when Lilu wiped dried
blood from the wound. "Your doctoring skills haven't improved over
the years. You still do it like you scrub pots."

"I have to get
all the dirt out." She rinsed the bloody rag in a pot of water.

Blade's arm
jerked as he quelled instinctive reactions to the pain when she
rubbed the wound again, and Embeth flinched. He eyed the girl, who
stood behind her mother, biting her lip.

"What's the
matter with you, girl? I'm the one who's being tortured, yet you're
the one who's jumping."

She lowered
her gaze. "I'm just glad it's not me who has to tend your
wounds."

"Oh? And why
is that?"

"Because
you're a dangerous man, My Lord."

"Am I,
indeed?" Blade smiled and looked at Lilu. "She thinks you're taking
your life in your hands by torturing me. Perhaps you should be more
careful."

Lilu grunted.
"I seem to remember going through that stage myself, a long time
ago."

"Ah, yes, you
did. When I first woke up I thought you were rabbit kin. You looked
so frightened."

"I was
frightened. I knew nothing about assassins, only street tales, and
they weren't reassuring. Even though you had no daggers and were so
weak, I was afraid of you."

Blade nodded.
"That's right, you tied my hands to the bed when I lost
consciousness again. I didn't appreciate that."

Lilu giggled.
"You were furious. You thought I was planning to torture you or
something."

"You did
torture me." He grimaced as she washed the wound in his side. "Like
you're doing now."

"So what
happened?" Embeth demanded.

Blade glanced
at Lilu, who smiled and said, "He told me in no uncertain terms
that he wouldn't waste his energy hurting me, and that he had never
harmed a woman in his life."

"And you
believed him?"

"Oh, it wasn't
his words that convinced me, it was the way he said it."

"And how was
that?"

"With the
utmost scorn."

Embeth eyed
the assassin. "You wouldn't harm a woman?"

"No," Lilu
snapped.

Blade smiled.
"Not unless I was paid to assassinate one."

"Rubbish!"
Lilu reproached him. "You wouldn't do it. I know you, Blade."

His brows shot
up. "Indeed? How can you be so sure of that?"

Lilu shrugged
and rose to her feet. "I just am. Pass me the thread and needle,
Embeth."

"I'd like to
know the reason for your faith, Ma," Embeth remarked as she picked
up the needle and thread and handed them to her mother.

"Yes, so would
I," Blade commented.

Lilu smiled at
him. "Because you're too noble to stoop to such things."

"He's a
killer!" Embeth exclaimed.

Blade inclined
his head. "Thank you."

"I'm not
denying that." Lilu chuckled. "But you're not the kind of man who
hurts women. Only cowards do that, because they're afraid to hurt a
man. It makes them feel powerful to harm one who's weaker than
them. But you..." Lilu tilted her head and smiled. "You're no
coward. You have nothing to prove, do you?"

"No, but why
should that stop me from assassinating one?"

"I don't know.
I just don't think you would want to."

Blade shook
his head and smiled. "I've never been paid to, but I don't see why
I wouldn't."

She hurled the
cloth into the basin, splashing water over the table. "Maybe one
day you'll find out. But that wasn't the issue, was it? Embeth
thought you'd lash out at me for hurting you, and that, you'd never
do."

"No," he
agreed. "Not unless you were doing it deliberately."

"How do you
feel when you kill someone?" Embeth enquired.

"Embeth!" Lilu
swung to glare at her daughter. "That's an impertinent
question."

Blade
shrugged. "Nothing really. It's just a job."

"You've never
pitied anyone?"

"No."

"Not even if
they begged for mercy?"

He shook his
head. "Few get the opportunity, but it makes no difference to me.
Their deaths have been paid for, so I would be a poor assassin if I
let them live."

Lilu frowned
as she threaded the needle. "Your Cotti assassin put up a good
fight. Getting sloppy in your old age?"

A faint smile
tugged at his mouth. "Usually, when two assassins fight, both die.
That's why it's forbidden, unless they're foreign."

"What about a
child?" Embeth asked. "Would you kill one?"

Lilu shot the
girl a hard look, then turned to Blade.

He sighed. "If
you count pubescent boys, I already have."

"But you saved
the infant queen, which almost cost you your life," Lilu pointed
out.

Blade looked
away. "Are you going to tend my wounds or interrogate me all
night?"

The women
raised their brows, and Embeth commented, "Strange that you don't
want to talk about that."

"Strange that
you should be so damned curious," he shot back, glaring at the
girl, then jumped and yelped as Lilu stuck the needle into the
wound in his biceps. She pulled the thread through and tied it.
Embeth turned away to stoke the fire, and the remainder of their
work was achieved in silence, apart from Blade's grunts and
hisses.

Blade had
emptied the wine bottle before he started to feel a little numb, by
which time the worst was over. When Lilu was finished, he stood and
pulled on his shirt, swaying a little. Embeth emptied the bowls of
bloody water while Lilu packed away the remainder of the bandages.
Blade walked to the door, where he turned, frowning.

"There were
two reasons why I saved Queen Kerra. One was to prevent
Minna-Satu's sacrifice and all my work from being in vain, and the
other was that I was badly injured, and I wanted to die. Does that
answer your question, girl?"

Embeth turned
from her chore and nodded, looking a little embarrassed.

Blade's mouth
twitched in a tiny smile. "Good."


 


 


 Chapter Seven

 


Blade gazed
across the frosty landscape, steam rising from the cup of tea he
had just prepared over the campfire. Although spring had come and a
fur of greenness covered the land, patches of snow lingered in the
shade of the forest trees, and the nights were cold. Camping in the
woods was an onerous ordeal, one he entered into with deep dislike
and endured with ill temper. His horse snorted and scraped at the
snow, uncovering a little grass to nibble. Blade tugged his coat
more closely around his neck and huddled into it, preserving the
warmth that remained from his bedroll. With every day he spent in
the wilderness, his longing for the comforts of the city increased
and his temper frayed further.

Blade had left
the keep at the first spring thaw, soon after the company of
soldiers had departed for Jondar. Lilu had been disappointed that
he was not returning to the palace with Embeth under his wing, but
he had made no promises in that regard. He had a more pressing goal
now, one he had waited for all winter, and had saved Minna-Satu to
earn. Not that he regretted saving his former queen, that in itself
had been a reward, but not the reason he had done it.

Now he sought
the Idol of the Beasts, and travelled to the isolated cave where he
dwelt. The location of Shamsara's cave was no secret. The trick was
to reach it without starving or freezing to death along the way.
The wilderness did not agree with Blade. So far he had bashed his
head on a low branch and stubbed his toes on roots several times,
and each night the battle to light his pile of twigs and leaves
became more infuriating. Twice he had hurled the offending
tinderbox into the bushes, then spent time-glasses searching for
it, which soured his mood further. The only redeeming fact was that
it always worked when he found it.

The cries of
wild beasts often disturbed his sleep, and at times the stealthy
approach of soft footsteps. No animal had ventured close enough for
him to see it, however, and he did not fear them. Any that attacked
him would regret it. He sighed a cloud of steam, then smiled as he
recalled Lilu's tender care while he recovered from his wounds. She
had forgotten the futility of trying to sneak up on him while he
slept, and he had taken some pleasure from startling her whenever
she attempted it. Once he recovered, the time had dragged past,
each day a test of his patience.

Blade threw
away the tea's dregs and stuffed the cup into his bag. Rising to
his feet, he packed away his belongings, stamped out the fire and
saddled his horse. His nape hair prickled, and all his internal
alarms jangled as he sensed a presence behind him. He whirled, his
hands on the hilts of the daggers in his belt.

An old man
stood there, clad in a robe made from fur and feathers. Shamsara's
warm smile split the white beard that sprouted from his weathered
visage.

Blade relaxed
with a soft snort, frowning. "Shamsara. How in Damnation do you do
that?"

The Idol's
smile broadened. "Oh, I am good at sneaking up on people, although
you are more difficult than most."

"You were not
there a moment ago."

"No, I was
not."

"Magic?"

He shrugged.
"You could call it that, I suppose."

Blade glanced
around at the collection of animals that always accompanied the
Idol. This time his friends were a fox, a crow, a squirrel and a
goat, but those were just the visible ones. Blade knew he had a
variety of smaller friends secreted amongst his clothes.

"Where is
he?"

Shamsara's
brows rose. "Who? Oh, him. Patience, Conash."

"I have been
patient all winter. Now I want the reward you promised me, for the
services I rendered. I did as you asked."

"An excellent
service it was too, carried out to the letter."

"So was it a
lie?"

Shamsara shook
his head. "No, it was not a lie. But you will have to be patient a
little longer. I cannot summon him out of the air, you know. As
with most beasts, he will be born in the spring."

"You mean he
is not born yet?"

"I spoke to
you last summer, did I not?"

Blade
nodded.

"Did you
expect him to be born in the autumn, or the winter?"

The assassin
sighed, his shoulders sagging. "How much longer must I wait?"

"You know the
answer to that."

Blade turned
away. "At least two moons."

"Even then, he
will be very young. Most familiars do not make contact until they
are fully grown."

The assassin
scowled. "I am not waiting that long."

"No, I suppose
not. But I have something to fill your time while you wait."

"What? Another
task?"

"Not exactly."
Shamsara came closer, and Blade turned to face him again. The Idol
gestured to the campsite. "Perhaps you should offer me some
tea?"

Blade pulled a
wry face. "I have just put out the damned fire."

"Then light it
again. And let your horse free to eat some grass, he is
hungry."

Blade
struggled with the tinderbox until Shamsara took it from him and
struck fat sparks into the tinder, starting a blaze. The assassin
banged a pot of water onto the fire and sat beside it, drawing up
his legs. Shamsara sank down next to him, a little too close for
Blade's comfort, and smoothed his robe. The assassin glared into
the fire, refusing to look at Shamsara. The Idol's presence filled
the forest with a strange serenity, and animals emerged from their
hiding places to bask in his proximity. Shamsara smiled and stroked
them. The fox lay down nearby, and the goat wandered off to munch
on a bush.

"So, what do
you want of me now?" Blade demanded.

Shamsara
sighed and turned to him, holding out his hand. "Give me your
hand."

After a
moment's hesitation, Blade placed his hand in the Idol's warm grip.
Serenity flowed into him so strongly that he tried to snatch it
back again, but Shamsara held on. Blade could not recall a time
when the Idol had ever touched someone, and found the contact
unsettling. He raised his eyes to meet the Idol's warm,
forest-green gaze, fighting the urge to free himself. Shamsara
closed his eyes and bowed his head, his fingers tightening on
Blade's hand.

"So much
hatred. So much rage. How do you live with it?"

"I have no
choice."

"You do. You
can let it go. In fact, you must."

"Why?"

"How can you
love anything when your heart is filled with hate?"

Blade's frown
deepened. "I do not."

"Not even your
lovely, devoted wife? Did you lie to her?"

"I saved her
life."

Shamsara
opened his eyes and studied the assassin. "Why?"

"Because she
is the Regent."

"A lie."

"Because I did
not want to be Regent."

"A
half-truth."

Blade glared
at him. "Because she is my wife."

"Another
half-truth."

"Because I
should... could have saved her familiar, had I got to Contara
sooner."

"Guilt?"

Blade shook
his head. "Regret."

"True. But not
enough to risk your life."

"I care
nothing for my life."

"A lie, since
I promised you Rivan."

"What is this,
a test?"

Shamsara
inclined his head. "Of a sort."

"What is the
point?"

"I can give
you back Rivan, and shall, but you may not be able to keep
him."

Blade tried to
tug his hand free, but Shamsara still would not let go. "You think
he will shun me?"

"Unless you
love him."

"I shall."

Shamsara
looked down at Blade's hand, tracing the white scars left by his
daggers. "You are afraid of love, Conash. The thought of caring for
someone terrifies you. They may die, or leave, and thus hurt you.
That is what you fear above all things, and yet, by avoiding it,
you hurt yourself."

"Rivan will
not leave me."

"He did once
before."

"He was
killed."

Shamsara
nodded. "Yes."

"I was a child
then. Now I can protect him. Besides, the war is over, and I intend
to retire. There will be no danger."

"There is
always danger."

"This is not
your concern. It is between him and I. He will not shun me."

"Conash." The
Idol spoke Blade's name like a caress, his eyes aglow with love.
"You were such a joyful child, so gentle and full of love.
Tinsharon has wept for you."

"Then why did
he abandon me?"

"He did not.
He has been at your side always, guiding you, helping you and
saving you."

Blade's eyes
glinted. "I hate him."

"He knows.
That is why he is allowing this miracle to happen. This is his
reward, his way of showing you that he loves you."

"If he loved
me, he would not have let me suffer."

"Everyone
suffers. Some more than others, it is true. But it is a test, not a
curse."

Blade jerked
his hand from the Idol's and jumped up, walked away a few paces and
swung around again. "He used me!"

"No."

"I am his
instrument, remember? He made me what I am, and now you want me to
change?"

"Yes, he made
you what you are. He gave you many gifts, of speed and skill, of
intelligence and beauty. He took a child damaged by fate and made
him into a legend. Did you think you did that all by yourself?"

Blade gave a
harsh bark of mirthless laughter. "Actually, I did. I have seen no
miracles."

"You are the
miracle, Conash. You are a living testament to his power." Shamsara
stood up and spread his arms. "He gave you the gift of beauty that
made Talon take you in. He guided Lilu to you when you lay dying in
the gutter, and Jayon in the desert. He gave you strength and
speed, and the allure that you use so wrongly."

"He took an
innocent child and stripped him of all he had, turned him into a
killer who knows only hatred."

"No, the Cotti
did that."

Blade snorted.
"And he allowed them to."

"He could not
prevent it."

"He is God! He
controls everything."

"No."

The assassin
swung away, his hands curling into fists. "What does he want of me
now? Why do you plague me with this?"

"He wants you
to be happy. Rivan is his gift to you, but you also have a wife,
whom you love."

"No!" Blade
whipped around. "She is nothing to me. An irritating simpleton who
eats me with her eyes. I cannot bear her company."

"Because you
feel inadequate."

"I am
inadequate."

"She does not
think so."

"She is a
damned imbecile."

Shamsara
sighed, letting his arms fall to his sides. "I can see that this is
going to be more difficult than I thought."

"If you are
going to try to convince me that I feel something for Chiana, it is
impossible."

"If I do not,
Tinsharon will."

Blade eyed the
Idol. "How?"

"Your wife has
refused to see you, has she not?"

"So?"

"How does that
make you feel?"

Blade
shrugged. "It amused me at first."

"And now?"

"I do not
care."

The Idol shook
his head. "A lie."

"All right, it
annoys me. I saved her life twice and killed Endor to avenge her
familiar, and she did not even thank me."

Shamsara
smiled. "You killed Endor because you wanted to."

"All right,
but I saved her life."

"She wanted to
die."

"Only the
first time."

"She still
wants to die."

Blade snorted
and turned to gaze through the forest at his horse, which grazed in
a grassy clearing some distance away. "She is a fool."

"No, she is
not. You know how she feels without her familiar, but you do not
know how it feels to love someone who scorns you. In a moon's time,
her father will die. She has no other family, except you. Without
you, she will be truly alone. Her father visits her often, and
writes her letters."

"I did not
scorn her. I told her what she wanted to hear."

"You told her
the truth, as a lie."

"I lied to
save her."

Shamsara
spread his hands. "She will have great need of your comfort when
her father dies."

Blade turned
to face the Idol, frowning. "She has Kerra."

"Kerra is not
her child. It is not enough."

"And I am? A
half man? A cold-blooded killer? I can give her nothing."

"You can give
her the one thing she craves above all else. Your love."

"No." Blade
shook his head. "I cannot. I have none."

"If that is
true, Rivan will shun you."

Blade stared
at the Idol, trapped by his own words. The conversation had come
full circle, and he had fallen into Shamsara's trap. He opened his
mouth, raising a finger, then closed it and turned away.

After a
moment's consideration, he remarked, "Very clever. But Rivan is
different. He is my familiar, not a wife I did not want."

"If you can
love Rivan, you can love your wife. You already do, so there is no
use denying it. I have looked into your heart, Conash. I have seen
what is there. A spark burns within a wall of ice, buried under a
sea of blood and bitterness. You hope to snuff it out by denying
it, but you cannot."

"Spare me the
poetry, you are not good at it."

Shamsara
sighed. "Minna-Satu realised that it was possible. That is why she
had you wed Chiana. Lilu has glimpsed the good in you, so did
Jayon. Kerrion, I am afraid, has not seen it, but he likes you
anyway, strange though that may be. Why do you suppose so many
people like you so much? Some even love you."

"They are
dimwits, and they are fooled by the charm you say Tinsharon gave
me. I would slit their throats without a second's remorse."

"Would you?"
Shamsara smiled. "You have thought up many plausible excuses for
your good deeds, have you not?"

"I have done
nothing I was not paid to do, or which benefited me in some
way."

"So you have
convinced everyone, including yourself. But what do you see when
you look within your heart?"

"Nothing.
Emptiness, darkness, coldness."

The Idol
nodded, sat down beside the fire and added tea leaves to the
bubbling water. Blade waited for him to continue the argument, but
Shamsara poured himself a cup of golden brew and added a little
sugar. He blew on it, then sipped it, and Blade sat opposite and
poured himself a cup.

"So have you
no argument for that?" the assassin enquired after a lengthy
silence that Shamsara seemed disinclined to break.

"How can I
argue with what you see within yourself? It is what you want to
see, and so you shall. Only you can break the wall of ice that
guards your heart, but you are afraid. Understandably, after all
the hurt you have suffered. Your sister could have helped you, but
she could not accept what you were forced to become, and that only
made it worse. Then when you saw her die -"

"Is there a
point to this endless prattle of yours?"

Shamsara
nodded. "What will happen if Rivan shuns you?"

"He will
not."

"Let us say,
for argument's sake, that he does."

Blade stared
into the fire through the steam rising from his tea. "I shall kill
myself."

"Ah, yes, your
other pastime. How many times have you failed in that regard?"

Blade
shrugged, sipping his tea. "I have lost count."

"Do you think
this time you will actually pluck up the courage to shed your own
blood?"

"I think
so."

"That would be
a shame." The Idol sighed. "A pitiful end to a legend, do you not
think?"

"Not really.
Who would know? I shall simply disappear. It will remain a mystery
to all."

Shamsara
snorted. "You are a fool. You can be happy, as Tinsharon wishes, or
at the very least content, if you will only allow it. Have you not
wallowed in self-loathing long enough?"

Blade smiled.
"That is my other pastime."

"I know. But
why?"

"I would have
thought that was fairly obvious."

"Not to me, or
to the people who love you. Tell me what it is that makes you hate
yourself above all others."

Blade turned
to gaze at the Idol, his slight smile widening into what he knew
was an expression of singular sweetness that did not reach his
eyes. "Others only see what is on the outside, what I want them to
see, and they listen to my lies as if they were truths. But I know
what is within me, and that is what I hate."

"The
emptiness?"

"Yes." Blade's
eyes drifted to the fire, and his smile faded. "The hopelessness. I
am useless as anything but a killer, and that part of me I hate
too. Perhaps if I enjoyed it, my life would have some meaning, some
purpose, but I do not."

"If you did,
you would indeed be a creature worthy of loathing."

"If I was
capable of emotions, I would feel pity and compassion, but that
part of me died with my family. It is gone forever."

Shamsara shook
his head. "No, it is not dead, but so long as you hate yourself you
will never be able to find it again. You have to let go of the
hatred."

"I
cannot."

The Idol put
down his empty cup and rose to his feet, his cheerful visage fallen
into lines of deep sadness. Blade stood up, and a hush fell over
the woods. The fox jumped up and trotted away into the shrubbery,
and the crow on Shamsara's shoulder spread its wings and gave a
harsh cry. Blade's horse raised its head and walked towards them in
answer to the Idol's summons, and Shamsara put a hand on Blade's
shoulder.

"Tinsharon
loves you, Conash. Your hatred was given to you by those who made
you what you are. That is your curse. Nurture it at your peril, for
if you do not cast it out in time, it will suck the life from you,
and all his gifts will not save you. Go to your wife and tell her
more of what you consider to be lies. See what happiness a few
words and gestures can bring her, and then look well within
yourself. There is hope."

"For what?
Even if I did as you ask, what use am I to her?"

Shamsara
closed his eyes with a martyred expression, releasing Blade to rub
his brow. "Only you could spoil my exit." He opened his eyes and
gazed at the assassin. "For the answer to that question, apply to
your wife. She will tell you."

"And what
about me? It may make her happy to have me around as a lap dog, but
I will not like it."

Shamsara
sighed. "Is there anything you do like, apart from drowning your
sorrows in wine?"

"To be left
alone."

"No, that is
not what you want. It is what you think you deserve. Cast out the
hatred, and you will not want to be alone."

Blade frowned,
eyeing the Idol. "My hatred is all that has sustained me. Without
it, I shall have nothing."

"It sustained
you through the dark days of your loss and the harsh times that
followed, but it will not bring you joy, and ultimately it will
destroy you."

Shamsara
turned away, raising a hand in a brief gesture of farewell as he
walked into the forest. Before Blade could think of a suitable
retort, the trees had swallowed him. The assassin sat down by the
fire again, pondering the seer's words while he stared into the
flames. If it was even possible to do as Shamsara asked, what would
he be left with? Without his hatred, he would be utterly empty,
something he had already experienced upon his retirement. Then the
drug in the tattoo ink had stripped away his hatred and rage, and
he had fallen into a deep depression that only copious amounts of
wine had alleviated somewhat.

Chiana had
dragged him from it by locking him in the dungeons until his anger
had stirred within him again, and had not released him until he had
regained his cold rage once more. How could he cast aside that
which had been a part of him for thirty years, and what if he found
nothing to replace it? It seemed like a recipe for disaster, and
not one he was willing to court at this time. The old seer did not
understand him, and could not plumb the depths of his soul, where
the scars of his pain remained, only half healed by time.

Blade drained
his tea and stood, packing up the camp once more.


 


 


 Chapter Eight

 


Blade arrived
in Jondar almost a moon after his meeting with Shamsara, riding
through the crowded, dirty slums with a sense of homecoming. Whores
offered their wares from doorways and windows, street urchins and
pick-pockets darted through the crowds, peddlers shouted and waved
their goods at passers-by. He glanced back at Embeth, who rode one
of his packhorses, and looked a little overwhelmed by the city she
had left behind fifteen years before. Blade's return to his estate
had delighted Lilu, and she had been overjoyed when he had agreed
to take Embeth to court with him. She had confined her joy to a
lonion-scented hug, releasing him before he pushed her away. For
the next tenday, she and Embeth had spent much of their time sewing
new gowns from swathes of rich cloth she had bought with her
savings, pestering Blade for details of the latest court fashions.
He had quelled his urge to tell her the fops at court wore paja
bird feathers on their bottoms and fen-dog fangs around their
necks. Embeth had proven to be a pleasantly silent travelling
companion, and saw to his needs with commendable efficiency.

Passing
through the slums around the northern gate, Blade guided his horse
into the central marketplace, where merchants of every variety
displayed their wares. Street sweepers struggled to clear away the
endless supply of garbage, from the mounds of dung that fouled the
livestock pens to the rotting vegetables that farmers
discarded.

The stench
made him wish he did not need to breathe, and the crowd's noise,
mingled with the cries of beasts and merchants, drowned out his
thoughts. He passed through it as quickly as possible, ignoring the
pleas of stall owners and the wares they thrust at him. His rich
clothes and silver-edged cloak made him a popular target, and
vendors crowded around his horse. Embeth stayed close to him,
shaking off the plucking hands of traders who did not dare to
accost Blade in the same manner.

Leaving the
market's hubbub, they rode through a middle class district and into
a more affluent suburb that bordered the broad, tree-lined avenue
that led to the palace. Nobility who visited the palace primarily
used the avenue, and, whereas Blade had appeared rich in the
marketplace, he was plainly dressed compared to the court
popinjays. Embeth stared at the powdered fops and jewelled ladies
in blatant fascination, earning herself and Blade a few frowns and
sniffs. The difference between the rich and poor was marked, not
only by their dress and manner, but by their familiars.

In the market,
few had been in evidence, since most were small, insignificant
beasts, insects and birds. In the avenue, however, large animals
abounded, especially dogs, birds of prey and horses. Embeth's
familiar was a songbird, a mark of the lower classes, but since the
Regent was a woman of doves such stigmas had become less important.
Blade imagined what it would be like when Rivan walked at his side
once more, experiencing a surge of pride at the prospect. Although
a forest cat was not as large or dangerous as the sand cat or
spotted snow cat, it was still a powerful and noble familiar.

They arrived
at the palace gates as a gilded coach was leaving, and Embeth
guided her horse from its path, but Blade kept to the centre of the
road. The coachman raised his whip in a half-hearted attempt to
chase the assassin away, then decided against it and reined in his
team. The carriage's occupants, however, took a dim view of the
matter, and a powdered dandy stuck his head out of the window.

"You there!
Lout! Do you not know better than to get in the way of a member of
the nobility?"

Blade guided
his horse closer to the carriage window and swept back his cloak,
revealing its rich satin lining. "And who might you be, pray
tell?"

The fop
swelled visibly, his starched ruff bristling. "I am Viscount
Jaraba, you insolent wretch. You should be using the servant's
entrance, if you have any business in the palace at all."

Blade smiled.
"Indeed I have business here. I have come to visit my wife."

"An underling
chambermaid, no doubt. That does not give you the right to use the
main entrance."

Blade reined
his horse closer still. "Oh, she is a little more important than
that, but I will be sure to pass on your remarks."

A rouged woman
in a feathered hat poked her head out of the rear window and raked
Blade with a scornful look. "We do not care if she is a
lady-in-waiting, it does not allow you to be so impertinent."

Blade
chuckled, starting to enjoy himself. "I do not need to rely on her
importance to gain entrance here, madam. But do go on with your
rhetoric, it is most entertaining."

"How dare
you?" the fop cried, opening the door and jumping out. "Get down,
oaf, and I shall teach you some manners."

"Will you,
indeed? That would be interesting, if I had the time or inclination
to allow it. Clearly you do not frequent the palace very often, or
perhaps it is I who am at fault in that regard. However, right of
way is dictated by rank, and I am afraid that you are in the
wrong."

The dandy
reddened, and his hand dropped to the hilt of the rapier that hung
on his belt. "Get down I say, before I drag you from your nag!"

Blade laughed,
patting his horse. "He might be ill bred, like you, but he is not a
nag."

Viscount
Jaraba stepped forward and grabbed Blade's horse's reins, making
the beast shy. "Clearly you do not have the good sense to do as you
are told, dolt, but insulting a viscount is a serious offence."

"It is you who
have aired most of the insults here, and without proper
introductions, too."

"I do not care
who you are. You certainly do not outrank me."

"Indeed?"
Blade chuckled again. "And since you do not know who I am, how can
you be certain of that?"

"I just have
to look at you, fool!"

"Ah. Do all
nobility dress like peacocks in heat?"

Jaraba stepped
back and drew his rapier with a hiss, shouting, "That is it! My
patience is at an end. Get off that beast, or I shall have the
guards do it for you!"

Blade raised a
hand and beckoned to one of the gate guards. The man marched over
and bowed low, but Jaraba, thinking the man was bowing to him,
indicated Blade with a furious finger.

"Drag that man
from his horse, guardsman!"

Blade smiled
at the confused soldier. "Do you know me, guardsman?"

"Yes, My
Lord."

Jaraba froze,
staring at the guard, and Blade said, "Then kindly introduce me to
Viscount Jaraba."

"At once, My
Lord." The soldier turned to Jaraba. "Allow me to present His
Grace, High Lord Conash, Lord Protector of Jashimari, sacred Knight
of the Veil, former regent and husband of Regent Chiana."

Blade nodded.
"I think that is most of my numerous titles, but I am certain that
Viscount Jaraba knows the rest."

Jaraba gaped
at Blade, the rapier falling from his nerveless hand to clatter on
the paving stones. A soft thud from the carriage told Blade that
Jaraba's lady companion had fainted. Jaraba was made of sterner
stuff, although he had turned as white as a sheet. He fell to one
knee and bowed until his forehead almost touched the road,
straightening slowly.

Blade
remarked, "I do not warrant a prostration, Jaraba. I am only a high
lord, not the Queen."

"My Lord. I -
I did not know. I beg your forgiveness. My words were ill
considered. I am stricken with embarrassment."

"So you should
be. But I have to admit I enjoyed our little encounter. Seldom have
I met a man more endowed with foolish pride, who is such a complete
lack wit."

"I am
mortified, My Lord. Please forgive me."

"Next time,
ask for an introduction before you challenge someone to a duel. I
trust you are aware that you would have been most thoroughly
humiliated, had I thought to amuse myself further at your
expense?"

Jaraba nodded.
"Indeed I am, My Lord. And most grateful that you spared me the
embarrassment. Anything I can do to make amends, name it."

Blade glanced
at Embeth. "I may do that, but, for the moment, you may remove your
carriage from my path."

Jaraba swung
to shout at his luckless coachman, and the team of snorting,
high-stepping horses drew the carriage aside. Jaraba bowed again,
then rushed to climb into his coach when Blade waved a dismissive
hand. As the carriage rumbled away, Embeth guided her horse closer
to Blade's.

"I didn't
think you had a sense of humour, My Lord."

"There's much
you don't know about me, girl."

"So it seems.
You enjoyed that, yet you scorn your high rank."

He shrugged.
"It means little to me, but humiliating idiots like him is always
amusing. In that regard, it's quite useful."

"And you talk
different. When you're with us, you speak like we do, but when you
spoke to him, your manner was more noble than his."

"It's a talent
I discovered in my youth. I have the ability to mimic any form of
speech after hearing it for a short time. Queen Minna-Satu taught
me court manners, since my own were, in her opinion, boorish."

She urged her
horse after him when he headed for the gates, past bowing
guards.

Blade ensured
that Embeth was installed in rooms used by the lesser nobility,
then sought his suite, where Arken had already prepared a hot bath.
News of his arrival had spread swiftly through the palace, and he
wondered how Chiana would react.

 


"What does he
want?" Chiana frowned at the messenger who had just delivered the
news of her husband's arrival.

The man
shrugged. "He did not say, Regent. He has retired to his rooms. But
there is a woman with him, who has been installed in the lower
court's accommodation."

"And who is
she?"

"That too
remains a mystery, my lady."

Chiana nodded
and dismissed him before turning to gaze out at the spring garden
with its newly budded, bright green leaves. Her longing to see
Blade burnt like a fire in her breast, making it difficult to
breathe, and she struggled to quell the urge to run to his rooms.
Tears stung her eyes at the bittersweet joy of his return, mingled
with an ironic resentment that he had. For fifteen years, she had
longed for him to do this, and would have welcomed him joyfully,
but now, when she had resolved not to see him, it only added to her
heartache.

The door burst
open and Kerra entered, her eyes filled with concern. Spotting the
Regent, she composed herself, brushed at her pale blue silk skirts
and walked more sedately towards Chiana.

"Are you all
right?"

Chiana forced
a brittle smile. "I should be happy. I am happy, but I am also
angry. Why does he come here now? After years of avoiding me, when
I will not see him, he comes back."

"Perhaps he
has had a change of heart?"

She snorted.
"He does not have a heart."

"Maybe he
wants to see you."

"I doubt
that."

"Then it must
have something to do with the woman he brought with him. Who do you
think she might be?"

Chiana's smile
softened. "I have no idea, but at least I know she is not his
mistress. Yet I wish I did have to worry about that. Strange, is it
not?"

"No. But there
is something to be said for a man who will never be unfaithful to
you."

Chiana turned
away to hide the pain in her eyes. "Indeed. I once asked your
mother if she did not resent the fact that he held her in no high
regard, and she told me she could not, since he held no one else in
high regard either. It is small consolation, however."

Kerra joined
her at the window, watching an elderly gardener planting flowers in
a bed below. "Will you see him?"

Chiana
hesitated, pleating her plain black linen skirt. "If he requests
it, not otherwise."

"I shall send
for him. I want to know why he is here too, and who the woman
is."

Chiana nodded.
"Wait a while. He will still be in his bath."

"I doubt Blade
will hurry his bath to accommodate me." Kerra bit her lip, watching
the gardener work. "What will it take, do you suppose, to earn his
respect?"

"I do not
know. Your mother was the only person who seemed able to command it
most of the time. Yet even she considered him impertinent and ill
mannered. It is a pity you did not have the opportunity to learn
from her."

Kerra looked
thoughtful. "Do you wish to see him?"

"More than
anything. But I dread it too. The way he looks at me..." She
shivered and rubbed her arms. "It is like being impaled with
icicles."

Kerra put a
hand on Chiana's arm, and the Regent covered it with her own,
smiling as she said, "You have certainly grown up a lot since you
first met him. Perhaps it is only a matter of time. One day, out of
the blue, he may address you as his queen. That would be so like
Blade. You just have to be patient."

"He taught me
that when we were together." She smiled. "Those memories I shall
always treasure."

Chiana sighed.
"As I treasure what few memories I have with him. Love is a
terrible burden when it is not returned."

"But he
said..."

"Those words,
though precious, do not compensate for his complete lack of
affection. They keep me alive and give me some small measure of
happiness, but I long for more. And that, my dear, I shall never
receive."

"You are
resigned to that, then?"

"What choice
do I have?"

Kerra squeezed
Chiana's arm. "Perhaps he will surprise you, too."

"I once hoped
so, but now I doubt it."

 


Blade was
lacing his shirt, still damp and warm from his bath, when the
Queen's supper invitation arrived. He donned one of his less garish
suits, since his leather clothes were dirty. The short black suede
jacket's sleeves and collar were picked out with silver embroidery,
and his white linen shirt was tucked into trousers that bore the
same pattern on the seam from waist to knee.

Arken, who
stood ready to help if required, beamed his approval when the
assassin had finished and stepped forward to brush and tug, as was
his habit. Blade shook him off and headed for the door, leaving the
servant to tidy the room.

When he
arrived at the Queen's quarters, a handmaiden showed him into the
sitting area. Kerra reclined on a mound of satin cushions, clad in
a royal blue velvet gown sewn with cyan panels edged with gold
thread, her hair swept up in an elaborate, pearl-sprinkled coif.
Diamonds adorned her neck and sparkled on her ears and fingers. She
reminded him of her mother, especially with the regal way she
tilted her head and the cool smile she bestowed upon him. He smiled
and sat on the cushion she indicated with a wave.

"My Lord
Conash."

"Kerra."

"It is good to
see you again, and in good health."

Blade waved
away the tray of sweetmeats a handmaiden offered, but accepted the
cup of wine the next girl brought. Kerra picked up a cup of tea
from the tray before her and sipped it, studying him.

"I know you
will not ask, so I shall tell you that Chiana is well."

"I intend to
see for myself."

"Oh? You are
going to visit her?"

"Yes."

"For what
reason?"

He shook his
head. "I do not have to explain myself to you."

"No, but it
would be polite. I am concerned for her happiness, and I do not
wish her to be upset."

"I am not
going to upset her."

"Just seeing
you will upset her."

He shrugged,
sipping his wine. "I cannot be held responsible for that. It is not
my intention."

"Why have you
returned to the palace?"

"I have
business here."

"The woman you
brought with you?"

He nodded.
"Amongst other things."

"Who is
she?"

"None of your
business."

 


Kerra pouted,
then caught herself and composed her features into the regal
expression that Minna-Satu had taught her. "I suppose not."

The assassin
sipped his wine and glanced away. His eyes came to rest on Myasha,
who dozed on his perch. Kerra bit into a pastry, brushing the
crumbs from her chin as she studied him again.

"My spies tell
me that you have slain the Cotti assassin."

"Yes."

"Do you know
who sent him?"

"Dravis."

Kerra nodded.
"As I suspected. Tell me what happened."

"I slit his
throat."

"This will be
a dull evening indeed if you are not prepared to be more
forthcoming, My Lord."

He smiled and
made a vicious, slashing gesture across his throat. "I sliced it
open, like this."

"That is not
what I meant, and well you know it. How did you find him? Where did
you confront him? Did the soldiers help?"

Blade leant
back as the food arrived, eyeing the Queen. The maidens laid out
platters of succulent grilled fowl, roast sucking pig, spiced cray
bird eggs, buttered delgreens and boiled patotals on the low table
before them. He cast his gaze over the selection of delicacies,
then filled his plate from those platters he liked. Kerra did the
same, and found, at the end of it, that her plate was more laden
than his.

Blade gave a
terse account of the Cotti assassin's demise, with disparaging
remarks about the soldiers Chiana had sent. Kerra listened to his
soft, husky voice while she gazed at him. To her annoyance, she
felt privileged to be in his company, when it should have been the
other way around. When he pushed aside his plate and sat back,
wiping his mouth with a napkin, she tilted her head and smiled at
him.

"So, if you
will not tell me who this woman is, will you tell me why you have
brought her to court?"

"I intend to
find a position for her here."

"What has she
done to earn such a favour from you?"

He shrugged.
"Nothing."

"Then why
-"

"It is not
your concern. Prying into my business should be beneath you." Blade
picked up his wine cup.

"She is a
commoner. She can only work here as a servant."

"A certain
Viscount Jaraba is now indebted to me. He will do as I wish."

"I see. I
hesitate to ask what you did to earn such favour with a noble."

"I did not
kill anyone for it."

Kerra eyed
him. "I thought you would have retired by now."

"I intend to,
soon."

"How long will
you remain at court this time?"

He shrugged.
"Until my business is concluded."

"And did you
come here only to find a position for your charge?"

"No."

"So you also
have business with Chiana? Or do you merely wish to see her?"

He sipped his
wine and smiled. "That is between she and I."

Kerra frowned
and looked away, disliking her intense curiosity about him and all
he did. He was correct, and she resented him for it. "You are rude,
My Lord. It is a wonder you command such respect from people whom
you treat like dirt."

He chuckled.
"It is, isn't it?"

"You think
them fools."

"Most of them
are."

"Including
Chiana?"

He frowned.
"Leave her out of it."

"So you do not
think her a fool?"

"That is none
of your concern either."

"I do not
approve of your treatment of her, and I have told her that she
should continue to refuse to see you."

"Indeed?" He
sipped his wine. "And what did she say?"

"She will not,
of course."

"Of course.
She fears that if she does, I will grow tired of her rancour and
annul our marriage. She does not wish to lose her status as my
wife. Nor will she give up her hope of finding sympathy from
me."

"You are
cruel, My Lord. She bears you no rancour. I have seen her sadness
at your neglect."

"Of course,
she also wants to own me completely. Is that not every wife's
ambition?"

"Is that what
you believe?" Kerra demanded, shocked.

"Naturally she
wants something back after wearing her heart on her sleeve for
fifteen years. She must be the object of popular pity, while I am
the villain of the saga. But I never wanted a wife. It was her idea
to wed me, and she knew what she was getting when she did it."

"That explains
your callous attitude towards her, but I assure you, you are
wrong."

He sighed and
leant forward to refill his goblet. "I do not care, in truth. And I
tire of people trying to tell me how to live my life. Change the
subject, or I shall bid you goodnight."

Kerra glared
at him. Had it been anyone else, she would have ordered them to
leave, but she set aside her annoyance.


 


 


 Chapter Nine

 


Blade waited
two days before he visited his wife. At his request, Viscount
Jaraba's wife employed Embeth and took her away for instruction. He
declined another dinner invitation from Kerra, and the atmosphere
in the palace took on an air of anticipation. There were no rumours
that Chiana's father was ill, but Blade did not doubt the accuracy
of Shamsara's prediction, and the moon was almost up. Suspecting
that if he did ask to see her, Chiana would keep him waiting
outside her doors for a time, he decided to take the unofficial
route.

That night,
after all but the guards had retired, he left his room through the
window and scaled the rough stone to Chiana's balcony. Slipping
into the darkness of her rooms, he walked through the sitting area
to her bedroom. The Regent lay tangled in her sheets as if she
fought demons in her sleep. He gazed down at her, all his training
and experience at odds with waking her. He had lost count of the
number of bed chambers he had stolen into over the years, and how
many sleeping faces he had seen before he had ended their lives.
The fact that to him she was as vulnerable as any other person was
a testament to his skills, but one that gave him no pleasure.

Chiana sighed
and squirmed, then her brow puckered as she plucked at the sheets
and tossed, muttering. He wondered what terrible images haunted her
dreams. Her hands crept to her chest, and she gasped, her face
twisted with anguish. Blade frowned as he realised that she relived
her familiar's death, just as he had dreamt of Rivan's for so many
years. He stepped closer, then froze in surprise when she whispered
his name in a desperate, pleading tone. She cried it again, and he
sat beside her and touched her hand. Chiana's eyes flew open, and
she stared up at him with a frightened, uncertain expression.

Deducing that
she could not make out his features clearly in the dimness, he
leant closer and whispered, "It is Blade."

She stared at
him for a moment longer, then flung her arms around his waist and
buried her face in his chest. Taken by surprise, he patted her
shoulder.

"You came...
This time you came," she whispered. "Every night I have that dream
and call out to you. I thought you were a ghost at first."

A couple of
tart rejoinders leapt into his mind, but instead he murmured, "Yes,
I am here."

"I have missed
you."

"I did not
think my company was so pleasurable."

She sighed and
held him tighter. "Much as you strive to be obnoxious, you do not
always succeed."

"Huh. I
thought I was quite good at it."

She released
him and lay back, gazing at him. "Light the lamp."

He reached for
the tinderbox beside the bed. "I am not very good with these
things."

After a few
misses, he succeeded in setting spark to wick, squinting as the
flame brightened. When he had put the glass on the lamp, he found
Chiana studying him.

"Why have you
come back?"

He hesitated.
"Did you not want me to?"

"Of course,
but I thought it would be easier for both of us if we did not see
each other again. You do not like to be around me, and that makes
it difficult for me to be with you."

"I do not
dislike your company, Chiana. It is just..." He tried to stand up,
but she grabbed his sleeve, forcing him to either remain seated or
shake her off. He sank down again, frowning at the lamp.

"It is
difficult for me. I have been alone for most of my life. I am
accustomed to it now."

Her eyes
roamed over his face, and she seemed to be waiting for him to
continue. "You expect me to believe that? I have seen you enjoying
the company of others. You spent time-glasses drinking with Lirek
and Jayon in the cellars, and you habituate inns full of people.
Tell the truth, for once in your life. You cannot stand the sight
of me. You never wanted a wife, and never will. You resent the fact
that Minna-Satu forced you to marry me, and you want to make me
suffer for it."

He frowned,
then jerked free and jumped up, walked away a few paces and swung
to face her again. "Yes, I did once. Perhaps I still do."

"You do. I see
it in your eyes, and that is why I did not want to see you. I would
rather keep the memory of that brief moment of pity you had for me
than to be reminded of the burden I am to you."

"So you have
given up trying to change me?"

"Utterly. You
are as frozen as the northern mountains, and just as distant. You
may as well be as distant in body as you are in mind."

"You would
prefer it that way?"

She hesitated,
plucking at the sheets in agitation. "No. I would prefer you to be
with me because you wanted to, and to enjoy my company a
little."

"I do not
dislike your company, or you. And I am here now... because I want
to be."

"That is a
cruel jest."

"It is not a
jest." He walked closer. "Do I look like a damned court buffoon? Or
one of your primping fops?"

"No, you look
very much like my cold-hearted husband, but your words are not ones
he would ever speak."

"I seem to
recall speaking words that were even more important to you, some
time ago now, and I have not rescinded them."

She gazed at
him. "And yet, I have come to realise that even if you meant them,
you have no intention of ever showing me the slightest
affection."

"Did I ever
promise you that?"

She looked
away. "No, but I hoped -"

"That once I
had spoken those words, I would somehow change into a loving
husband?"

"Only that you
might be able to show your feelings. Now I know you never will, and
I cannot bear it. I even wonder if those words were a lie."

He cocked his
head. "Do you now? If you are so utterly convinced that I am a
monster, how can you claim to love me?"

"I do not
know. It is not something I can control."

"So why do you
reject the very thing you long for?"

She looked
down at her twisting hands. "Because if it is all a lie, you are
making a fool of me, and a mockery of our marriage."

"Our marriage
has always been a mockery. So you think I am here to torment you
with more lies? Do you think me so cruel?"

"Then you
admit that it was a lie?"

He sighed,
raising a hand to rub his brow. "That is not what I said."

"Then what was
it? If it is true, say it again."

He came closer
and sat on the edge of the bed again. "I have not denied it."

"Because I
lived for those words, and you do not want to be Regent."

A slight smile
curved his lips. "And you told me that you would accept anything,
so long as I did not rescind them, and I have not."

"Nor have you
shown me one iota of affection, even when I begged you to, so why
should I believe you have had a change of heart?"

"I am here, am
I not? What other possible reason could I have for coming to your
room at night, other than to talk to you." He took her hand, his
fingers caressing it. "Gestures of affection are alien to my
nature, but I have resolved to try to be more... approachable, as
you wish."

She stared at
him in stunned disbelief, then her tears overflowed to run down her
cheeks. He tightened his hold on her hand in an inept attempt to
comfort her, but she jerked free and rolled off the bed, clutching
her white satin nightdress to her neck. "Get out!"

Blade stood
up, confused. "Why?"

"Get out!" She
swept up a pottery vase and hurled it at his head. Blade ducked,
and it smashed on the wall beyond him. He shook his head in puzzled
annoyance, his brow furrowing in a thunderous scowl.

"What is the
matter with you?"

"I do not
believe you! You are a liar! I have just grown used to the idea
that there can never be anything between us, and now you try to
torment me with false promises!"

"I -" Blade
whipped around as the doors in the sitting area beyond crashed
open, and two guards galloped into the bedroom with drawn swords.
They gaped at Blade, and, after an apologetic glance at the
flushed, furious Regent, almost fell over each other in their haste
to leave. Blade glared at the empty doorway, then turned to face
his irate wife.

"What game are
you playing?" His eyes narrowed. "You have spoken to Kerra, have
you not? What did that stupid girl tell you?"

"Your queen,
Blade! You should show her some respect!" She picked up a heavy
glass figurine and hefted it. "Yes, she told me about your
conversation, how you think my longing for your affection is merely
a wish to own you. It is not! I am not ashamed of my love for you,
nor do I expect it to be returned simply to satisfy some shallow
need for vindication or to stop the pitying looks I receive every
day. I do not care what they think!"

"She should
not have told you that. She had no right to interfere between us."
Blade turned away, raising a hand to rub his brow, then ducked
again as the figurine whistled past his ear and hit the floor
beyond with a terrific crash.

"Get out!"
Chiana shouted. "I want nothing from you!"

Blade
straightened, frowning. "If you truly loved me, you would not
question the reasons for my visit, only be happy that I have
decided to give you something of what you wanted from me, as much
as I am able."

"No, I would
have accepted you on those terms only if I had cared for nothing
but to own your attentions. Then I would not have cared about your
motivations."

"And what do
you think those motivations are?"

She hesitated,
fingering a gold candelabrum. "I have yet to solve that riddle, but
in time I will."

"I am sure you
will come up with some plausible reason, and doubtless Kerra will
aid you in that endeavour. She is trying to come between us,
Chiana."

"There is no
us! And why would she want to do that?"

He sighed. "It
pains me to admit it, but during our time together she developed
a... an infatuation for me. Probably because I was her protector
and mentor, nothing more. She may think I will be more amenable to
her designs if you reject me."

"She is a
child!"

"She is a
young woman."

Chiana swung
away, staring blindly at a tapestry. "She would never do anything
to cause me pain."

"I am sure she
did not think it would. Most likely she thought you would be well
rid of me."

"Then why did
you say it?"

Blade ran a
hand through his hair and turned to scan the room for a bottle of
wine. Finding none, he went over to a cabinet and pulled open the
doors, discovering a carafe of port and two cups. "I am not going
to tell you while you are preparing to hurl that candelabrum at my
head."

Chiana moved
away from the mantelpiece with its stock of ammunition, rubbing her
arms. "Is it so terrible?"

He shrugged
and poured a cup of port. "It is what I believe."

"How could
you? Have not fifteen years of faithfulness and devotion proven my
love for you?"

"No. As far as
I know, you wed me to gain the status to become Regent, and you
took vows of celibacy at our wedding. You are a priestess. You
could do nothing else."

"But I have
told you -"

"Words are
cheap." He sipped his port. "They could be lies."

Chiana marched
over to him and swung a right hook at his head, which he ducked,
slopping his wine. Blade cursed, then retreated as she came after
him, her face filled with rage.

"How dare
you?" she shouted. "How can you accuse me of lying? You bastard!
You are the liar, not I!"

Blade reversed
around a chair with difficulty, almost tripping on a rug, then
backed into the wall with a soft thud. Before he could escape
sideways, Chiana gripped his jacket and pinned him against it,
thrusting her face close to his.

"Why would I
lie? Tell me!" Her eyes overflowed again, and her face twisted with
anguish. "Why do you not believe me? What would I have to do to
prove it to you?"

He eyed her,
frowning. "Throwing things at me does not help."

"Damn you,
Blade, do not try to fob me off! Answer me! Tell me the truth now,
even if you never speak it again!"

 


Blade
hesitated, then put the cup of port down on the table beside him.
His hands slid up to her throat and closed around it, his fingers
caressing her skin with a feather-light touch. He leant closer, and
she raised her face, her breath catching, wondering if he was about
to kiss her, and longing for it. His soft, silken voice broke the
tense hush.

"You want to
know the truth? Then I shall tell you. Because you rejected me. I
rode for tendays, wounded, to arrive in Jondar in time to save you
from the Contara assassins Endor sent. I almost died in the
attempt, and again protecting you. And what did I receive in
return? Not even a word of thanks. I avenged Inka's death and saved
your life yet again, and you refused to see me."

His hand rose
to brush a lock of hair from her brow. "That was cruel, little
dove, and it only makes sense if you do not love me as you claim. I
understand that. I am exactly what you have just called me. A cold,
heartless monster. A killer, my hands forever blood-stained. No one
could ever love me. Not even my own sister, who once did, could
love me when she learnt what I am. How can you?"

His hands
dropped to her shoulders, and he thrust her away, broke her hold
and sent her stumbling back.

Chiana stared
at him, aghast. "You believe that?"

"I know
it."

She raised her
hands to cover her mouth, her face twisted with anguish. "You are
so wrong." She shook her head. "You are such a blind fool. I do not
care about that."

He made a
vicious gesture and headed for the window, clearly intent on
quitting the situation. Chiana ran to overtake him and block his
path, forcing him to stop.

"Get out of my
way," he said.

"No. Listen to
me." She stepped closer and touched his chest. "Love does not judge
what a person has done. It is blind. All that matters is who you
are."

"I am a
killer."

"No, you are
an assassin. But even that is what you are, not who."

"Same thing,
in my case." He tried to go around her, but she stepped into his
path again.

"No, it is
not."

"Then what? Is
it my helpful nature? My scintillating personality? Perhaps it is
my joyful demeanour or my boundless compassion." He cocked his
head. "I am a monster, as cold as the northern mountains and just
as distant, remember? I make no excuses, nor do I try to be
something I am not, although I was prepared to try, for your
sake."

"I do not know
why I love you, but I do, and your sister was wrong to reject
you."

"No, she was
right. And at least she was honest in the end, although she sought
to deceive me too. How can you try to keep up this pretence when
you cannot think of one reason for it?" He stepped around her and
headed for the window.

Chiana grabbed
his sleeve and yanked, pulled him off balance and swung him around.
"The truth does not need to be proven. Only a lie requires reasons.
The truth merely is."

"How trite. A
little while ago you were accusing me of lying, and throwing pots
at my head. Now you are begging to be believed simply because you
say so? You did not accord me that privilege, did you?"

She hung her
head. "No. I know you too well, and I have come to accept you as
you are."

"But you did
not want to see me, as I am. You even thought me capable of coming
here to toy with your feelings. My faults are many, but cruelty is
not one of them, and I would not waste my time on such
exploits."

"I thought you
were doing it to make me pay for refusing to see you."

"Nor am I
petty," he snapped.

"But you are
vengeful."

He smiled, in
one of his mercurial mood swings. "I did not consider that slight
worthy of vengeance."

"Then why
would you, who have no feelings, want to give me, whom you thought
claimed to love you only out of a wish to own you, the affection I
wanted?"

"An excellent
question, but one I am not prepared to answer."

"Because you
do not believe I love you."


"Precisely."

She shook her
head helplessly. "And how do you suggest I prove it to you?"

"I do not
know."

"Then we are
at an impasse."

"So it would
seem." He headed for the window again.

"Wait! Do not
leave now. Let us talk about this."

He paused to
glance back. "There is nothing more to say."

"There must
be. We cannot leave it like this."

"Why not? It
is no worse than it ever was. You think I am a lying bastard, and
you are right. I have told a lot of lies, so I cannot refute it,
can I? You have resigned yourself to your lot, and I have never
tried to be anything other than what I am."

"A heartless
bastard."


"Precisely."

After a moment
of tense silence, Blade turned and walked to the balcony. Chiana
watched him disappear into the darkness, her heart filled with
pain. As soon as she was alone, she sank down on the bed and
wept.

 


The next
morning, after Chiana's maidens had done their best to hide the
ravages of a sleepless night spent weeping, she sent for Kerra.
When the young Queen arrived, Chiana stood by the window, gazing
out at the fresh, green-budded spring garden. She listened to the
approaching rustle of Kerra's skirts until she stopped behind
her.

"Chiana? Is
something wrong?"

"Blade visited
me last night."

"He said he
was going to see you. What did he want?"

"He claimed
that he wished to spend time with me, to give me some of the
affection I have craved for so long."

"After what he
told me? Why would he do that?"

Chiana turned.
"He would not say."

Kerra's eyes
flicked over the regent's face. "He upset you. I told him not to.
You poor thing." She stepped closer, reaching for Chiana's
hands.

The Regent
snatched them away. "You told him not to visit me?"

"He always
upsets you, and you said that you dreaded seeing him again."

"I also said I
wanted to see him anyway."

"Yes, but what
good does it do? I was trying to prevent this from happening."
Kerra gestured at Chiana's tear-ravaged face. "He treats you
abominably. You deserve better."

"So, you still
think I should refuse to see him?"

"More than
ever."

"Is that why
you told me what he said to you, so I would be angry and suspicious
when I saw him?"

Kerra frowned,
looking puzzled. "I thought you deserved to know, that is all."

"Even though
you knew it would hurt and upset me, the very thing you claim you
wished to avoid?"

"I thought it
would spare you greater pain later on. You were already angry with
him, is that not why you refused to see him?"

"Partly."
Chiana swept past the girl and made her way over to the table that
held a bottle of wine and two cups, pouring herself a cup. "Mostly,
I wanted to make him angry, to hurt him with my rejection and thus
stir his emotions. I thought he would discover that he really
wanted to see me, and I was even foolish enough to dream that he
would come to my bedroom at night to speak to me, perhaps even to
profess his love for me. Is that not supremely stupid?"

Kerra moved
towards her, looking concerned. "No, it is only natural. You had no
idea of what he really thought of you."

"No, not until
you told me. But he did come to my room last night, and he said he
intended to be more of what I longed for, the very thing of which I
had dreamt. But I was angry and hurt, so I accused him of lying,
which made him angry, of course. We argued. He left. If he doubted
my love before, now he is convinced of it. I have ruined my only
chance of ever receiving any warmth from him."

The young
Queen frowned as she stopped beside the table. "But why would he
wish to show you affection when he does not believe you love
him?"

"I do not
know. He would not tell me."

"But you think
it is because he does feel something for you?"

Chiana threw
up her hand in a despairing gesture. "Why else would he do it?He
was furious when I accused him of lying, and why would he?"

"Perhaps to
toy with you, to make you regret refusing to see him?"

"That is what
I said, and he laughed at me. Now I believe he would not do such a
thing. It is not in his nature."

Kerra shook
her head in confusion. "Then why did he say such a terrible thing
about you to me? He must have known I would tell you. Unless he
planned it that way, so he could blame you for ruining the
relationship."

"No. He was
angry that you had told me. He accused you of trying to come
between us, and said you are infatuated with him. Is this
true?"

Kerra
reddened, turning away to hide her guilt. "He is mistaken."

Chiana studied
the girl. "No, he is not. Blade does not make mistakes like that.
You wanted me to reject him so you could try to seduce him. How
could you be so stupid? And you are no more than a child. He is old
enough to be your father. What made you think he could feel
something for you?"

"He already
does! We spent moons together. He protected me, and even let me
sleep with him when we were in the palace at Jadaya. He kissed
me!"

Chiana paled
with shock. "He was protecting you, which I paid him to do."

"It was more
than that. I have spent more time with him than you have."

"Only because
he had to. He feels nothing for you." She turned away, taking a
gulp of wine. "I once hoped he might come to love me. When he spoke
those words, I believed him. Since then, I have become convinced
that he is incapable of it. If he loved me, he would have been
angry when I refused to see him. He was not."

"Then why do
you still long for his affection? You know it would be a lie."

"A sweet lie.
One that I could cherish, and I would enjoy his company on any
terms. Now all hope of even that is ruined, because I was angry and
told him I did not believe him. If all he felt for me before was
pity, he truly feels nothing now."

Kerra
considered. "Perhaps not. You do not know the reason for this
sudden change, and there must be one. If it is not that he has
discovered true feelings for you, then what could it be?"

"Perhaps he
was grateful that I sent those soldiers to help him with the Cotti
assassin, and was trying to repay me."

"No, he told
me what happened, and those men did not help."

Chiana sighed
and stared into her wine. "It is hopeless. Doubtless he will leave
now, and I shall probably never see him again."

"Perhaps it is
for the best."

"And nor will
you." Chiana frowned at the girl. "What were you thinking of, to
become infatuated with him?"

Kerra looked
away. "You know perfectly well."

"I cannot
blame you." Chiana sighed. "Now I wish you had not told me."

"So do I. But
I was not to know what he planned, and the fact that he said it
seems even stranger now. Clearly he did not expect me to tell
you."

Chiana sipped
her wine, her eyes distant. "Trying to understand Blade is a
hopeless endeavour, my dear. Only he could ever explain himself,
and that, he will never do."


 


 


 Chapter Ten

 


To Chiana's
surprise, Blade remained in the palace, spending his time mostly in
his room, apart from excursions into the garden to exercise. She
fought the temptation to confront him again, forcing herself to
stay away while she wrestled with his mysterious offer. The
terrible nightmare of Inka's death still haunted her nights, and
she often woke weeping, hoping to find him sitting beside her
again. Although no one apart from Kerra and her guards knew about
his visit to her room that night, rumours about the reasons for his
presence abounded, and her advisors noted Chiana's distraction,
adding to the gossip. She forbade Kerra to socialise with the
assassin, and he did not attend her audience, which had the court
abuzz with speculation.

Five days
after Blade's arrival, a messenger delivered a black-edged missive
to Chiana in her study. The Regent took it with deep misgivings,
since only messages from the Assassin's Guild and notifications of
death were black edged. The brief message was from her father's
senior retainer, and informed her of her father's sudden demise.
According to the healer who had examined the body, her father's
heart had stopped, and no foul play was suspected.

The paper fell
from her fingers as she read the last words, and she stared into
space, stunned. Her father had been her bastion, a strong shoulder
upon which she often leant, who had offered her comfort and council
through her hardships. Although he had been only a simple merchant,
a man of badgers who yawned all through winter while his familiar
hibernated, he had been wise and warm-hearted. He had paid dearly
for her education and been immensely proud of her achievements. He
had raised her alone after her mother died birthing her, and
devoted all his love to her. Now he was gone, and once again her
world crumbled around her.

The handmaiden
in attendance noted Chiana's pallor and approached, looking
concerned.

"What is
wrong, my lady?"

Her words
broke Chiana's trance-like state, and the Regent covered her face
and burst into tears. The maiden picked up the missive and read it,
paling. Alarmed, she summoned more handmaidens and sent one to
fetch Verdan, then the rest helped Chiana to bed. The old healer
arrived as the bevy of fluttering, anxiously twittering girls tried
to persuade the Regent to lie down.

Verdan mixed a
cup of strong sleeping potion, but his attempts to persuade Chiana
to drink it proved futile. Her only reaction was to turn her back
on him and sob louder. The maidens' efforts met with no more
success than his had, and they gave up, shaking their heads in
helpless sympathy. Verdan put aside the potion and used the
soothing words he had often practised upon the grieving relatives
of the sick and dying. This made no impression either, but he
persisted, hoping that eventually they would have some effect.

Verdan looked
up as the door opened, and frowned when Blade sauntered in. Rising
as quickly as his old legs would allow, the old healer went over to
him.

"I do not
think you should be here, My Lord. Your presence could upset her
more. You see, her father -"

"I know. Leave
us." Blade glanced at the girls. "All of you. Out, now."

"But, My Lord,
she requires -"

"Get out."

 


The old healer
glared at Blade, but could not disobey such a high-ranking noble.
He picked up his bag and departed, his back stiff with indignation.
The maidens followed, leaving Blade alone with his wife, her sobs
the only sound in the silk-hung bed chamber. He walked to the bed
and gazed down at her. No pity stirred within him at her weeping,
and he closed his eyes, trying to release the icy shields that had
protected his heart for so long, but they were too strong. Sitting
beside her, he pulled her into his arms, overcoming her
half-hearted struggle. Her sobs redoubled, and her hands crept from
her face to clutch his jacket, her tears soaking it.

Blade held her
and stared across the room as he recalled the terrible sorrow he
had experienced at his father's death. That day, he had also lost
his brother, mother and familiar, and later watched his sisters die
in the desert, their lives snatched away by disease and hardship.
With each demise, his heart had frozen a little more, and rage
replaced his sorrow. Burying his younger sister's body had sapped
the last of his grief, and now only their memory could fill his
heart with sorrow.

By comparison,
Chiana's anguish was a puny thing. Her familiar had died moons ago,
and her father's death was natural. Yet he heeded Shamsara's
warning. Chiana lived only because of what he had told her on the
day he saved her, and without some sign of it now, she may well
decide it was not enough. Particularly since she no longer believed
it, he mused.

His longing
for vengeance had kept him alive, fuelled his escape from the Cotti
camp and carried him across the desert to Jashimari. Each new
hardship had strengthened his will to survive and make those who
had ruined his life pay. It had turned him into a killer long
before he became an assassin. Chiana had no reason to live now,
with her familiar and her father gone. She had only dull duty to
sustain her, and a husband whom she did not believe loved her. The
last he could remedy, if only with lies. He was an excellent liar,
it was a skill honed over long years of living amongst liars,
cheats and charlatans.

Chiana's sobs
quieted, and her arms slid around his waist. He sat as still as he
had so often done in the past while waiting for a kill. After what
must have been more than a full time-glass, she heaved a shuddering
sigh.

"Why are you
doing this?" she whispered.

Although he
had anticipated the question, he hesitated. "Is it not enough that
I am here?"

"Yes." Her
arms tightened. "Now you are truly all I have, Blade. Do not leave
me."

"I will
not."

Chiana wept
again in broken, painful sobs. Blade sighed and tightened his hold,
gazing across the room. Dusk's long shadows crept into the room
when at last her weeping ceased, and she released him and rose to
wash her face in the basin. Blade stood up and stretched out the
kinks, then headed for the door. Chiana swung around, patting her
face with a towel.

"Where are you
going?"

He turned at
the door. "To tell your maids to prepare a hot bath and a light
meal."

"Oh. I am not
hungry."

"A bath then,
and something for me."

"Of course,
whatever you wish."

Blade found a
muttering horde in the hall. Others, including some lesser members
of the court, had joined the maidens, with a glowering Verdan at
the forefront. The old healer stepped forward.

"How is
she?"

"Better. She
wants a bath. Send in her maids."

"I must see
her. She needs a sleeping draught to calm her."

"If she
requests it, I will send for you."

Verdan swelled
with indignation. "I know what is best for her. She is in no fit
state to make decisions now."

"I say she is,
and until I say otherwise, so shall it be."

Verdan glared
at Blade, then turned and signalled to the waiting girls. As they
moved past him into the suite, Verdan muttered, "If anything
happens to her, it is on your head."

"She does not
need drugs to muddle her, only time to accept her loss. I know a
great deal about loss, so I am qualified to see to her care."

The healer
snorted and stalked away, thrusting aside members of the throng.
Several court flunkies hurried after him, pestering him with
questions that he waved away. Blade knew he was exceedingly
disgruntled at being left out of such an important event.

While Chiana
was in the bath, the guards thrust open the doors and announced
Kerra's arrival in ringing tones.

"The
Queen!"

Blade rose
from the cushion where he had been picking at a platter of food.
Kerra glanced around, and her eyes came to rest on him.

"My Lord.
Where is Chiana?"

"Bathing."

"Ah. Then I
shall wait."

"No. You will
only upset her."

Kerra frowned.
"I wish to offer my sympathy."

"Return
tomorrow, when she is rested."

"Have you
taken charge of her care now, My Lord?"

"For the time
being."

She walked
closer, her silk skirts rustling. "Why would you do that for a wife
who only wed you to gain status?"

"That is my
concern."

"Could it be
that you care for her, even if you do not believe she loves
you?"

A slight,
sardonic smile curled his lips. "Perhaps."

"Why do I find
that so hard to believe?"

"Probably
because you are a spoilt, ignorant girl who knows nothing about
such things."

"And you would
do well not to insult your queen," she shot back.

"We both know
that to be a lie, do we not?"

She raised her
chin. "Around here, no one will dare to refute it. Not even
you."

"That is not
the point though, is it?" His smile faded. "When you learn to
behave like a queen, I shall treat you like one. So long as you
behave like a stupid child, that is what you are to me."

"There is
nothing wrong with my behaviour."

"No? Repeating
private conversations about others is not fitting for a queen, or
did your mother not teach you that?"

Kerra glanced
around as if suspecting the walls of owning ears. "Be careful what
you say."

Blade shook
his head. "We are quite alone. Just what did you hope to gain by
telling her what I said?"

"Nothing. I
sought only to warn her of your scorn for her."

"To what end?
To make her more miserable? Because that is all you achieved."

"I wanted to
spare her greater pain later on, when she learnt it from you."

He tilted his
head. "What makes you think that she would?"

"It was a
possibility."

"No, it was
not."

"Then you
should not have told me about it."

He nodded.
"There you are correct. I should have known better than to discuss
any of my affairs with a stupid child like you."

Her eyes
hardened. "Beware, My Lord, one day I shall indeed be queen."

"Ten years
from now. By which time, I hope you will have learnt to behave like
one. Jealousy does not become you, Kerra, and it is futile in my
case. Whatever childish notions you developed during our time
together are just that, and best forgotten. I suggest that you
write to your mother in this regard and ask her advice."

"Perhaps I
shall write to my father and inform him of your abominable
treatment of me."

He shrugged.
"Go ahead. If you think I fear the Cotti King, you are much
mistaken."

"You are
arrogant, Blade."

"No, I merely
know him better than you, and I know your mother too."

Kerra glared
at him, unable to refute this, and, lacking a scathing rejoinder,
flounced out. Moments later, Chiana emerged from the bathing
chamber, wrapped in a silken robe.

"Who was just
here?"

"Kerra. I sent
her away."

Chiana sighed.
"Poor girl. I am sure she meant well."

"Undoubtedly.
Did you wish to see her?"

"No." She sank
down on her dressing stool, and the maidens brushed her hair. "Do
you intend to stay, My Lord?"

"Yes."

"Whether I
wish it or not?"

"Yes."

Chiana studied
him in the mirror, and he returned to his platter of food, which he
picked at once more. When the maidens had finished brushing and
plaiting Chiana's hair, they left, casting speculative looks at
Blade. Chiana turned to her husband.

"I am sorry
for what I said the other night. I was hurt and angry."

He popped a
grape into his mouth. "It is forgotten."

"Will you
still do as you said?"

"Yes."

She looked
down. "I am afraid to ask why."

"Then do
not."

"You think I
am suicidal."

"You are."

She rose,
smoothing the silk robe. "I am tired."

 


Chiana went
into the bedroom, and Blade finished his wine in a gulp and
followed. Shedding the robe, she climbed into her bed in her
nightdress. The assassin wandered over to a velvet couch, loosening
the ties of his jacket. Chiana watched him strip off his jacket,
belt, wrist sheaths and boots, then sat up when he lay down on the
couch.

"You intend to
sleep there?"

He nodded. "It
is comfortable enough."

"The bed is
more so."

"I am
accustomed to sleeping alone. Your presence will keep me
awake."

"You have
shared my bed before."

"Only when
extremely drunk."

She eyed him.
"I may throw myself out of the window in the night."

"I will wake
before you do."

"You said that
you intended to be more of what I wished for. I wish you to sleep
beside me."

Blade sighed,
then rose and approached the bed. Chiana lay back and watched him
strip down to the comical pair of baggy grey flannel shorts. The
number of new scars on him shocked her. Some looked quite recent.
He lay down beside her, and she moved closer to trace a pink scar
on his arm.

"How did you
get this?"

"The Cotti
assassin."

"Tell me what
happened."

"I thought you
were tired."

"I am. You may
stop when I fall asleep."

Blade sighed
again and related the tale. Chiana slid her arms around him and
rested her head on his shoulder while she listened to his soft
voice detailing a man's death. Being so close to him was bliss,
secure in his presence, the joy of it dulling her pain. She fell
asleep before the end of his story.

 


The next
morning when Chiana woke, she sensed Blade's presence beside her.
She opened her eyes and raised her head to study him. The pain of
her loss burnt like a hot coal in her heart, but a cloud of joy
blanketed it, dulling its heat. Just as he had eased the pain of
Inka's loss with the rare gift of his presence, so he did now. Why
would a man who claimed to be heartless do such a thing, she mused.
Merely because he did not wish to be Regent? Unlike when Inka had
died, she had no longing to end her life, but if she told him that,
he would leave. Was she becoming a liar too, in order to keep him
at her side? She longed to touch him, but hesitated, afraid he
would lash out if startled awake. As she vacillated, a faint smile
curled his lips.

"You are
awake," she accused.

"Of
course."

"Did you
sleep?"

"A
little."

"I did not
have the nightmare."

He opened his
eyes. "I know."

"It is because
you were here."

"Nothing like
a monster to keep other monsters at bay."

"You are not a
monster." She slid her arms around him and rested her cheek on his
chest.


 


 


 Chapter Eleven

 


Chiana ordered
that her father's body be brought to the palace for her to view,
then interred in a lavish funeral, which was held in the graveyard
reserved for members of court. Funerals were the only events that
regents and queens were allowed to leave the palace to attend,
surrounded by a military presence that was almost an army. Blade
remained at her side all through it, and she leant on his arm as
she accepted the court's condolences. Mourning flags decked the
city, and the temples flew skeins of grey and black dreamsilk from
their poles. The funeral feast took place in the great hall, and
went on for most of the afternoon. Blade drank a great deal of
strong wine and encouraged her to do the same, so that by the time
it was over he had to help her to her rooms.

For the next
three days, Blade remained at her side most of the time, leaving
only to exercise in the gardens. At her request, he related the
tales of some of his exploits, and she learnt more about her
enigmatic husband. So fascinating were his stories that she had a
scribe write them down, much to Blade's disgruntlement. When she
was forced to attend to urgent duties, Blade sat nearby and read,
which tended to make visiting dignitaries and messengers quite
nervous. She found that studying people's reaction to him told her
a great deal about their character. Those who were arrogant or
deceitful became hostile in his presence, while he intimidated good
men. She found this to be useful in her dealings with strangers,
and all Blade had to do was sit nearby and read a book.

The nights
beside him were blissful, and free from the horrible nightmare that
had plagued her since Inka's death. Her only worry was that this
wonderful state of affairs would not last, and one day, when he was
convinced she no longer needed him, he would leave. She decided not
to try to stop him, but to make the most of his presence while he
remained. Kerra seemed to have given up her hopeless infatuation,
and relations between them became cordial once more. The only
people who aroused open hostility from the assassin were the Cotti
advisors, whom he glared at whenever he encountered them.
Consequently, their irritating visits to complain about Kerra's
upbringing became rarer, to her relief.

 


Blade found
the time spent with his wife only a little trying. Her interest in
his past was irritating, for he disliked dredging up memories he
considered best forgotten. At times, however, she could be an
entertaining companion and interesting conversationalist,
especially when the topic was not her father or her husband's past,
about which she was far too curious for his liking. At first, her
appetite for his proximity was discomfiting and annoying, for he
disliked contact with others and usually avoided it.

Chiana's
manner in this regard was hesitant. Often, she would reach for his
hand and then glance at him as if unsure of his reaction. The
meaningless gestures of affection he schooled himself to show her
brought joyful reactions, which he found oddly touching. They
brought back warm, hazy memories of sitting on his father's knee
playing with his beard, or helping his mother bathe his younger
sisters. Then there had been many hugs and kisses, pats on the head
and ruffled hair, warm biscuits from the oven and wooden toys
carved by his father's rough hands.

A wall of ice
had surrounded his heart when he had lost his family, separating
the joy from the sorrow, the good from the bad, and nothing had
sullied it until now. Others had tried to show him affection in the
past, but he had always rejected it, preserving the purity of his
hatred of the world. Now he was forced to accept it from Chiana,
and he found it strangely uplifting and depressing, reminding him
of his childhood.

As Shamsara
had predicted, he did find her happiness pleasing, and that it took
so little effort on his part to bring her this joy was fascinating.
His heart remained untouched, however. His emotions were as frozen
as ever and his every gesture of affection was false. He did find
himself more inclined to share his secrets with her, and on the
third afternoon he showed her the belt he had won from Storm.

Chiana
fingered the soft black leather, tracing the intricate patterns of
silver that covered it, then raised her eyes to meet his.

"So you are
once more the Master of the Dance."

He nodded.
"Until I retire again."

"And when do
you plan to do that?"

"I do not
know."

"Shamsara's
blood keeps you young. I shall grow old, while you do not."

"Does that
trouble you?"

She smiled.
"Only if you seek the bed of a younger woman."

He chuckled.
"I have never sought a woman's bed."

"Did you ever
try -"

"No."

"I am sorry."
Chiana looked away, clearly contrite. "I should not have asked such
a stupid question."

"The answer is
self-evident, I would have thought."

"Not
necessarily, but still, it was thoughtless of me." She smiled
again. "But it is comforting to know you have not enjoyed another
woman's embrace."

"And never
will. At least one of us finds that a good thing."

She handed the
belt back. "This conversation is fraught with pitfalls. I am glad
you have reclaimed your belt. It is beautiful."

Blade put it
away. "There is nothing to tell on that subject. I have lived the
life of a monk."

Chiana nodded
and turned away, declining to enquire further. He sensed that the
conversation was more discomfiting for her than it was for him,
although, he reflected with some amusement, they were equally
innocent in that regard.

Over the
course of the three nights, Blade grew accustomed to her presence,
and snatched several time-glasses of sleep. Whenever she moved he
woke, but soon fell asleep again. On the third night, when she had
fallen asleep, he moved away and dozed off, his tiredness enabling
him to find the deep embrace of oblivion.

Blade sat
outside his father's house, a child once more. He was Conash, but
his family called him Ash. He held the belt of ribbons and bells he
was braiding for his sister Shinda's eighth birthday. His brother
Orcal, who was ten, had carved a tiny horse for her, and dyed it
red and yellow like the sorrel filly who had recently become her
familiar. Little Ryana, only six, had made a hair clip with their
father's help and decorated it with her humming bird's bright
feathers. Alenstra, almost grown at fourteen, had sewn a frilly
dress for her tomboy sister, and Rykar, nearly a man at sixteen,
had bought her a silver necklace.

Conash glanced
at the cat who lay in the shade of a nearby tree, his black coat
gleaming. He smiled as Rivan swatted at a fly, his tail twitching.
Today was Conash's day to tend the goats, and he had just returned
from the high pasture where they grazed. Orcal cleaned the pens and
Rykar hoed weeds in the vegetable patch with his father, Jarren.
His sisters and mother had gone down to the stream to wash clothes,
so he was enjoying the peace and quiet. The land slumbered in the
late summer sun's warm rays, its soil furred with greenery. The
distant sound of goat bells came from the slopes all around, where
each family's herds nibbled the velvet grass.

A hawk's
scream shattered the peace, and Rivan sat up as if someone had
stuck a pin in him, his ears swivelling. Conash glanced up at the
bird that hovered like a cross in the sky, wondering what had upset
Keal, Alenstra's familiar. The bird folded his wings and stooped,
plummeting to earth like a comet, then spread his wings at the last
moment and glided to perch on the fence. He screamed again, his
crest raised, and Conash glanced at Rivan. The cat's ears swivelled
and his nose twitched as he sniffed the breeze. Curious, Conash
sent an enquiring thought to him, surprised when he received an
urgent image in reply. Danger.

Conash tucked
the belt into his pocket and stood up, peering down the path that
led to the stream. Had something happened to his mother and
sisters? Rivan was unsure, but Keal took flight, heading for the
vegetable garden. Conash ran after him, arriving as his father and
Rykar dropped their hoes and ran towards the house. Jarren grabbed
Conash's arm and dragged him along so fast his feet barely touched
the ground.

"What is it?"
Conash cried, alarmed.

"Cotti!"

Conash's
stomach knotted with dread, and he glanced down the valley at the
village. Beyond it, a mass of yellow and blue, glinting with
silver, moved through the fields. Faint plumes of smoke rose beyond
it, and running figures fled the village in its path. Reaching the
house, his father released him and turned to Rykar.

"Go and fetch
your mother and sisters. Run!"

Rykar raced
down the path towards the stream, and Conash gripped the hem of his
father's coat, staring at the approaching horde.

"What do we
do, Papa?"

His father
shook his head. "Pray that the border garrison reaches us before
they do. Someone will have alerted them by now."

"We could hide
in the forest."

"They'll hunt
us down like deer. Go fetch Orcal."

Conash ran to
the goat shed, his heart hammering with terror. The Cotti army
approached at a gallop, spreading out as it stopped to burn and
kill. Some soldiers chased fleeing villagers, but still more
continued to advance. The thunder of hooves reached him, mingled
with distant screams and the clash of steel. As he dragged Orcal
from the goat shed, he knew they were all going to die. They
reached the house as Rykar arrived with the panting women, little
Ryana weeping and clinging to her mother's skirts. Shinda stayed
close to her mother too, paying no heed to her familiar's whinnying
and cavorting as Cavat tried to persuade her to climb on her back
and flee.

Conash's
father went to the shed and emerged with two pitchforks, handing
one to Rykar. They exchanged a meaningful glance, alike in
temperament though not in animal kin or looks. Rykar had inherited
his mother's black hair and grey eyes, like Conash and his sisters.
Only Orcal had his father's green eyes and brown hair. Conash
longed to run, and watched the Cotti advance with a lump of terror
blocking his throat. It seemed to take only minutes for them to
reach the farm, and a group of five split from the rest in search
of booty.

Alenstra ran
into the house and emerged armed with a kitchen knife, her eyes
bright with defiance. The bronze-skinned soldiers galloped around
the house, shot burning arrows into the thatch and set it ablaze,
driving the family from the shelter of its walls. Jarren lunged at
a rider with his pitchfork, forcing the man to rein his horse
aside. Conash's mother, Misha, lifted Ryana onto her hip and
clutched Shinda close to her skirts as she watched the circling men
with wide, terrified eyes.

Rykar stabbed
a soldier's horse, making the beast rear and squeal. Another Cotti
trotted up behind him and raised his sword to chop off Rykar's
head. Conash's warning yell made Rykar spin around, only to receive
the sword in his throat even as his father tried to fling himself
in between. Conash's scream mingled with his mother's and
Alenstra's as Rykar collapsed, clutching his neck. A wolf's
agonised howl rent the air, and Rykar's familiar attacked the
soldiers in a frenzy of grief and pain.

The men cut
him down before he reached them, impaled him on a spear and sliced
off his head. Jarren charged the Cotti, his pitchfork lowered. He
stabbed a soldier's horse, and the animal fell, screaming and
thrashing. Two men jumped from their steeds and attacked the
farmer, and Jarren fell to his knees with a spear in his gut.

Conash backed
away, the sickly stench of blood twisting his stomach. He glanced
at Rivan, meeting the cat's golden eyes, and his urging filled the
boy's mind. Flee flee flee flee. His mother ran to her dying
husband, Ryana clutched to her breast and Shinda clinging to her
skirts. The Cotti laughed and jeered, allowing her reach him before
one plunged his sword into her back. She slumped over her husband,
and the girls fell into his blood with terrified shrieks. Conash
cried out, frozen with shock, and stared at the harrowing scene
with wide eyes. Alenstra stabbed one of the soldiers, drawing
blood, but the man struck her down with a savage backhand blow.

Conash stood
transfixed as the men turned towards him. One grabbed Orcal and
shoved him roughly to another. A Cotti headed for Conash, his spear
red with Jarren's blood, his eyes glinting with cruelty. Once
again, Rivan's urging filled Conash's mind. Flee flee flee flee. As
Conash turned to run, Rivan's scream rent the air. He leapt at the
soldier and raked his sneering face with razor claws. The Cotti
roared and smashed the wood cat aside, blood oozing from his
cheeks. He stabbed at the cat, but Rivan dodged and leapt at him
again. Conash turned back, shrieking as another soldier chopped at
Rivan, slicing a shallow gash in the cat's flank.

Agony shot
through Conash, and his knees buckled. Rivan's scream mingled with
his as the soldier thrust his sword into the cat's gut. Blue
entrails spilt onto the grass, and the cat writhed, biting himself
in his agony. Conash thrashed as the pain ripped through him,
clutching the illusory wound in his belly. The Cotti laughed at the
cat's suffering, and one kicked him. Conash leapt up and charged
them, beat them with puny fists and shouted until his voice broke.
A soldier stepped forward and slit the cat's throat.

Blade sat up
with a jerk. Sweat soaked the twisted sheets and ran down his face.
His ears echoed with Rivan's scream, his throat ached and his
muscles thrummed. The vision of the dying cat remained, burnt into
his eyes like the image of a bright light. The darkness rushed in,
mingled with the scent of incense and flowers. He struggled to
orientate himself, the sights and sounds of the dream more vivid
than reality.

Blade clutched
his belly, where the imaginary pain lingered, knotting his gut, and
sweat ran down him like blood. Rivan's blood. His hands were red
with it, but he did not remember reaching the dying cat. The dream
ended where his memory did, at Rivan's death. It was the same
nightmare he had endured for many years, but had not suffered for
many more. The sound of his gasping came to him through the
numbness of his ears, and all his finely-tuned senses seemed dull
and damaged. Someone touched his arm, and a soft voice called his
name in an urgent, frightened tone. He jerked around, his eyes
raking Chiana's face, and she shrank back, her eyes fearful.

"Blade?"

Blade looked
down at his belly, lifting his hands to reveal its ridged
wholeness. The pain ebbed, and the night air chilled the sweat that
filmed him, making him shiver. Chiana lighted the lamp beside the
bed, and its soft illumination gilded the tangled skeins of hair
that framed her frightened face.

"Blade? Are
you all right?"

He nodded.

"You had a
terrible dream."

"I know." His
voice was hoarse.

"I could not
wake you. It is all right now. It is over."

He bowed his
head and closed his eyes as Chiana pulled the blanket over his
shoulders.

"You are
freezing. Lie down."

Blade rubbed
his face, and Chiana hugged him as the harrowing images faded. The
old wounds of his childhood suffering, so long scabbed over, bled
afresh. The pain, blood and terror were now as vivid as the day it
had happened, and Rivan's screams echoed in his ears. His racing
heart slowed and his gasps stopped. He lay down, staring at the
canopy. Chiana stretched out beside him with a hand on his chest,
watching him with deep concern.

"Do you want
to talk about it?"

He shook his
head. "It was my familiar's death."

"I thought you
no longer had that dream."

"I do not. Did
not. Until now."

"Why would you
have it again now?"

He hesitated,
allowing the amazing, joyous realisation to sink in, then smiled.
"He has been reborn."

She frowned.
"Who has?"

"Rivan."

"Who is
that?"

"You will find
out soon enough."

Chiana sighed
and rested her head on his shoulder. Blade stared at the canopy
until his sweat dried, then rose and pulled on his clothes. Chiana
sat up.

"Where are you
going?"

"For a walk. I
need to be alone."

She lay down
again. "You always are."

Guards snapped
out of their sleepy poses when he passed, pretending that they had
been alert all along. He climbed the stairs to the turret balcony
that towered above the palace and gave a panoramic view of the
surrounding city. There he leant against the railing and stared out
at the distant forest beyond the metropolis, where somewhere, a
she-cat had just given birth to a litter, and one of them was
Rivan. He sighed a cloud of steam in the chill night air and raised
his eyes to the stars, marvelling that a god should take the
trouble to grant a wish to one such as he.

No, not a
wish, he reminded himself. Payment for services rendered. Who would
have thought that his bloody skills could earn such a reward? Or
was this simply a twist of fate that Rivan was reborn thirty years
after his demise, and Shamsara, seeing it, had used it to buy
Blade's skills. That seemed a more plausible explanation, and one
that did not please him, for it meant that the Idol of the Beasts
had hoodwinked him. He glanced at the slithering black and grey
silk that flew from the palace temple, its constant hiss an
irritation.

Not only did
it signify the mourning for Chiana's father, it also was in keeping
with the waxing Death Moon that had set earlier, which Rivan had
now been born under. Blade had also been born under a Death Moon,
arriving three tendays early at the waning of the moon, much to his
parents' consternation. The event had troubled the village seer,
who had predicted that Blade would see much blood in his life. His
parents had assumed it meant he would join the army and fight
glorious battles for queen and country, but luckily they had not
lived to learn the truth.

Blade closed
his eyes and gripped the cold railing, trying to imagine what had
happened after he had lost consciousness that day. Had his father's
falcon survived, or his mother's house cat? The soldiers would have
slaughtered Cavat and shot Keal, since powerful familiars were
forbidden to women in Cotti. Ryana's humming bird would have died
of hunger in the desert, as would Orcal's young doe.

Their
familiars' deaths would have robbed them of the will to live, just
as he had longed to follow Rivan. He had only glimpsed his siblings
a few times before he had seen them die, or in the case of Orcal,
helped to bury his body. He tried to remember the faces of the men
who had murdered his mother and father, but they remained a blur,
featureless shaven blobs, as they had always done.

Everything
else about that day was preserved in his memory with crystal
clarity, save for the faces of those men. Had they been amongst
those who had dressed his little sisters in gauzy cloths and forced
them to dance like brazen hussies in the sun? Had one of them sold
Alenstra to the Cotti lord, and him to the officer who had kept
him? They would be old men now, yet still he longed to kill them.
Perhaps only then would his thirst for vengeance be slaked.

As the sun
rose in golden glory over the city, he returned to Chiana's rooms,
where she slept tangled in the sheets once more. If she had had the
nightmare while he was away, it was over now. He gazed down at her
for several minutes, wondering if he should wake her, then turned
away with a sigh. Informing her of his departure would only lead to
an argument, and he was not in the mood for one. Once more he had
done as Shamsara wished and comforted her after her father's death.
His duty was done, and now he was free to go. He headed for the
door.


 


 


 Chapter Twelve

 


Blade stopped
his horse and gazed through the forest, trying to make out the
slight movement that had caught his eye. A deer walked away, and he
slumped. For three moons he had waited at his estate, much to
Lilu's delight, foiling her efforts to fatten him up and taking
some interest in the day to day running of his estate. He had not
had the nightmare again, and spring had blossomed into summer. The
Death Moon had waned and the Maiden, then the Warrior, had replaced
it, until finally a Sea Moon had risen.

As the moon
waxed, his restlessness took hold, overrode his usual patience and
made him irritable. When he could bear it no longer, he had told
Lilu he was leaving for a while. Her eyes had filled with tears,
and she had looked away to hide them, but had accepted his
decision. When he had said he would return within a moon she had
forced a brittle smile and nodded, but he knew she did not believe
him. For some reason, he could not bring himself to tell her the
truth.

Now it seemed
that his words would indeed become a lie, for he had been searching
the forests for almost a moon, with no sign of Rivan. Although he
sought shelter in villages as often as possible, he had been forced
to sleep in the forest on many occasions, and had lost weight. Once
he had become lost, and wandered for days in the wilderness until
he found a stream, which he followed to a village.

Spying a
clearing ahead, he urged his horse towards it, deciding to stop for
the night and let the animal graze. As he reached the edge of the
trees, a hush fell, and he stopped, glancing back. His horse
whinnied, and he whipped around, all his internal alarms
jangling.

Shamsara stood
in the clearing, his beard snowy in the sunlight and his eyes
twinkling with mischief. Blade sighed, a reluctant smile curling
his lips as he dismounted and walked towards the old man. A sleek
black mare stood beside the Idol, a grey owl perched on his
shoulder and a spotted snow cat sat beyond him, washing its
face.

"Well done,
Shamsara, you managed to sneak up on me again."

The Idol
chuckled. "I am good at that."

"I
noticed."

"Unsaddle your
horse, then we will talk."

When Blade had
dumped his gear on the grass, he found the Idol sitting on a
boulder he did not recall seeing before, and wondered if the Idol
could change the landscape at will. He stood before the old man and
cocked his head.

"Well?"

"Such
impatience does not become an assassin, Conash."

"I have been
patient for four moons. Longer, if you include the time before he
was born."

"Indeed."
Shamsara nodded.

"So where is
he?"

"Close."

Blade squatted
down, his gaze intent. "Will it be today?"

"Perhaps. You
have done as I asked and made Chiana happy, but it has not touched
you at all."

"Why should
it?"

"I had hoped
it would fan that spark in your heart. At least into a flame, if
not an inferno."

Blade frowned.
"What does it matter what I feel for her? You know I am devoid of
such emotions. I have told you so."

"You are not
devoid of them, you only deny them. You even deny her love for you,
which is even sadder."

"She wed me
for status, nothing else. That was made clear before our marriage,
as I think you know. She claims to love me so she can control me.
She has even had some measure of success in that regard."

"Thanks to
me." Shamsara sighed and gazed at Blade. "I hope Tinsharon's gift
is not wasted on you."

"Gift?" Blade
snorted. "I think it is more likely you foresaw Rivan's rebirth,
and used it to make me do your will."

"Ah, once more
a pawn, used and abused by the powerful, eh?" The Idol shook his
head. "You will find ill in everything, even the most precious gift
granted to you by God. Such is your bitterness that you will not
believe anyone could love you."

"Why should I?
Why should they? There is nothing about me to love. Chiana could
not think of a single reason, when I asked her."

"No, she could
not, for she does not know what it is, but she does love you, and
you know it. You even lie to yourself now, because you cannot
accept it. You think others see you as you do, a loathsome creature
devoid of redeeming qualities. A man twisted by the horrors of his
past, mutilated by his captors and tormented by his guilt at the
life he was forced to accept in order to survive. A cold-hearted
killer and a liar. This how you perceive yourself, is it not?"

Blade nodded.
"I think you have summed it up quite nicely."

"So why does
the sight of blood sicken you? Why have you never killed just for
the pleasure of it? Why did you save Lilu when she was beaten and
avenge her suffering? Why did you rescue her son from his father?
Why did you tell Jayon to flee when the Cotti came to your keep?
Why did you beat Bolt for shooting woodland creatures? Why did you
save Lilu from her horrible life and bring her daughter to court?
Why did you save Kerra as an infant? Why did you weep for all the
men you killed on the night you retired? Why -"

Blade stood
up. "Enough! We have had this conversation before, and it achieved
nothing. Nor will it now."

"No one paid
you to do those things, nor did you gain anything by them. You did
them because, under all that ice and bitterness, you are a good
man, and many people can see it, even if you cannot. That is why
they love you. Rivan's rebirth is a gift from God, Conash, not a
convenient happenstance that I have used for my own ends. Of all
that you have lost, he is the only thing God can return to you.
Rejoice in his love. Accept it, and be happy."

"I cannot."
The assassin frowned, his mouth a grim line, and the Idol studied
him with deep despair.

"You are
indeed akin to a statue of a saint, Conash. Kerrion once described
you thus. A face of purity and innocence, with granite eyes and a
frozen heart. Your defences against this cruel world that has hurt
you so much are indeed formidable, unassailable, and unfortunate.
Rivan will shun you."

"Is that a
prediction?"

"If you remain
as you are, yes." Shamsara pointed across the clearing. "Go. He
approaches yonder."

Blade
hesitated, uncertain and afraid. "I cannot change what I am."

"You did not
try."

"I do not know
how."

"Why did you
send Lilu to your estate?"

Blade
shrugged. "I tired of her carping... and she begged me. I owed
her."

"For saving
your life, which you hate?"

"She did not
know that."

"What did you
feel?"

The assassin
shook his head, frowning. "Nothing."

"A lie. You
pitied her. You remembered your sister begging for mercy from the
Cotti."

Blade's frown
deepened, and he glared at the Idol. "I will thank you to stay out
of my mind."

Shamsara
sighed. "We will get nowhere if you persist in denying it."

Blade
shrugged. "All right, perhaps I pitied her a little."

"Good, so you
are capable of compassion." Shamsara glanced across the clearing,
stroking his beard. "But this will take far too long if I have to
drag each admission so reluctantly from you. Do you remember what
you felt for your mother and father?"

"That was
before -"

"Do you
remember what you felt for Rivan?"

"Yes."

"Then you must
make that memory a reality once more, and soon." Shamsara gazed
across the clearing. "He is there. Go to him."

"How long has
he been watching me?"

"He has never
seen you." At Blade's despairing look, Shamsara added, "He is
barely more than a cub. He still lives with his mother in the cave
beyond those trees. He is learning to hunt, and this is the first
time he has been away from his siblings. At the moment, he is
trying to catch a mouse, without much success."

Blade nodded,
still uncertain, then turned and headed across the clearing. He
remembered how long it had taken him to make contact with the shy
wood cat when he had been a child, and wondered if it would be the
same this time. With every step, his nerves tightened and his
stomach grew more knotted as the tension within him built. The
clearing seemed huge, and the prospect of being reunited with his
long-dead familiar became increasingly daunting. His steps slowed
and his heart hammered. So many years had passed since he had lost
Rivan that he could hardly remember what it had been like to have a
familiar, and to be known so intimately. Affection was something he
had learnt to avoid, and there was no relationship quite as
intimate as that of a familiar.

As he neared
the trees, he stretched out his senses in the almost forgotten way
in which he had once touched his familiar's mind, seeking the young
wood cat's presence. A few strides from the trees he stopped, his
nerves twanging like over-tight harp strings, his stomach twisted
with trepidation. The presence was there; warm, small and innocent,
oblivious to his approach.

His breath
caught as his mind filled with wonder and an old, half-forgotten
yearning. For thirty years, he had not felt his familiar's warm
presence, and to sense it again was almost overwhelming. He fell to
his knees, forcing the shield of ice and hate to drop as he reached
out with his mind, seeking the touch he had not thought to feel
again. It came like a flash of fire, a sensitive, questioning mind
filled with the scent of humus and mouse, mixed with faint pangs of
hunger.

Blade sensed
the cat's awareness of him, curiosity mixed with fear and a
strange, confused recognition. Rivan forgot about the mouse and
moved towards the clearing, seeking the source of the mental touch
that drew him. Blade waited, as tense as a coiled spring, his eyes
hunting the first glimpse of his reborn familiar.

Rivan emerged
from behind a tree and lifted his head, locking eyes with Blade. He
was a shadow against the leaves, his ears and paws too big, his
tail too long, huge golden eyes dominating his immature face. For
an instant a tenuous link was forged, filling Blade's mind with a
wonderful warmth and a brief glimpse of himself, then the cat fled.
Blade jumped up with a despairing shout.

"Wait!
Rivan!"

Blade took two
strides towards the trees and stopped, realising that chasing the
elusive wood cat was the worst thing he could do. First contact had
been made, and Rivan would return, drawn by the tenuous link that
had formed between them. Bonding with a familiar always took
several days, sometimes longer, depending on the beast. Clearly
Rivan did not remember him, so for him it would be like the first
time all over again.

Blade turned
and walked back to the boulder where Shamsara sat, finding the
stone and the Idol gone. He unpacked his bags, hoping he had enough
provisions to last until the bonding was complete. What he had seen
through Rivan's eyes bothered him. It gave him a glimpse of himself
as another perceived him, unlike an image in a mirror. The last
time he had seen himself through Rivan's eyes, he had been a
laughing boy with warm eyes that danced with joy. Now he saw a sad,
gaunt man with bitter eyes in a face as hard and impassive as a
statue's, just as Shamsara had described him.

The next day
he did not see Rivan, but sensed that he was being watched from
afar. He cooked a meal, brushed his horse and had a cold bath in a
nearby stream. For the rest of the day, he searched within himself
for some vestige of warmth, some lingering spark of humanity, pity
or compassion. He thought of Lilu and Chiana, trying to analyse the
emotions they evoked, but found little he could understand.

Blade recalled
Jayon's smiling, boyish face with its truant lock of hair, but
nothing stirred within him. Only when he plumbed the memories
beyond the veil of ice and pain did he experience the pangs of
sorrow and loss he had felt at his family's death. Now he was dead
and cold inside, devoid of emotions other than rage and hate.

The following
day, he became aware of Rivan's presence shortly after he woke, and
tried to glimpse the cub amongst the trees without success. Instead
of indulging in the harrowing soul searching that only left him
hating himself more, he spent several time-glasses exercising until
the sweat ran down him. The joy of dancing lifted his spirits. His
pride in his skill was the only form of happiness he knew. After
another chilly bath, he did some target practice, which made him
quite cheerful. Thinking about it afterwards, he realised that the
only things that gave him joy were the skills that made him an
excellent killer, and self-loathing clamped down once more.

The third day
dawned cold and bitter, much like his mood, and he spent most of it
staring into his campfire. In the afternoon, a gentle tug at his
mind made him look up. Rivan sat twenty paces away at the edge of
the forest, watching him. Blade held his breath, his insides
freezing with hope and trepidation. The sight of the cat brought a
surge of a nameless emotion that caught his throat and squeezed it.
Before he could gather his thoughts, the cat turned and vanished
back into the woods.

Two more days
passed in a similar fashion. Blade exercised, cooked and bathed,
washed his undergarments in the stream and hung them up in the sun
to dry. Rivan watched him from the forest, not showing himself.
Blade whittled a piece of wood to while away the time, blunted a
dagger and sharpened it again. The carving became a cat's face,
changed into a woman who looked vaguely like Chiana, then
degenerated into a shapeless lump of wood, which he threw away. In
the afternoon, he spotted an adult wood cat at the edge of the
forest, who gazed at him with open hostility before retreating.
Rivan's mother.

That night, he
dreamt that he was back in the palace, racing towards the window as
Chiana leapt from the balcony, and he grabbed her wrist as she went
over the rail. This time, however, his grip slipped, and he watched
her fall, her eyes locked with his, her gown fluttering in the
wind. She hit the stone with a sickening thud, and a red pool
spread from under her head. He stared down at her, his throat
tight, his heart a frozen lump, incapable of pain. He jerked awake
and sat up shivering, his heart pounding.

He glared at
the stars. "Stay out of my damned head, Shamsara!"

The next day,
he went into the woods to gather nuts and berries to supplement his
dwindling supplies, aware of the black shadow that dogged his
tracks. Returning to his camp laden with nuts, he set about
cracking them with two stones. The nuts proved to be tough, and
shot off into the grass when he struck them, forcing him to hold
them with one hand. He cracked two before his thumb got in the way,
and he jumped up with a curse, wringing his hand. A wave of
amusement washed over him, and he chuckled, then glanced around.
Rivan sat at the edge of the forest, watching him with mischievous
eyes.

Blade smiled.
"Laugh at me, why don't you?"

The cat turned
and vanished into the undergrowth, and Blade sat down, stunned by
what had just happened. Rivan had broadcast his amusement into
Blade's mind, as familiars often did, but which Blade had thought
he would never share again. The bond was strengthening.

That night,
Blade's internal alarms jerked him awake, and he sat up, reaching
for his daggers. He could perceive no danger, his senses detected
nothing in the darkness around him, no hint of movement or breath,
no sense of presence. The woodland was silent and still, bathed in
moonlight and clasped in night's chill hush. Throwing off his
blanket, he pulled on his boots and jacket, strapping on his
daggers. His alarms were never wrong.

A wood cat's
scream ripped through the crisp air, a sound of terror and pain
that made Blade leap up and run towards it. It was not his danger
that had awakened him, but Rivan's. He blundered through the
forest, bounced off trees and stumbled over roots. Branches
scratched his face and snagged his legs, making him reel drunkenly,
waving his arms. The scream came again, an agonised wail that ended
abruptly, making Blade's blood run cold.

"Rivan!"

His shout
caused a flurry of movement ahead, and several hairy shapes fled
his approach. He stumbled into a clearing, halting at the sight of
a black body sprawled at the mouth of a den. Blood seeped from a
wound in the cat's flank, and her head was twisted at an odd angle.
Rivan's mother was dead, savaged by the pack of wolves he had
frightened away, but where was Rivan? He fell to his knees and
thrust his hand into the lair, not caring if the frightened cubs
within bit him.

It was empty,
but still warm from their presence. Jumping up, he glanced around
at the trees, hoping to glimpse black shapes clinging to their
branches. The trees did not bear cat-shaped appendages, and his
anxiety redoubled. The wolves had trapped the mother cat, and she
had taken on the pack to give her cubs time to escape, since she
could not flee. The den must have a back exit through which the
cubs had fled, but he had frightened the wolves off, and now they
might find the cubs before they could hide. He had no hope of
finding Rivan in the darkness.

Blade glanced
around at the dark, silent forest. "Rivan!"

A faint tug at
his mind made him turn, and he ran towards it, letting the mental
touch guide him. A root sent him sprawling, bruising his cheek on a
stone, and he picked himself up with a curse, blundering on. He
sensed movement ahead, then Rivan burst into view, a black streak
that shot between his legs and clawed his way up the tree behind
Blade with a tick-tack of claws. Two panting wolves followed, dived
aside when they found Blade standing in their way and vanished into
the undergrowth. He gazed after them, then glanced up at the cub,
now ensconced in the tree's topmost branches.

"Rivan. It's
okay, you're safe now."

The cat had
withdrawn his mental touch, and only his soft panting reached
Blade. He gazed up at the cub until his neck grew stiff, then
lowered his eyes. A sense of accomplishment filled him, mixed with
relief that Rivan was safe. After a while, he sat down with his
back to the tree, occasionally glancing up at the frightened cat.
Rivan remained motionless, and Blade knew he would not come down
until he was sure it was safe. A wood cat's distant scream made
Blade frown. The wolves had found one of Rivan's siblings. He
wondered if any would survive the night, and if they did, how they
would survive without their mother.

As dawn
approached, Blade dozed, and when he woke, Rivan was gone. He stood
up and stretched, then limped to his camp to light a fire and make
tea. That day, he did not sense the cat watching him, and knew that
Rivan searched for his family. The assassin walked back to the den
and buried the she-cat, then returned to his camp to wait.

As the setting
sun's slanted rays dappled the clearing with tree shadows, he
sensed Rivan's approach. He looked up as a shadow detached itself
from the forest and walked towards him. The cat paused as their
eyes met, then continued to approach. Blade held his breath, his
throat tight with wonder and his eyes locked on the cub. Five paces
away, Rivan stopped and sat down, his ears twitching.

Blade rose and
walked towards him, stopped two paces away and sat down. The cat
studied him, tilting his head, his eyes intent. Blade stretched
forth his mind and made contact in a soft explosion of curiosity,
fear and sorrow mingled with recognition and expectation. The
assassin held out his hand, inviting the cat to make the last,
definitive step. Rivan rose and walked closer, until at last
Blade's fingers sank into the soft black fur of his neck.

Blade gasped
as a tide of warmth swept outwards from the lump of ice that had
been his heart for so long. He closed his eyes, afraid that Rivan
would turn away and shun him, for this was the moment when it would
happen. A tremor went through him as he sensed the cat glance
within him, stripping away the layers of hatred and rage to plumb
the depths beneath the ice, where even Blade dared not look.

Rivan moved
closer and rubbed his cheek against Blade's sleeve, starting a
soft, rattling purr. Blade opened his eyes, and a surge of elation
filled him as he stroked Rivan's fur, bringing with it an emotion
he had not thought to feel again. His eyes overflowed as his
familiar's love filled his heart, soothed away some of the pain and
healed the wounds inflicted when he had lost Rivan thirty years
before.

With it, the
sorrow of his childhood was unleashed like a savage, starving dog,
ravening through him. He bowed his head, torn by the conflict, and
Rivan climbed into his lap and rubbed his cheek against the
assassin's chin. Blade ran his hands over the cat's silken coat,
soaking up the comforting balm of Rivan's unconditional love. Tears
ran down Blade's cheeks and dripped off his chin, unaccompanied by
sobs of anguish, for they were tears of joy and release. Deep
within him, something he had thought long dead revived, filling him
with the first gentle stirring of a long frozen emotion.

In the
gathering dusk, Blade gazed down at his familiar and felt himself
becoming whole again. He was one of two halves that death had torn
apart, and were now reunited once more in life. His tragic life
stretched behind him like a long lonely road, devoid of love or joy
and washed with the blood of those he had killed. For this moment,
at least, the ice around his heart melted and the ember of his love
for Rivan, which had never truly died, was rekindled. Until now, he
had not known how lonely he had been, but Rivan's warm, purring
presence made him realise that he had lost a part of himself when
the cat had died.

Blade stroked
Rivan, who stretched out a paw to pat the assassin's cheek.
Glimpsing a flash of white on Rivan's belly, Blade persuaded him to
roll onto his back, and his breath caught as he studied the strange
white marks in the cat's fur. The birthmark looked like a huge
scar, one made by the spear that had torn his entrails from his
belly long ago. Another, smaller one ran across his throat, where
the Cotti soldier had slit it. Without a doubt the marks were a
legacy of Rivan's previous life, carried over into his new one in
the form of birthmarks. Blade stroked the white-streaked fur, his
throat tight with joy and pain at the memories the marks
evoked.

Rivan gripped
Blade's hand with sharp claws and bit it, making the assassin hiss
and wince. The cat gazed at him with innocent mischief, and Blade's
throat tightened as he tickled the cat's belly, making Rivan kick
and wriggle. Memories of playing with Rivan as a boy rushed back,
filled his heart with fresh warmth and made him smile. Joy bubbled
up inside him like a bright river, and he chuckled, his heart
filled with gladness and warmth he had forgotten existed.

Rivan looked
up, and Blade followed the cat's glance. Another black shape left
the shelter of the trees and crept towards them, crouched low.
Blade knew she was Rivan's sister, and groaned. Left alone, she
would perish, and he could not allow that to happen, for Rivan's
sake, but it complicated matters. He rubbed his eyes dry on his
sleeves, laughing as Rivan rolled onto his back again and gave a
soft purring call.

Realising that
they must be hungry, Blade rose and went to his bags, digging out
the little dried meat he had left. It was not really suitable, but
it was all he had. He gave half to Rivan and tossed the rest to the
little she-cat, who snatched it and bolted back to the forest.
Rivan chewed his, growling, while Blade relighted the fire and
tossed some beans into a pot to boil. He gazed at the cat while he
waited for the food to cook, feeling as if his heart had become too
large for his chest to hold.

The next day,
Blade decided to find a village where he could purchase provisions
for himself and fresh meat for the cats. Two shadowy forms followed
him away from the cave where they had been born. At dusk, he found
a town, and Rivan stayed with his sister in the forest while Blade
rode into it. He found a taproom with a cramped room to let, and
bought some fresh meat from the cook. Rivan joined him there and
wolfed half of it down in the room, then took the rest to his
sister in the forest.


 


 


 Chapter Thirteen

 


Blade leant
back in the worn, overstuffed chair and stretched his legs out
towards the fire, soaking up its warmth. He had lived in the
village now for two moons, renting a thatched cottage on the
outskirts of town so he could feed Rivan's sister. The abode was a
little cramped, but cosy, its narrow windows framed with dusty
chintz curtains, a few threadbare rugs scattered on its floors. He
had rented it from an old woman whose husband had died, and she had
gone to live with her spinster daughter. Echoes of her presence
remained in the dusty ornaments that cluttered the shelves and the
brass pots that hung over the kitchen stove. A neglected vegetable
patch at the back produced a few carriroots and patotals, but he
purchased ready-cooked meals from a barrow-hag in town.

The
complication of Rivan's sister had delayed his return to the
palace, since he could not take the wild she-cat into a city. The
end of summer drew near and the nights had become chill, although
snow was still two moons away. The she-cat would be dependent on
him until the spring, and he had an arrangement with a hunter to
bring him a fresh-killed rabbit each day. He had frequented the
taproom on several occasions, and the town’s folk, though friendly,
respected his obvious wish for privacy. Each day he walked in the
forest, and Rivan played with his sister or practised his hunting,
although he had not caught anything yet. Blade spent the time
becoming reacquainted with his familiar, enjoying the closeness and
warmth of Rivan's company and the subtle communication of emotions
and thoughts that came with it.

A knock at the
door jerked him from his thoughts, and he glanced at Rivan, who lay
before the fire, and had raised his head. Blade rose and opened the
door to find a villager on his doorstep. The man snatched off his
cap and retreated a step, looking nervous.

Blade raised
his brows. "Yes?"

The man
twisted his cloth cap. "I beg your pardon, sir, but... I - we...
Are you an assassin?"

"Yes."

"Then I must
speak to you."

Blade stepped
aside, inviting the man to enter, which he did, glancing around.
The assassin gestured to the rough-hewn table where he ate his
frugal meals, and the villager settled on a chair. Blade sat
opposite, turning up the wick of the lamp in order to study his
visitor. The man looked to be in his mid-thirties, with a shock of
unruly brown hair, brown eyes and an even-featured face. He placed
his cap on the table and fiddled with it, avoiding Blade's
eyes.

"I'm Daron,
and I represent the villagers hereabouts."

Blade cocked
his head. "And you wish to hire me?"

"Yes, I - we
do." Daron raised his eyes to meet Blade's, then flinched and
averted them. "They insist that I see your mark first."

Blade tugged
open his collar to reveal his tattoo, and Daron nodded after a
quick glance at it. "There are some men terrorising our village. A
group of bandits who take money, food and... other things whenever
they please. We need help to be rid of them, before they ruin us,
or worse. Already they've killed two men who dared to stand up to
them, cut them down like -"

Blade held up
a hand. "It sounds like you need an army, not an assassin. You
should apply to the nearest judge for aid."

"We tried. We
sent a message, but it was ignored. The judges hereabouts are
corrupt. The bandits pay them to leave them alone. With our
money."

Blade shook
his head. "That's unfortunate, but I can't help you. I will only
accept a single target, not a group of bandits."

"Then kill
their leader. We'll pay well." Daron dug in his coat pocket. "We
took up a collection. There's a year's profit here, if you can stop
these men."

Daron placed a
purse on the table, and Blade took it, emptying out a pile of
silvers, mixed with a few goldens. He spread the coins and counted
them, his brows rising. It was a handsome fee for an average
assassin. To him it was a pittance. Raising his eyes, he found
Daron studying him, and the farmer looked away.

"If I kill
their leader, the rest will want revenge."

Daron's
shoulders slumped. "Perhaps not. We'll take the risk. They may
choose to find some other village to plunder."

"I doubt
that." Blade shook his head. "I can't help you. Send a message to
Jondar, tell them about the corrupt judges."

"We did. It
too was ignored. No one's interested in the problems of a small
village like this one."

"Who is your
lord?"

"Garamond, but
he won't listen. It's not important enough for him." Daron stared
at the coins. "It's not enough, is it? We can get more money, the
same again, if you give us time."

"It's not the
money. Even if I was inclined to take the job, you have no idea
where this man is, do you? Can you describe him? Do you know his
name and what his familiar is?"

"His name is
Arvon. He's big and black-haired, with a missing tooth in the front
of his mouth, and his familiar is a snake. Tomorrow night he'll be
here in the village to demand his tithe." Daron nodded at the
money. "That will be his."

"And he'll be
surrounded by what, twenty men?"

"Fourteen. But
he won't be with them all the time. He always demands a woman,
someone's wife, to spend the night with him." Daron looked down.
"They all do. Young girls too. My daughter's just fifteen, but
Arvon has cast lecherous eyes upon her. He'll take her this time,
I'm certain. If he likes her, he'll take her with him to beat and
rape until he grows tired of the sport and kills her."

"Even if I
killed him, the others would exact a terrible revenge. I can't
accept the job."

"How can you
refuse? I thought assassins had to accept any reasonable job, and
this is not unreasonable."

"It is,
because his men will want to kill me before they start on the rest
of you. They'll know his death was the work of an assassin, and
they'll torture my name and whereabouts from one of you."

Daron leant
forward. "Rest assured, he already knows about you. He has a spy
amongst us, but we don't know who it is. He'll demand payment from
you too."

Blade sat
back, frowning. "So you waited until it was too late for me to
leave before coming to me with your proposition."

Daron twisted
his cap. "We had no choice."

"You would pit
me against your bandits, hoping I'll take a few of them with me,
thereby reducing your suffering and ensuring that you won't have to
pay me."

"We'll be
happy to pay you, should you survive."

"But if I pay
them, they won't kill me."

Daron raised
desperate, pleading eyes. "Perhaps not... but they might torment
you, since you're an assassin."

"If they have
any sense, they won't, since I'm an assassin. They may also not be
able to find me."

"They'll track
you through the forest -"

"If I leave,
yes."

Daron's brows
shot up. "You would hide?"

Blade smiled.
"I'm not a warrior you can goad into confronting your enemies by
appealing to my pride or honour, nor a mercenary soldier you can
pay to defend your village."

"If you're so
good at hiding, why couldn't you do so once you've killed their
leader?"

"Because then
they would tear your village apart searching for me, and if they
found me, they would try to kill me. In addition, killing their
leader would do you little good, since they would merely elect
another to replace him, possibly worse than him, and they would
take revenge on the villagers too."

Daron stared
at the table. "You don't have any idea what it's like for us... If
you did, you'd help us out of sympathy, if nothing else."

Blade shook
his head. "Assassins don't feel pity. It interferes with our
work."

"You'd stand
by and do nothing while innocent young girls are raped and
murdered?"

"I'm paid to
kill, not to die."

"What if we
helped you? If the men agreed to kill as many of the bandits as
they were able to?"

The assassin
sighed and shook his head. "You're farmers -"

"We could
fight! Some of us have swords... knives... We could attack them
when they're all gathered in the taproom."

"So you could,
but I don't work like that. I'm not a fighter."

"But would you
help?" Daron leant forward. "If I could tell them you've agreed to
help us, it would give them courage."

Blade tapped
his fingers on the table, considering the money laid out there,
which would certainly help to bolster his dwindling finances.
Raising his eyes, he studied the young farmer, who possessed a
hefty build, with broad shoulders and bulging arms beneath his
homespun clothes. Although he had the build of a fighter, he lacked
the air of brutality that even taproom brawlers possessed. Blade
suspected that his familiar was most likely a deer.

"Are there any
war veterans in this village?"

Daron nodded.
"Two. One who's quite old, and a cripple. There were two more, but
they're the ones who died trying to fight the bandits."

"As most
would-be heroes do. How many men could you muster?"

"At least
twenty, perhaps more."

"It had better
be more," Blade remarked. "Any fighters amongst them?"

"Four or
five."

"Archers?"

Daron frowned,
considering. "Two huntsmen... And Melia."

"A woman?"

"She's the
best shot in the village. She wins at the fair every year."

"But has she
ever killed anything?"

"No. I don't
think so."

Blade rose and
wandered over to the fire, glancing down at the wood cat. Daron
rose, his head brushing the soot-stained beams.

"I know what
you're thinking. We're not fighters... but we'll fight to save our
village from these brigands, and our young girls."

"No. I'm sure
you'll fight, but will you kill?"

Daron nodded,
walking closer. "I will, and some of the others."

Blade turned
to glance up at the huge man. "Understand this. I will not be
directly involved in this fight. I'll be on the side-lines, where I
should be able to kill five or six of your bandits. You will guard
my back."

Daron looked
suspicious. "How do you propose to do that?"

"You want a
demonstration?"

"I mean no
offense..."

The assassin
shrugged. "It's within your rights to request a demonstration."

"It's just
that the others might suspect that you'll stand by and do nothing,
and let us get killed."

"Some of you
may be killed. I make no promises in that regard."

"We can accept
that, so long as you do your part."

Blade nodded.
"Very well. For the amount upon the table, I'll kill at least five
of them. Fair enough?"

"Yes." Daron's
face smoothed into an expression of intense relief. "Thank you...
um... sir."

"Claw."

"Claw." Daron
thrust out a callused hand.

The assassin
stepped around him to wander over to the table again, where he
swept half the coins back into the purse and held it out to Daron,
who took it uncertainly.

"I get the
second half upon completion of the job. Muster your men in the
taproom tonight. I'll join you later to speak to them."

Daron nodded,
backed towards the door and cracked his head on a beam, then
fumbled with the latch in his haste to leave his clumsiness behind.
As soon as he was alone, Blade knelt beside Rivan and rubbed the
cat's belly, making him to purr in a comical rattle. Blade pondered
his decision, wondering why he had agreed to such an outlandish
arrangement. The only time he had killed in a similar situation was
when a group of merchants had hired him to slay the leader of a
ring of smugglers.

His employers
had hired armed men to invade the smugglers' stronghold and engage
them in a brawl while Blade singled out the leader and stabbed him
as he fled. The four men who had been guarding their leader had
chased Blade for some distance before he had given them the slip.
That had been necessary because the smugglers, like the bandits,
would have exacted a terrible revenge on the merchants for the
death of so many of their number, had their leader survived.
Without him, the remainder had disbanded.

When enough
time had passed, Blade wandered into town along the deserted,
moonlit road. Warm light spilt from the taproom's windows, where
many male voices were raised in noisy dispute. Leaving Rivan to
wait in outside, Blade stepped into the shadows next to the door
and listened to the argument that raged between the twenty-four men
gathered there. Several torches in wall sconces and a few lamps on
the tables lighted the spacious room that spanned the inn's ground
floor, scarred pillars supporting the upper storey. Bunches of
dried herbs hung from the beams, and a collection of shiny copper
pots adorned the wall around a sizeable fireplace. As taprooms
went, it was surprising clean, the tables polished and fresh
sawdust covering the floor.

Two plump
serving girls stood by the wall, smiling and shaking their heads at
the clamour. A reed slim girl, no more than fifteen years old, sat
on the stairs that led to the rooms above, biting her lip. Green
eyes flashed in a pale-skinned, fine-featured face framed by
ringlets of fiery red hair. Blade studied her while he listened to
the heated debate about whether or not the local assassin could
kill five men, and how.

Daron was his
only defender, and glared at those who disputed Blade's abilities.
"He offered me a demonstration. Would he do that if he can't do as
he claims?"

"Assassins are
sly bastards. He'll use trickery to fool us, then stand by and
watch us slain," a grey-haired man proclaimed.

"Or he may
even now be aboard his horse and galloping away at all speed,"
another man said.

"No he isn't,"
a fat man whom Blade recognised as the ostler said, "because he
won't get his horse."

A rumble of
laughter and muttered admiration went through the crowd at this,
and several men slapped the ostler on the back.

"Never trust
an assassin," a tall, one-legged man boomed, waving an ale tankard.
"They'll take yer money with one hand and stab yer in the back with
t'other."

"I believe
he'll do as he said," Daron said, looking desperate.

"Yeah, well,
yer a gullible young idiot, Daron," the one-legged man said.

"Then why did
you send me to hire him?"

"So he'd kill
Arvon and some of his scum before they killed him. Not to bring all
of us into it."

"Well he's not
as stupid as you thought."

"So where is
he then?" the grey-haired man demanded. "Hiding in someone's coal
cellar, I'll wager."

Blade pushed
himself away from the wall and stepped into the light. A soft gasp
came from the girl on the stairs as she spotted him, and the men
who had their backs to him swung around. Their faces slackened with
shock, then they stepped out of his way. Blade stopped at the edge
of the ring of men and raked them with a hard glance.

"You would
lose that wager," he murmured into the silence, pinning the
grey-haired man with a glance.

Daron looked
relieved and a little smug, nudging his neighbour.

"I take it
your friends would like a demonstration," Blade remarked. "From
what I've heard, they doubt my abilities."

"And your
trustworthiness," the one-legged man muttered.

"That
too."

"You're a
dagger man," the older man said. "How do you propose to slay five
men whilst standing on the side-lines?"

"I'll show
you."

Blade glanced
around at the serving wenches, who blushed and shuffled their feet.
"Have you any roseapples or potpears, ladies?"

The taller
girl nodded, shooting him a coy smile before crossing the room and
vanishing into the back of the inn. She returned with a bowl of
shiny yellow roseapples and handed it to him, and he carried it
over to Daron and thrust it into his hands.

"Throw five
into the air as quickly as you can."

The assassin
swung away when Daron nodded and walked back to the edge of the
circle, where he bent to extract a dagger from its boot sheath and
slip it into his belt. The men around Daron sidled away, leaving
the young man standing in the centre of the room. Blade nodded to
him, and Daron glanced at the assassin's empty hands before
reaching into the bowl for a roseapple. He tossed it so high that
it almost hit the roof before starting its descent. Blade yanked a
dagger from his belt and flung it in a smooth single motion,
impaling the fruit with such force that it hit the wall behind
Daron.

The young man
threw another roseapple, not so high this time. A second dagger
split the fruit in two and clattered off the wall as Daron threw
the third and Blade used the last dagger in his belt to impale it.
Daron threw the fourth and fifth roseapples, and Blade yanked the
weapons from his wrist sheaths, flinging them almost
simultaneously. The last two roseapples fell with daggers hilt-deep
in them, and the men stared at them. After a brief, pregnant
silence, a giggle from the stairs made Blade glance at the girl who
sat there.

Melia covered
her mouth to hide her mirth and gazed at him with sparkling eyes. A
reluctant smile tugged at Blade's lips, and she lowered her hand to
reveal a broad grin. The assassin's attention was drawn back to the
men when Daron banged the bowl of roseapples down on a table and
glared around at his cohorts.

"Well? Do you
dispute his abilities now?"

The one-legged
man shook his head. "Nay lad, now we only doubt his
trustworthiness."

Blade frowned
at the man. "I'm a guild assassin. My code dictates my actions.
Having accepted part payment, I'm bound to honour my
agreement."

"So you say. I
say, honour amongst killers? A joke!"

Blade pulled
the money pouch from his belt and held it out. "Then take back your
money and consider the deal annulled."

"No!" Daron
strode up to the one-legged man and loomed over him. "He meant no
offence, did you, Jayda? It took a great deal to persuade Claw to
help us, and now you see fit to undo my work because you're too
cowardly to face those men."

"I am not!"
Jayda's face mottled with fury.

"You were
willing to hire him when you thought he'd be the only one to get
hurt, but now that you must do your part, you want to break the
deal."

"I see a great
opportunity for this scum killer to let those bandit bastards
slaughter us while he stands by and does nothing."

Daron shot
Blade a quick glance. "I'll be standing beside him, so if he does,
I'll kill him myself."

Blade's brows
rose, but Jayda seemed placated, for he snorted and swung away.
Daron slumped as the assassin tucked away the money pouch once
more, then turned to pick up his tankard and drain it. The serving
wench came forward to collect the roseapples and remove the
daggers, wiping them before returning them to Blade with another
coy smile. He tucked them into their various sheaths, looking up
when Daron approached with the grey-haired man beside him.

"This is
Omall, veteran of the great war."

"And Jayda is
the younger veteran you spoke of."

"Yes."

"He's not a
coward," Omall said. "He just knows how dangerous it is to be in
the midst of a group of armed men intent on killing each other, and
that if you don't do your part, most of us will die."

"Indeed. But
since I intend to strike first, he shouldn't be so worried. I
should be able to kill at least three before the rest realise
what's happening, and that's when your men attack. The girl and the
huntsmen should shoot from the stairs, and account for at least
four. That will leave five for the rest of you to kill."

"And we will."
The old man revealed his animal kin in a wolfish grin. "Just make
sure one of your targets is the leader. He's supposed to be a
fearsome swordsman."

Blade nodded.
"His death is purchased, and I need the names of four others."

"Why?"

"I must have
the names of my targets. It's part of my code."

Omall tilted
his head and frowned. "I've been to a big city. I know assassins
kill any who get in their way when they perform an assassination.
They don't know those men's names."

"No, those men
are slain in self-defence, since they're a threat to the assassin's
life. But in order to slay men who have no chance of harming me,
they must be targets and I must have their names."

"I see." Omall
inclined his head and rattled off four names, accompanied by
detailed descriptions of unsavoury men Blade knew were the best
fighters in the bandit gang. As an ex-soldier, Omall would be an
excellent judge of other men's fighting abilities, even if he had
never seen them in battle.

Daron stopped
a passing maid and lifted two tankards from her tray, pressing one
into Blade's hands with a broad grin.

"So let's
drink to tomorrow's victory."

Blade let them
clash their tankards against his and sipped the bitter ale, aware
that Melia's eyes still rested upon him with open curiosity and a
great deal of admiration. As soon as he had finished his ale and
the men had settled down to talk and drink, he returned to his
cabin.


 


 


 Chapter Fourteen

 


Blade spent
most of the following day resting, as he usually did before an
assassination. In the afternoon he went for a short walk, taking a
freshly-killed rabbit for Rivan and his sister to share. Leaving
Rivan to play with her, he returned to the cabin and sharpened his
daggers until dusk, oiling the sheaths to ensure that they did not
stick. As the first stars appeared in the darkening sky, he
wandered into town and entered the taproom unnoticed.

Melia sat on
the stairs, dressed in drab, inconspicuous brown, and a swift
glance around the room assured Blade that all the men were there.
No weapons were in evidence, but an air of nervous expectancy hung
over the group. Several elderly farmers and a few buxom wives mixed
with the fighters, lending the gathering authenticity. Blade chose
a chair in a dark corner halfway between the door and the stairs
and accepted a mug of ale from the flirtatious serving maid. He was
pleased to note that the men all appeared to be sober.

Soon Daron
came over and took the chair opposite, bringing a tankard of ale
with him. He looked nervous, and kept touching the slight bulge
under one arm that betrayed the presence of a weapon.

Blade leant
forward. "They'll know you're armed."

The young
farmer paled. "How?"

"Because you
keep fondling the damned thing."

Daron gripped
his tankard, making an effort to stop reassuring himself of his
weapon's continued presence. "I'm a bit... nervous, that's
all."

"A bit?" Blade
smiled. "If the rest look like you, we're doomed."

"How can you
be so calm?"

The assassin
shrugged. "I'm used to killing."

"But the
danger. Aren't you afraid?"

"I use such
unwanted emotions to heighten my abilities, but since they're not
even here yet, I'm not worried."

"You must
think me a coward."

Blade shook
his head. "Anyone who's not afraid of what's to come is a
fool."

Daron frowned
into his ale. "Aren't you worried that they might choose not to
fight? If they don't, the bandits will kill you."

"Is that what
they plan to do?"

"I'm not sure.
If they're planning to do that, they didn't tell me."

"But you
suspect that they might."

Daron's
shoulders hunched. "Yes."

"Then they're
fools."

"Why?"

"Because when
the killing starts, the bandits won't know who's doing it. They'll
cut down any they suspect, and that will be those closest to them.
Since I intend to kill the leader first, they'll be without
guidance."

"I see." Daron
looked troubled. "And if they betray you?"

Blade's eyes
narrowed. "That would be an even greater mistake. A betrayed
assassin is entitled to speak his employer's name, and the bandits
will lay greater blame on them than me. I may suffer, but your
friends would die. That's why assassins have a tattoo that denotes
our trade, so we can't be accused of being murderers."

Daron shifted,
gazing across the room at his friends. With a sheepish glance at
Blade, he rose and went over to Omall, sitting beside him to mutter
in the veteran's ear. Omall's face hardened, and he shot a cold
glance in Blade's direction, then leant across the table to speak
to Jayda.

When Daron
returned a few minutes later, he looked angry.

"So, they did
plan to betray me," Blade said.

"I'm not sure,
but it's possible."

"And since you
weren't part of the plan, they were willing to sacrifice you."

Daron took a
gulp of ale. "So it would seem. But whatever they were planning, if
anything, they know better now."

"Your friends
are fools."

"I could have
been wrong."

Blade shrugged
and sipped his ale. "I'll wager they thought I would fight to the
death, killing half the bandits in the process."

"Probably.
What would you have done?"

"Surrendered,
of course."

Daron frowned.
"They might still have killed you."

"No, they
would have wanted to know who employed me."

"And then they
would have killed you."

Blade smiled.
"Not unless they were lack wits who didn't know the folly of taking
on an armed assassin. More likely they would have vented their
wrath on easier targets, such as your friends."

Daron nodded
and fondled the weapon hidden under his jacket, then snatched his
hand away. The tension in the taproom grew as the men waited, hot
words occasionally breaking the soft hum of conversation as tempers
frayed under the strain. On the stairs, Melia chatted to one of the
serving wenches. Blade sent a probing thought to Rivan, who was
ensconced on the edge of the roof outside, and received a bored
assurance in reply. As yet, his bond with the cat was not complete.
It would take several moons before he was constantly aware of the
Rivan's location and mood.

Daron drained
his tankard and raised it to summon a serving girl, glancing at
Blade's half-full cup. As the girl came over with a fresh mug of
ale for the farmer, a frisson went through Blade, and he closed his
eyes. He became aware of Rivan's alertness, and the subtle,
wordless warning the cat imparted. When he opened his eyes, he
found that Daron now wore an anxious, distracted look, which meant
that he too had just received a warning from a familiar outside.
The hum of conversation lapsed as many of the men received similar
warnings, and Blade fought the urge to look at the door. Melia rose
and slipped into the shadows at the top of the stairs, where two
slender, bearded men dressed in green and brown joined her.

A distant
clatter of hooves grew louder outside, slowed and stopped by the
tavern door. Harness jingled and horses snorted, then the doors
were thrust open with a blast of cold air. Daron's expression
stiffened as his eyes became riveted to the door and whoever had
just entered through it. Blade glanced around at the dozen hirsute,
disreputable-looking men who had just swaggered in.

Most of them
wore leather armour reinforced with ring mail, some had ragged wolf
skins draped about their shoulders, and a couple sported
expensive-looking cloaks. The leader was easy to spot, being the
only one who was clean shaven, and he grinned nastily as he stomped
across the room. He yanked a chair from under a patron, dumping the
man on the floor, then kicked him aside and sat down. The other
villagers scrambled aside, clearing the way for the bandits to take
possession of three tables. The ousted men moved off to stand next
to the walls, tankards in hand.

The bandits
seemed unaware of the tension Blade sensed so palpably. Serving
wenches rushed to hand out tankards of ale while trying to avoid
the dirty hands that groped various parts of their anatomy. The
bandits laughed and jeered, indulging in the vulgar camaraderie
Blade had often seen amongst groups of fighting men. He glanced at
the door, wondering what kept the last two bandits, for he did not
want them outside when the trouble started.

Blade sent an
enquiry to Rivan, and found that the two bandits tended to the
horses, loosened their girths and threw blankets over the sweating
beasts. For men such as these, the health of their mounts was too
important neglect. Blade glanced at Daron, who looked tense, his
lips white ringed and his hands clenched on the table. The young
farmer's eyes glittered with the dread that always preceded deadly
action, when a man knew his existence might be snuffed out in the
next few minutes.

"Omall!"

Arvon's shout
diverted Blade's attention, and he looked around as the grey-haired
veteran made his way to the bandits' table with obvious
reluctance.

"How's yer
lovely wife?" Arvon sneered, and his cronies sniggered. "I bet
she's been looking forward to my return, eh? Can't wait to have a
real man in her bed again. A young one, instead of an old fart. And
yer daughter? Did yer bring her tonight?"

Omall frowned
and shook his head. Clearly previous encounters had brow-beaten the
villagers into sullen silence. Avron laughed and quaffed his ale,
banging the tankard down.

"And my money,
Omall? I hope you've brought that. Yer know what happens if yer
don't."

Omall nodded,
bowing his head.

"Good!" Avron
glanced around. "And Jayda's little wench, where's she?"

Daron leant
forward and muttered, "Now would be a good time, Claw."

The assassin
shook his head, waiting for the two outside to enter the taproom.
Listening with one ear to Arvon's dialogue, he realised that the
bandit was enumerating the women he intended to ravish that night,
and Daron's daughter might be on the list.

"Stay here,"
he whispered to Daron before sliding from his chair and moving
behind one of the many rough-hewn pillars that supported the inn's
upper floor. A moment later, Arvon shouted Daron's name and turned
to glare at the young farmer.

"Why do yer
sit all alone, Daron?" he mocked. "Will no one drink with yer
anymore? Spending too much time with the pigs lately?"

The bandits
laughed, and Daron gripped his tankard until his knuckles turned
white.

"And yer
little girl, Daron? I want to meet her tonight. I have a surprise
for her."

The brigands
hooted, guffawed and whistled, making Daron's jaw bulge as he
gritted his teeth. Blade knew that the sword dug into Daron's ribs
with hard promise, and his fear melted away in the searing rage
that Arvon's taunts kindled in him. It was good that Daron was
primed for action, so long as he did not leap up and charge Arvon
as he clearly longed to do.

The taproom
door opened again, admitting the last two bandits, who made their
way to a table and joined their comrades. Blade waited until they
settled down and gulped their ale, while Arvon continued to taunt
Daron. A glance at the top of the stairs assured him that Melia
waited in the shadows there, an arrow notched in her bow.

The moment he
had been waiting for arrived, and he stepped out from behind the
pillar. His first dagger impaled Arvon through the throat, cutting
off his flow of vitriol with a strangled cough. The man next to him
died as his eyes widened in surprise, another black hilt protruding
from his neck. Blood poured from Arvon's throat as he rose, clawing
at it and making gurgling noises. The bandits sprang up with shouts
of alarm as a third dagger impaled another man through the eye, and
he keeled over.

Three arrows
hissed from the stairs, impaling a man in the back. Blade flung
another dagger, killing his fourth target with cold steel through
his heart. The room erupted into a furore as villagers tugged
weapons from their clothes and charged the brigands, who drew their
swords and laid about them. Chairs were flung aside and tables
overturned in the sudden, furious battle that filled the room.

Screaming
women fled and old men dragged their wives from harm's way as the
room rang with the clash of metal and grunts of fighting men. Blade
spied his fifth target and flung another dagger as a second volley
of arrows hissed into the melee, striking one bandit in the arm,
another in the shoulder and a third in the thigh. Blade's weapon
found its mark in the man's ribs as he raised his sword, exposing
the unarmoured area beneath his arm. He fell with a yell, dropping
his weapon.

Daron jumped
up, brandishing a rusty sword, his face ashen with terror. As Blade
drew another dagger from his belt, two bandits spotted him and
forged towards him with angry shouts. One was a huge man clad in
bearskin and carrying a massive axe, the last of Blade's targets.
Two more arrows hissed into the melee, one hitting a table as its
target moved, the other striking a man in the gut.

The men hacked
and slashed at each other, some blocking their opponent's blows and
retaliating. The crowd was now liberally smeared and splattered
with blood, and broken arrows protruded from some of the bandits.
The brigands were experienced fighters, but the villagers had the
advantage of numbers. A bandit screamed and fell, shot through the
neck, and Blade's attention was drawn back to the huge man who bore
down on him. He flung the last of his daggers, hitting the giant in
the eye, and the bandit staggered a few more steps before he
collapsed, the axe falling with a clatter.

Another man,
almost as big, gave a roar and charged, his sword raised high.
Blade stepped forward and snatched his dagger from the eye of the
bear-kin giant. Daron rushed in from the side, swinging his sword.
The bandit smashed Daron aside, his bloodshot eyes fixed on the
assassin with feverish intensity. Blade retreated, then jumped back
as the man swung his weapon in a stroke designed to cleave him in
two, encountering the wall with a thud. Tables hemmed him in on
either side, trapping him in the bandit's path, and the big man
lunged, his sword aimed at Blade's belly.

Daron shouted,
struggling to extricate himself from the table under which he had
fallen, his sword hampering him. Blade swayed aside, and the
brigand's sword chopped into the wooden wall beside him. The
assassin stepped forward and slit the bandit's throat as an arrow
thudded into the man's back. Blood spouted from the wound, and
Blade leapt onto a table to avoid it as the brigand toppled
forward.

Blade glanced
at the stairs, where Melia stood ashen-faced, then he surveyed the
room. Panting, blood-smeared villagers stood over the corpses of
their fallen foes, their faces pale and stiff. Jumping down, Blade
went over to a corpse and wiped his dagger on its clothes, rubbing
a few spots of blood from his hands. Groaning wounded lay amongst
the dead, and after a moment's stunned inaction, some of the men
helped them. The stench of blood and fear hung heavy in the air,
and Blade's stomach clenched. He longed to quit the room, but still
had the onerous task of finding his daggers amongst the dead.

Blade glimpsed
Melia sink down on the stairs, her bow dangling from her fingers,
looking numb with horror as she surveyed the bloody scene. Her eyes
followed him as he poked amongst the bodies for his weapons. He
wondered why she had not aimed to kill until she had thought he was
about to be skewered against the wall, and only then had taken her
first deadly shot. Small consolation that her target had already
been dead when her arrow had struck, he mused. She looked like the
fact that she had aimed for the heart still sickened her. He
retrieved four daggers and hunted for the fifth, doing his best not
to get blood on his hands.

As Blade
tugged his dagger from Arvon's throat, the villagers discovered an
injured bandit and dragged him from under a table with shouts of
anger and triumph. The assassin glanced at the brigand as he wiped
his weapon on Arvon's cloak, noting his youth and terror. Four
swords were pressed to the grubby boy's neck, and he seemed doomed
to meet his end at their sharp edges. Then the villagers lowered
their weapons, staring at the shivering youth. Blade snorted and
tucked away his dagger, heading for the door.

"Claw!" Omall
shouted.

The assassin
turned, raising his brows.

Omall glanced
at the young bandit. "What should we do with him?"

Blade
shrugged. "It's up to you, but I would kill him."

"If we let him
go, he'll tell others of his kind about our triumph."

"Indeed."

The boy began
to weep. "Please, sirs! Please don't kill me. I won't tell anyone,
I swear!"

The villagers
shuffled, and Omall flinched at the boy's entreaty. Blade turned
away with another snort.

"Claw!"

The assassin
swung around again, frowning with irritation.

Omall spread
his hands. "We can't... Would you do it?"

"I've already
fulfilled my quota."

The boy
sobbed, tears running down his grimy cheeks. "No! I beg you! Let me
live!"

"And besides,"
Blade added, "I'm not an executioner."

"But it must
be done." Omall glanced at the other men. "And none of us has the
stomach for it."

The boy's legs
buckled, and he fell to his knees. "Please don't kill me! I beg
you!"

Omall averted
his eyes from the pleading youth. "We would pay you for it."

"According to
Daron, you've already paid me all the money you possess."

"We could pay
you later... in a few days’ time."

"I don't work
like that. Lock him up until you have the money."

Omall glanced
at the others, who looked unhappy. "We would rather get it over
with."

"Then do it
yourselves."

"He's just a
boy."

"Then let him
go and risk your lives. He'll run straight to a bandit gang and
tell them what happened here."

"I won't! I
swear!" the boy wailed.

Omall shook
him. "Be quiet! Claw, I give you my word, you will be paid."

The assassin
shook his head. "Half the payment in advance, those are my
terms."

"How
much?"

"Two
silvers."

"One in
advance."

Blade nodded,
and Omall turned to his friends, who dug in their pockets for
coppers. The boy wailed for mercy and clutched at the legs of the
villagers who collected the fee for his death. Blade found the
situation distasteful, and hated the pathetic pleading of the
doomed youth, not because it affected him, but because it was so
undignified. To kill such a piteous creature was demeaning, and he
longed to get it over with and silence the boy's cries. The
youngster grabbed Jayda's leg and clung to it, weeping into the
veteran's trousers as he shook with terror. Jayda gave a grunt of
annoyance and flung the youth aside, sending him sprawling at
Blade's feet.

The young
bandit looked up at the assassin, his eyes white ringed, and
grasped Blade's foot, crying, "Please, sir! For God's sake, don't
kill me. I beg you!"

Blade kicked
the boy in the side of the head, knocking him unconscious. Omall
swung around to glance down at the supine youth.

"Is he
dead?"

"No, you
haven't paid me yet. I was tired of listening to him."

Omall raised
his eyes to meet Blade's icy gaze. "By God, you're a cold man."

"An assassin
who can't kill the helpless is useless to his clients."

Omall frowned.
"I'm glad you have to live with this, and not me."

"On the
contrary, I will not, but you will. You're the ones paying for his
death."

The veteran
frowned, slapped a handful of coppers down on a table and counted
it. It added up to a silver, and he pushed the pile towards
Blade.

"Your
fee."

Blade inclined
his head, then lowered himself to one knee beside the boy and
rolled him onto his back. A sound from the direction of the stairs
made him glance towards them as Melia turned and ran up them,
vanishing into the gloom beyond. Blade drew a dagger, and most of
the villagers looked away as he pulled open the youth's leather
armour and placed the weapon's point against the boy's chest.

A swift,
expert thrust sent the blade into the young bandit's heart, and a
soft sigh escaped him as he died. The assassin pulled the weapon
out and wiped it clean on the boy's shirt, then rose and swept up
the money. The villagers returned to their chores of tending the
wounded, none glancing at the boy's body. Daron approached, holding
out the pouch that contained the balance of Blade's fee, his eyes
averted as the assassin took it. Blade headed for the door, eager
to quit the ugly scene with its foul stench.

Outside, the
clean crisp air refreshed him, and he barely noticed the two horses
that whinnied for their dead friends. Three dogs slunk away down
the street, pausing to howl their grief at the uncaring moon. A
smaller dog lay dead, his lifespan already exceeded and therefore
sharing his friend's fate, as would other, smaller familiars hidden
in the shadows. As Blade strode down the street, a black form
detached itself from the shadows to follow him, and he picked up
the tired cub to spare him the journey back to the cabin.


 


 


 Chapter Fifteen

 


Blade sipped
his cup of bitter ale as he slouched in the darkest corner of the
taproom, listening to the low hum of conversation. Lamps added
their warm glow to the hearth's firelight, and a cold wind rattled
the storm shutters. Old men played board games on the far side of
the room, their counters clacking on the wood. Two young farmers
were engaged in a jovial game of throw-points, and a few of their
friends laid wagers on the outcome. Wives and sweethearts mingled
with the crowd, the occasional high trill of laughter breaking the
deep buzz of male voices. Serving wenches sidestepped pinches and
tickles from patrons as they delivered their burdens of wine and
ale. The scene was that of an average night in the village
taproom.

Winter had
passed slowly in this quiet town. Storms had swept through, leaving
their cargo of snow on the streets and roofs, and Blade's earnings
had paid for his keep. Rivan and his sister had achieved almost
adult stature, and had caught their first prey a few tendays ago.
Rivan now stood knee high to the assassin, far smaller than the
huge sand cats that reached to mid-thigh, but considerably larger
than the domestic cats and far more formidable than a dog of the
same size.

Spotted snow
cats were slightly larger, mostly due to their huskier build and
powerful limbs. Wood cats had a sleek build and narrow, elongated
heads with slanted eyes and broad pointed ears. They were known for
their speed and skill at tree-climbing, and preyed mostly on small
mammals and birds, although they had been known to pull down young
deer. While appearing black, a wood cat's coat showed faint dapples
when examined closely in a strong light, and they were mostly
nocturnal. In a few more tendays the she-cat would be independent,
and Blade would be able to return to Jondar as soon as the snows
had melted.

The tall
serving wench swished over to him and smiled as he glanced up at
her, the heavy scent of her musky perfume tickling his nose. She
had flirted with him all winter, the only one not discouraged by
his obvious disinterest. With a disappointed glance at his
half-full mug, she cocked her head and pouted.

"You still not
ready for another one?"

"Evidently
not."

She winked.
"Bit slow tonight, are you?"

"No more than
usual."

As had
happened many times before, his terse replies foiled her attempt to
strike up a conversation, and a slight frown puckered her brow as
giggles came from the girls who watched from the counter. Evidently
her persistence was becoming something of a joke amongst her
friends. She set down her tray and leant closer, clearly determined
to win his interest by fair means or foul. Blade did not glance at
the handsome cleavage she displayed, keeping his eyes fixed on hers
and allowing them to cool to icy frigidity. The girl lowered her
gaze to his mouth, unable to meet his eyes, but her frown vanished
and an alluring smile curled her full lips.

"Would you
like to come to my room later?"

Blade smiled
at the girl's bold invitation, amused that her desperation had
forced her to forgo the usual display of coyness. "No."

Her eyes
flicked up to meet his, widening with shock. "Why not?"

"That's my
business."

"You..." The
girl's frown returned, and she muttered, "The least you owe me for
such a cruel refusal is an answer."

"I don't owe
you anything at all." A vague sense of disquiet stole over Blade,
but the girl leant closer still, distracting him.

"You find me
repulsive?"

"No."

"You don't
like women?"

Blade frowned,
trying to concentrate on the uneasiness that grew in him. "I like
them well enough."

The girl
looked peeved. "Then why do you refuse?"

"Because I
choose to."

Her eyes
narrowed. "A man doesn't refuse an offer like mine."



"Well, I just
did."

"It's not
normal!"

"I don't
care." Blade's frown deepened as the hairs on the back of his neck
rose.

"Emella!" the
innkeeper boomed from behind the counter. "Leave him alone."

Emella shot
the proprietor a withering glance before turning her attention back
to the assassin. "Do you like boys then? Is that it?"

Blade glared
at her. "No."

"That's it! It
must be!"

"Emella!" the
innkeeper shouted, coming towards them. The brewing conflict had
distracted many of the patrons from their conversations. Blade
tried to concentrate on the uneasiness that was now almost
full-blown alarm, but the serving girl's accusations became
louder.

"That's it!
You like men!"

The innkeeper
grabbed her arm and yanked her away. "Stop it! My God, what are you
thinking?"

Blade stood,
his eyes pinning the innkeeper. "Keep her away from me."

The proprietor
dragged the serving wench away, silenced her protestations with a
slap and muttered at her stupidity. The alarm thrumming through
Blade had his full attention, even as other patrons looked uneasy.
The warning came from Rivan, who lay outside on the roof beside the
warm chimney. When Blade closed his eyes, he glimpsed dark forms on
the street through the cat's eyes.

As he opened
them, the taproom doors burst open and dozens of armoured men
charged in, brandishing swords. The patrons jumped up and surged
back in panic, and Blade turned and ran. At first he headed for the
stairs, but the retreating crowd blocked this escape route, and he
veered, heading for the nearest window. Hurdling a table, he flung
himself through it, raising his arms to protect his face.

The storm
shutters broke as he hit them, bruised his forearms and caused him
to tumble into the snow in an ungainly sprawl, glass raining down
around him. Mounted men crowded the street, and he lay on his back
amid a veritably forest of equine legs. Rolling to his feet, he
glanced around for a way out, finding that the only unguarded route
was back to the inn.

Before the
soldiers could react, he leapt onto the ledge of the window through
which he had just exited and reached up to find purchase on the
wall above. The soldiers shouted and urged their horses closer,
reaching him before he could find a handhold on the wall. A man
grabbed his ankle and yanked just as Blade kicked him, knocking him
from his horse.

More men
converged, and, as the assassin found purchase and pulled himself
upwards, several soldiers took hold of his legs. Blade kicked a man
in the face, and he reeled away, clutching it. The others growled
and renewed their efforts to drag Blade down. His handhold broke,
and he fell amongst them, struggling to free himself from their
grasp. A flash of steel caught his eye, and he twisted aside as a
soldier stabbed at him with a sword, narrowly avoiding it.

With a savage
wail, a black shadow leapt from the roof and landed on a soldier's
back. Some of the horses shied at the sudden appearance of a wood
cat in their midst, and the soldier cried out in pain and fear.
Rivan leapt at another soldier, raked man and mount with his claws
and made the horse plunge away in terror. Blade fought to free his
arms, unable to reach his weapons while the soldiers hung onto
him.

Rivan ran
towards him again, attacked one of the men and forced him to
release Blade in order to draw his sword. Four men still held the
assassin, twisting his arms behind his back. Rivan's danger
thrummed through Blade's blood like fire, and his stomach clenched
with anguish as he strived to free himself so he could protect the
cat. Any hope of escape was gone, and he realised that the cat's
presence only put him in danger. Rivan could not free him from so
many men.

"Go!" Blade
shouted, reinforcing it with a mental command that made the cat
flatten his ears.

Rivan
hesitated, glancing at Blade with luminous golden eyes that glowed
with rage and fear. The assassin jerked his head, commanding the
cat again, and Rivan leapt past the soldiers as they lunged at him
and clawed his way up the inn's wall. The soldiers lost interest in
the cat and closed in on Blade, muttering curses and clearly intent
on avenging their wounds.

A curt command
stopped them, and they parted to allow a mounted officer through
their ranks. Evidently the ruckus around Blade had drawn the
officer, for the rest of the villagers were being herded from their
houses and the inn. The officer studied him, meeting his eyes
without flinching, although a muscle jumped in his jaw. A hooked
nose dominated his broad, handsome face, and black hair framed
it.

The man wore a
haphazard collection of dirty livery and battered armour, and
looked more like a brigand than a soldier. More alarming, however,
was that he spoke with a Contaran accent, and was, in all
likelihood, a mercenary. Many Contara soldiers had deserted after
the Cotti invasion, and more formed rebel bands in the northern
mountains. The officer raked the assassin with a hard glance, then
jerked his chin at the soldiers.

"Search him
and bind him."

The men
confiscated the two daggers Blade carried, tied his hands behind
his back and dragged him to his feet, shoving him towards the
throng that stood before the inn. Everyone in the village had been
rounded up, including the women and children. Blade eyed the
mercenaries, wondering what they were going to do and why they were
here. The officer guided his horse closer and studied the
crowd.

"We seek a
man!" he shouted. "He's a stranger to you. He's an assassin, known
as the Queen's Blade. Bring him forth, and no harm will come to
you! Try to hide him, and we'll raze this village to the
ground."

Blade glanced
at Daron, who looked away, but Jayda met Blade's eyes with a hard,
challenging stare.

Omall stepped
forward. "What do you want with him?"

The officer
turned to scowl at him. "That's not your business. We know he's
hiding in this village. Send him out, and we'll spare the rest of
you."

"We haven't
seen the Queen's Blade. He lives in the palace with his wife, the
Regent."

"We know he's
here. Hide him at your peril!"

Omall shook
his head, looking confused. "We're not hiding him. He's not here.
Who says he is?"

The officer
drew his sword and urged his horse closer to the veteran, placing
the tip of the weapon against Omall's chest. "You probably don't
know who he is. You're just a bunch of ignorant peasants. Is there
an assassin in this village?"

Omall nodded,
his eyes seeking Blade, who stepped back and sidled into the crowd.
"There is one. His name is Claw. He can't be the Queen's
Blade."

"Why not?"

"Because the
Queen's Blade is the Lord Protector, and this man is just a common
assassin."

"Point him
out, now!"

Omall raised
his arm to indicate a scrawny individual Blade recognised as a
travelling tinker who had come to the village a tenday before.
"That's him."

The tinker
gaped at Omall, then spluttered, "I'm not an assassin! I'm a
tinker! You know me, I mend pots!"

Omall averted
his eyes, shaking his head. "That's him."

"Bring him!"
the officer shouted.

Four soldiers
shoved through the crowd and gripped the tinker's arms, marching
him over to the officer, who scrutinised him. The tinker's black
hair and grey eyes, together with his narrow, saturnine face and a
scrawny build did endow him with a vague resemblance to Blade. If
the description the soldiers had been given was a particularly bad
one, they may be fooled into thinking the tinker was Blade, but not
for long. The assassin edged further into the crowd, looking for
possible escape routes. If nothing else, Omall's subterfuge might
give him time to slip away.

The tinker
shouted protests, and the officer jerked his chin at the soldiers.
"Show me his mark."

This was where
things would go wrong, Blade knew. He reached the back of the
crowd, where several soldiers barred egress, and searched for an
unguarded gap. At the front of the crowd, more shouts arose as the
tinker's lack of a tattoo was discovered. The officer had
dismounted and struck Omall, judging by the crack of fist on
flesh.

"Don't lie to
me!" the officer bellowed. "Send him out now, or this man
dies!"

Someone
gripped Blade's arm, and he turned to find Jayda glaring at him.
"Will you let them murder Omall?" he demanded.

"If Omall's
ready to die to protect me, yes."

"He will, to
defend a lord. If you have a spine, you'll give yourself up to save
him."

"Then
evidently I don't have a spine."

Jayda's frown
deepened. "You don't deserve to be saved by him. He's worth ten of
you!"

"As he's busy
proving, right now."

"Well I won't
let him sacrifice himself for a damned assassin. I don't care if
you're a bloody lord. He's my friend." Jayda's grip on Blade's arm
tightened as he swung away, dragging the assassin. "Here he
is!"

Two soldiers
jerked Blade's arm from Jayda's grip and hauled him out of the
throng to face the irate officer. Omall knelt in the mud, clutching
his jaw, and shot Jayda a glare.

The officer
loomed over Blade. "Are you the Queen's Blade?"

"No. My name
is Claw."

The man tugged
open Blade's collar, and his frown deepened. "You're an
assassin."

"Yes, but not
the one you seek."

"I have it on
good authority that the Queen's Blade lives in this village, and as
yet, I've only found one assassin. You."

"Then you
should keep looking," Blade recommended. "But your authority is
wrong. The Queen's Blade is a high lord. What would he be doing
living in a dirty village like this?"

"I don't know,
but you fit the description, and you're an assassin." The officer
remounted his horse. "Bring him!"

The soldiers
led Blade to a horse and boosted him into the saddle before tying
his hands to the pommel. The rest mounted, and the ragged company
rode out of the village. The villagers watched them leave with a
mixture of relief and anger, some shouting insults at the soldiers'
backs in a show of cowardly bravado. Blade glared ahead, his
stomach knotted. Whoever had sent these men to capture him was, in
all likelihood, after his blood, and he wondered which of his many
enemies had engineered his capture. Dravis seemed the most likely
candidate, and he wondered what had become of the Cotti prince.

Blade cursed,
glancing at the young cat who followed like a shadow in the woods.
He had lingered too long in the village to care for Rivan's sister
when he should have left right after killing the bandits. Someone
had betrayed him, perhaps the wandering minstrel who had visited
the village two tendays ago, or the travelling rug merchant who had
passed through a moon phase ago. Either that, or there was a spy
amongst the villagers.

Had it not
been for the cats he would not have even come to this town,
perilously close to the Contara border. Then again, he had not
expected to be found, for who would suspect a lowly assassin in a
shoddy village of being the Queen's Blade? Perhaps someone who had
spies in the palace at Jondar, and knew he was not there. He
wondered who Kerrion had sent to rule Contara after Endor's demise.
Whoever he was, he had used the power Kerrion had given him to hunt
Blade, and the assassin cursed the Cotti King.

 


Kerrion
glanced up as Jadar came in and approached his desk. The aged
advisor held a scrap of paper, and the size of the missive told the
Cotti King that a winged familiar had brought it. He put down the
document he had been reading and leant back in his chair as Jadar
straightened from his bow.

"What is
it?"

Jadar
hesitated, glancing at the message. "This arrived today. It is from
Prince Jovan."

"Not another
plea to return to Jadaya? Surely he has learnt the futility of such
entreaties? He is banished. It is time he accepted it."

"Of a sort,
Sire. He claims to have captured the assassin known as the Queen's
Blade, and threatens to execute him if he is not allowed to return
to Jadaya."

"Does he,
indeed?" Kerrion clasped his hands and leant forward, frowning.
"And if I agree, I will be admitting that I care about the fate of
this assassin. He will use that as proof, and charge me with
treason."

"Undoubtedly,
Sire."

"Very clever,
if I did care about this assassin. Perhaps a little too underhand
for Jovan. You are certain it is from him?"

Jadar glanced
at the message again. "It is his signature."

Kerrion held
out his hand, and the advisor gave him the missive, which he
studied with a frown. "It is, and it is his handwriting. But
somehow, I doubt that this is his doing. What news of Dravis?"

Jadar shook
his head. "None, Sire."

"Because he is
not in Cotti." Kerrion rose and wandered over to the windows to
frown at the pale, shimmering city beyond the palace walls. "He has
followed Jovan to Contara, or perhaps Jovan offered him sanctuary
there. Evidently it was a mistake to banish Jovan to Contara, much
as he dislikes the place. It seemed like a fitting punishment at
the time, and if not for Dravis, it would have been."

"What will you
do, Sire?"

"I cannot do
as he demands, and he knows it. This is to taunt me, and to flaunt
his triumph. And it is not Jovan's doing. Dravis is behind this."
Kerrion returned to his desk and sat down, scowling at the scrap of
paper. "I shall order him to send the assassin to Jadaya for
execution, and I will send troops to hunt for Dravis. He has given
himself away with this threat. I want him captured and imprisoned,
and Jovan too, for harbouring him."

"You have no
proof that Prince Jovan is harbouring his brother, Sire. The courts
will not convict him without evidence."

"Then I will
find Dravis!" Kerrion thumped the desk. "I shall go myself."

"Is that wise?
What of your wife, Sire? Will she not be in danger if you leave
Jadaya?"

"The Queen?
No, not any more. None of my other brothers are plotting to kill
her, and if they try, they will be guilty of treason. With my new
laws, the punishment for trying to kill her is death. They will not
risk it. She is guarded by my best men, and they no longer have to
obey a prince. No, she will be safe."

Jadar nodded.
"But if you go to Ashmarad yourself, will that not be seen as
concern for this assassin?"

"I am going
there to find Dravis, no other reason. It may not be the most
compelling justification, but it is not grounds for any accusations
of treason. If Jovan does not obey my order to send the Jashimari
assassin to Jadaya for execution, he will be the one guilty of
treason." Kerrion looked up with a hard smile. "He has given me an
excellent reason to imprison him too."

"If he
disobeys."

"He cannot do
it. Dravis is behind this, and he wants the assassin dead. He cares
nothing for Jovan's unhappiness. In fact, I would venture to say
that Jovan has gone behind his brother's back in sending this
message. Dravis has captured Blade, and Jovan seeks to gain from
it. Between the two of them they have succeeded in outsmarting
themselves." Kerrion dipped a quill in the ink pot and drew a sheet
of parchment from the pile on his desk. "They will regret this.
Summon my commanders."

"Which ones,
Sire?"

"All of
them."

 


Chiana gazed
at the autumnal gardens, her sorrow reflected in the yellowing
leaves that fell from the trees, just as her tears had dampened her
pillow each night since Blade had left. Without even saying
goodbye, she reflected bitterly. Why had he dreamt about his
familiar's death so many years after it had happened? Why had he
left immediately afterwards? Why could she not hate him, as he so
richly deserved? Why did he haunt her dreams, and why was he not
there when she woke from her nightmare each night? Her heart was
turning into a lump of lead, yet a vestige warmth remained in it
for him alone. He had returned to comfort her after her father's
death, as if sent by Tinsharon himself. A strange thing for a
heartless assassin to do. Yet all the gladness had deserted her
when he had.

The puffwood
trees rained whirling winged seeds with their leaves, and smoke
trees seemed to burn with dark embers as their tiny grey leaves
reddened. A fire tree dropped black leaves like flakes of ash, as
if the fiery flowers it had borne in midsummer had consumed its
foliage. Lyric birds gave fluting calls as they prepared to fly
south for the winter in bright flocks.

A knock on the
door made her turn. Insash came in, followed by Verdan, who looked
worried, and carried his healer's bag. The advisor approached and
bowed. Verdan remained by the door.

"Regent..."
Insash hesitated, wringing his hands.

"What is
it?"

"I have grave
news."

Chiana sighed,
glancing out at the gardens again. "What now?"

"Perhaps you
should sit down?"

"Just tell me,
Insash. I do not like to be coddled. How bad can it be?"

"Please, my
lady."

Chiana shot
him a frown and walked over to her pile of cushions, sank onto them
and invited him to join her with a gesture. The advisor settled on
a cushion and pulled a scrap of paper from his pocket. By the door,
Verdan frowned at the floor. Chiana studied Insash as the tension
rose.

"I do not have
all day."

Insash fiddled
with the scrap of parchment. "This arrived today, from
Contara."

"What has
Prince Jovan done now? And why is it any concern of mine?"

"He..." Insash
glanced around at Verdan, then cleared his throat. "It is not from
Prince Jovan, my lady. It is from Prince Dravis."

"I thought
Kerrion was hunting him for treason?"

"That may well
be, but it appears that he has found sanctuary with his brother in
Contara."

"Then I shall
inform Kerrion. It is foolish of him to give away his hiding place.
Why is this grave news?"

Insash looked
down at the message. "It is not. But if what this message says is
to be believed..."

"What does it
say?"

"It may not be
true, my lady. I pray to Tinsharon that it is a lie."

Chiana curbed
her impatience, irritated by his dithering. "Just tell me,
Insash."

"There are
only a few words..." Insash drew a deep breath. "It says that...
the Queen's Blade is dead."

Chiana stared
at him. Her heart seemed to have stopped. It swelled, choking her,
and she was aware of Verdan hurrying towards her as a roaring
filled her ears, then darkness slammed down.

 


Insash started
forward as the Regent collapsed, his anguished cry unborn in his
throat. Verdan reached her side and knelt, picking up her hand to
pat it while he gazed at her with deep concern.

"Is she all
right?" Insash demanded.

"She has
fainted, that is all. She will be fine. Summon her maidens, she
must be put into her bed."

Insash jumped
up and hurried to the door to bellow into the corridor, and a few
minutes later a bevy of handmaidens ran in, twittering with
concern.

When they had
tucked Chiana into her bed, Verdan sat beside her, stroking her
brow, while Insash paced the floor at the foot of it.

"That damned
man is nothing but trouble," he said. "Why does he have to go
disappearing into the countryside and getting into trouble? He is
to blame for this! If he had stayed at the palace, he would be
safe. But oh no, he has to run around with commoners, inviting his
enemies to kill him. And he has a good many of them!"

Verdan glanced
at him. "Yes, he does, and I suspect that it has something to do
with the fact that he has killed eight Cotti princes and their
king, thereby ending the Endless War and bringing peace to our
land. Not to mention the fact that he saved Queen Kerra twice as an
infant and again when Endor would have taken her hostage. Indeed,
we have much to revile him for, do we not?"

Insash threw
up his hands. "I am not denying that he has done good deeds, albeit
by killing people. Yes, yes, they needed to be killed, but ending
the war and saving the Queen were not his motivations. He did it
for money. Now he has gone and got himself killed, and look at what
he has done!"

"I would
venture to say that he did not get himself killed, but was slain by
his enemies, something he cannot be accused of having a hand in.
And Lady Chiana is stricken because she loves him, also no fault of
his."

"How can you
defend him? He is a damned killer! He feels nothing for her! He
scorns her!"

"Of course,
which is why he prevented her from killing herself when her
familiar was slain, saved her from two Contara assassins, and
returned to comfort her when her father died."

Insash
snorted. "He did not wish to be Regent, and he probably thought she
would try to end her life again when her father died."

Verdan shook
his head. "The Regent was not suicidal after her father's death.
And the regency is the highest office in the land. I do not think
he was as averse to it as he claimed."

"You think he
cares for her? Why did he leave after just three days, then?"

"I cannot
claim to know Lord Conash's mind, but yes, I believe he cares for
her."

Insash walked
to the end of the bed and leant on it, gazing at Chiana. "Whatever
he has done, or feels, he is responsible for this. Nobles do not go
about the country unguarded. They are escorted by soldiers and
bodyguards because they are important to the crown and vulnerable
to kidnappers and murderers. Of course, the Queen's Blade was a
killer himself, but even killers can be slain, it seems."

"Lord Conash
had every right to do as he pleased -"

"Not when his
death could cause so much trouble!"

Verdan stroked
Chiana's brow. "She will be all right. She is stronger than you
think."

Insash glanced
around as the doors in the sitting room opened, then fell to his
knees when Kerra entered, her eyes bright and her cheeks flushed.
Verdan started to kneel, but she waved an impatient hand at
him.

"Get up. What
has happened? I heard that Chiana is ill. What is wrong with
her?"

Verdan
straightened. "She is in a swoon, My Queen. No need for you to
worry."

"Why is she in
a swoon? What caused it? Is she ill?"

"No, My
Queen." Verdan hesitated, glancing at Insash. "She received some
shocking news."

"What news?
Why did it shock her so? Spit it out, man."

Verdan
gestured at Insash, who stood up, wringing his hands again. "Chief
Advisor Insash should tell you."

Kerra studied
Chiana for a moment longer, then swung to face Insash, frowning.
"Well? What is it?"

"I..." Insash
dug the message out of his pocket again, smoothing the crumpled
parchment. "It is from Contara, My Queen."

"And?"

"It - it says
that the Regent's husband is dead."

"The...
what?"

"The Regent's
husband, My Queen. It says he is dead."

Kerra paled
and raised a hand to her brow, then swung away with a swish of
heavy satin skirts. "Impossible."

"I... that is
what it says, My Queen."

"Read it to
me."

Insash looked
at the paper. "The Queen's Blade is dead."

"It is a
lie!"

"Perhaps. We
hope so, most fervently, My Queen."

Kerra snatched
the message from him and read it with a thunderous scowl. "This is
a lie! It cannot be true!"

"It is from
Prince Dravis, my queen, see..." Insash edged closer and pointed to
the bottom of the paper. "That is his signature."

"All the more
reason to disbelieve it! He is a lying snake!"

"Scorpion,"
Verdan muttered.

"Even worse!
How could she believe this? It is designed to hurt her, nothing
more."

Insash shook
his head. "We have no way of knowing if it is true or not. No one
knows where Lord Conash is."

"Is he not at
his estate?"

"No, My Queen.
He was for a few moons, then he left. No one has seen him since
midsummer."

"What happened
to the spies Chiana sent to follow him?"

Insash
shrugged. "They lost him after he left his estate. He is a
difficult man to follow."

"I do not
believe he is dead. I refuse to believe it! I want troops sent to
Contara at once. Prince Dravis is wanted in Cotti for Trelath's
murder. Arrest him and hand him over to my father for trial, and
find Lord Conash!"

Insash bowed,
glancing at Chiana. "I am certain the Regent will order it when she
wakes, My Queen."

Kerra threw
down the message and turned to the bed, took Chiana's hand and
patted it. "Chiana, wake up! Verdan, give her something to wake her
up. She cannot sleep now. She cannot believe this nonsense!"

Verdan shook
his head. "It is better to allow her to sleep, My Queen. She is
extremely distressed."

"She must
order the troops sent, at once!"

Insash stepped
forward. "I shall make the preparations, My Queen. Allow her to
sleep a little longer."

"Good. Go
then." Kerra waved a hand at him.

Insash trotted
out, and the young Queen sat beside Chiana, gazing down at her with
deep concern. Verdan hovered for a moment longer, then sought the
comfort of a cushion and sat down.


 


 


 Chapter Sixteen

 


"You bloody
imbecile!" Prince Dravis shouted, swinging away from the window to
confront his brother. "What were you thinking, trying to force
Kerrion to allow you to return to Cotti?"

Prince Jovan
scowled at the wine in his goblet. "I hate this foul place. I want
to go home."

"So you
thought you could blackmail him by threatening to kill that damned
assassin? He is already dead!"

"He does not
know that. If he had agreed, it would also prove he hired the
bastard to kill our brothers."

Dravis
snorted. "And you think Kerrion is stupid enough to admit that by
allowing you to blackmail him? He is not a fool, like you! Even if
he had agreed, you cannot release a dead man! How much trouble
would you be in then?"

"Executing the
assassin who slew our brothers is not a crime."

"But
disobeying the King is, you fool! Now he has ordered you to send
the assassin to Jadaya for execution, which is perfectly
understandable and does not implicate him in any way, but it
certainly puts you on the spot, does it not?"

Jovan shrugged
and stroked his familiar when the ape climbed onto his shoulder,
disturbed by the shouting. "So I will send another man, one whose
tongue has been cut out."

"Kerrion knows
what the Queen's Blade looks like, you idiot. He hired him! He was
at the trial!"

"Actually, I
do not believe he did hire him. I think it was that damned wife of
his. He colluded with her, certainly, but, as he pointed out when
he used the assassin to blackmail us into allowing his stupid laws
to pass, the Queen's Blade will only work for a Jashimari."

"He has seen
him, though."

Jovan patted
his familiar and fed him an roseapple. "There are rumours that the
man you captured was not the Queen's Blade, but another, who took
his place, and Kerrion freed him. Anyway, even if he does deny that
the man I send him is the right one, I am guilty of nothing except
a case of mistaken identity, and I should be commended for at least
trying to capture the man who murdered our brothers."

"The man who
murdered our brothers sits on the Cotti throne, and I intend to see
to it that he pays for his crimes."

"How?"

Dravis
shrugged. "I have not decided yet. Anyway, even if Kerrion had
agreed to allow you to return to Jadaya in return for the
assassin's life, how long do you think he would have let you stay
there once it was discovered that you had the wrong man?"

Jovan scowled.
"If he had agreed, he would have condemned himself."

"Which is why
he did not. You should rather have asked to return as a reward for
capturing the Queen's Blade, then you might have had some support
from the court."

"With his new
laws, we are virtually powerless, brother."

"As he
intended. He has made himself a dictator, with a Jashimari whore as
his queen. It is an insult that cannot be borne. Kerrion must
die."

Jovan brushed
masticated roseapple off his chest. "Well, he is coming here to
capture you now, so perhaps you will get your chance."

"Thanks to
your idiotic scheme, which informed him of my presence. If you had
asked, I would have told you he is not stupid enough to believe you
had captured that bloody assassin. And he will be surrounded by an
army."

"Unless you
challenge him."

Dravis made a
rude noise. "I cannot. I am to be arrested on sight, remember?
Unless..."

Jovan sipped
his wine. "What?"

"Never mind. A
thought, is all. A possibility."

"You have a
devious mind, Dravis, beware the pitfalls of its machinations. It
will lead to trouble." He paused, looking thoughtful. "You
castigate me for telling Kerrion, but you informed the Jashimari
Regent, and she will tell Kerrion, in any case. What do you hope to
gain by informing her that her husband is dead at your hand?"

"War."

Jovan looked
startled. "How so?"

"She will want
vengeance, and send an army to capture or kill me. She will invade
Contara without Kerrion's permission, and Contara will fight. Who
knows, Kerrion may even join us, to protect his prize."

"He will not
go to war with his daughter."

"He will have
no choice if her regent invades Contara. He is still at the mercy
of the lords and the courts, in that regard."

Jovan shook
his head. "The Jashimari Regent will not start a war with Cotti,
she would lose."

"Unless
someone had slain her husband. Women do irrational things when
under great emotional duress. She will want my head on a
plate."

"And she may
get it if Kerrion helps her."

"No. She will
not, because you will protect me."

Jovan's brows
shot up. "I? What can I do?"

"A lot, once
you are the Cotti King."

"I do not want
to be king."

"But you will
be if Kerrion is killed. You are next in line, after his sons, and
their deaths will be easy to arrange once he is gone. As will his
damned whore's. Then you will invade Jashimari and execute that
half-breed hussy, and we will rule three kingdoms. I will rule
Jashimari, I think, and you can return to Cotti."

Jovan shook
his head again. "You are quite mad, Dravis."

"You want to
return to Cotti, do you not? This is the only way that is going to
happen, brother. You will return as king, or live out your life in
exile. Which would you rather?"

"I want no
part in your schemes. They will lead to tragedy, in my opinion. I
wish you luck, but do not expect me to help you."

"I do not need
your help. I have the perfect plan."

"If it does
not work, you will end up dead, mark my words."

Dravis smiled.
"It will work."

 


Chiana opened
her eyes and gazed at the silken canopy above her, becoming aware
that she was clad in her nightgown, and her heart was filled with
pain. Blade was dead. Her husband, whom she barely knew, but loved
more than life itself. She summoned his face from her memory, his
lips curled in one of his heart-rendingly sweet smiles. It hardly
seemed possible that anyone could kill him. He was the Queen's
Blade, and Shamsara himself had saved him last time. How could
Tinsharon allow his instrument to die? Did that mean he had no more
use for him? She had envisaged many possible futures, but Blade's
death had not been in any of them.

Someone
clasped her hand, and she turned her head to find Kerra sitting
beside her. The young Queen looked concerned, angry and
stricken.

"It is a lie,
Chiana."

"Perhaps."

"He is not
dead."

"It could be
true."

Kerra shook
her head, glancing around. Verdan approached the bed, holding a
cup.

"Drink this,
Regent. It will make you sleep," he said.

"Why must I
sleep? Have I not just woken?"

Kerra stated,
"You must order troops to Contara at once."

"Why?"

"We must find
him, before it is too late."

Chiana pushed
herself up against the pillows, holding a hand to her chest, where
the pain burnt. Tears filled her eyes and ran down her cheeks, and
Kerra's grip on her other hand tightened. Verdan held out the cup.
Chiana looked away as the pain in her heart engulfed her, but kept
her expression serene. Kerra pulled a handkerchief from her sleeve
and mopped the Regent's cheeks, her eyes shimmering.

"He is not
dead, Chiana. Please, do not weep."

Chiana raised
her eyes to meet Kerra's, and the Queen's face crumpled. Kerra
averted her eyes and bowed her head.

"Get out, all
of you."

Verdan
hesitated, then put down the cup and followed the maidens. When the
door closed behind them, Kerra leant closer and stroked Chiana's
hair, her chin trembling.

"He is not
dead," she murmured. "You must not believe it. You must be strong
now, for his sake. Perhaps Dravis has captured him, but he is not
dead. You must send troops to Contara, and arrest Dravis."

Chiana gazed
at her, trying to swallow the lump that blocked her throat. Her
heart laboured under a burden of pain that she had not felt since
Inka's death. It seemed so unfair that everyone she loved died.
Inka's demise had devastated her, but Blade had saved her. Her
father's death had plunged her into sorrow, but he had been there
to shelter her from that pain too. Now he was gone. The tears
dripped from her chin and dampened her nightgown despite Kerra's
efforts to mop them up.

"Please,"
Kerra begged in a choked voice. "Please do not weep."

"How can I
not?" Chiana whispered.

"He is not
dead! It is a foul lie!"

"No one can
find him."

"That is not
so strange. He has vanished before, for fifteen years, but he was
not dead."

Chiana shook
her head. "Dravis would not dare to send such a message... unless
there was some truth to it."

"There is not!
He cannot be dead!"

"Why not?"

Kerra rubbed
her eyes. "Because he is Blade! He has escaped death so many times
already. He is a legend."

"Legends die
too."

"No..."
Kerra's face twisted, and she stifled a sob. "You must not believe
it."

"Not believing
it will not make it untrue."

"I will not
believe it until I see his body."

Chiana looked
away, her breath catching. "You may not. Dravis may throw him in a
gutter. That would be just like a Cotti."

"You cannot
think like that! Pull yourself together! Even if you believe it,
send soldiers into Contara now! Avenge him! He would want you to do
that, would he not?"

"No." Chiana
gasped as a sob tore through her, then took the damp handkerchief
from Kerra and scrubbed her eyes. "I swore I would not."

"To whom?"

"Blade."

"Why would he
ask you not to avenge him?"

Chiana gulped
and drew a shuddering breath, striving to calm herself. "He said it
would start another war."

"No one will
care if you hunt Dravis down. Father will be pleased. He will help
you."

"Jovan will
defend Contara, and his brother."

"I do not
care!"

"Thousands
will die."

Kerra jumped
up and turned away, rubbing her eyes again. "What if he is still
alive, in a dungeon in Contara?"

"What if he is
dead?"

"No!"

Chiana tugged
the cord that summoned her maidens and pushed back the bed covers.
Kerra turned as the Regent sat up and slid her legs off the
bed.

"What are you
going to do?"

The Regent
bowed her head, shaking it, then looked up as her maidens came in,
followed by Verdan and Insash. She addressed Insash.

"Summon
General Andira to me now."

Insash bowed
and left, and the maidens surrounded Chiana, wiped her face with
damp cloths and tidied her hair. She stood up and gestured, sending
girls hurrying to the wardrobe. Kerra retreated to a cushion and
sank down on it while the maidens dressed Chiana in a severe black
gown.

By the time
General Andira arrived a few minutes later, she was ready to
receive him in the sitting room, her hair bound in a simple coil,
her face pale. Andira ruled the Jashimari army with an iron fist, a
veteran of the Endless War, and her most senior officer. His
square, somewhat brutal face bore the scars of many battles, and
his dark blue eyes glared from under fierce brows above a blunt
nose and cleft chin. He performed a prostration to Kerra, then rose
and approached Chiana, who stood by the windows, gazing out. She
turned, and he bowed.

"Regent."

"General
Andira. Gather a force of your best troops. A battalion, no more.
Do it immediately."

He looked a
little mystified, glancing at Kerra. "Of course, Regent. What are
they to do?"

"You will lead
them to Contara to find my husband. You will ride to Ashmarad and
arrest Prince Jovan and Prince Dravis. You will search the Contara
capital, especially the royal palace, for the Lord Protector, and
if you find him, you will bring him to me. Dead or alive."

"Lord Conash
is in Ashmarad?"

"So I am
told."

Andira glanced
at Kerra again. "My Lady, if he is alive, and a prisoner of the
Cotti princes, they will slay him the moment we cross the
border."

"I am aware of
that, General. They intend to murder him in any case, if they have
not done so already. As far as I know, he is already dead. I want
the princes charged with his murder."

"Should we not
try to save Lord Conash?"

"If he is not
dead, he is their prisoner. They will kill him before they allow
you to rescue him. Since Cotti is our ally, they should not prevent
you from entering the kingdom. If they do, tell them it will be
war."

Andira bowed.
"It shall be as you order, Regent."

When the
general left, Chiana dismissed her maidens and Verdan, who looked
disgruntled at being sent away again, his potion still untasted.
The Regent gazed out of the windows once more, and Kerra scowled at
the floor.

"So that is
why you say he is dead. Even if he is still alive, they will kill
him."

Chiana nodded.
"There is no way to rescue him, even if he is alive, which I doubt.
Nothing I can do or say will save him. Dravis wants him dead. Even
if I offered him a pardon and sanctuary in Jashimari, he lusts for
Blade's death more. He will think, and rightly so, that the chances
of Kerrion executing him for the crime of slaying the assassin, or
even a Jashimari lord, who is responsible for the deaths of so many
Cotti princes, are slim. He will flee back to Cotti, where I cannot
follow."

"Father will
arrange for him to die. I shall ask him."

"Your father
cannot murder his brother."

"He can devise
an accident for him."

Chiana glanced
around, forcing a slight, brittle smile. "Perhaps. Either way, it
will be too late for Blade."

"What about
offering a ransom?"

"The princes
are rich."

"There must be
something we can do!"

Chiana shook
her head. "Only what I am doing. If Blade is still alive, they will
torture him. If nothing else, sending the battalion to Contara will
end his suffering."

"Blade
assassinated Endor in the Contara palace. There must be a way for
men to rescue him."

The Regent
sighed, striving to remain composed. "Only Blade could do what he
did. Others will fail, and by trying, increase Blade's suffering.
Dravis will delight in punishing him for my mistakes."

"How did he do
it, do you know?"

"He scaled a
fifty-foot wall."

"Perhaps he
will escape."

Chiana bowed
her head, biting her lip. "Kerra... He is not a magician. I
imprisoned him in these dungeons, and he could not escape. He is
just a man."

Kerra rose and
approached the Regent, her expression forlorn. "Is there no hope at
all?"

"No. Please, I
wish to be alone."

The young
Queen hesitated, then swung away and left. Chiana turned to the
windows again, her eyes blind to the dying leaves and withered
grass. Instead, she recalled the moment she had met a certain
proud, aloof assassin with frigid, bitter eyes. She remembered his
sweet smile and gentle touch, and her tears overflowed once
more.

 


Queen
Minna-Satu stared at her husband as the colour drained from her
cheeks. She glanced down at her embroidery, then put it aside
before looking at him again.

"What will you
do?"

Kerrion sat on
a cushion beside her and took her hand. "I have already ordered
Jovan to send him here. If he does not -"

"Dravis is
behind this, and he will not send Blade here, no matter what you
promise Jovan."

"I know. I am
mustering the army. I leave for Ashmarad within the next day or
two. I will find Dravis, and -"

"Does Chiana
know?"

Kerrion
nodded. "I have sent a message to her, and told her to do nothing.
I will deal with Jovan and Dravis. If they have Blade, I shall take
him from them and arrange his escape."

"You did not,
when he was condemned to be executed here."

"I could not.
You know that. It will be a simple matter to arrange it in Contara.
I will save him, I promise."

She shook her
head. "If you go there with an army, they will kill him. If you go
there with a company, they will kill you too."

"I shall do my
utmost."

"Yes, you will
try, and so will Chiana. Do not be surprised to discover that
Jashimari has invaded Contara by the time you get there."

"I am
expecting that. But I promise you, I will make that little bastard
pay for this. Scorpions are easily stepped on, and there is no law
against killing familiars. If nothing else, Dravis will spend the
rest of his days not only in prison, but also Bereft."

"You cannot
save him, Kerrion." Minna gripped his hand. "Not even you and
Chiana together can save him. Even if you conquer Contara utterly
between you, and lay it to waste. No one can save him. Dravis will
kill him."

The King
sighed and stared into space. "How ironic, that he should start a
war."

"He ended the
last one."

"And now he
starts a new one."

"Give Dravis
to Chiana."

Kerrion shot
her a surprised glance. "Why?"

"Because she
will execute him. You cannot, according to Cotti law, even now. But
she can. She has just cause if he has slain a Jashimari nobleman,
especially the Lord Protector."

He gazed at
her, then nodded. "Very well."

"Promise me
something."


"Anything."

"Find his
body. Do not let him rot in a gutter. He must be returned to
Jashimari for burial."

Kerrion raised
her hand and kissed it. "I swear it."

"Chiana will
see to it that he has a proper funeral." She paused, her eyes
distant. "Did you know that there have only been two other Lord
Protectors?"

"No, I did not
know that."

She nodded.
"Only two, in all of Jashimari history. There was Dramar, Lord
Protector in Queen Lyra-Neru's day, and Ferrus, in Queen
Jilla-Katta's reign. There is a tomb for them, in the royal burial
chambers. Blade must be laid to rest there."

"He will be,
if he dies. Do not give up hope."

"There is no
hope. You know it as well as I."

Kerrion
glanced around with a frown as the door opened, and Jadar entered,
looking apologetic as he straightened from his bow.

"What is it,
Jadar? I ordered the guards to let no one in here."

"I apologise,
Sire. An urgent message from the Jashimari Regent has arrived. I
thought you should be informed immediately. It is important."

"What is
it?"

"Regent Chiana
has sent a battalion of troops into Contara to search for her
husband and arrest Prince Dravis."

Kerrion's
brows rose. "Only a battalion? I am surprised."

"What are your
orders, Sire?"

"Wish her
luck."

"Sire?"

Kerrion
frowned. "Do you have a hearing problem, Jadar? Send a message to
Chiana, and in it, wish her good luck with her search."

"Sire, Contara
is Cotti soil."

"And my idiot
half-brothers have imprisoned the Regent's husband. Do you think I
will defend them from her wrath?"

Jadar
hesitated, glancing at Minna. "According to Regent Chiana's
message, her husband is dead, Sire."

"Thank you.
Leave us."

As the door
closed behind the advisor, Kerrion turned to Minna-Satu, who stared
across the room, her expression desolate. He pulled her into his
arms and stroked her hair.

"Weep for him,
if you want. We are quite alone. There is no need to hide your
grief from me. I know you loved him."

"I want that
bastard brother of yours to pay," she whispered.

"I will hand
him over to Chiana."

 


Chiana gazed
down at her husband's body, her heart filled with misery. Tears ran
down her face as she leant closer to place a hand upon his brow.
His face looked as if it was carved from alabaster, the light of
the bier room's many torches gilding its fine features. He lay upon
the marble plinth where Queen Minna-Satu had died, his hands folded
on his chest. A dagger lay under them, glinting in the flickering
light. Flowing silver designs ran down the sleeves of his black
velvet jacket and thighs of his matching trousers.

Blade's icy
brow chilled her palm, and her breath caught as her fingers traced
his face's frozen lines. His hair had been freed from its thong,
and spread across the white satin pillow. Her hand brushed against
his throat and lingered on the tattoo at the base of it. Her
fingers came to rest on his chest, where no heartbeat. Clasping his
hand, she lifted it and pressed her lips to the scarred skin as her
weeping redoubled.

Chiana stroked
his hair where it grew from his brow, etching his visage forever in
her memory as it was now, at peace at last. His long lashes lay
against his pale skin, and she traced the faint scar that ran along
his cheekbone. Chiana bent and pressed her lips to his, the frigid
touch of his dead flesh making her shiver. Her tears fell upon his
skin and ran down his cheeks as if he wept too, and she wiped them
away.

"How did you
die?" Her whisper echoed around the room.

Blade's eyes
opened, staring through her like pits of ice, and she recoiled with
a gasp. Gripping his hand, she turned to shout at whoever was
behind her.

"He is alive!
Bring a healer! He is alive."

When Chiana
turned back to him, his eyes were closed again. She searched his
face for some sign that he lived, clinging to desperate hope. His
features remained cold and still, his hand limp in hers. She
clasped it and wept, calling his name over and over again, as if to
summon him back from beyond death's dark door.

Chiana sat up
in a tangle of damp sheets, her breath catching in a ragged sob.
She was alone in her bed chamber, her heart fluttering in the
aftermath of the harrowing dream. Wiping her eyes with trembling
hands, she lay down again. The image of Blade's dead face filled
her mind when she closed her eyes, and she opened them to banish
it. The nightmare of Inka's death had been usurped, it seemed, by
Blade's.

Rising, she
lighted the lamp and carried it into the sitting room, where she
poured a cup of wine and went out onto the balcony. The night air
made her shiver, just as the touch of Blade's lips had done in her
dream. Sipping the wine, she gazed at the city spires visible over
the palace wall. How she wished she could be out there, searching
for him. Or his body. She leant on the railing and looked down at
the flagstones far below, recalling the fateful day when she had
tried to leap to her death.

Blade's grip
on her wrist had been painful, and the bruises he inflicted had
remained for a tenday. She was still amazed that he had been strong
enough to hold onto her for so long, and then pull her to safety.
He did not look that strong. She recalled the look in his eyes when
he had spoken the words that had made her decide to live. Anguish
had filled them, mixed with rage. His words still brought her joy
whenever she remembered them.

 


Prince Dravis
stormed into his brother's study, a crumpled letter in his fist,
and thumped it on the Contara Governor's desk, glaring at him.

"This is your
doing!"

Jovan shook
his head. "I beg to differ. You are the one who captured that
bloody assassin, and then informed his damned wife. What did you
think would happen?"

"But I am not
the one who told Kerrion about it!"

"Did you think
he would not find out? How far did you think this through,
exactly?"

Dravis
straightened and ran a hand through his hair. "Kerrion was supposed
to come to your defence, not join forces with that damned
harpy!"

"According to
his message, he is coming here to find you, although I have denied
that you are here. He knows you are behind this. The whole mess
stinks of your plotting, and he is not a fool, as you said
yourself."

"He was not
supposed to bring the entire bloody army!" Dravis shouted. "He
should have had a company with him, no more. The army should have
been sent to the border to stop the Jashimari battalion. Contara is
Cotti territory, yet he is behaving as if he is invading it!"

"How does that
hamper you? Allow him to capture you, and let your familiar do the
rest. You have bragged many times that -"

"There are no
sand scorpions in Contara, you blithering idiot!"

Jovan's brows
rose. "Then how were you planning to murder him?"

"I... Perhaps
it will still work."

"What?"

Dravis shook
his head. "The less you know, the better."

"For your
sake, I hope your plan is fool proof. Now he has accused me of
treason too, for harbouring you. Make sure he does not find you. I
will disown you if he does. I will claim I knew nothing of your
presence here. Do not expect me to share your fate. Already I have
been banished for freeing you, and you have brought this on
yourself."

Dravis
sneered, "Truly, brother, your loyalty is heartening. How long do
you suppose it will take him to get the truth out of your advisors,
servants and lords? Many of them know about me. They may be loyal
to you, but they will not withstand Kerrion's torturers. Do not be
concerned though, you are already banished. He cannot do anything
more to punish you."

Jovan glowered
at him, and Dravis suspected that he now regretted helping his
younger brother to escape. That did not concern Dravis though, he
only wished that there were not so many older brothers, and
countless nephews, between him and the crown. Still, Jovan was
easily manipulated, so Dravis would rule by proxy. He did not
regret capturing the Jashimari assassin. That had been a stroke of
good fortune and sheer genius, combined with incredible stupidity
on the part of the Queen's Blade, to be alone in a Jashimari
village.

"The only
mystery," he murmured, "is why Jashimari is not invading Contara,
but merely sending a battalion to arrest me, apparently. Weak
women. And yet, I thought she would have more spine than that. I
trust you have ordered the border guards to prevent them from
entering?"

"That would
start a war, and Kerrion will not defend Contara now. He has made
his intentions clear. No, I have done enough for you. I will let
them enter, so you had best find a good place to hide."

"You are a
spineless worm, Jovan."


 


 


 Chapter Seventeen

 


Kerrion
arrived in Ashmarad tired and dusty from the three-tenday ride
across the desert, his temper frayed by the hardships he had been
forced to endure. His spies had informed him that the Jashimari
battalion had entered Contara three days before. Ashmarad was
almost an equal distance from Jondar and Jadaya, perhaps a little
further from the Cotti capital, and the Jashimari battalion did not
have to negotiate the mountain pass to reach it. He had lost a
dozen men to scorpion stings and snakebite, and he intended to
ensure that Jovan paid for that.

The Contara
army had not impeded his march to Ashmarad, but then, he had not
expected it to. Jovan knew that pitting himself against the desert
army's might would be a futile endeavour, and only compound his
crimes. The desolation in Minna's eyes when she had learnt of
Blade's death had cut Kerrion to the core, and he intended to
ensure that Jovan and Dravis paid for that, too. If he had doubted
the depths his wife's love for the assassin before, he was certain
of it now. Perhaps, as Minna claimed, it was a sisterly love, but
somehow he doubted it. A small, jealous part of him was relieved
that the assassin was dead, but a far larger part mourned his loss
keenly.

Kerrion
glanced back at Prethos, considering the young prince before gazing
ahead at the Contara fortress once more. Appointing such a youthful
brother as the new Contaran Governor was dangerous. Prethos had few
friends and no powerful lords in his retinue. Kerrion would have to
leave his most trusted friend and staunchest ally, Lord Batian,
here to help and protect Prethos. The young Prince, however, would
make a good governor, and, with Batian's help, rule Contara with
fairness and compassion.

Prethos had
expressed a wish to visit Contara several times, to paint its
verdant landscapes and learn its varied and colourful culture and
music. His appointment had pleased him, and he gazed around now
with rapt interest. Prethos would be a grave liability for Batian,
and Kerrion hoped his friend would be able to keep him safe. The
Prince would doubtless wish to mingle with the Contaran nobility
and explore the countryside, exploits that the governor of a
conquered land would be well advised to avoid. Then again, Prethos,
with his winsome ways and shy demeanour, may prove to be a popular
ruler. At least he was a willing one.

Jovan, on the
other hand, had hardly stopped whining since he had been banished
to Contara. Now he would have even more to whine about, for his
exile would continue, but his rule would end, compounding his
punishment. Appointing a younger prince over him would also be
humiliating, and Kerrion wondered if Jovan would become as scheming
as Dravis in his anger. That was another danger of appointing
Prethos. Kerrion sighed. Everything he did was fraught with
pitfalls. Perhaps he should give Jovan to Chiana as well.

The Contaran
populace that lined the main thoroughfare watched Kerrion pass with
glum expressions. The troops who had entered ahead of the royal
party to clear the way held them at bay with spears. Some furtive
spitting was certainly going on in the crowd, and a few bold men
glared. Kerrion hated visiting Contara for this reason. He had not
wished to conquer the kingdom. His lords had forced him to, for
they had lusted for the conquest that had been denied them when
Kerra had ascended the Jashimari throne. Perhaps, in a few years,
when Contara had paid enough in tithes, he would be able to free
the kingdom, although finding a legitimate ruler would not be
easy.

Kerrion
returned his attention to the Contaran fortress as his horse
clattered into the courtyard and a groom ran up to take the
animal's reins. The royal abode could not be described as a palace.
Compared to Jashimari and Cotti, Contara was a poor kingdom. Its
poverty was due, in most part, to the warlike inclinations of its
people, who spent much of their time in minor conflicts and
neglected the economy as a result. Nobles had carved out realms for
themselves, and defended them in a formidable keeps such as this
one. The castle's sheer grey stone walls, crowned with
crenulations, boasted only a few narrow windows.

The outer wall
was two man-heights tall and a man-height wide, and a sectioned
battle courtyard surrounded the castle, each area separated by an
equally high wall. Fortified buttresses overhung high above, where,
during a war, catapults would be stationed to hurl their deadly
cargo over the outer walls. Jovan's banner flew from the highest
turret, snapping in the breeze.

Kerrion
dismounted, stifled a groan and resisted the urge to rub his aching
posterior. It felt as if several layers of skin had been rubbed off
it, and he made a mental note to look into having a padded saddle
made for the return trip.

An honour
guard of Jovan's soldiers snapped to attention when he turned to
them, then lowered their spears and knelt, as was expected of a
prince's men. Prethos jumped down with the boisterous enthusiasm of
youth, making Kerrion shoot him a sour glance. There was something
humiliating about travelling with a youngster. It seemed to make
Kerrion's bones ache even more. He glanced up as Jovan emerged onto
the steps above him and hurried down to his level, bowing low.

"Welcome,
Sire."

Kerrion glared
at him. "Do not delude yourself that this visit will go well for
you, and do not think to ingratiate yourself with humble ways or
sly compliments. I am in no mood for it, nor will I tolerate any
whining."

"Of course,
Sire." Jovan straightened, glowering at Kerrion's feet.

"My feet are
not to be addressed by you, either. Look me in the eye when you lie
to me, so I may be sure to mark your duplicity."

Jovan raised
his eyes and drew himself up. "We are honoured by your -"

"Enough false
greetings, too. I require a hot bath, wine and a meal. First, I
wish to see the Queen's Blade."

"At once,
Sire."

Kerrion walked
towards the citadel's open doors, where liveried servants knelt.
"Bring him to your audience hall now. You do have an audience hall,
do you not?"

"I do, Sire. I
shall order it."

"Get on with
it then."

Jovan trotted
ahead to snap orders at a servant, who ran off. The Prince turned
to Kerrion again, gesturing towards the entrance. "This way, Sire.
Allow me to -"

"Still your
tongue unless I ask you a question."

The Prince
reddened, glancing at Prethos, who giggled. Kerrion shot the youth
a hard look that wiped the smile from his face and stalked into the
palace, following the servant who trotted ahead.

The Contara
audience chamber proved to a spacious, banner-hung room, its walls
built from expertly dressed grey stone fitted together so perfectly
that no mortar was required. Kerrion gazed around, admiring the
workmanship and zeal that had gone into constructing such finely
crafted walls from such massive stone blocks. Each one must weigh
several horse-weights, and he pondered the effort that must have
gone into placing them so flawlessly atop their neighbours. High
above, war banners and lordly emblems adorned massive beams. Coats
of arms hung between the wall flags, and a shield emblazoned with
Jovan's crest stood behind the gilt throne.

Kerrion sank
down on it with a grimace, shifting to ease his bruises and longing
for a cushion. Lord Batian came to stand on his left hand, and
Prethos took up his position to the right, making Jovan glare at
him in confusion. The King accepted a cup of wine from a hovering
attendant and sipped it, tapping his fingers on the arm of the
throne. Several minutes later, two guards entered, dragging a
dishevelled black-haired man. He was clad in black leather clothes,
and walked with dragging steps and a bowed head. Kerrion knew
immediately that it was not Blade.

The guards
forced the prisoner to his knees and gripped his hair to raise his
head. Kerrion studied the unfortunate's gaunt visage, then looked
at Jovan, who fidgeted.

"Who is
this?"

"The Queen's
Blade, Sire."

"My patience
is at an end, Jovan. You did not even bother to find a man who
resembles the Queen's Blade. I have barely glanced at him, and I
know that this is not he."

Jovan
blustered, "I have it on good authority that this is the assassin
known as -"

"Rubbish. You
are trying to wriggle out of your blunder. I will wager that this
is not even an assassin. Show me his mark."

The soldiers
tugged open the man's collar, revealing the unblemished skin at the
base of his throat. Kerrion glowered at Jovan and rose to step down
from the shallow dais, flicking his fingers at the guards.

"Release him
at once." He walked over to Jovan, who cringed. "Your stupidity is
only compounded by your arrogance, brother. Did you think, for one
moment, that this would fool me?"

"I protest,
Sire, I believed him to be -"

"Enough. Tell
me the truth now, or I shall beat it out of you. Did you, at any
time, capture the Queen's Blade?"

"I... no."

"Where is
Dravis?"

"I know not,
Sire, I -"

Kerrion's fist
cracked into Jovan's jaw, and he staggered back, raising his hands
as Kerrion followed. "Where is Dravis?"

"In truth, I
know not!"

"Where is the
Queen's Blade?"

"I... As far
as I know, he is dead."

"As far as you
know?" Kerrion cocked his head. "Just how much do you know?"

"Nothing, I
swear!"

"You sicken
me. You are a craven toad. I know Dravis is in Contara. I am not a
fool. I will find him, and I will find the Queen's Blade, whether
he is dead or alive."

Jovan shook
his head. "He is dead."

"Oh, so you do
know something. You got this from Dravis, not so?"

"He was here,
yes, but I did not invite him, nor did I aid him."

"Nor did you
inform me of his presence. That is treason, brother."

Jovan stepped
back, rubbing his jaw. "I was going to inform you, I -"

"Silence!"
Kerrion stepped closer. "You are hereby stripped of your
governorship. Prethos is appointed in your place. You will remain
here, in exile, for the rest of your days."

"Prethos? He
is a child!"

"Do not
question my decisions. If you cannot control it, I shall have your
tongue cut out, just as you did to that unfortunate you had dragged
before me. I tire of your insolence. I will hear no more from you.
Remove yourself from my presence at once and seek a humble abode in
which to dwell. Your allowance is discontinued and your retinue
curtailed. Any lord who swears allegiance to you will be similarly
stripped. Two of your men will remain in your employ, and one
servant, paid for by the crown. Now get out."

Jovan glowered
at the King, then stalked out, retaining what little dignity he had
left by neglecting to bow. Kerrion beckoned to the most senior
officer in Jovan's army, and the man ran forward to kneel.

"You and your
men are now inducted into my army. You will swear allegiance to me,
or die."

"I do so
swear, My King!"

"See to it
that your men do also, save two, who may continue to serve Jovan.
Where is Prince Dravis?"

"No one has
seen him since this morning, My King."

"So, he has
found a rock to crawl under. Find him, or anyone who may know where
he is hiding, and bring him to me. Go!"

The officer
leapt up and ran out, followed by the rest of Jovan's men. The King
left the audience chamber and sought the dining hall, where he
ordered a meal. While he waited for it to arrive, he sipped his
wine and sent a message to the Contara army, ordering it to find
Prince Dravis and arrest him.

Lord Batian
eyed Kerrion with a slight smile. "What of the Jashimari battalion,
Sire? Will you allow them to arrest Prince Dravis?"

"If they find
him first, yes. Even if I find him first, I intend to hand him over
to the Jashimari. Chiana will execute him, as I cannot. She
deserves vengeance for her husband's death, since Dravis broke the
law when he captured the Queen's Blade in Jashimari. He was their
Lord Protector."

 


Chiana looked
up at Insash, lowering the letter she had just read. "When did this
happen?"

"Two days ago,
Regent. Your men have almost reached Ashmarad."

"Any news of
my husband?"

The advisor
lowered his eyes. "Regretfully, no, My Lady."

"If you hear
anything, inform me immediately."

"Of course, My
Lady."

Chiana sighed
and turned away. "I do not expect good news, so do not try to spare
me."

"As you wish,
Regent."

Chiana
dismissed him, then dropped the letter on her desk and left her
study, heading for the palace temple. Two guards shadowed her, as
they always did, but remained at the door when she removed her
shoes and entered its gold-clad confines. A white satin cloth
draped the solid gold altar, upon which stood a crystal bowl of
sacred water, a potted shay flower, and a candle. Beyond it, a vast
image of Tinsharon's serpent form was carved into the wall and
picked out with emeralds, its eyes made from diamonds and the
viper's arrow-like mark on its head fashioned from rubies. Torches
lighted the scene, filling the chamber with soft brilliance.

Since Blade's
death, Chiana had come here every day to pray, but before that she
had not visited it since her wedding day. She recalled her joy on
that day with a bittersweet pang. After the ceremony, she had been
brought here for her consecration, and made the vows of chastity,
sobriety and poverty that were required of a priestess. She walked
up the three shallow steps and entered the hallowed area around the
altar, where only priestesses were allowed to tread. Even royalty
were forbidden to touch Tinsharon's image. She approached it and
ran her hand over the emeralds. Touching his image was supposed to
draw his attention, and she hoped that it did now.

Sinking to her
knees, she raised her hands in the plea that had become a daily
ritual. In it she begged Tinsharon to deliver Blade from his
enemies, if he was alive, and if he is dead, welcome him into the
Everlasting. Lowering her hands at the end of the liturgy, she
pressed her brow to the floor and whispered, "Spare him."

She raised her
head to gaze up at the serpent image. "You are a vengeful god. If
he is dead, I ask for vengeance. Let those who have harmed him burn
in Damnation for all eternity. Hear my plea, Tinsharon. Grant me
this wish."

Chiana knelt
there for a full time-glass, her arms spread in supplication, the
penalty required for a plea. When she rose on stiff legs, her knees
ached. She turned to find two priestesses standing behind her, one
holding the bowl of sacred water. They stepped closer, and the
unburdened one dipped her fingers in the bowl and dabbed the water
on Chiana's brow. They bowed to Tinsharon's image, replaced the
bowl on the altar and walked away, their bare feet pattering on the
shining floor.

 


Kerrion
glowered at the man who stood before him, cursing the Contara
throne's hardness, which made his posterior ache with renewed venom
each time he was forced to sit upon it. The Contaran mercenary
looked ill at ease, which was not surprising, since he stood before
a hostile and irritable Cotti king, surrounded by gimlet-eyed
soldiers. Kerrion glanced past him at the brown and green-clad man
his soldiers had brought in a minute before, who interested him far
more.

"Well, speak,
man, before I run out of patience," he said.

"I bring a
message, from your brother... Sire."

"Which one? I
still have far too many of them."

"Prince Jovan,
Your Majesty."

"Ah. Him. What
is it?"

The mercenary
clasped his hands behind his back, clearly striving to appear
confident. "He bids me tell you to cease searching for Prince
Dravis and return to Cotti."

"Why, pray
tell?"

"He warns you
that Prince Dravis plans your demise."

"Really?"
Kerrion raised his brows, glancing at his officers, who glowered at
the mercenary's back. "And how does Dravis hope to achieve such a
lofty goal, since he is hiding under a rock?"

"Prince Jovan
is unsure. Prince Dravis wouldn't tell him how he planned to do it,
only that he does. Prince Jovan asks for leniency in return for
this important information, and the reinstatement of his
allowance."

"Tell him that
this is no news to me, and therefore it is worthless. Of course
Dravis wants me dead."

The man
shuffled his feet and cleared his throat. "In that case, he bids me
tell you that it's possible that the Queen's Blade isn't dead, and
he may be the means by which Dravis plots to assassinate you."

Kerrion
straightened, a frisson of alarm running up his spine. "I was told
that the Queen's Blade is most certainly dead."

"That may not
be the case, Your Majesty."

"This is
Jovan's guesswork, nothing more. Even if the Queen's Blade is
alive, he will not work for a Cotti, so I do not believe it."

The mercenary
nodded. "Prince Jovan only knows that Prince Dravis was confident
of his success, and doesn't plan to use his familiar to achieve it.
Therefore, he's deduced that Dravis still has the Queen's Blade,
and the means to force him to obey."

Kerrion shook
his head. "The Queen's Blade cannot be forced, especially by a
Cotti. There is nothing and no one about which he cares."

"I know no
more, Majesty. That's my message. What do you want me to tell
Prince Jovan?"

"Tell him to
find a deep well, and jump in it."

The man bowed.
"As you wish, Sire."

Kerrion glared
at the mercenary's back as he left, signalling to his officers to
have the Contaran followed. The King turned to Lord Batian, who
leant closer.

"Have my
guards doubled tonight," Kerrion said, "and every night thereafter.
I want two dogmen standing over my bed."

"You believe
this?"

"I am unsure,
but I will take no chances. If Blade is alive, and Dravis is able
to force him to come after me... He is the only one who could kill
me, even here, surrounded by soldiers. Do not doubt it. He has done
it before."

Batian nodded
and straightened as two soldiers brought the Contaran huntsman
forward. Kerrion had lost interest in the leather-clad man, his
mind filled with anxiety and hope. In all likelihood, Jovan's
information was bogus, perhaps intended to make Kerrion's life
unpleasant, but a slight doubt remained, enough to make the Cotti
King uneasy. The soldiers forced the huntsman to his knees, and at
Kerrion's gesture he rose, scowling.

"Who is
this?"

The guardsman
on the left said, "We found him in the forest, Sire. He was hunting
wood cats."

"And what is
so strange about that?"

"He claims
that he works for Prince Dravis."

Kerrion
studied the huntsman with renewed interest. "I see. Why did he tell
you this, soldier? I see no torture marks upon him."

"We didn't
have to torture him, Majesty. He claims that Prince Dravis forced
him to hunt wood cats, and he has no love for your brother."

"Has Dravis
cut out his tongue, too?"

"No,
Sire."

Kerrion
frowned at the huntsman. "Why does Dravis want you to hunt wood
cats? Does he wish to enter the fur trade?"

The man shook
his head. "I don't know... Majesty. He has forced seven huntsmen to
work for him, and told them all to catch wood cats. Not kill, mind
you, just catch, which is a far more difficult thing to do, since
wood cats are -"

"Yes, I see.
How did he force you to do this?"

"He threatened
my family."

"Have you
caught any wood cats?"

The man shook
his head. "There aren't many around these parts. They're more
common in Jashimari. In Contara -"

"Have any of
the other huntsmen caught any?"

"I don't know,
but -"

"Thank you."
Kerrion gestured, and the guardsmen took the hunter's arms and led
him away. "Give him a silver for his trouble."

"What about my
family?" the hunter demanded.

"These men
will go with you to protect them. You will stay at home, too."

"But I have to
provide food. I must hunt!"

"They will see
to it that you and your family are fed."

"Thank you,
Majesty, you are a good and kind king."

Dismissing the
rest of the petitioners, Kerrion rose and went into the sitting
room, Batian and Prethos following. A servant poured wine for them,
and Kerrion sank into a chair, scowling at the fire. Batian sat
opposite, looking pensive.

"What do you
make of that, Batty?" Kerrion enquired.

"It makes
little sense."

Kerrion tapped
his fingers on his goblet, pondering. "What if Blade is not dead,
and Jovan's deduction is correct?"

"Then you are
in grave danger, Sire."

"Perhaps."
Kerrion looked up. "Prethos, go and find me an advisor who has
studied the Queen's Blade."

The Prince
pulled a face and put down his cup. Kerrion gazed into the fire,
lost in thought. The possibility that Blade might be alive filled
him with a strange mixture of relief and dread. Part of him hoped
it was true, but a niggling anxiety ate at his nerves. If Blade was
alive, and Dravis had found a way to coerce him, was he now in
danger? What could possibly force the Jashimari assassin to work
for a Cotti prince?

Prethos
returned with a stooped, bald advisor with a wizened face and an
ingratiating manner, whom Kerrion did not recognise. The Prince
indicated the bowing man with a languid wave of his hand.

"Advisor
Maresh claims to have studied the Queen's Blade."

Kerrion
gestured for the man to sit, which he did hesitantly, as if the
chair had pins in it.

"Maresh."

"Sire." Maresh
rose and bowed again.

"Sit down. The
Queen's Blade is cat kin, and Bereft, correct?"

"Yes,
Sire."

"What sort of
cat?"

Maresh fiddled
with the edge of his sleeve. "Wood cat, Sire."

"Thank you.
You may leave."

Maresh rose
and backed away, bowing repeatedly until he reached the door and
vanished through it.

Kerrion sipped
his wine and gazed into the fire again. "It makes no sense. Why
does Dravis want a wood cat? Even if it is the same kind as Blade's
former familiar, he cannot use it to force Blade to do
anything."

Batian
shrugged. "Perhaps it is a ruse, to frighten you. What better way
to drive you from Contara than to threaten you with this assassin,
and pretend to have the means to make him assassinate you? Perhaps
he intended the huntsman to tell you what he did, and that is why
he threatened him instead of paying him."

"No, it still
makes no sense. Dravis longs for my death. He knows that I know
Blade is Bereft, and cannot be forced to assassinate me. Why would
he stage such an elaborate, yet pointless hoax?"

"Unless, since
he does not have the means to kill you, he does want you out of
Contara. Is that not the next best thing?"

"I suppose so.
But why would he imagine I would believe this foolishness? He even
enlisted Jovan's aid. I do not believe Blade is still alive. Dravis
would have been too eager to kill him. I think you are right. It is
a ruse." Kerrion sipped his wine. "Still, I want those dogmen in my
room."

"Of
course."


 


 


 Chapter Eighteen

 


Blade looked
up as the door of his cell creaked open and Dravis strutted in,
looking as smug as a peardog in an orchard of overripe potpears.
The assassin lounged on the narrow cot, amusing himself by throwing
pebbles into the latrine bucket on the far side of the room. The
pastime had used up most of the available stones in the crumbling
room, and he was not prepared to fish them out of the pisspot. He
had been incarcerated in the dungeon for four tendays, and the
guards had lugged out many pails full of pebbles since he had found
his new hobby. He supposed, if he was here long enough, he would
eventually pick his way through the wall at the back of the cell in
his search for fresh ammunition.

The manacles
on his wrists were almost as annoying as the leg chain that
tethered him to the wall, allowing him to reach the cot, the
pisspot and the table where he ate his meals. What surprised him,
perhaps more than that he was still alive, was that Dravis had not
tortured him since his capture. The bruises of that beating had
faded, and all he suffered from now was terminal boredom. Dravis
looked ready to pop with satisfaction, and Blade eyed him for a
moment before hurling another stone. It landed in the empty bucket
with a gratifying clatter, making Dravis start. The Prince frowned
at Blade, who smirked and tossed another stone with unerring
accuracy.

"Stop that,"
Dravis snapped.

"Make me."

"I will have
your hands shackled behind your back."

"Not for
long."

Dravis shook
his head, clearly unwilling to enter into another argument with the
assassin, which he was definitely tired of losing. "I have come to
tell you that you will assassinate Kerrion."

"Oh, I will,
will I?"

"Yes, you
will."

Blade shook
his head. "Much as I would like to stick a dagger in that Cotti
bastard's heart, I will not do it for you."

"You have no
choice now."

"So, you have
found an army to march me there and force my hand?" Blade threw
another pebble, and the clang reverberated around the room.

"No. I have
something better." Dravis turned and beckoned to someone outside
the doorway.

Two soldiers
shuffled in, carrying a cage between them. Inside it, a wood cat
snarled and clawed at the bars. Blade glanced at it and chuckled,
tossing another stone.

"How droll,
Dravis. You expect me to care if you slay a wood cat? You do know
that I am Bereft, do you not?"

"You once
were, but my men say that a wood cat followed you from the village,
and one has been seen prowling around here at night."

Blade
shrugged. "So? A curious cat. Did you think I had regained my
familiar? Am I a magician now, to conjure him out of the air?"

"Perhaps you
were never Bereft, but hid him all these years. Perhaps he shunned
you, and you have regained his trust."

"Both those
ideas are impossible. You really are a dolt."

Dravis stepped
closer, then thought better of it and retreated beyond the reach of
Blade's leg chain once more. "So this is not the right cat, hmmm?
Let us be sure." He turned to the soldiers. "Kill it."

One of the men
drew his sword and stabbed it through the bars of the cage, gored
the cat's flank and made it scream and writhe. Blade's nape hairs
prickled, and sweat popped out on his upper lip, but he kept his
eyes on the pisspot and threw another stone. It took the soldier
four stabs to kill the cat, then the men shuffled out with the
cage. Dravis frowned, wincing as yet another stone hit the bucket
with a resounding clang.

"I will catch
him, you know. I have many hunters setting snares for him. When I
do, you will kill Kerrion, or your familiar dies."

"I do not have
a familiar, you imbecile. Kill all the wood cats you want."

"I shall also
make you pay for your insults, assassin. You would be well advised
to - Ah!" Dravis clutched his cheek as a pebble bounced off it.

"Bugger off."
Blade threw another stone, hitting the Prince on the nose, and
Dravis stumbled back, raising his hands to shield his face.

"You will pay
for that too!" Dravis howled from the passage as the cell door
slammed behind him.

"Next time I
will use the stones in the pisspot, you Cotti whoreson!"

"Your familiar
will suffer now, you bastard, be sure of that!"

Blade listened
to the tramp of feet move away. His nostrils flared with rage as he
breathed deeply. Jumping up, he paced to the end of the chain and
back to the bed, the remaining stones gripped so tightly that they
dug into his palms. He would indeed be at the Prince's mercy if
Dravis captured Rivan. He could not allow his familiar to die
again. The wood cat remained in the forest, well hidden, but would
not leave the area. It was only a matter of time before he was
caught, unless Kerrion captured Dravis first.

The Cotti
Prince had spent a fair amount of time trying to taunt the
assassin, first with the news that he had informed Chiana of
Blade's death, then with the prospect of a painful, Cotti-style
execution. Now he had decided to use Blade to slay Kerrion. The
assassin found, somewhat to his surprise, that he was averse to the
idea. The Cotti King was not a bad man, and his death would lead to
a string of disastrous events. Queen Minna-Satu and her sons would
die. Jovan would become King, and, at Dravis' urging, invade
Jashimari and slay Kerra and Chiana. One thing was certain,
however, Dravis would kill Rivan, whether or not Blade did as he
bid.

Blade paced to
the end of the chain again, then back to the bed. The cell had a
narrow barred window near the roof, which allowed in a little light
during the day. He had already gone over his prison with a
fine-toothed comb, and could find no possible escape route. Without
his picks, he could not remove the shackles, and even if he could,
there was no way out. He stalked over to the pisspot and kicked it
across the room with a tremendous clang that almost deafened him.
The racket goaded his rage, and he followed and kicked it again,
then attacked the bed and ripped it apart. The mildewed sheets
parted with satisfying rending noises, reminding him of Chiana's
destructive spree after Inka's death.

The bare cell
had little ammunition to satisfy his anger, and after shredding the
mattress and filling the room with rank straw, he kicked the wall
until his toes ached. Sinking down with his back to it, he covered
his face and strived to calm himself. There was no way out of his
predicament, unless someone rescued him, and if Chiana thought he
was dead there was no hope of that. Blade pulled on the chains
until the steel cuffs cut into his wrists, gritted his teeth and
cursed.

Shamsara had
promised him that he would not lose Rivan again, and that could
only mean Blade would kill Kerrion to save him. Dravis would not
keep his word, however. That idea was ridiculous. The Prince would
delight in torturing and killing Rivan as soon as Kerrion was dead.
Once Blade was in the death sleep, Dravis would kill him too. It
was hopeless. There was no way out. Blade jerked his head back
against the wall, the pain bringing a modicum of calm, for some
reason. He did not care if they all died, he told himself, but he
did care about Rivan.

No sooner had
he found something to love, he reflected bitterly, than it was used
against him. He jerked his head back against the wall again,
glaring at the pisspot. How had Chiana reacted to the news of his
death? Had she tried to take her life again? Had someone prevented
her, or was she dead too? When Dravis had taunted him about it,
Blade had told the Prince that his wife would rejoice at his demise
and dance on his grave. He almost wished that was true.

Chiana would
suffer because she loved him, just as he had suffered for loving
his family and his familiar. Everyone who loved suffered, in his
experience. His attempt to make her hate him by calling her love a
lie had failed, and he almost regretted doing it now. It would have
been worth it, had it worked. Blade threw a stone at the overturned
bucket, hitting it with a clatter. Only a fool would fall in love
with an assassin.

 


Over the next
two days, Dravis' men killed three wood cats in front of the
assassin. Before the Prince entered the cell, his men dragged Blade
off the bed and confiscated any stones he had hidden about his
person. The soldiers paid for their temerity at every encounter,
coming away bruised and, on one occasion, bitten. Blade mocked
Dravis' cat-killing spree, which made the Prince even angrier.
Fortunately for him, he did not make the mistake of straying within
the assassin's reach.

The distance
between them weakened Blade's link with Rivan, and he constantly
urged the cat to stay away. The young feline did not understand it,
nor did he know about traps. Blade lay on the bed's hard boards,
since the guards had not replaced the mattress, and pondered the
problem. On the third day, he sat up with a jerk, cursing his
former stupidity. He only hoped he was not too late. Rising, he
paced the cell, dragging the heavy chain. Now all that remained was
to wait for Dravis' huntsmen to catch another wood cat. The
performance would be humiliating, and test his skill at lying to
its utmost.

At dusk, the
door opened and two guards entered. Once more they hauled Blade to
his feet and searched him. This time he succeeded in getting the
shackles around one guard's throat, and tried to throttle him. His
comrade gripped Blade's wrists and yelled for help. Two more men
came in, and between them they forced the assassin to release the
gurgling soldier. Dravis strolled in and eyed the dishevelled
guardsmen and panting assassin with a sour expression. The extra
guards left, to return a few minutes later with the cage. A wild
wood cat spat and clawed at the bars.

Blade sank
down on the bed and stared at the cat, schooling his features into
a look of dismay. Dravis studied him, then smiled and nodded at the
soldiers.

"Kill it."

Blade jumped
up. "No!"

Dravis cocked
his head. "Why not? You do not care if I kill all the wood cats in
Contara, do you?"

"Not this one.
Do not harm him. I will do as you wish."

"So, I was
right. You are not Bereft."

"Not any more.
I was, for thirty years."

Dravis' brows
rose. "A likely story."

"It is true.
When Endor and Trelath held Queen Minna-Satu hostage, the Idol of
the Beasts came to me. He asked me to free her, and as my reward,
he promised to pray to Tinsharon and ask that my familiar be
reborn. I did as he asked, and Tinsharon restored my familiar to
me."

Dravis
hesitated, looking uncertain. "I do not believe you. You have a
reputation as a liar." He snorted. "Tinsharon restored your
familiar! You expect me to believe that?"

"It is the
truth. When I freed Minna-Satu and slew Trelath and Chaymin,
Shamsara was my client."

"Assassins
never reveal the name of their clients. Now I know you are
lying!"

"What will you
do, slay Shamsara? As far as I know, he is immortal. Go then to his
cave and kill him, if you can."

Dravis paled,
frowning. "Shamsara would not ask for the death of my
brothers."

"No, he did
not." Blade knew that blaming the Idol for the princes' deaths
would make his tale unbelievable. He had to stick to the truth. "He
only asked me to free Minna-Satu."

"Who ordered
the deaths of my brothers?"

"I will not
tell you."

"I will wager
you would if I have my men poke some holes in your familiar."
Dravis shrugged. "But in truth, it makes little difference. It was
either Kerrion or his slut Jashimari wife, and she will die soon
after him, along with his half-breed sons. You will kill Kerrion if
you wish your familiar to live."

Blade nodded,
gazing at the wood cat. "I will, so long as you do not harm
him."

The Prince
sneered, "Oh, I shall harm him, rest assured. You will suffer for
killing my brothers before you kill Kerrion. And I will test your
story, too." Dravis glanced at the soldiers. "Hurt it."

"No!" Blade
rushed at the men. The leg chain snapped taut, bringing him down
with a thud, and he narrowly avoided a broken nose, bruising his
hands. He cursed, then cried out and clutched his ribs as a guard
thrust his sword into the cage, gashing the cat's flank. It spat,
and Blade groaned and writhed.

"Please," he
begged, stretching out a hand towards the cage. "Please do not hurt
him! I will do what you want!"

Dravis smiled
and nodded. "Good. But you will pay for your insults, as I
promised." He glanced at the soldier. "Hurt it again."

The man
stabbed the cat, slicing open its shoulder, and Blade cried out.
Blood seeped from the cage, and the cat wailed and thrashed.

"If you kill
him," the assassin gritted, "I will kill you, Cotti pig."

Dravis walked
closer and squatted down beside him. "You are now mine to command,
assassin. Disobey me, and your familiar will suffer,
understand?"

Blade nodded,
bowing his head. "Only Kerrion."

"For as long
as I have your familiar, you will do as I wish. I may decide to
send you to kill your wife and that slut of a half-breed queen.
Perhaps even the whore who once ruled you. Your familiar will be
guarded at all times. The door will be bolted from the inside, so
there will be no lock for you to pick. If you try to free him, he
will die. If you disobey me, he will suffer. If you try to kill me,
he will die."

Blade sat up,
holding his shoulder, and gazed at the wounded cat. "Anything, just
do not hurt him."

"Oh, I will
hurt him. You will suffer regularly. Do you think I will arm you
and free you without some assurance of your obedience? Stray one
iota from my commands, and you will pay."

"I will do as
you say. But if your men become overzealous and slay him, I will
kill you. Make no mistake."

"You will not
get the chance. I will kill you in your death sleep. You are at my
mercy, assassin." The Prince stood up, walked over to the cage and
kicked it, making the wounded cat spit.

Blade grunted
and grimaced. "If you do that while I am in the middle of an
assassination, I will fail."

"I will not.
Tonight you kill Kerrion."

Blade shook
his head. "It takes days to plan an assassination, especially of a
well-guarded king."

"You can walk
into his rooms. He knows you."

"He will not
trust me. Even if he did, if I walk into his rooms, I will not
escape afterwards."

Dravis
snorted. "You will find a way. You are the Invisible Assassin. You
are the damned Queen's Blade! Are your skills not legendary?"

"Because I
plan my kills carefully and do not take risks. If you force me to
blunder I will be killed and you will lose your weapon. I will do
as you say, but do not tell me how to ply my trade."

Dravis
hesitated, then inclined his head. "Very well. You have three days.
If Kerrion is not dead by then, the cat suffers."

Blade nodded,
and the soldiers removed the caged feline. Dravis paused in the
doorway to gloat for a moment, then left. A time-glass later, a
guard unlocked the door and tossed in Blade's bag. The assassin
found all his daggers inside, as well as his boot blades and lock
picks, and he paused to consider the ramifications of this. It
meant that the soldiers who had captured him in the village had
been to the cottage, doubtless to find him, on the day he had been
taken prisoner. Whoever had betrayed him to Dravis' men had been
thorough in their spying, yet Blade had not suspected anything.
That could only mean it had been one of the villagers, probably the
same one who had betrayed his presence to the bandits.

Strapping on
the wrist sheaths, he loaded them and inserted the rest of his
weapons into his belt and boots. He walked along the passage, past
hard-eyed guards, and stepped into a dirty side street with a sigh
of relief. He turned to inspect the house he had been incarcerated
in, a run-down mansion that was located, oddly enough, in the poor
quarter, judging by the shanties around it. Perhaps it had once
been a rural estate, and the city had spread to engulf it. The cell
in which he had been imprisoned must have once been a slave room,
or perhaps a punishment cell for guards. He wondered if Dravis
resided here, or was clever enough to stay somewhere else.

Approaching
the nearest guard, who glowered at him, he asked, "Is this where
Dravis stays?"

The man
blustered, "Of course not!"

Blade nodded,
a slight smile tugging at his lips. The soldier was a terrible
liar, but the threat to Rivan would have ensured Dravis' safety,
had it been real. The soldier's lie was merely an instinctive
response born out of surprise at Blade's unexpected question. The
man looked uneasy, shifting and glancing at his comrade. The
assassin wondered if he would have the intelligence to tell Dravis,
but doubted it. Men such as he did not like to admit their
blunders, and the Prince, certain of his safety, probably did not
care, anyway.

Sauntering up
the road, he considered going to the forest to find Rivan. He
sensed the presence of three shadowy figures following him,
however, and knew that Dravis' spies would report his every move.
Giving them the slip would be simple, but then Dravis would torture
the cat and discover that he had been hoodwinked. If that happened,
not only would he continue to try to catch Rivan, he would also
guard himself against an assassination attempt.

Blade went to
the nearest tavern and indulged in several cups of wine and a
frugal meal of grilled fish and stewed greens, then headed for the
castle. After spending the afternoon spying on it, and discovering
the presence of not only Kerrion, but a young prince as well, he
headed back to Dravis' hideout. He wondered if the Prince would be
stupid enough to meet him, but doubted it. No one was that idiotic.
Then again, Dravis thought himself safe, and would have been, had
Rivan really been his captive. Even so, there would doubtless be
soldiers present to protect him.

Entering a
tavern, he paid for a room and retired to it, still pondering. He
wanted to kill Dravis, and it would not be so hard to do. The
Prince might be lax in his protection if he did not suspect that
Blade was in the area. His client would be Chiana, or Minna-Satu,
it did not matter, they both wanted Dravis dead. If the Prince was
allowed to live, he would continue to foment trouble, and Blade had
no confidence that Kerrion would capture him. Even if he did, the
King could not execute his brother, only imprison or exile him.

Blade dozed
until the streets grew silent and dark, then rose, checked his
equipment, and climbed out of the window. Without bothering to find
the spies, who were doubtless dozing in doorways, he ascended to
the inn's roof. Dravis' hideout was easily reached across the
rooftops of the poor quarter's close-packed dwellings. The main
danger of using the assassin's highway in such an impoverished area
was encountering a rotten roof and ending up in someone's bed.

As he neared
the Prince's abode, he paused to watch the streets for several
minutes, just in case one of the spies was more vigilant than was
good for his health. No shadows crept after him, and he eyed the
next rooftop, measuring the width of the road that separated him
from it. It was the widest gap he had encountered, and a little
daunting. Retreating as far as he could, he ran to the edge of the
roof and leapt. The rotten gutter gave as he sprang from it, and
his feet clipped the edge of the next roof and slipped off.

The assassin
hit the tiles with a terrific crash, cracking several, and
scrabbled for a hand or foothold as he slid towards the edge. His
fingers found purchase on the lip of the gutter, and he swung from
it, cursing under his breath. Hauling himself up, he rubbed his
smarting elbows and knees. It was definitely time he retired, he
reflected with some irritation. Avoiding the broken tiles, he
walked to the top of the roof and along it to the abutting wall of
Dravis' house, jumping across.

Since he had
not been able to spy on his target, he had no idea which room
Dravis slept in, or where the guards were posted. It stood to
reason that it would be one of the upstairs rooms, however, which
were commonly used as bedrooms. Guard placement was another matter
altogether, but he hoped to negate the need to know by
circumventing the danger. Easing himself over the edge of the roof,
he climbed down to a window ledge and peered through the shutters.
It looked like a bedroom, but the bed was unoccupied. Moving along
the wall to the next window, he scanned the room, which also
appeared to be empty. The next window gave a view of a sitting
room, but the one after that showed him an occupied bed
chamber.

Blade studied
the lumpy bed, estimating it to hold a single occupant. The
window's latch was easily lifted with one of his slim tools, and he
slipped inside. Moonlight painted bright squares on the shoddy
carpet, and he crept over to the bed to gaze down at the young
Prince. Dravis lay on his back, his left hand pushed under the
pillow, exposing his flank. Blade drew a dagger, then paused. If he
used his usual method, he would draw unwanted attention to his
presence. Then again, he wanted credit for this kill.

As he
pondered, he studied the Prince, noticing that Dravis looked a
little older when asleep. With some disquiet, the assassin leant
closer, then straightened, glancing around. The man in the bed was
not Dravis, but bore a startling resemblance to him. Blade sheathed
the dagger and walked across the room to the door, opening it a
crack to peer out. Two guards stood further down the hall, two dogs
asleep at their feet. Taking note of their location, the assassin
closed the door and went back to the window. Climbing through it,
he made his way along the ledge that ran around the house to the
window of the room where the guards were stationed.

A silk-hung
bed held three occupants, and two brindled warhounds slept at the
foot of it. Blade scanned the room for the hounds' friends, and
found a soldier dozing in a chair on the far side. Another man sat
by the next window, staring out with drooping eyes. Evidently
Dravis was taking no chances, even though he thought he had Blade's
familiar hostage. The assassin climbed back up to the roof, where
he sat and pondered the problem. Two wardogs in the room was a
daunting deterrent, as were their mercenary friends. The other two
guards outside the door, with their wardogs, increased the danger
still more. He wanted Dravis dead, however, the yearning burnt in
his heart, demanding assuagement.

Dravis was a
cunning prince, but his threat to kill Rivan demanded retribution.
Blade dug in his bag and drew out his boot-blades. To take on four
wardogs and their friends, he would require all his weapons, even
though they would make his flight more difficult. If he did not
kill the guards, he would not escape at all. Strapping on the
keen-edged footwear, he pulled the soft suede sheaths over them,
which afforded him a better grip and silenced the steel soles.
Checking his daggers one last time, he tied the bag on his back and
approached the edge of the roof.

Slipping over
the edge, he swung from the gutter, then dropped onto the window
ledge, grabbing the frame. He paused to take a few deep breaths
before he lifted the latch and climbed in. The hounds raised their
heads and growled. Blade dropped to all fours and crawled towards
the dogs, which watched him in a puzzled manner, their ears
pricked. One growled again, then rose, its hackles bristling. Blade
lay down and drew a dagger from his belt.

The soldier
woke with a snort and stared at the dog, almost blind in the
darkness. The hound walked towards Blade, sniffing the air. The
second dog rose to its feet, but remained at the foot of the bed.
The man by the window roused and turned to watch the dogs. Like his
companion, he could see little, especially since he had been gazing
out into the moonlit street. Since the intruder did not appear to
be a threat, the hound that approached Blade was more curious than
alarmed.

Blade waited,
the tension making his skin crawl, as the dog approached. The
soldier in the chair watched his familiar, unable to see the
assassin in the gloom. The hound circled towards Blade's feet,
lowering its nose to the floor. The assassin drew them up, luring
the dog closer. It followed, growling again. The man at the window
drew his sword with a hiss, glancing at his comrade, who frowned at
his familiar. The second dog stalked towards Blade, its curiosity
aroused, and perhaps its suspicion as well.

Blade eased
another dagger from his belt as the first dog came within range,
tensing. He lashed out with a blade-tipped boot, and the razor edge
sliced open the hound's chest. Blade lunged at the second animal as
the first recoiled with a yelp. The man by the window grunted and
staggered back. The dagger impaled the second hound's heart, and it
gave a piercing yowl. The soldier in the chair shouted and jumped
up as the dog collapsed, then sank to his knees and keeled
over.

The bed's
occupants sat up, and the man by the window charged, his sword
raised. Blade leapt to his feet, reached the bed in three strides
and sprang onto it. Two girls shrieked and shrank back. Dravis
gaped at him. Blade slit the Prince's throat with a vicious flick
of his hand, recoiling from the warm splatter of blood. Dravis fell
backwards with a gargle, and the girls screamed and scrambled off
the bed. Blade lunged at the Prince and stabbed him twice in the
chest. The soldier behind him brought his sword down, slicing into
the bed beside Blade with a burst of feathers as the assassin
rolled sideways.

The door
crashed open as he rolled off the bed. The wounded dog sprang at
him, its teeth snapping together a hair's breadth from Blade's arm
as he spun away. The soldier tugged his sword from the bed and
turned, swinging the weapon. Blade ducked under it and lunged, his
dagger skittering off the soldier's breastplate and slicing into
his neck. The two men who had charged into the room rushed towards
him, swords drawn, and their dogs ran ahead, snarling.

Blade spun as
the soldier he had just stabbed recoiled, and kicked the first dog
to reach him in the chest. It collapsed, its heart pierced by three
inches of steel, and one of the men reeled drunkenly, then went
down with a thud. A hound sank its teeth into the assassin's calf,
and he stabbed it, forcing it to let go with a yelp. Its friend
cried out and lunged, his sword sliding past Blade's flank as he
swayed aside. Shrieking girls added to the confusion as they ran
for the door, one falling when she tripped over a body. The man
Blade had stabbed in the neck raised his sword again, just as his
comrade swung his weapon and one of the wounded dogs bit Blade's
ankle.

The assassin
dropped, stabbing the dog that worried his leg. It released him and
scrambled away, yelping. A sword swished over his head, and another
hacked into the wooden floor beside him with a bang. He lunged at
the man whose sword was now embedded in the floor, who already bled
from a cut in his neck. The soldier recoiled, releasing his weapon,
and Blade spun to face the uninjured man as he brought his sword
down in an angled sweep. The assassin flung himself sideways, his
boot-blades scraping on the floor, and lashed out with a foot,
stabbing the soldier in the thigh. The man shouted and staggered,
his sword skittering off the floor beside Blade. The angled impact
wrenched it from the mercenary's grip, and it bounced away into the
gloom.

Blade turned
and sprinted for the open window, thrusting the daggers into his
belt. He sailed through it, tucking up his legs. The cobblestones
rushed up at him, and he waved his arms to keep himself upright,
then straightened his legs just before he hit the ground. The drop
was too far for a safe landing, and the cobblestones too hard to
avoid injury. The impact jarred him, and pain shot from his left
ankle. His knees buckled to absorb the shock, and he tucked in one
shoulder and rolled. He grunted as the air was punched from his
lungs, and lay stunned for a moment, then scrambled up and limped
into the shadow of the next house.

Shouts rang
out, and several crossbow bolts ricocheted off the wall beside him.
He darted around the corner and trotted along a narrow alley as
warhounds bayed behind him. Ignoring the pain in his ankle, he
increased his pace to a lope, searching the houses ahead for a
route to the roofs. A parked wagon came into view, and he leapt
onto it, then jumped up to grab the gutter and haul himself up.
Clattering over the tiles, he hurdled the gap to the next rooftop,
cursing his pursuers. There was only one thing more dangerous than
using the assassin's highway in a poor quarter, and that was doing
so at speed, with a broken ankle.

Wardogs ran
along the street below, giving tongue as they spotted him. Blade
turned and trotted along the roof's apex, waving his arms to keep
his balance on the slippery tiles. Reaching the back of the house,
he leapt across the gap to the next rooftop, landing on the slope.
His injured leg gave way, and he skidded down it for several feet
before he grabbed a protruding tile. The dogs arrived below him and
clawed at the wall, baying. Releasing the tile, he crawled across
the roof, scanning the area ahead. A web of washing lines bridged
the gap to the next house, but they were no use to him.

Rising to his
feet, he ran down the slope and leapt across to a lower house,
landing on his good leg, then trotted over it. The next gap was too
wide to jump with an injured ankle and while wearing boot-blades,
and he glanced around as the baying hounds drew closer again. A
narrow beam spanned the distance to a dilapidated house with a
badly patched roof, presumably put there by some thoughtful person
to reinforce the sagging shanty. Dropping onto it, he trotted along
it and leapt up to grab the edge of the roof, hauling himself up
again. Sweat tickled his skin, and his breath came in ragged gasps.
The roof bowed as he ran across it, and he headed for a taller
dwelling that abutted it.

A broken tile
gave way under his foot, and he plunged through the rotten roof,
landing in a shower of debris and dust. A startled couple jerked
upright in a narrow bed, their eyes wide. Blade ignored them and
picked himself up, shaking dirt from his hair. Trotting to the
window, he thrust open the shutters and slipped over the sill,
dropping to the street below. He was not going to brave that roof
again.

Two dogs
rounded the corner and charged him. Blade drew the daggers from his
belt and swung to face them. One sprang at his arm while the other
went for his thigh. He spun away, stabbing the leaping dog in the
chest as the second dog's teeth snapped together next to his leg.
The injured hound yelped and writhed in the shadows, and Blade
slashed at the second dog, which jumped back, avoiding the dagger.
It bayed, calling its friend, and Blade cursed, then ran at it,
making it turn tail and bolt. Slipping the daggers back into his
belt, he leapt onto a nearby window ledge, then jumped up to grab a
protruding beam and swing himself onto the roof.

The dog
returned to bark at him, and he scrambled up the roof, then halted,
waving his arms to keep his balance. A mercenary had climbed onto
the wall that ran between this house and the next, and rose to his
feet, drawing his sword. Blade cursed. In the confusion, he had
somehow become turned around. Another man stood below, shouting
encouragement to his comrade. The man teetered, swinging his arms,
and edged along the wall towards Blade, brandishing the sword.

The assassin
watched the soldier's cautious approach, then trotted towards him.
The mercenary froze, raising his weapon as Blade ran at him. He
tried to swing the sword when Blade reached him, but the assassin
shoved him off and ran on, jumping onto the next roof. The soldier
fell into a pile of refuse with a crash, and his cohort yelled
threats and curses. Clearly these men knew nothing about dealing
with assassins if they were foolish enough to challenge one on a
rooftop.

Changing
direction, Blade limped away from the shouts and barking below,
sprang onto a higher wall and ran along it to a building with
ornate gables. A soft twang warned him, and he ducked as a crossbow
quarrel hissed over his head. Cursing again, he crouched and
sprinted up the roof to the chimney, where he paused to take stock
of his surroundings. A plethora of shacks surrounded him, which
told him that he had strayed deeper into the slums.

Choosing the
closest, he leapt down onto it, and the roof gave way, predictably.
He wrenched his foot free as he sprawled, avoiding another broken
ankle, but the top of the roof caught him across the chest as his
hands slipped on the mossy tiles. Pain shot from his ribs, and his
breath caught. He lay still for a minute, then rolled over the
edge, landing in a garbage-choked alley with a grunt. As he climbed
to his feet, a wardog appeared at the end of the lane and charged
him, snarling. Blade spun away as the dog leapt, its teeth ripping
his sleeve. He used his momentum to punch the animal in the side of
the head, sending it crashing into the wall with a yelp.

The hound
leapt up, and Blade kicked it, his boot-blade impaling the dog
under its jaw. The force of the kick lifted the animal off its
feet, and it hit the wall and collapsed. The assassin ran to the
far end of the alley and climbed over the wall, almost becoming
tangled in the washing lines strung across the other side. Had he
been in Jondar, he would know the lay of the land, and he had
dozens of well-known escape routes that he used there. Here,
however, he was running blind, and he disliked it intensely.

Freeing
himself from the washing lines, some of which his boot-blades cut,
he loped across the yard and hurdled the next wall. This time he
landed on a pile of firewood and fell backwards as the logs rolled
away. Spotting a side gate, he ran to it and wrenched it open,
coming face-to-face with a surprised mercenary. The man raised his
sword, and Blade jerked a dagger from his belt and stabbed him in
the throat. As the man fell to his knees, the assassin brushed past
him and sprinted into the next street. He almost skidded as he
turned sharply to enter yet another smelly alley, his ankle
protesting.

Reaching the
end of it, he scaled the wall and dropped over the other side,
finding himself in an overgrown garden. He pushed through the
bushes and limped across it to scramble onto the next wall, then
sprang onto the adjoining roof. Running along it, he leapt the gap
to the house across the street, where he paused to get his
bearings. Spotting the fortress in the distance, he headed towards
it. Pain lanced from his ankle at every stride, and his broken ribs
made it hard to breathe.

The next roof
sagged as he landed on it, smashing several tiles, and he sprinted
up it and down the other side, then jumped the next gap and paused
to listen to the sounds of his pursuers, which had fallen behind.
The hounds were useless without a scent trail to follow. Moving
more cautiously, he trotted along the roof and jumped across
another gap, then slid down a drainpipe and loped up a street.

By the time he
reached the inn, his legs ached, his ankle was on fire and his
chest throbbed. Sweat chilled his skin, and he scaled the wall to
the window of his room with shaking hands. Inside, he flopped down
on the bed and waited for his racing heart to slow. When it did, he
rose and stuffed his few belongings into the bag, along with the
sharp-edged footgear. He quit the room and left the inn by the back
door, trotting away down the street.

Dawn found him
outside another inn in a middle-class suburb, a long way from the
slums and Dravis' soldiers and spies. He rented a room and ordered
a bath, which he soaked in for a time-glass. Afterwards he strapped
his swollen ankle and bound his ribs, then spent another time-glass
picking splinters out of his fingers and dabbing a salve on the
numerous scrapes he had gained during the wild chase across the
rooftops, and the puncture wounds in his calf. Stretching out on
the bed, he slept for most of the day.

When he rose
in the afternoon, his ankle and calf throbbed and his ribs hurt
with every breath. Ignoring the pain, he counted the few silvers in
his purse. He did not have enough money to purchase a horse for the
journey back to Jashimari, and stealing one would bring an
unwelcome pursuit. Blade cleaned his daggers while he pondered the
problem, then went down to the taproom. The evening trade had
started as dusk fell, and merchants and tradesmen filled the common
room. He hoped to find a client for a quick assassination, and wore
his Dance Master's belt to advertise his status as well as his
profession. Even injured as he was, a simple killing was not beyond
his abilities, and he wanted nothing more now than to leave
Contara.

The Ashmarad
Guild of Assassin would take a dim view of him plying his trade in
their city, but there was no law against it. Several time-glasses
of sipping wine in a dark corner gleaned no potential customers,
however, and he considered alternative solutions to his problem.
While the Guild forbade theft or brigandry, harmless methods of
earning money were allowed, although frowned upon. Most of the
patrons had left by this time, and only a few hardened drinkers
remained. Blade rose and limped over to a table that four beefy men
occupied, who looked like gate guards or mercenaries. Certainly
they were fighting men.

Drawing a
dagger, he stabbed it into the table to get their attention, then
slapped his three remaining silvers down beside it.

"Three silvers
says I can hit anything you point at," he said.

The men stared
at him, then glanced at each other, and one chuckled. "That's a
mean wager, assassin."

"It's all I
have. When I've won more, I'll wager it again."

"Confident,
aren't you?" another man asked.

Blade
shrugged. "It's my trade."

"I'll take
that wager," the third man stated, slapping three silvers down
beside Blade's coins.

The assassin
tugged the dagger from the table and hefted it. "So what's it to
be?"

The man
glanced around, then pointed at one of the ceiling beams. "That
knot."

Blade studied
the tiny knot, which was no larger than a copper and about two
man-lengths away, but only half a man-height above his head.
Gripping the dagger by the blade, he drew back his hand and flung
it. The weapon hit the knot dead centre, and the Contaran grunted.
Blade had to climb onto a chair to retrieve the dagger, then
returned to the table.

"Six silvers
says I can hit anything you point at."

The fourth man
slapped six coins down on the table and pointed at one of the ale
casks stacked against the wall at the back of the common room. "The
cork in that barrel."

Blade eyed the
cork, a smaller target than the knot, and much further away.
Hefting the dagger, he flipped it into the air and caught it by the
blade, then hurled it. It struck the side of the cork, slicing
through it. The Contaran growled and turned away to pick up his mug
of ale.

"You're good,
assassin."

Blade shrugged
and walked across the room to retrieve his dagger. Returning to the
table, he offered the challenge again, but the men shook their
heads. A man at a neighbouring table looked around.

"I'll take
that wager."

Blade nodded.
"What's it to be?"

The man drew a
silver from his pocket and tossed it into the air. "That."

The coin fell
to the floor with a tinkle, and the man smiled. "You lose,
assassin."

Blade shook
his head. "You didn't point at it, friend."

"All right."
The man picked up the coin and flung it higher, pointing with his
other hand. "That."

Blade flicked
the dagger with a vicious sideways motion of his wrist. It hit the
falling coin, sending it spinning across the room, and the dagger
bounced off the far wall. The Contaran's mouth fell open, and a
serving wench picked up the coin and slapped it on a table.

"The 'keeper
says to watch out where you're tossing that dagger, assassin," she
warned.

Blade inclined
his head, then turned to the man who had taken his wager. "You own
me twelve silvers, friend."

The man dug
the money out of his purse with a smothered oath and stomped out,
slamming the door. The four men chuckled, and Blade gathered up his
winnings, then went over to collect his dagger. He did not expect
anyone else to take his wager, and was surprised when a sly-looking
man banged his tankard down.

"I'll bet you
four and twenty silvers you can't hit what I point at, assassin,"
he challenged.

Blade cocked
his head and smiled. "Point at it, then."

"That." The
man stabbed a finger at a dumpy serving girl, who straightened with
an alarmed expression.

"Well now,"
Blade murmured, "you know full well that I can, but will you pay
the healer's bill?"

"I will."

"Oi!" The
serving wench shook her head, frowning. "Ain't no one hitting me
with no dagger."

Blade's smile
widened. "Who said anything about a dagger?"

The
sly-looking man frowned, but could not refute this, and the serving
maid eyed the assassin. He crooked a finger at her, and she walked
closer, looking suspicious.

"For five
silvers, will you let me hit you?" he asked.

"With
what?"

Blade held up
his hand. "This."

"Ten
silvers."

"Seven."

"Eight."

"Done."

The
sly-looking man jumped up. "You can't do that!"

Blade turned
to him. "Why not?"

"You said... I
thought... The bet was to hit something with the dagger!"

"Not
necessarily. I never mentioned a dagger, did I?"

"But that's
what I thought!"

"I can't be
held responsible for what you thought, friend."

"I withdraw
the wager, then!"

Blade
considered, then inclined his head. A good horse would cost about
thirty silvers. Right now he could afford a nag. The serving girl,
however, shook her head.

"I ain't
letting you throw a dagger at me, assassin."

"Even if I
promise not to hurt you? For ten silvers."

She frowned,
glancing at the cork in the barrel across the room. "All
right."

"Go and stand
against that beam." Blade pointed to a support embedded in the far
wall. He hefted the dagger, glancing at the sly-looking man. "Any
part of her, right?"

The man
nodded, looking a little nervous. "How will you do that without
hurting her?"

"Watch."

Blade turned
to the serving maid, who stood against the beam, wringing her
hands. "Stand very still."

The girl
nodded, then froze as he drew back his hand, holding the dagger's
blade in a soft, expert grip. His fingers caressed the cold steel
of the perfectly balanced weapon, for which he had paid three
goldens to a master craftsman. He flicked his hand, and the dagger
thudded into the beam above the girl's head, impaling the hair
braided on top of it. She flinched, then gasped and tried to move
away, but found that she was pinned to the beam. Blade strode over
to her and pulled out the weapon, and she fingered her hair, a
clump coming away in her hand.

Blade smiled.
"It will grow back."

"You owe me
ten silvers."

He nodded and
limped back to the sly-looking man, who now looked disgruntled as
well. "You owe me four and twenty silvers, friend."

The man opened
his mouth to argue, then thought better of it and emptied his money
pouch onto the table. He was a silver short, but Blade did not
quibble. When he had paid the serving girl, he retired to his room.
Tomorrow he would buy a horse and return to Jashimari.


 


 


 Chapter Nineteen

 


Kerrion stared
at Lord Batian, his brows raised in surprise. "When did this
happen?"

"The Watch was
summoned to a house in the slums just before dawn. Apparently there
was a ruckus there earlier, a lot of shouting and dogs barking. The
Watch found a number of mercenaries and several Cotti soldiers.
Prince Dravis was killed in his bed, and it looks like an
assassination. The amazing thing is, there were two dogmen in the
room with him at the time, and two more outside his door. Three
dogs were killed, and two of the men are in a death sleep now. The
last dog was injured, and one of the guards was slain. Two whores
were apparently there also, but they had already fled."

"How was
Dravis killed?"

"His throat
was cut, and he was stabbed twice in the chest. The mercenaries
chased the assassin, which is what caused the uproar. A soldier and
two dogs were killed, and another man was wounded. Also, a dead
wood cat was found in the basement, and it looked like it had been
tortured before it died."

The King leant
back and clasped his hands, looking pensive. "Well, that certainly
solves my problem. I wonder who did it, and who hired the
assassin."

"The Jashimari
Regent, perhaps?"

"Perhaps,
although I would have thought that she would wish to execute him.
If not for the method of Dravis' death, and the fact that the
assassin was almost caught, as well as that he is supposed to be
dead, I would be tempted to think that this is the work of the
Queen's Blade."

"Perhaps Jovan
was right?" Batian suggested.

"It is a
possibility, although the method of killing is not his, nor the
narrow escape. Blade is seldom even seen. But I would not have
thought it possible for an assassin to kill Dravis with two dogmen
in his room and two more outside his door. The number who were
killed and injured during the assassination and the chase
afterwards makes me think that it must have been Blade.

"Only he would
have the temerity to assassinate Dravis while he had so much
protection. Those are the same precautions I took. If Dravis did
have him prisoner, and tried to force him to kill me, he has paid
the price for angering Blade. This is what Minna warned me of, when
I captured him. She said I had a sand cat by the tail. But I do not
understand the wood cat. Surely Dravis knew that Blade is
Bereft?"

"If he
believed that the Queen's Blade still had a familiar, and tried to
use it to force him to obey, that would explain it."

Kerrion
nodded. "Indeed. But why would he think that? It is common
knowledge that Blade has no familiar, although must people believe
him to be Shunned." The King shook his head and spread his hands.
"Yet I find it hard to believe that Dravis was such a fool. He must
have had a good reason to believe he had captured the assassin's
familiar, but clearly he had not."

"So the
Queen's Blade is still alive?"

"Perhaps, but
I will not raise Chiana's hopes with this. If he is alive, she will
find out soon enough, I am sure." Kerrion sighed and rubbed his
brow. "Have Dravis' body embalmed and sent to Jadaya for
burial."

Batian bowed.
"At once, Sire."

 


Chiana opened
her eyes and gazed at the canopy above her, wondering what had
woken her. A whisper of sound made her glance at its source. A
shadowy figure moved towards her bed with silent steps, his face a
mystery in the gloom. She drew breath to shout for the guards, but
then he was beside her, his hand clamped over her mouth. The
intruder held her pinned to the bed, and she lay frozen with
terror. He leant closer, and the moonlight revealed his face.

"Chiana," he
whispered.

Joy suffused
her in a warm flood, and he removed his hand.

"Blade..."

A faint smile
curled his lips as he straightened, and she grabbed his hand,
afraid he would leave. He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed
it, sending a thrill racing through her. She fumbled for the
tinderbox, longing to light the lamp and see him better, but he
took it away and put it out of her reach. To her surprise, he moved
closer and stroked her cheek, brushing the tangled hair from her
brow. She longed to ask him the dozens of questions that thronged
her mind, but found herself unable to speak around the huge lump
that blocked her throat.

Blade leant
over her, resting his weight on the hand that he placed on the far
side of her. She stared at him, her heart hammering, then closed
her eyes as he bent and pressed his lips to hers. They were as cold
as they had been when she had dreamt of his death, and she
shivered, only now with pleasure too as thrills shot through her.
He had just come in from outside, she reasoned, that was why he was
so cold. Her hands crept up to clasp his neck, longing to pull him
closer and share her warmth with him.

When he raised
his head, she cupped his face and gazed at him, his skin chilling
her hands. He climbed onto the bed and stretched out beside her,
propped up on one elbow as his eyes roamed over her face.

"You are
alive," she whispered.

His smile
faded. "No. I am dead, Chiana."

"But you are
here..."

"I am dead."
He trailed chill fingers up to her throat, caressing it, and his
eyes followed them. With a soft snick, a dagger slid from the wrist
sheath, and he pressed it to her breast. "I want you to join
me."

Chiana gulped,
her heart fluttering as he pressed the cold steel to her skin.
Blood oozed from the razor edge, but there was no pain, and she
watched it soak into her nightgown. Almost, she welcomed it. To die
in his arms was her only wish now. He turned the dagger so its tip
was poised above her heart, and she smiled.

"Take me with
you, Blade."

The icy steel
sank into her breast, and blood spread from it like a crimson
flower unfolding dark petals. She gazed at his impassive face,
meeting his frigid grey eyes that seemed to glow in the darkness.
In a blink he vanished, and a black cat crouched over her, drawing
back its lips in a snarl. It spat, then turned and leapt off the
bed, bounding away into the shadows.

Chiana sat up
and shouted his name, staring into the silent gloom that mocked her
with its emptiness. Fumbling with the tinderbox, she lighted the
lamp with trembling hands and scanned the room in its illumination.
Her pounding heart slowed, and she covered her face and wept.

 


Blade guided
his horse through the morning traffic towards the city gates. The
animal was a sedate bay with mild manners and stolid gaits, which
suited him. He disliked spirited horses with which he had to
constantly fight for supremacy. This one obeyed without question,
plodding towards the eastern gate, beyond which lay the road that
led back to Jashimari. Soon he would be reunited with Rivan too,
and a soft smile curled his lips at the prospect. His ankle still
ached and his ribs hurt, but he refused to spend another moment in
Contara. He was going home at last.

A farmer
driving a gaggle of geese to market blocked Blade's path, and the
assassin drew rein, waiting for the man and a boy, probably his
son, to shoo the birds across the street. The geese set up a
strident clamour, drowning out the crowd's muttering, the clop of
hooves and rumble of wagon wheels. The birds' dusty scent filled
his nostrils, and he sighed and rubbed his nose. He was in no
hurry. Dravis was dead and he was on his way home. All was
well.

The hairs on
his nape prickled, and he glanced around. Two men in dark, dirty
clothes rode up alongside him, on either side, but neither glanced
at him. They too stopped to allow the gaggle of geese to pass, and
Blade frowned, wondering why his alarms jangled. Certainly they
looked like a disreputable pair, but they paid him no heed. No one
had reason to harm him, and his garb would put most off attempting
to rob him, even if his mark was not displayed.

The assassin
returned his attention to the geese, which the farmer had almost
cleared from the road, save for a few stragglers that his son
chased. Blade urged his horse forward, keen to move away from the
men who made him so uneasy. He glimpsed a movement at his side and
ducked. Something hit him from the opposite side, and darkness
slammed down.

 


A sharp pain
in his cheek jerked Blade from the blackness. He gasped and raised
his head, tasting blood, and opened his eyes. His head pounded
viciously, and his mouth tasted like the floor of a pigsty. A
stranger stood over him, regarding him with almost black eyes that
glared from under thick, scowling blond brows and a mop of
straw-like hair. The man's pugnacious, strong-featured face had a
long, badly healed scar that tugged one side of his mouth into a
perpetual leer. A fork-tailed rathawk perched on his shoulder, its
sharp yellow eyes glittering.

The assassin
discovered that he was bound to the chair on which he sat, his
wrists tied behind the back of it and his ankles fastened to the
legs. His ribs ached with renewed venom and his ankle throbbed. He
glanced around at a cramped, dimly lighted room with mildewed walls
and dirty straw on the floor, sensing the presence of more men
behind him. Raising his eyes, he met the black-eyed man's hard
gaze.

"So, finally
you condescend to grace us with your presence, assassin," the Cotti
sneered. "I thought Grodal had hit you too hard there for a while.
It's about time you woke up."

Blade winced
as his neck twinged, wondering how badly he had sprained it when he
had fallen off his horse.

The Cotti
smiled and thrust his face closer. "Are you feeling a bit bruised,
maybe? What a shame." The man's eyes focussed on something behind
the assassin, then returned to Blade's. "I think you got off
lightly. How many Cotti princes have you killed now? Ten? Eleven?
I'll wager you've lost count. Well, you won't be killing any more.
Where you're going, you'll be lucky if you survive till winter. The
longer you live though, the better, because from this day on you're
going to wish you were dead."

The man
straightened, glancing past Blade again, then went on, "Allow me to
introduce myself. I'm Faradin, eldest son of King Shandor."

Blade squinted
at him, the pounding in his skull making it hard to focus.

Faradin leant
closer again. "Ah, now you're confused. You thought Kerrion was the
eldest, huh? Not so. He's just the oldest legitimate son. The only
reason I'm not the Cotti King is because my mother was a concubine.
I'm three years older than Kerrion. Ironic, is it not? We put so
little store in women, yet it's the status of our mothers that
decides whether we are kings or paupers. Do you truly imagine that
Shandor only sired legitimate issue?

"He was a
king, and a virile man. He sired twenty-two illegitimate sons, and
God only knows how many daughters. Those are just the ones he knew
about, of course, but every time he visited one of his lords, he
lay with their daughters. Doubtless dozens more sprang from his
loins."

Blade lowered
his gaze to the floor, disgusted at the idea that so many more of
Shandor's sons were loose in the world to spread their evil. His
pounding head would not allow him to think, and he grimaced,
running his tongue over furry teeth. Turning his head, he spat,
trying to rid himself of the foul taste. Faradin, it seemed,
enjoyed the sound of his own voice, and appeared ready to ramble on
forever about his father's virility.

Faradin
glanced past Blade again, his expression wary.

The assassin
raised his head. "I'll wager your father screwed goats and asses,
too, Faradin. Most likely you have siblings out there who bleat and
bray."

Faradin
recoiled from Blade's soft words, and the rathawk spread its wings
to keep its balance. The Cotti's hand swung up, then he glanced
past the assassin yet again and lowered it. Blade was growing
curious about who stood behind him. Faradin forced a stiff
smile.

"So, when you
choose to speak, you have a barbed tongue. Beware, assassin, lest I
cut it out for you. You would do well to realise that you're at our
mercy now, and insults will buy you pain, but not death. That's
something you've always courted, I hear, and I'm not in the habit
of granting wishes."

Blade sighed.
"So, you plan to imprison me. Doubtless another of Kerrion's
brothers is behind this. There seems no end to them. Every time I
kill one, three more come crawling out of the woodwork.
Illegitimate ones now, so at least I'm getting to the bottom of the
barrel."

Faradin paled,
and his eyes darted past Blade. "You will rue your insults,
assassin."

"I'm sure
whatever I say will make my fate no worse, since whoever's behind
this wants me to suffer as much as possible anyway."

The Cotti
nodded. "Certainly your fate is unenviable, but it can be made
worse, I assure you."

"Beware that
you don't bore me to death with your inane threats, since you want
me alive."

"Allow me to
make it more interesting then, and tell you what lies ahead for
you." Faradin's eyes glittered. "You're going to a place called
Andrango, in the northern foothills. It is a Contara prison where
the worst criminals are sent, those who are not executed, that is.
The Contara see fit to incarcerate some of their murderers for life
instead. The belief is, I suppose, that there are worse fates than
death, and one of them is to spend the rest of your life at
Andrango." He bent to peer into Blade's face. "The food there, I
hear, is full of maggots, and prisoners are not allowed to bathe.
They sleep on stone floors, and it's a bitter place, very cold. An
icy wasteland, by all accounts. No one has ever escaped from
Andrango, assassin. You will be buried there, when you eventually
die. How does that sound?"

"Boring."

Faradin
straightened with a frown. "You try to goad me, but it will not
work. Only a fool would not fear such a fate. No one will search
for you, and in time you will be forgotten. That is a fitting end
for a bastard killer like you."

Blade glanced
up, a slight smile tugging at his lips. "My parents were married,
Faradin, so the only bastard here is you."

The Cotti
scowled and beckoned to someone behind Blade, who glanced up as two
soldiers appeared beside him. They untied him and dragged him to
his feet, twisting his arms behind his back. When they turned him
towards the door there was no one there, but he was certain Faradin
had not been looking at the soldiers. It had to be a Cotti prince,
but which one? He cast Faradin a last look as the soldiers pushed
him out of the door. It all made sense now. Faradin's familiar had
spied on Blade while he had been in the village, and possibly
before that. That was how Dravis had found him, and discovered
Rivan's existence, although the Prince had been careful not to
mention Faradin's involvement. This elder brother was important,
somehow, and Blade wanted to remember his face.

 


The imposing
walls of Andrango Prison loomed, grey and cold, over the wagon that
the prison used for transport, and in which Blade had spent the
last tenday. Andrango had once been a border outpost, built by King
Juno-Pulan, who had spent his reign in mortal dread of invasion
from the mountains to the north of Contara. His fear had made no
sense to his generals at the time, or historians since then, and
had been proven wrong. The keep had been abandoned after King
Juno's death, then converted into a prison many years later. It
stood, a solitary sentinel, on the cold tundra that stretched from
the mountains to the more moderate climes in the south.

The reason no
one ever escaped from it was its isolation, for any escapee would
need to traverse many leagues of barren, inhospitable land to reach
civilisation, or even somewhere that hunting was available, and
would starve long before they reached it. Blade languished in a
cage at the back of the wagon, separate from the five other
prisoners who shared his fate. Clearly Faradin was taking no
chances on the assassin escaping, for Blade's wrists and ankles
were also shackled. He surmised that another reason for his special
treatment was to set him apart from his fellow inmates, thereby
making them wary of him and increasing his ill treatment. At least,
he was certain that that was Faradin's intention, but whether it
would work or not remained to be seen. So far, it seemed to be.

The five other
prisoners consisted of two disreputable looking characters whom
Blade had decided were horse thieves, from their tough leather
clothes and callused hands. One appeared to be a common murderer,
with cold eyes and a nervous tick. The fourth was a short, thin man
with darting eyes and a sheepish air, who fidgeted a lot, and Blade
had him pegged as a common thief or pickpocket. The last inmate was
a bear of a man who dwarfed his companions, with calm blue eyes,
oiled, plaited hair and a brutish face. He did not strike Blade as
a criminal at all, but rather a fighting man, perhaps a warrior or
gladiator, which made his presence puzzling.

The assassin
sighed and gazed through the bars again as the cart approached the
tall walls and passed through an iron gate. Rivan followed him,
somewhere far out in the tundra, where he survived on small prey.
Men shouted, and the wagon rumbled over cobblestones as it entered
the prison and halted before an imposing, ugly square building
built, like the rest of the keep, from black-streaked grey rock.
The iron grill door at the back of the wagon swung open, and three
guards waited for the prisoners to disembark. The men climbed out
and gazed around, stretching.

The two Cotti
soldiers who had accompanied Blade on the journey entered the wagon
to unlock the barred door and drag the assassin out. The leg irons
hampered him, and, as he jumped down, one guard stood on the chain.
Blade sprawled on the icy cobbles with a grunt, bruised his hands
and goaded shafts of pain from his half-healed ribs and ankle.
Faradin's men had delighted in hurting and humiliating him as much
as possible on the journey, so much so that even the prison guards
had looked sickened. Several times, they had thrown away Blade's
water and food.

The soldiers
had taunted and insulted the assassin at every opportunity, and, as
a consequence, his fellow inmates new his profession even though
his mark was hidden. That was a double-edged sword, he knew, for
while most were reluctant to go up against an assassin, many found
it a challenge to pick a fight with one, and pretty much everyone
hated them. By revealing his trade, Faradin's men had probably
signed his death warrant.

Blade rose to
his feet, rubbing his smarting hands, and the soldier who had
jumped down behind him gave him a push that sent him staggering
forward, almost tripping as the leg irons snapped taut. One of the
prison guards banged on a weathered, iron-bound door set in the
inner wall, while another unhitched the draught horses and the
third kept watch on the prisoners. Blade gazed up at the tall
walls, measuring their height and pondering the ease with which he
could climb them. Doing so would do him no good, however. The icy
wind moaned in the battlements, and robber ravens sailed above,
their harsh cries adding to Andrango's bleak, end-of-the-road
atmosphere. The vast field of unmarked graves they had passed
through left no doubt as to the fate of all who came here. The
chill wind made him shiver, and he strived to hide it. Any sign of
weakness here was ill advised.

The door
creaked open, and a heavy-browed, peevish face peered out, scowling
at the guard.

"You lot 'er
late."

"We got
delayed. A special prisoner."

The warder
glared at the men, his eyes coming to rest on Blade. "'Im?"

"Yeah."

"He don't look
like anyfink special, 'part from them chains."

The guard
shrugged. "Ain't up to us."

"S'right. So
wotcher waitin' fer?" The warder swung the door wide and vanished
into the gloom within.

The guard
beckoned to the prisoners, who filed inside, Blade bringing up the
rear with the Cotti soldiers behind him. Halfway along the dimly
lighted passage, one of them shoved the assassin, sending him
staggering into the man in front. The big warrior swung around with
a growl, and Blade raised his hands in an appeasing gesture. The
man glanced past him at the sniggering Cotti soldiers, then turned
away. Clearly the soldiers were trying to make as much trouble for
the assassin as they could, and he could only hope his fellow
inmates would realise this.

Ahead, the
warder pushed open a vast, creaking door and stood aside, allowing
the prisoners to enter a broad, bleak yard of trampled mud that a
horde of dirty, hollow-eyed men populated. Blade glanced around in
appraisal, his heart sinking. Dozens of dogmen patrolled the
battlements, and watchtowers held vast platters of wood that would
be burnt at night, lighting the walls and yard. One glance told him
why no one had ever escaped from this place. The Cotti guard behind
Blade stepped on his leg chains again, bringing the assassin down
in the mud with a grunt. The Cotti sniggered, and one stepped
closer to kick Blade, sending him rolling. He curled up, his ribs
on fire. A huge hand gripped his arm and hauled him to his feet.
The man with braided hair thrust his face close.

"If you lie in
the dirt, they'll kick you again," he rumbled.

Blade nodded.
"If I stand up, they'll trip me again."

The big man
glanced past Blade. "They leave."

The assassin
turned to find his tormentors heading back into the passage, one
tossing a key to one of the jailers. At least their abuse was over,
but he did not hold out much hope that the jailers were any better.
Nor did he think he would last long in this place. A Jashimari
assassin in a Contara prison, or any prison, for that matter, was
marked for death. The big man wandered off, and Blade glanced
around again, wondering where the first threat would come from.
Already inmates gathered to stare at him, muttering. Even though
his mark was hidden, his garb would arouse suspicion, which they
would confirm soon enough.

Moving into
the lee of the wall to escape the freezing wind, he chafed his
hands and blew on them. His leather jacket and woollen shirt did
not offer much warmth, and he would probably die of cold, he mused,
before the other inmates killed him. Certainly it seemed likely
that he would die in this blighted place. Scaling the wall would be
easy enough, but dealing with the dogmen atop it, while unarmed,
would be another matter altogether. Then there were the leagues of
desolate, wind-swept tundra between here and the closest Contara
town, eight days' ride away. He squatted down beside the wall and
leant his head against it, watching the men in the yard.


 


 


 Chapter Twenty

 


Chiana glanced
up from the document she was reading as a handmaiden entered her
study and bowed. She recognised the girl as one of the Queen's
maids, a shy, plain girl, the daughter of a lord.

"What is it,
Nirris?"

"It is the
Queen, Regent. You should come."

Chiana sighed
and set aside the request for supplies from a border lordling who
could not afford to feed his army, rubbing her brow. In the three
years since Blade's death, Kerra had become wild. During the
moon-phases of waiting for news of him, and clinging to the hope
that he still lived, she had been a great comfort to Chiana. Then
the head had been delivered to the palace, ending their hope of
ever finding him alive. Chiana remembered that horrible day
vividly, although she wished she could forget it, or better still,
that it had never happened. It had, however. The Contaran messenger
who had brought it had not been able to tell her who had sent it.
All he knew was that a hooded man had paid him a fifty goldens to
bring a wooden box to the Jashimari Queen's palace and place it in
the Regent's hands.

Of course, he
had not been allowed to do that, for it might have contained
something dangerous. Captain Redgard had opened the box and
discovered the decaying head, and had brought it to her after he
read the letter that accompanied it. It had stated that the Queen's
Blade was dead, and this was his head. Chiana remembered its grey,
sagging skin and tangled black hair tied loosely with a thong. Its
eyes had been half-rotted, and their colour impossible to discern,
but its teeth had been white and even. She had studied it far more
closely than she would have liked, searching for something that
would either refute or confirm the letter's claim, but it had been
too rotten.

Chiana had
ordered it interred in the royal tomb reserved for lord protectors,
beside the one for Jashimari queens, and there the skull still
resided. Blade's skull. All that was left of him. It had taken many
moons for her to finally accept that it was his, when the last
dregs of hope had faded and sorrow had taken hold. She had donned
her black mourning gown, and her titles amongst the populace had
become true. She was the Widow Regent. That was when Kerra had gone
wild. Barely eighteen years old, the girl had turned to strong wine
and debauchery to salve her sorrow. Chiana's pleas and orders had
fallen on deaf ears. When Chiana had written to Kerrion for help,
Kerra had burnt the King's letters and ordered the Cotti advisors
to return to the desert kingdom.

Kerra had
invited young lords and ladies of her age to court, and spent her
time carousing with them in a most outrageous manner. Chiana
understood the girl's pain, for she too longed to drown her sorrow
in spirits. She had a kingdom to rule, however, and that kept her
from indulging her wish to vent her anguish. Instead, she had
buried the pain deep in her heart, beside her sorrow for Inka and
Minna-Satu. There it still resided, like a black monster coiled in
the darkness of her despair, just waiting for the day when it would
be unleashed.

Chiana looked
up at the handmaiden, who chewed her lip and wrung her hands. The
Regent sighed.

"What can I
do? She will not listen to me."

"She has
become angry with Lady Cheran, and we fear that -"

"All right. I
will come."

As Chiana
walked along the corridor that led to the Queen's quarters, she
wondered how she would deal with the wayward girl. She was the only
one who was allowed to discipline the young Queen, yet she was
reluctant to do so. Kerra had good reason to be unhappy, and Chiana
sympathised with her wish to escape her situation.

The handmaiden
trotted ahead to open one of the tall, gilded doors to Kerra's
chambers, and Chiana swept in, mustering her courage. Raised voices
led her to the suite's sitting room, where twenty young lords and
ladies entertained the Queen. Chiana stopped in shock, sweeping the
scene with a glance.

Kerra reclined
on a mountain of gilt-edged cushions, a glass of wine in hand, a
young lord nuzzling her neck. Her gauzy, pale yellow gown revealed
far more than it concealed, exposing long legs to the attentions of
another young man, who licked her toes. The material was so fine
that she may as well have been naked. A gold chain clasped her
slender waist and diamonds dripped from her ears and sparkled at
her throat. Her long, tangled flaxen hair had a few diamond-studded
pins snarled in it. Her blue eyes glittered and her creamy skin was
flushed with excitement and wine.

Chiana had
long ago resigned herself to the fact that the Queen was no longer
a virgin, and instructed Verdan to supply Kerra with the herbs that
would prevent her from conceiving. The almost constant parties with
her young friends seemed to keep her content, although they also
kept her almost constantly inebriated. Chiana could only hope that
Kerra would eventually grow out of her penchant for excess.

All of Kerra's
noble friends were in a similar state of undress, and Chiana
averted her gaze from two young men who were entirely naked. Kerra
giggled and sipped her wine, gazing at a couple that writhed at her
feet. Chiana recognised the girl as Cheran, one of Kerra's
handmaidens, who was clearly in a great deal of distress. A young
man held her down, a hand clamped over her mouth, while he fumbled
with her gown.

"Go on
Raydan," Kerra urged, oblivious to Chiana's presence. "Do it!"

"I am trying,"
the boy said. "She will not keep still."

Chiana
swallowed the bile that stung her throat and glanced at Nirris.
"Summon the guards."

Kerra looked
around, her grin fading. "No! No guards. Get out!"

Chiana stepped
closer. "I am not one of your maidens or flunkies, Kerra. You do
not give me orders."

"I am the
Queen!" Kerra bellowed. "Leave us!"

"No." Chiana
glanced at the young noblemen and women, who had turned to gawp at
her with expressions ranging from vacant surprise to belligerent
indignation. Two guards arrived, followed by Nirris, and snapped to
attention. Chiana glanced at them.

"Arrest him."
She pointed to the young noble who held Cheran captive.

"Leave him
alone!" Kerra shouted, slopping her wine as she sat up, her
expression thunderous.

The soldiers
hesitated, averting their eyes from the Queen's near nakedness.

"Throw him in
the dungeons on the charge of attempted ravishment," Chiana
said.

The guards
hauled the nobleman to his feet and dragged him out, ignoring
Kerra's shrieks of rage. Nirris helped a weeping Cheran to her
feet, comforting her. Chiana raked the Queen's guests with a hard
glance.

"Get out, all
of you," she said. "You are no longer welcome here. Pack your bags
and return to your fathers."

"You cannot do
this!" Kerra cried.

"I can, and I
have."

"I order you
all to stay!"

The young
nobles, who had been in the process of leaving, settled back in
their places. Kerra looked smug.

Chiana glanced
at Nirris. "Summon more soldiers. Enough to drag all of these out
and throw them into the street."

"No!" The
Queen rose unsteadily to her feet, thrusting her wine glass into
the hands of a young lady. "Chiana, do not allow the guards to
touch them."

"If they do
not want to be touched, they must leave."

"You cannot
tell me what to do!"

"No, but these
others had better obey me, or their families will suffer."

"Why are you
doing this? Kerra demanded.

"Because it
must be done. This cannot continue, especially since it is now
escalating to rape."

"That was not
rape! She wanted to do it."

"It did not
look that way to me, and I trust my eyes."

Kerra snorted.
"She was willing! She just got scared, but she would have enjoyed
it in the end."

"It is not for
you to inflict your morals, or lack of them, upon others. Cheran
must be a maiden to serve a Jashimari queen."

"I will decide
who serves me, and I do not wish to be surrounded by simpering
maids! Let them partake as I do, or leave."

Chiana shook
her head. "It is the law."

"I make the
laws!"

"Not yet. When
you are Queen in fact as well as name, you may do as you wish.
Until then, you will do as I say."

"You cannot
make me," Kerra sneered. "You have no right to judge me, either.
Just because you are an old maid does not mean I must be surrounded
by more in my chambers."

"You will do
as I order, Kerra."

"Or what? Will
you throw me in the dungeons too? You cannot!" Kerra walked closer,
her eyes bright. "What will you do? Write to my father? He will do
nothing! Perhaps he will write another letter, and I shall burn
it."

Kerra was
right, Chiana reflected. She could do little to prevent the young
Queen from doing as she wished, and to try would only anger her.
Threatening to write to Kerrion had little effect these days, since
he had not once visited his daughter in the three years that had
passed since she had returned from Cotti. Kerra had grown angry and
bitter at her father's neglect, and had lost respect for him. Part
of that anger, Chiana knew, was because Kerrion had failed to
protect Blade from the King's half-brothers.

Chiana
murmured, "What would Blade think of you now?"

The girl
paled. "Leave him out of it. He is dead!

"And you are
angry with him for that, I know. Now he will never bow to you or
call you his queen. But what would he think of this?" Chiana
gestured at the half naked nobles.

Kerra scowled
and turned away, picked up a bottle of wine and poured a cup.
"Leave us."

For a moment
Chiana thought Kerra was trying to dismiss her, but then the young
men and women rose and filed out, picking up their discarded
garments on the way. When only Kerra remained, the girl turned to
Chiana.

"He would say
I was a slut."

Chiana shook
her head. "Do not put words in his mouth when he is not here to
refute them. I think he would be angry, though. Where is
Myasha?"

Kerra glanced
at her familiar's empty perch and shrugged. "Out."

"He spends
little time with you these days."

"He has a
mate. They are building a nest. Soon they will have babies."

"Ah." Chiana
had not known that. It explained Kerra's newfound interest in the
opposite sex, since a familiar's urges tended to communicate
themselves to their friend. The direfalcon had only recently become
mature, and with his breeding status had come Kerra's wild parties.
Jashimari queens, however, were not expected to remain chaste. They
took many lovers during the course of their reign, and before. They
usually took a consort, though. Minna-Satu had been somewhat
unusual in that she had remained a maiden until she had met
Kerrion. The former Queen, however, had been bonded to a female
sand cat, who, due to her isolation from the desert and others of
her kind, had been unable to find a mate. It was also well known
that people who were bonded to male familiars tended to be more
promiscuous.

Chiana sighed
and sank down on a pile of cushions, patting one beside her. "Come,
let us not fight. I mourn him just as you do, and yes, you are
entitled to some amusement, but you cannot allow your... friends to
ravish the maidens."

Kerra sat down
and sipped her wine. "Why did he leave?"

Chiana shook
her head. Kerra had asked that question so many times, but she had
no answer for it. "I do not know."

"Did you fight
with him?"

"No."

"If only he
had stayed, he would be safe...." She trailed off, gulping.

"Yes. But he
did not, and now he is gone. Do not be angry with him."

"I loved him,
you know."

Chiana nodded.
Kerra had admitted that to her many times, too, and it still
brought a twinge of pain each time she said it. Chiana envied the
time Kerra had spent with Blade. Then again, she also regretted the
time when she had refused to see him. So many precious memories she
had not made, for the sake of foolish pride. The girl lay back with
a sigh, the wine glass falling from her limp fingers to stain the
cushions blood red. Chiana gazed at the Queen's slender, lissom
form. Often, Chiana had wondered what it must be like to lie in a
man's strong arms and know the fires of passion. She could do it
now, if she wished. She was no longer wed to a sacred Knight of the
Veil, so she could rescind her status as a priestess.

Chiana gazed
across the room at Myasha's empty perch. The only man's arms in
which she longed to lie were Blade's. Her throat closed, and she
swallowed hard. Even after all this time, the thought of him made
her weep. How had he died? Had he suffered? Where did his body lie?
Who had buried him? Were his bones exposed and mouldering
somewhere? She should have buried him and wept at his graveside.
She should have washed his body with sweet white wine and anointed
it with shay flower oil, then wrapped it in white silk. All she had
was a tomb with a skull in it, and that had been too decayed to
prepare for burial.


 


 


 Chapter Twenty One

 


Blade gazed
down from his lofty perch in the tower that stood in the middle of
the prison yard. Four dormitories were arranged around a central
yard, and guards patrolled the roofs of the buildings as well as
the outer walls. They were all wolf or dogmen, with alert
familiars. The land beyond the walls was rolling tundra, frozen and
snowbound in winter, when icy blizzards swept it, and cold and
windy in summer. Rivan eked out a living from ground-nesting birds,
mice, rats, snakes and voles, and in winter Blade shared the vile,
overcooked gruel that the prisoners ate with his familiar. Rivan
slipped in and out through one of the many barred windows, and no
one tried to prevent him. Many of the other prisoners had familiars
that came and went, and these were left alone too. In Contara,
people did not harm familiars, as it was in Cotti and
Jashimari.

Life in
Andrango was harsh and unfair, and he had not expected to survive
long here. He had not bathed for three years, and his skin and hair
itched, and his stench offended him so much that he was constantly
seeking to be upwind of himself. His leather clothes had proven to
be more durable than the other prisoners' cloth garments, so while
many of them now had nothing but the blankets they were given to
sleep on with which to wrap themselves, he still possessed trousers
and a jacket. Albeit that they were stiff with salt, oil and dirt,
and stank worse than he did.

Blade owed his
survival to one man. Shortly after his arrival, a group of
murderers, offended by the presence of an assassin, had waylaid
him. Even though unarmed and injured, he had killed two before the
rest had brought him down and proceeded to try to kick him to
death. They would have succeeded, if not for the intervention of
Andevar. The muscular giant, who towered over most men, had waded
into the fracas for some unknown reason and carried Blade to
safety. He had then protected the assassin for the two tendays it
had taken him to recover from his injuries.

When his
cracked ribs, bruises and contusions had healed, he had discovered
the reason for Andevar's glum silence. According to a talkative
guard, the giant had once been a gladiator, a champion of the
sawdust ring. Andevar, however, had been a lady's man, and dallied
with the wrong woman. Her lordly husband, discovering her
infidelity, had not only arranged a fatal encounter for her, but
also had Andevar captured and castrated, then framed him for his
wife's murder. Andevar, Blade mused, was probably the only innocent
man in Andrango. Oddly enough, the guards knew it, and so had, most
likely, the judge who had condemned him. The lord who had accused
him was powerful, however, so Andevar had been sent to Andrango,
upon his request.

Andevar, it
seemed, had a penchant for helping underdogs, and regularly rescued
weaker men when the gangs of murderous thugs set upon them. Most
eventually succumbed, and one reason for Blade's survival was his
use of the central tower as a sanctuary. It had once been a
watchtower, but the guards no longer used it, preferring to use the
perimeter towers, which did not require them to cross the yard. The
door at the base of the tower was locked, and only Blade could
scale the rough stone wall. He spent most of his time in it,
descending for meals and some calls of nature.

The roofed
summit provided a comfortable lodging, which he had improved with
the blankets he collected. It was spacious enough to allow him to
exercise, and scaling the wall several times a day kept him fit. He
had even set up a couple of gutters, which he had purloined from
other buildings, to collect rain water in a slops bucket. It was
vastly cleaner than the muddy liquid the other prisoners were
forced to drink. He shared it with Andevar when he had some to
spare, and the gladiator seemed to appreciate it. No one, not even
the gangs of murderers, dared to tangle with Andevar.

Three winters
in this harsh place had weakened the assassin. The combination of
bad food and freezing nights spent in miserable shivering, despite
Rivan's warmth, had taken its toll. The only thing that kept him
clinging to life was Rivan's company at night, and the tenuous
contact with him during the day, sharing his hunts and hunger.
Blade no longer hoped for rescue, and in truth, the hope he had
initially had had been slight. No one knew he was here, and no one
here knew who he was. Revealing his identity was more likely to get
him killed than rescued.

Blade glanced
at the sinking sun. Soon it would be time to descend for the
evening meal of half-rotten meat and stale bread, washed down with
dirty water. The fare disagreed with his gut, and he often had
bouts of diarrhoea that left him weak and shaking. The prisoners
had learnt the folly of attacking him on their own after he had
killed the four who had done so, and group attacks always led to
Andevar's intervention. Rather incongruously, the big man's
familiar was a black-backed stag beetle, which he carried in a
ventilated wooden box and let out each day to fly off and find
food.

Shouts drew
Blade's attention to the slatted gate through which he had entered
this accursed place three years ago. Two bald, golden-skinned men
argued with the warden, who appeared to be mighty unhappy about
something. The assassin's interest grew as he studied the Cotti
soldiers clad in pale dun, the same colour that the two who had
accompanied him here had worn. Had Faradin grown tired of waiting
for Blade to die, and decided to execute him, or had he found a use
for him? Either way, he did not relish the prospect of a torturous
death, or any other form of abuse.

Blade glanced
around at the prison walls, noticing an oddity. The setting sun
cast long shadows across the inside of the walls, and deep gloom
shrouded one side of a watch tower. The dogmen on the battlements
had wandered towards the altercation, abandoning their posts in an
unusual show of laxness. The time when the prisoners were usually
herded from the yard to be fed had passed, and the guards'
distraction had made them neglect to light the watch fires. A cool
wind ruffled his hair, and seemed to whisper in his ear; flee flee
flee flee.

Blade quit his
soft nest and swung over the side of the tower, his fingers finding
well-known cracks with expert precision. Within moments he was on
the ground, trotting towards the outer wall where gloom shrouded
the stone. His weakness hampered him only a little, for a rush of
excitement and hope powered his steps. If he could get over the
wall unseen, he may have a chance to escape into the wilderness,
where it would be better to die with Rivan than in this stinking
cesspit of human misery. His fingers found cracks and crept into
them, holding him to the wall as he ascended it. Years of practice
ensured that he climbed steadily, his ears tuned to the distant
argument that still held the guards' attention.

By the time he
reached the top of the wall, his arms shook and his fingers ached.
Hauling himself onto it, he flattened himself and crawled across
the battlement, shooting a quick glance at the guards. Some had
lost interest in the confrontation and wandered back to their
posts. On the far wall, a pair struck sparks from a tinderbox to
light the watch fire. Blade had mere moments to quit the wall
before he was spotted. Rising to his feet, he pressed his back to
the watchtower, safe in its shadow for now, and peered over the
crenulations.

Slick black
stones lay at the foot of the dizzying drop, treacherous and
forbidding. Throwing caution to the winds that urged him to flee,
he swung his leg over the wall and slid off it, hooking his fingers
into cracks between the stones. The outside of the wall was
weathered, making the stones smoother and the cracks smaller. His
fingers ached and his arms shook. He descended as swiftly as he
could, aware that the sunset's fading rays bathed the wall, and
anyone who glanced down would see him. As far as he knew, no
sentries patrolled outside the prison, and he hoped he was right.
If he was not, he would soon be recaptured, and the punishment for
attempting to escape was twenty lashes from the warden's bullwhip.
He would not survive it.

Blade's arms
trembled and his fingers dug for purchase in cracks clogged with
sand. His nails tore and his fingertips bled, becoming slick. They
slipped, and he fell, twisting to get his legs under him as he
looked down. Dark rocks rushed up at him, and he hit them with
bone-crushing force. One ankle twisted between two boulders,
sending a stab of pain up his leg, and stones thudded into his
ribs, punching the air from his lungs. Something hit his head, and
darkness slammed down.

Blade woke
with a gasp, all his internal alarms jangling. A shadow sat at his
side, and Rivan's warm tongue rasped on his cheek. The cat gave a
purring chirp, urging Blade to rise and flee. The assassin stifled
a groan and tried to pull his foot from between the rocks, where it
was wedged. Several minutes of tugging and cursing freed it, and he
rose unsteadily to his feet. His head pounded, his ankle throbbed
and his ribs twinged. The stars bathed the land in silvery light,
and no moon had risen yet. Rivan bounded away and turned to look
back, giving his purring call. Blade stumbled after him, wondering
how far he would get. The watch fires high above threw a diffuse
golden glow that the gloom swallowed before it reached the ground,
and his black clothes hid him.

Evidently no
alarm had been raised yet. The guards were lax in keeping count of
the prisoners, since it was considered impossible to escape from
Andrango and few ever tried. Rivan bounded ahead, and Blade
followed. At first he trotted, but as soon as he left the prison's
light behind he slowed to a walk to conserve his strength. It may
be days before his absence was discovered, especially if Andevar
chose to mislead the guards and tell them Blade was in the outhouse
when they looked for him. The big man could conceal Blade's escape
for days if he wished, and Blade hoped he would.

Even if the
guards discovered his escape the following day, they had no idea
which direction he had gone, and even though there was no cover, if
he lay down in the scrubby grass, or found a hollow, they would
walk right past without seeing him. Their dogs, however, would
track him, so his only hope was that his absence was not discovered
until his scent trail had faded. His breath steamed before his face
in white clouds, and the cold bit into him, numbing his face.

Dawn found him
stumbling through the rough terrain, his strength waning but his
determination still strong. His harsh breaths rasped in his dry
throat, chilled his lungs and made them ache. His head pounded, his
heart laboured and his ankle twinged with every step. It was the
same joint that had been broken when he had arrived at Andrango,
and he suspected that it had not healed properly.

At around
mid-morning his strength gave out, and he sank to his knees. Rivan,
who walked beside him, came closer to lick his face and press
himself close, trying to warm his friend. Blade hugged the cat,
glad of his comfort and warmth. Shivers shook him, and the cold
wind probed through his jacket and nipped at his face. He rested
for about a time-glass, then stumbled on until mid-afternoon, when
he sank down in an exhausted heap and closed his eyes. Rivan curled
up beside him, purring.

Blade woke in
darkness, a starry sky blazing overhead, and stumbled on, his legs
shaking. Walk. One foot in front of the other. One step at a time.
Each step carried him a little further on his journey, following a
shadowy cat. Rivan seemed to know where to go. Just as his ghost
had led Blade out of the desert so long ago, so now he guided his
friend again. The memory of that time returned vividly as the
assassin reeled across the tundra on dragging feet. Then he had
crawled, and the hot sand had blistered his palms. Now he walked,
and the icy wind froze his fingers. He tucked them under his arms
to try to warm them, but all of him seemed equally cold. His dry
lips cracked and his nose ran. One foot in front of the other. One
step at a time.

Left foot,
right foot, left foot, right foot. He wanted to go home, and
wondered where that was. Not the gold-plated palace, or the dingy
room in the city, but a bleak castle on a muddy estate where a
warm-hearted woman tended a cosy hearth. Her ugly face swam into
his mind, her soft brown eyes filled with love. It faded, and a
younger face replaced it, with liquid grey eyes and a generous
mouth too often down turned with unhappiness and hurt. She gazed
from his memory with sad reproach, then a regal, ebon-haired woman
replaced her, followed by a pouting girl with flaxen locks. He
snorted and gave a rusty chuckle. Two queens, a regent and a
broken-nosed whore.

Blade found
himself on his knees and wondered how he had got there. His legs
had no strength in them, and the horizon on his right brightened
with dawn's first pink streaks. The bitter air froze his lungs and
his throat was so dry he could not swallow. He seemed to be
freezing, little by little. Rivan chirped and vanished into the
scrubby grass. Blade lay down with a sigh.

A warm tongue
rasped on his cheek, and he opened his eyes. Blue sky arched
overhead, puffy white clouds drifting across it. Something wet and
smelly landed on his chest, and he looked down at a dead rabbit,
its blood staining his filthy jacket. Rivan sat beside him, looking
smug. Food, his thought drummed in Blade's mind. Not a word, but a
sensation of hunger and chewing. The assassin struggled to sit up,
gripping the limp rabbit, his stomach clenched. He could not stand
the sight and scent of blood at the best of times, but now it
represented food, and it was not human, for a change.

His hunger and
thirst gnawed at him, and he gripped the rabbit's front legs and
ripped it apart, spilling entrails into his lap. He thrust his face
between its ribs and tore out its heart, chewing the raw meat.
Sweet blood ran down his throat, easing its dryness. He ate the
lungs too, then the liver and kidneys before peeling back the skin
to gnaw the tender meat. The cat watched him, purring, and Blade
left the haunch for him.

Blade woke as
the sun sank in a red-gold medley and staggered onwards, following
the cat. Snow fell just before dawn, and he knelt to scrape it from
the clumps of grass and suck down its melting sweetness, tainted
with mud. At mid-morning he lay down and slept until Rivan woke him
up with another rabbit. Blade walked at night to ward off the cold
with his exertions and slept while the sun warmed him. It also made
it less likely that his stumbling form would be spotted in these
open plains at night. The rabbit blood was not enough, even with a
little snowmelt to subsidise it, and he grew weaker each day. He
had lost count of the days, but after five rabbits he spotted a
distant line of dark verdure ahead.

Blade reeled
into the forest at dusk. Rivan bounded ahead, chirping, and the
assassin forced his aching legs to carry him a little further.
Rivan lapped from a rivulet that gurgled over mossy stones, and
Blade fell to his knees and thrust his face into it, sucking the
water down. When he thirst was assuaged, he flopped down on his
back and closed his eyes, sinking into a deep, exhausted sleep.

The assassin
rested beside the stream for two days, eating the cluck hens Rivan
brought him. The forest abounded with life. Its air reverberated
with bird calls and animal sounds, from hooting monkeys to barking
foxes. Rivan led him onwards, and he hoped he found another stream
before his thirst grew too fierce again. Blade hated the forest,
with its slippery needles and treacherous roots that sought to trip
him, not to mention the low branches that sometimes left him
gasping on the ground, clutching his aching head. His preternatural
senses always warned him of danger, but trees seemed able to sneak
up on him.

Blade ate
mushrooms and the raw meat Rivan provided, which reminded him
strongly of when he had dwelt beside a pond, long ago, eating ducks
and frogs. He became a cat again to survive, his strides
lengthening as his strength returned. The cat led him deep into the
forest, over mossy stones and rotten logs, curled up beside him
each night and woke him with a warm tongue-bath in the morning.
Rain was miserable, even huddled under a fallen tree, and
many-legged insects sought refuge in his rotting clothes. He almost
felt like a corpse again. He certainly smelt like one.

Six days
later, Blade stared at the icy torrent that blocked his path, his
heart sinking. It was the Merdith River, and Jashimari lay beyond
it. He glanced at Rivan, who sat beside him, his tail twitching.
The prospect of crossing the river made the cat's skin crawl. Blade
walked downstream, searching for a place to cross. He had no idea
where he was. The Merdith ran right across Jashimari, from the
northern peaks to the desert border. These were wild lands though,
and he held out no hope of finding a bridge. The best he could hope
for was a shallow area or a fallen tree, but the river was wide and
deep.

Two days
later, he stopped where the river curved, forming a calm pool on
its inner bank, and set up a rough camp. There he rested for three
days, washed his filthy clothes until most of the stench was gone
and scrubbed the grime from his skin and hair. He spent a day naked
whilst his clothes dried, stretched out, for the most part, on the
pebble beach to warm in the sun. If not for the cold, discomfort
and raw food, it was not a bad life. Certainly peaceful. In the
afternoon he crouched in the shallows and tickled two fat rainbow
fish for dinner, giving one to Rivan.

The purring
cat's company warmed Blade's heart, and he sensed the ice around it
thawing further. Like a timid creature kept too long in the dark,
his tentative feelings crept into the light when he stroked his
familiar and gazed deep into Rivan's golden eyes. There was no bond
quite so close as that of a familiar. The cat fed, warmed and
comforted him. Even though Rivan grew thinner, and hunger gnawed at
him, he brought his first kill to Blade each day. At times the
assassin's heart ached, and occasionally, sharp pains stabbed
through it, making his breath catch. He lost weight too, and could
count his ribs under the layer of muscle that padded his chest and
ridged his belly.

On the fourth
day, he continued downstream, searching for a crossing. The river
grew narrower and deeper, becoming a raging torrent that roared
over rocks. Two more days of walking brought him to a place where
several rocks stood above the water in midstream, and a fallen tree
trunk, bleached grey by the sun, spanned half the spate's width.
Blade sat on the bank and considered it, glancing at Rivan, who
paced the bank. The cat laid back his ears and spat.

Blade smiled.
"You just don't want to get wet."

The cat turned
his back and sat down.

"But we'll
have to, if we want to cross it. This is the best place I've seen.
Do you have a better plan?"

Rivan shot him
a scathing glance, huffing.

"I didn't
think so. With that tree trunk and the rocks, we may reach the
other side only a little damp."

The cat spat
again.

Blade stood
up. "Come on, let's get it over with."

Rivan followed
him to the end of the log, then sat down, eyeing the water. Blade
calculated the distance to the rock in midstream, which was a
fairly long jump from the end of the log, and wet with spray. The
leap would be dangerous. Deprivation still weakened him, and if the
rock was slippery he could end up in the river, a fate he did not
relish. If he landed safely, however, two more rocks offered easy
access to the opposite bank. Forests of bristle pines clothed both
sides of the river in a solid wall of dark wood and dull needles.
Further downstream, the river entered a steep-sided gorge, and he
may have to walk for days to reach its bank again.

He cast the
cat a confident smile. "I can do this."

Rivan
spat.

Blade walked
back along the log for several paces, fixed his eyes upon his
target, took a deep breath and sprinted to the end of the log. Even
as he kicked off, he knew his trajectory was wrong. He had not
factored in the log's ability to bend as he leapt. He would fall
short. Blade flung his arms and legs out ahead, striving to
lengthen his leap. His boots hit the rock and skidded. His hands
gripped its slick surface for a moment and slid off. The torrent
swallowed him in its icy, turbulent depths. Blade kicked for the
surface, breaking into the air with a gasp. The river swept him
along swiftly, spinning him around, scraping him over rocks and
sunken logs. Something sharp tugged at his trouser, dragging him
under. If he became snagged on anything, he would drown.

Blade swam to
the surface again, the chill constricting his chest, making it hard
to breathe. He glimpsed a shadow racing along the bank, keeping
pace. The gorge loomed ahead, its steep rocky sides forbidding. The
cold made his muscles cramp as shivers racked him. He swam for the
far bank, the rushing water threatening to engulf him. His breath
came in ragged gasps and his heart laboured, thudding. The last of
his strength drained out of him, and the water closed over his head
and spurted up his nose.

A soft grating
woke him, mingled with distant coughing and groaning. Cold stones
scraped his cheek, and his lungs bubbled. He coughed, foam oozing
from his lips. Someone dragged him by his collar, and a soft
snarling accompanied the powerful tugs that hauled him along. He
rolled onto his back. Shivers made his gut clench and his teeth
ached from being gritted. Why did he bother? Why did he struggle to
stay alive when he had so little to live for? Rivan stood over him,
panting clouds of steam, his eyes wild with anguish and water
running from his coat.

Blade grimaced
and ground his teeth, waiting for his violent shivers to warm him.
Rivan chirped and placed a paw on his chest. Blade raised his head
and glanced around. He lay on a tiny beach at the foot of the
gorge's sheer wall, the raging torrent lapping at his boots. Rivan
sat beside him, watching him with worried eyes, and Blade stroked
his sopping coat. The wood cat had dived in and found him under the
water, then dragged him to the bank. The strength, courage and
resolve that such a feat had taken made a lump close the assassin's
throat.

"Rivan," he
whispered. "I owe you my life now too."

The cat licked
his hand, then his face, his warm, rough tongue rasping on Blade's
cheek. His hands shook as he gazed up at the towering cliff with
despairing eyes. He was trapped between a cliff and a torrent.
Closing his eyes, he allowed the lethargy to drag him into its dark
folds.

Rivan's warm
tongue woke Blade at dawn. The cat desisted when the assassin
opened his eyes, and Blade struggled to sit up. Rivan had licked
himself dry during the night, but Blade's wet clothes clung to him
and his boots squelched when he drew up his legs. The cat gazed up
at the cliff, his ears swivelling. Blade followed his eyes and
grimaced.

"Maybe you
could, but I can't climb that now."

The cat
glanced at him and spat.

"I know, I
must, but not now." The assassin lay down and closed his eyes. If
he did not climb the cliff, he would die here. Blade rested until
the sun blazed overhead, drying his clothes a little, then sat up
and eyed the cliff. Rivan watched him, purring.

Struggling to
his feet, Blade set his fingers into the cracks in the rocks. He
tried to ascended swiftly, while Rivan watched him from below.
Blade was about halfway up when a rock came loose in his hand. He
snatched for another hold, but his fingers slipped off the rocks,
and he fell. He twisted to get his legs under him, then the stony
beach hit his boots and his bad ankle buckled with a crunch. A cry
of pain was torn from him, and he curled up, clutching his ankle.
Rivan licked his cheek, chirping with concern, while the assassin
writhed and groaned, grinding his teeth.

Blade lay
still, waiting for the agony to subside, cold sweat popping out all
over him. Darkness fell, and he spent the night curled up, the pain
keeping him awake until just before dawn, when he dozed. The sun's
warmth woke him, and he grimaced as he sat up to pull off his boot
and inspect his swollen ankle. This time it was definitely broken,
probably in the same place as before. The bones grated when he
moved it, making him wince and grunt. Removing his jacket, he
pulled off his shirt and tore it into strips, binding his ankle
with it. Now he would be even colder at night. The binding eased
the pain however, and he gazed up at the cliff again.

Stubborn pride
would not allow him to give up, and Rivan's presence bolstered his
resolve. The cliff had challenged him, and now he would conquer it
or die trying. More likely the latter, he mused bitterly. Another
loose rock and broken ankle, and it would be the end of him. Unlike
walls, natural obstacles were treacherous, it seemed. He pulled his
boot back on and set his fingers into the cracks again, testing
each handhold before he put his weight on it this time. The ascent
was torturous, and by the time he hauled himself over the top and
flopped down on the needles, his heart laboured and his limbs
shook. Rivan joined him a moment later, and lay beside him to lick
his face.

Blade crawled
into the shelter of the trees and stretched out beside a log,
exhausted. His heart ached and breathing was difficult, but he had
made it. Rivan stayed with him for a time-glass, then vanished into
the forest to hunt. Blade had almost no energy left, and the pain
of his injury sapped him further. How he was going to travel to a
town in this state was beyond him. He just wanted to lie down and
give up, but he knew Rivan would not let him.

Sensing an
approaching presence, Blade opened his eyes. Dusk sent long fingers
of shadow through the trees and gilded the fallen needles to
red-gold. A movement caught his eyes, and he turned his head,
holding his breath. A pair of fen dogs approached, noses to the
ground, their black eyes glittering. They looked like a cross
between a pig and a dog, with broad blunt snouts and coarse black
hair covering stout torsos atop short bowed legs. They lived mostly
on carrion, but also ambushed unfortunate animals and tore them
apart with massive jaws. They always worked in mated pairs, and
usually had a brood of young close by. Fen dogs were devoted
parents until their offspring left the den, after which they became
prey like any other. They were also extremely dangerous, and an
adult pair such as this would not hesitate to attack a human.

Blade's first
instinct was typical of cat kin, and he glanced up at the trees.
They were all arrow-straight bristle pines, with no low branches,
impossible to climb, especially with a broken ankle. He groped for
a rock, his eyes locked on the approaching threat. His hand closed
around a sizeable stone, and he hefted it. Fen dogs were not
particularly brave, and preferred to attack their prey from behind.
His outstretched legs would be their first target, and he drew them
in so he could protect them.

The movement
sparked an instinctive reaction in the fen dogs, which attacked his
legs, snarling. Blade brought the stone down on the nearest one's
head as the other animal sank its teeth into has calf, worrying it.
The female fen dog collapsed, her brains addled, and the male
squealed as he tugged and jerked at Blade's leg as if trying to rip
it off. The assassin cried out, swung the stone at the beast's head
and struck it a glancing blow.

The fen dog
squealed and tugged harder, unwilling to release its prey. Folklore
said that once a fen dog locked its jaws onto its prey, it could
not release it until the prey was dead. Blade hoped it was an old
wives' tale as he swung the rock again, missing this time and
hitting his thigh instead. Darkness nibbled at his vision, and the
pain made him shout again.

A lithe shadow
hit the fen dog from the side, bowled it over and ripped its teeth
from Blade's calf. Rivan wailed and slashed at the squealing fen
dog with his claws and fangs. The beasts rolled together in the
needles, hissing and snarling. Blade crawled closer, raising the
stone, but the animals moved too swiftly and he was afraid he would
hit Rivan. If the fen dog got hold of Blade's familiar, it could
kill Rivan quite easily. Rivan leapt free of the skirmish and shot
up a tree with a tick-tack of claws. The fen dog rolled to its feet
and attacked the tree, goring the bark with powerful fangs.

The creatures
were blind killers, Blade reflected, although they could see
perfectly well. The fen dog stopped ripping at the tree and gazed
up it. Rivan descended, his claws gripping the bark, drawing the
beast's attention. Blade crawled closer and brought the rock down
on the fen dog's head with all his might. The beast collapsed,
quivering, and the assassin slumped, clutching his bleeding calf.
Rivan leapt down and came over to lick his friend's hand, chirping
in concern. Blade grimaced, inspecting his torn trousers and the
oozing holes in his leg. Forests, he decided, were horrible
places.


 


 


 Chapter Twenty Two

 


Four days
later, Blade limped into a picturesque hamlet, relieved to be back
amongst people again. Without money, however, it did not offer him
much comfort. He spent the first night in an empty stable at the
local livery, and the next day pondering how he could make some
cash. He was too badly injured to work, and he had no weapons. No
one would believe, with his ragged, stinking garb and half-starved
appearance, that he was the Lord Protector. That did not leave him
many options, and reminded him of when he had first arrived in
Jondar, so many years ago.

The hamlet,
however, while peaceful on the outside, was something of a bandits'
den, he discovered. A lot of thuggish men roamed the streets and
thronged the taprooms, and honest citizens hurried about their
business with furtive looks. Smart ladies in fancy frocks and
frilly hats moved in groups for safety, and well-dressed men
carried rapiers. Blade stuck to the shadows as dusk fell, an
instinct for him, and well advised in this town. Having decided to
see if he could make something on a wager, as he had done in
Ashmarad, although he would need to borrow a dagger, he made his
way along a narrow alley towards a busy taproom.

A female
shriek made him glance around, then he continued, dismissing it. He
was not in the habit of rescuing women, especially in his current
condition. Another shriek made his skin crawl, and he paused,
gazing in the direction whence it had come. There was always a
chance, he mused, that if he rescued a rich lady, she would reward
him. Then again, there was an even greater likelihood that if he
took on even one thug in his present state, he would be the one who
ended up dead. He walked on, but a bloodcurdling scream stopped him
again.

Blade cursed
and stepped back as a young woman ran into the street ahead of him,
lifting her skirts to aid her flight. A man chased her, chuckling
and reeling drunkenly, but still a threat to the girl. She tripped
and fell, and the thug was upon her in a flash, tearing at her
clothes. Blade's blood chilled, and he frowned. Rivan glanced up at
him with an enquiring chirp. The assassin scowled and walked closer
to the struggling pair, disliking the ugly grunts the man made as
he groped under the girl's skirt. He seemed oblivious to the
assassin's presence, but then, Blade was a shadow amongst
shadows.

Blade stopped
a pace away, wondering if he should kick the man with his broken
ankle or try to stand on it while he used the other. Neither idea
was all that appealing. He had no intention of breaking his fist on
the man's thick skull. Then again, there was always something lying
around that could be used as a weapon. Spotting a loose plank
hanging from a gate by one nail, he hobbled over to it and wrenched
it off, then returned to the struggling pair. He had used a plank
to good effect in the past.

The thug dug
his way through the whimpering girl's multitude of petticoats,
clearly intent on rape. Blade's swing hit him square in the face,
lifted him off his victim and sent him crashing onto his back. The
thug rolled to his feet, surprising Blade, and the girl leapt up
and fled. So much for her gratitude, he thought bitterly as he
faced the irate cutthroat, who fingered his smashed nose. Blade
backed away when the hulking man shambled after him. He swung the
plank again, cracked the thug on the side of the head and made him
reel. Still he came on, and Blade recalled the propensity of such
men to have skulls of solid bone.

Fleeing was
out of the question with a broken ankle, and he continued to
retreat, brandishing the plank and wishing he had his daggers. He
swung the plank once more, but this time the cutthroat caught it as
it bounced off his temple and wrenched it from Blade's grasp,
leaving a few splinters in his fingers. Blade cursed, rubbed his
smarting hands and glanced around for something else to use as a
weapon. The thug swung the plank, and Blade leapt back. His broken
ankle buckled, and he sprawled, scrambling up as the man swung the
weapon again. Rivan attacked with a wail, tackled the man's leg and
sank claws and fangs into it.

The thug
roared, and the plank caught Blade across the ribs, punched the air
from his lungs and sent him rolling down the street. He lay
gasping, the pain paralysing him. The cutthroat swung at the cat,
who let go and leapt away with a scritch of claws on stone. The man
looked like bull kin, so his familiar was unlikely to join the
fray. Blade rolled onto his hands and knees and tried to climb to
his feet, his ribs grating. He was becoming too old for this, he
reflected. The thug advanced, raising the plank for a killing
blow.

"You! Halt!" A
voice rang out from further down the alley.

The man
hesitated, glancing past Blade, then turned and trotted off,
tossing the plank into the gutter with a clatter.

"That's him!"
a girl's voice cried, and Blade blessed the proclivity of females
to revere rescuers, even reluctant ones. He slumped, rolling onto
his back. Several people clustered around him, muttering, then many
hands lifted him and carried him to a coach in the next street,
where he was laid on the seat. He closed his eyes as a perfumed
person joined him, and a soft hand touched his brow. The carriage
rumbled through the streets and stopped before a brightly lighted
mansion, where the same strong hands carried him inside and
upstairs to lay him on a soft, sweet-scented bed.

Muttering
voices reached him, and he caught snatches of the heated debate
going on in the corner of the room.

"...Gods, he
stinks!"

"He saved me,
Papa, we must..."

"...He's just
a stinking vagabond, I say..."

There was a
thud, which Blade assumed was the girl's jewel-slippered foot
hitting the floor.

"I want you to
help him!" Her shriek made Blade's head ring.

Shushing
sounds followed. "All right, my dear..."

The assassin
sighed as people clustered around him again, servants, he assumed,
who peeled off his soggy, half-rotten clothes with sounds of
disgust. Soft hands washed him with scented water, and the sight of
his trademark brought shocked gasps and exclamations. Later, a
healer poked his injuries and strapped his chest and ankle, smeared
ointment on his bite wounds and bandaged them. Someone lifted his
head and poured a bitter potion into his mouth, and then he
slept.

 


A presence
close by woke Blade, and he opened his eyes a slit. Morning sun
streamed in through tall windows draped with deep blue curtains to
stripe a polished wooden floor sprinkled with expensive, shaggy
drev hide rugs. A floral canopy hung above him, and a dainty,
carved table with two chairs stood under the window. A
freckle-faced girl of about sixteen, with fiery locks and a snub
nose, sat beside him on the bed, her brown eyes bright with
mischief and curiosity. He discovered that he was naked beneath the
sheets, which covered him to his armpits. The girl grinned.

"Hello."

"Good
morning," he murmured.

She flinched
when she met his eyes, her grin fading. "You helped me last
night."

"I
recall."

"Who are
you?"

He smiled.
"You would not believe me."

"I know you
are an assassin. Papa wanted to toss you out into the street when
he found out. I stopped him."

"I am grateful
to you."

She cocked her
head. "You speak like a noble."

"I am
one."

"You have an
assassin's mark."

"I know."

She leant
closer. "I am Lady Jillina."

"I am High
Lord Conash, Lord Protector of Jashimari, sacred Knight of the Veil
and former Regent. Oh, and husband of Regent Chiana. I'm also known
as the Queen's Blade."

Jillina looked
stunned, as well she may, Blade mused, but that had been his
intention.

"You cannot
be," she said.

"Why not?"

"You were
dressed in rags."

"Ah, well, I
have had a spot of trouble."

Jillina
frowned, then jumped up and ran out, curls bouncing. Blade wondered
how long it would take her father to arrive. About two minutes, as
it turned out. A florid man with bushy red sideburns and sharp
green eyes, clad in a white silk shirt, blue velvet jacket and
matching trousers, stopped at the end of the bed.

"My daughter
claims that you told her you are the Regent's husband."

Blade wondered
why he had chosen that title. "I am."

The man walked
closer. "Even if I was inclined to believe you despite your state
when you arrived here last night, everyone knows that High Lord
Conash is dead."

"Am I?" Blade
frowned. "Then it appears I am the only one who does not know that.
Fortunately, I would say."

"It is a
preposterous claim. Anyone can see you are a commoner, probably a
beggar, judging by your former attire."

"I was a
commoner before Queen Minna-Satu elevated me, and I have just spent
the last three years incarcerated in a Contara prison. Hence my
poor attire. I would guess that the tale of my death started at
about that time, did it not?"

The nobleman
hesitated. "Something everyone knows."

Blade sighed.
"You do not have to believe me. I am grateful for your help, and
only ask for a little food and some fresh clothes, then I shall be
on my way. Since your daughter introduced herself as a lady, I must
assume you are a lord. Do you have a name?"


"Brenthal."

"Well, Lord
Brenthal, I shall inform my wife of your hospitality upon my return
to the palace in Jondar, and I am sure she will see fit to commend
you. I shall do so myself, naturally. Of course, I do intend to go
to my estate first, to rest."

Lord Brenthal
stepped closer, looking confused. "You do speak like a noble."

"It is a
talent of mine, which I discovered during my career as an
assassin."

"If you are
who you claim, I am duty bound to help you."

Blade raised a
hand. "Please, do not trouble yourself. You have done enough. I
would consider the loan of a horse an added boon, however."

"How did you
die?"

Blade's brows
rose. "I have no idea, since I am not dead."

"Then you do
not know that the Cotti prince, Dravis, claimed to have killed
you."

"No, I did
not, although it does not surprise me. I killed the lying
worm."

Brenthal
stepped closer, looking excited. "Yes, he is dead. If you are who
you say you are, I am honoured."

"Well then,
you had best make up your mind about whether or not you believe
me."

Brenthal
glanced at Blade's tattoo and bowed. "It is a great honour to have
you in my house, My Lord. I shall send a message to your wife at
once."

"No, do
not."

"Why not?"

Blade sighed.
"She probably will not believe you, and, as I said, I wish to spend
some time on my estate. If she does believe you, she will most
likely send a battalion to fetch me. I wish to have some peace and
quiet before I return to Jondar."

Brenthal
hesitated, clearly torn between earning the Regent's favour and the
Lord Protector's. "Of course, My Lord, as you wish. I shall send up
some breakfast at once. Would you like the healer to see you again?
You have some grave injuries."

"No, just
breakfast will be fine. I will leave tomorrow or the day
after."

The lord's
face fell. "But My Lord, you need to recover."

"I shall do so
on my estate, where I will be more comfortable. How far is it from
here?"

"Six days'
ride."


"Excellent."

Brenthal's
expression clouded with doubt. "How is it that you do not know
where your estate is?"

"I do, I just
do not know where I am. I have just walked all the way from
Andrango Prison in Contara, Lord Brenthal."

"That is
incredible, My Lord. I apologise for my distrust."

Blade waved a
hand. "Think nothing of it."

Brenthal left
to order breakfast, and Blade relaxed with a sigh. As he had hoped,
his numerous useless titles earned him the best possible care after
that, and he dined on lyrebirds' tongues and grilled sunfish washed
down with musky red wine that night. Lady Brenthal came to
introduce herself, bowing low and blushing like a girl. Blade knew
it was only a matter of time before the lord brought his friends to
see his prize, and swore the nobleman to secrecy. Lady Jillina
visited him often to prattle about court, which he listened to with
half an ear.

On the third
day, when some of his strength had returned, he asked for clothes
and a horse. Brenthal presented him with a smart black leather
outfit that was almost an exact replica of the clothes Blade had
worn upon his arrival. The lord also gave him six excellent
black-hilted daggers, which pleased Blade no end.

On the day of
his departure, however, he rejected the snorting stallion that was
led up for him to mount and chose a calm bay horse from the
stables, claiming his injury as the reason for it. Brenthal
lamented his lack of consideration, and the entire family came out
to wave as Blade rode away.

When his
estate came into sight six days later, Blade rode through the muddy
village and up the paved road to the castle at a trot, eager for a
hot meal, warm bath and soft bed.


 


 


 Chapter Twenty Three

 


Lilu wielded
the rolling pin in broad strokes, flattening pastry for a pie
crust. Arjath had returned from a hunt with several fat rabbits,
supplementing the chickens and pigs that were their usual fare. Not
that they had any cause for complaint. A heavy purse arrived each
moon to pay for their keep and run the estate. The estate manager
paid her a comfortable wage from it, although he always looked a
little sour when he handed over the money. Clearly he thought she
was overpaid, but he was an honest man. Then again, she mused, few
would dare to be dishonest when their employer was the Jashimari
Regent. She would never forget the terrible day when the missive
had arrived from the palace, informing them of Blade's death.

Lilu still
found it hard to believe, and Symbell did not believe it at all.
Nonetheless, the estate had passed to his wife. No one really knew
how Blade had died. The Cotti princes had had something to do with
it, certainly. Prince Dravis had been assassinated, perhaps by
Blade, but he had not been seen since, and his wife had received a
half-rotted head that was supposed to be his. After three years, it
seemed that the tales may be true, although Blade had vanished for
fifteen years before this.

Life had been
good since she had moved to Blade's estate, apart from the
hardships she had endured during the Contara invasion. Her thoughts
turned, as they often did, to her former benefactor. She still
missed him terribly, and every day she hoped and prayed that the
tales were false and he was alive. The news of his death had
crushed her utterly, and it had taken her moons to stop weeping
every time she thought of him. He had given her life meaning, and
could do no wrong in her eyes. The certainty that he had borne her
some affection had sustained her over the years, and his
accomplishments still filled her with pride. She pondered the
strange man she loved so much as she rolled the pastry, smiling at
the memories.

The first time
she had seen him, lying battered and bloody in a gutter, she had
thought he was dead. It had surprised her to find that he still
breathed in shallow gasps. He had been no more than two and twenty
then, and inexperienced at his trade. Nursing him back to health
had been a trial, but she treasured the memories. Although at first
she had been afraid of him, she had grown to love him in just a few
days, despite his ill temper and cutting remarks. Saving his life
was her proudest accomplishment, and she had been fiercely
protective and possessive of him ever since.

Sensing a
presence behind her, she swung around, the rolling pin ready. A
black-clad man leant against the doorframe, watching her with a
slight smile. Lilu gaped at him, unable to believe her eyes. It had
taken her three years to come to terms with his death, yet there
was no mistaking the icy grey eyes that met hers, or his fine
features. Dropping the rolling pin with a shriek of joy, she ran to
embrace him. He straightened, looking a little alarmed, as he
always did when confronted by her enthusiastic welcome. She foiled
his attempts to fend her off and engulfed him in a powerful hug,
and he grunted as she squeezed the air out of him.

"Stop it,
Lilu," he said. "That hurts." He pushed her away before she could
kiss him.

Lilu gazed at
him, a lump blocking her throat. She gulped, and her eyes
overflowed. "You're alive."

"Evidently."
Blade clasped his ribs, and his gauntness and pallor horrified her.
Sweat beaded his brow, and shadows lurked under his eyes.

"You're
hurt!"

"A little." He
brushed at the smudges of flour on his jacket, looked annoyed and
sniffed his sleeve. "God, what do you stink of this time?"

"Probably
lonions." She frowned. "What have you done to yourself?"

Blade snorted
and limped over to the table, eyeing the pastry and bowls of raw
ingredients on it. Lilu followed, studying him as he sank into a
chair, holding his ribs.

"I didn't do
it to myself."

"Let me
see."

"There's
nothing you can do."

"I'll be the
judge of that." She knelt beside his chair and unlaced his jacket,
ignoring his glare.

"I need a
drink before you start prodding me."

Lilu fetched a
bottle and goblet, pouring it for him. Returning to her task while
he gulped the wine, she stripped off his jacket, discovering the
strip of linen that bound his chest. She unwound it, biting her lip
as a broad line of dark bruises was revealed, just under his
pectorals. Sweat sheened his torso, and when she laid a hand on his
skin, she found it hot.

"You're
burning up. What happened?"

"Someone
clobbered me."

Lilu probed
the bruised area gently, and he grunted, scowling. "You've got at
least three cracked ribs," she informed him.

"That many,
huh?"

"At least. How
could you ride all the way here injured like this?"

"I didn't have
much choice, although I walked most of the way. I didn't want to
stay in Contara and be hunted."

"What were you
doing in Contara?"

"Long story."
He gulped his wine.

"I have
time."

Lilu rose and
went to a cupboard, digging in it until she found the rolls of
bandages she had stored there for her often-injured lord. He winced
and grimaced when she bound his ribs, tighter and more expertly
than he had done.

"I have to
breathe, you know," he said.

"You will. But
these won't heal unless you keep them still. How long ago did it
happen?"

He shrugged.
"It must have been about a tenday ago now."

"And you have
given it no rest since then. No wonder it hasn't healed." She
recalled his limp. "What have you done to your leg?"

"I broke my
ankle too."

"Blade! How
did you do that?"

"I fell off a
cliff."

"You are such
a fool!"

He scowled at
her. "I didn't do it on purpose. It was climb the cliff or drown in
a river."

"Then you were
right to climb it." Lilu finished binding his chest and bent to
examine his ankle, ignoring his grunts and hisses as she removed
his boot and probed the swollen joint, discovering suppurating
puncture wounds in it and his calf.

"You've made
this worse by using it while it's broken."

"I didn't have
much choice."

"I thought you
didn't like pain."

"I don't."

Lilu
re-bandaged his ankle and looked up him. "I'll send for the healer
to set this properly and give you a draught for the fever. The
bites are infected. Then you'll stay in bed for at least a
tenday."

"Nag, nag,
nag." He sipped his wine.

"Why didn't
you find a healer on the way here, or go straight to the
palace?"

"A healer
treated me eight days ago, and this is a lot closer to Contara than
the palace."

"I suppose
so."

Lilu stood up
and studied him again. He looked thinner, and exhausted. She would
soon fix that. The urge to mother him grew stronger every time she
saw him, which was far too rarely. Now that he was injured again,
it was overwhelming. Especially after she had half believed he was
dead for three years. She shouted for Arjath and sent the young man
running to the village to fetch the healer, then turned to Blade
again. She blinked, her eyes stinging. He always looked so sad. She
had noticed it when he had first woken in her bed, all those years
ago. Many mistook his frequent frowns and caustic tongue for ill
temper, and indeed, his mood was often surly, but she knew that a
deep sadness caused his moodiness. Her scrutiny sharpened, for
something about him had changed. The air of lonely desolation had
lessened to almost nonexistence, despite his sour expression.

"What else has
happened to you?" she asked.

Blade
indicated that she should have some wine, and she poured herself a
cup, still studying him. A smudge of flour powdered his cheek, and
she leant closer to brush it off, resisting the urge to pounce on
him and hug him half to death. There was a time when he would have
flinched from her touch, but now he merely gazed at her, and it
seemed that his eyes had thawed a little.

"You've lost
weight," he commented.

She grinned,
surprised and pleased that he had noticed. "I was getting too
fat."

"I agree." He
sipped his wine.

"How long will
you stay?"

He shrugged.
"Until I decide to leave."

"You look
half-starved again. Don't you ever eat?"


"Occasionally."

Lilu's eyes
roamed over his face, trying to discern what it was about him that
had changed, but unable to pin it down. Time still seemed to have
barely touched him, despite the toll of exhaustion and deprivation.
She noticed that the mark of his retirement was still covered, and
wondered why he chose to remain an active assassin.

"What have you
been doing for the past three years?" she enquired. "Everyone
thinks you're dead."

"I killed a
few people."

"Anyone
special?"

"Another Cotti
prince."

"Haven't you
run out of Cotti princes yet?"

He shook his
head and sipped his wine. "I'm more than halfway through the brood,
though." He looked away, his eyes bleak. "They almost killed me
this time. I've spent the past three years in a Contara
prison."

Lilu gaped at
him. "You escaped?"

He nodded. "By
a stroke of good fortune, or else I would have died there."

"What
happened? How did you escape?"

Blade polished
off the bottle of wine while he recounted an amazing tale in
clipped sentences, leaving out a lot, she sensed. Even so, what he
had suffered shocked her, considering how much he had already
endured. It seemed unfair that one man should have to go through so
many trials and tribulations, especially painful ones. He was not
strong, she knew, and his constant flirtation with death seemed
likely to doom him in the end. She could still hardly believe he
was here, alive. The part of her that had refused to accept his
death swelled with vindication, while the rest of her wallowed in
the joy of his incredible return.

She rubbed her
eyes. "Something has happened to you, hasn't it? Something
good."

Blade inclined
his head, and his eyes focussed on something behind her. She turned
to find a wood cat seated in the doorway, surveying the room with a
superior air. From its confident demeanour and the intelligent
glint in its eyes, she knew it was a familiar. Had Blade brought
someone with him? If so, where was he? She glanced at the
assassin.

"Who's
this?"

"This is
Rivan." He paused, and a slight smile curved his lips. "My
familiar."

Lilu's mouth
fell open, and she stared at him in disbelief, then glanced at the
wood cat again. Rivan yawned and stretched out next to the wall,
starting a bath.

"But... wasn't
your familiar killed when you were a child?"

"Yes."

"Then
how...?"

"He was reborn
four years ago." Blade sipped his wine, watching her. "He kept me
alive in that accursed place."

"How is that
possible? I didn't think..." She shook her head. "It was Shamsara,
wasn't it? You did something for him."

The assassin
nodded, and she turned to gaze at the wood cat again, amazed and
joyful. Blade's terse replies did not satisfy her curiosity, but it
did not matter. She faced him again, and the yearning to hold him
overwhelmed her. He leapt up and retreated, wagging a finger at
her.

"No.
Lilu..."

Lilu followed
him until he backed into the wall, whereupon she hugged him again,
mindful of his injuries. He groaned and cursed, jerking away when
she kissed his cheek, but she ignored his reluctance and held him
for as long as she dared. When she released him, he brushed the
flour from his jacket once more, frowning.

She wiped her
eyes. "I'm so glad. You deserve such a wonderful reward. To be so
blessed by Shamsara is truly a miracle."

Blade returned
to his chair and picked up his wine cup. Lilu resumed her seat, her
eyes straying often to the black cat. Shamsara's gift was a
miracle, and she marvelled at it. She wished the healer would
hurry, but he was an old man, and, even with Arjath to speed his
steps, it would take some time for him to reach the castle.
Fortunately he was quite skilled, for she was extremely concerned
about Blade. He tried to hide his weakness, but his pallor and
sweating told her that he was gravely ill.

 


Blade gazed at
the plaque, remembering the boy who lay in the cold soil beneath
it. Jayon, who had given his life trying to protect Blade from the
Cotti prince who had almost killed him. He sank to one knee and
laid his hand on the stone, trying to summon some grief into his
heart. Rivan wandered over and rubbed against Blade's thigh, then
flopped down on the gravestone. The assassin stroked the cat, his
heart warming, as it always did in Rivan's presence. Could he only
feel anything when Rivan was close by? He studied the gravestone,
noticing the tiny carving of a dragon beneath Jayon's name.

A pang of
sorrow shot through him, and he bowed his head. He had not known
that Jayon was dragon kin. The realisation brought a rush of regret
for the youth's sacrifice, and he allowed the feeling to burgeon,
welcoming it. He wanted to feel again. He had been frozen inside
for far too long. The ice still chilled him when he allowed it to,
and it was a constant battle to prevent it from consuming him
again. Rivan held it at bay, but the bond between them remained
weak, due to their separation, and because he was unable to show
the cat much affection.

Blade read the
tombstone again, translating the second name upon it. Ranelyrin.
Lightsong, or Lightsinger, the title of a kin of the dragon,
highest of the beast kin. Why had Jayon tried to save a lowly
assassin, a mere kin of the cat? He must have known that, as dragon
kin, his life was sacrosanct. The Cotti would have spared him if he
had only cried that word. Lightsinger. Instead he had died, and
with him, his radiant dragon.

A vase of shay
flowers stood beside the grave, and he wondered who mourned the
young officer. Probably Lilu. She had liked Jayon. She was also, in
all likelihood, the one who had seen to Jayon's burial, and placed
the gravestone here. It should have been him. He wondered how they
had buried Jayon's body, after his dragon had joined him in
death.

A soft pop
made him look up. A scintillating light appeared above him, and he
sat back with a start. A radiant dragon hovered over the grave,
waves of glorious colour running through its skin, its wings a blur
of movement. Rivan rose and sat beside Blade, watching the dragon
with wide eyes. The radiant drifted down and alighted on the stone,
its wings becoming transparent as they ceased to beat. Its white
claws ticked on the rock, and its sinuous neck arched as it gazed
down at it. Blade stared at it, wondering if it could read the
words there. How intelligent were radiants, and why did this one
visit Jayon's grave? Perhaps it was his familiar's mate.

The radiant
raised its head and trilled, its glowing skin shimmering. It
radiated waves of intense cold, yet the sight of it filled him with
a strange warmth. It was no larger than a dove, its tail as long as
its neck, its cold fire obscuring the details of its patterns.
Blade stretched out his hand, longing to touch the tiny, beautiful
creature. It trilled again, turning its head to gaze past him, and
he turned slowly, not wanting to alarm it.

Lilu walked
towards him, carrying a spray of shay flowers. She smiled when she
arrived at his side, knelt and plucked the flowers from the vase,
replacing them with the ones she had brought. Blade wondered why
she did not remark upon the dragon's presence. Could only he see
it? He glanced at the beast again, and it looked at him and
chirped.

"She likes
you," Lilu said. "You're privileged indeed. Symbell has never
appeared to a stranger before."

"Symbell?"

She nodded at
the dragon. "My familiar."

"You're dragon
kin?"

Lilu giggled.
"Of course, silly. Have you never wondered what my beast kin
was?"

"I never gave
it any thought."

"You
wouldn't."

"Would you
have told me, if I had asked?"

She nodded.
"Only you."

"You knew
about Jayon."

"Dragon kin
always know their own kind, but others can't see it."

Blade turned
to gaze at the radiant dragon again, and stretched out his hand
once more. "She's beautiful."

"Oh, I
wouldn't do that if I was you. She bites."

He snatched
his hand away as the little dragon snapped at his fingers. "Can she
hurt me? She's so small."

"She has sharp
teeth."

He sat back,
shaking his head. "I would never have thought..."

"That an ugly
whore would be dragon kin?"

"Yes."

Lilu giggled
again and stroked Symbell, who craned her neck, and looked as if
she was going to bite her friend's hand. Ignoring the latent
threat, Lilu picked up the dragon and held her to her breast. To
Blade's astonishment, the radiant purred and nuzzled Lilu's neck,
her glowing skin turning mostly pink.

"Isn't she
cold?"

"No. When I
hold her, she's warm."

"You buried
Jayon."

Lilu nodded.
"Only a dragon kin can touch one who is dead, once the ashes of his
familiar have joined his flesh. Jayon's dragon would have sung his
deathsong when he died. Did you hear it?"

He shook his
head. "I was outside."

"They say it's
the most wonderful song a radiant ever sings."

"I thought
this one was Jayon's familiar's mate, come to mourn him."

"No. She
mourns him because he was dragon kin, as I do. Lyron's mate remains
in the Othertime."

The radiant
snuggled up to Lilu, shimmering waves of pink and gold flowing over
her skin. Gold edged her wings and legs, and vibrant blue rimmed
her nostrils and eyes. She hummed, her claws gripping the coarse
material of Lilu's faded dress. Raising her head, she twisted her
neck to look at Blade, then spread her wings and wriggled from
Lilu's clasp. He started as she hopped onto his knee, her claws
pricking him through his leather trousers.

Symbell stared
at him with disconcerting intensity, then sang a sweet, piercing
song. Unable to resist the urge, he brushed his fingers against her
skin, and an icy jolt shot through him. The radiant fell silent and
gazed at him for several seconds before spreading her wings. They
became a blur, and she drifted into the air. The scintillating
light intensified, obscuring her form, then, with a soft pop, she
vanished.

Blade stared
at the shimmer that hung in the air until it faded. Lilu sighed,
and smiled when he looked at her.

"We're having
rabbit stew for supper."

Rising to her
feet, she headed for the keep, and after a moment of stunned
inaction, he jumped up and limped after her.

"Wait!"

She stopped
and turned. "This doesn't change anything."

"But -"

"No."

"All right."
He glanced back at the grave. "But what was that all about?"

"You mean her
song?"

"Yes."

She shrugged.
"She was just being friendly."

"How
intelligent is she?"

"Cleverer than
you."

Blade tilted
his head, studying her. "How often do you see her?"

"Almost every
day. Strange that she let you see her, though. She says you're a
bit mad."

"I am
not."

"Only a
little." She slipped her arm through his and clung to him. "But I
love you anyway."

He snorted.
"Then you're the mad one."

"Ah, Blade,
you're such a blind fool. I know you love me too, no matter how
much you deny it."

"You're
completely insane."

Lilu placed a
hand on his chest. "Your heart is thawing. You had best get used to
it."

 


Three tendays
later, Lilu came into the sitting room where Blade read a book,
armed with a crumpled piece of parchment. He looked up when she
stopped before him, and she brandished the letter.

"You haven't
told your wife you're not dead."

He shrugged.
"I didn't know I was."

"Gods, Blade,
you vanished for three years! Geran just showed me this. It arrived
today."

He eyed the
missive. Geran, the estate manager, avoided speaking to him as much
as possible, and he surmised that he made the man nervous. "What
does it say?"

"It's just a
request for a report on the estate, but it means she doesn't know
you're here. She inherited your estate when you died."

"But I
didn't."

"Everyone
thinks you did! How can you let your poor wife continue to think
you're dead?"

Blade put down
the book and rose to wander over to the window, gazing out at the
forest, where the trees were almost bare. "Easy. I just don't tell
her I'm alive."

"Why would you
want to do that? What's wrong?"

"It's none of
your business."

She moved
closer to see his expression, but it was unreadable. "Of course
it's my business. Damn it, Blade, don't try to shut me out. Tell me
what's wrong."

He sighed. "I
don't want a damned wife. I never did."

"Oh, I think
you do. You're just afraid."

"No."

"Then
what?"

He shook his
head, his lips compressed into a grim line.

Lilu gazed at
him. "You've changed. I can see it, even if you can't.

"It's not
enough."

"Let her be
the judge of that."

"I'm no use to
her."

"You don't
have to be a cold-hearted bastard, you know."

"That's what I
am."

"That's what
you want people to think you are. I know better. Why did you visit
Jayon's grave?"

He frowned. "I
was curious."

"No, you were
sad." She glanced at Rivan, who slept in a patch of sunlight. "You
have feelings again, and you're afraid of them. She loves you."

"She should
hate me."

"But she
doesn't. You're hiding here. From her, and from yourself. Your
injuries are healed now. Go to her."

He shook his
head. "It's best if she thinks I'm dead."

"Why?"

"Because I
don't want to live in that damned viper's pit of a palace, and if I
leave again it will only make her miserable."

"She's
miserable now, thinking you're dead. You want to go, I know you do.
You'll find a solution. Aren't you the Lord Protector of
Jashimair?"

He snorted.
"For all the good it does me. It's just a stupid title."

"No, it's not.
It means you have power, so use it. Queen Minna-Satu was a wise
woman to give you so much, yet you scorn it. You were even Regent
for a time. You ruled Jashimari."

"I was a
damned figurehead, nothing more."

"Because you
didn't want it. But you could use what you have now to have the
life you've always wanted. Why don't you? I'll wager no one will
stand in your way, and Queen Kerra will take your side in all
things. She dotes on you, I've heard."

He sighed.
"She's a child."

"She's the
Queen, and, although she can't rule yet, she can help you."

He shook his
head. "Maybe so, but..."

When he lapsed
into gloomy introspection, she dug in her apron pocket and drew out
a woollen pompon. "Here, I made this for you."

Blade eyed it
with a wry smile. "What am I supposed to do with that?"

"Play with
Rivan."

He looked
puzzled. "Why?"

"Because
you've forgotten what it is to be happy." She reached up to stroke
his cheek. "It's high time you felt it again. Play with him." Lilu
pressed the soft toy into his hand.

 


Blade gazed at
it, then glanced up as she left the room, closing the door behind
her. Walking over to the cat, Blade stroked him. Rivan purred and
stretched out, watching his friend with a vaguely expectant air.
The assassin threw the toy across the room, and the cat leapt up
and bounded after it, caught it and tossed it into the air with a
flick of his paws. Blade smiled as Rivan ran back with the pompon
in his mouth and dropped it at his feet, gazing up at him with
eager eyes, his tail lashing.

The assassin
threw the toy again, and Rivan gave chase, sliding under a chest of
drawers with a crash. Several expensive ornaments rocked on the
shelves, and Rivan emerged with the pompon, covered in dust and
cobwebs. Blade chuckled as the cat galloped back to him and dropped
the toy at his feet again. Rivan was still young enough to be quite
clumsy, and his third chase took him under a chair, almost
upsetting it.

 


When Lilu
peeped into the sitting room two time-glasses later, it was in
shambles. Broken ornaments littered the floor, and several chairs
had been overturned in the ruckus. The play had apparently
escalated beyond all recognition, and she gaped at the mess.
Blade's posterior protruded from under a tall ironwood sideboard,
where Rivan had taken refuge, while the assassin tried to steal the
shredded pompon from his jaws. The cat swiped at his friend with
razor-sharp claws, forcing Blade to yank his hand away.

Lilu pushed
open the door and placed her hands on her hips. "And who do you
think is going to clean up this mess?" she demanded.

Blade's head
hit the underneath of the sideboard with a bonk. He backed out and
turned to her, his hair festooned with cobwebs and his face smudged
with dust. Settling back on his haunches, he glanced around.

"This was your
idea."

"I said play
with him; I didn't say trash the room."

He smiled.
"You try playing with a wood cat without breaking anything."

"Then go and
do it outside!"

"You sound
like my mother."

"Good! When
you're finished, I expect this to be cleaned up."

The assassin
chuckled, shaking his head, and she resisted the urge to go over
and brush the dirt off him and hug him. Tangled hair straggled
around his face, loosed from the thong by his all too frequent
forays under the furniture, she guessed. He had stripped off his
jacket as he grew warm from his exertions, and his dagger belt lay
on a table. A black paw shot out from under the sideboard, and
Blade yelped as claws pricked his calf. He turned to retaliate,
crawling under the sideboard again. A series of thuds and bonks
came from beneath it, and the few remaining ornaments rocked on the
shelves. Lilu giggled and shook her head.

Rivan shot
out, and Blade whipped around, grabbing him. The cat dropped the
toy and turned to sink his teeth into Blade's hand, but the
assassin jerked it away in the nick of time, hanging onto Rivan's
back leg with his other hand. The cat feinted, and Blade whipped
his hand away, but grabbed him again so fast that Rivan could not
get free. After two more futile attempts to get loose, the cat
succeeded in nipping Blade's hand, and jumped up as the assassin
released him. Rivan bounded across the room and vanished under an
overturned chair.

Blade stood up
and brushed dust and cobwebs from his arms. "You need to clean this
place better."

She snorted.
"I have enough to do, and you're not supposed to be crawling around
under the furniture."

"Then it's
time I employed some more servants, I think."

Blade dodged
as Rivan shot out from under the chair and leapt at him. The cat
crashed onto the sideboard, sending several ornaments plummeting to
smash on the floor. Lilu shook her head as shards skittered past
her feet. It was just as well, she mused, that the assassin was so
rich he could afford to replace whatever he and Rivan broke without
any concern for the cost. Blade's smile broadened, and he walked
towards her as the cat crouched on the shelf, his lashing tail
dislodging a crystal figurine with another crash.

"I think I
should buy another estate," he said. "This one's dull. It bores
me."

"You do that,
then. You can probably afford to buy several."

He inclined
his head. "As many as I wish."

"Good. It's
time you enjoyed what you earned."

"Yes, I think
I should do that."

"When you've
cleared up this mess."

He chuckled.
"I'll instruct Geran to hire some servants for you to boss around.
How does that sound?"

"There's
plenty of work for them."

"How many
would you like?"

"Four."

Blade snorted.
"I think six would be better, there are gardens to tend, too."

Rivan launched
himself from the shelf and reached Blade in a bound, scaling the
assassin's back with a tick-tack of claws. Blade stiffened with a
grunt as his familiar gripped his neck with powerful paws. Lilu
left them rolling around on the floor and returned to the kitchen
to finish making supper, her heart buoyant.

 


 


Blade
sauntered along a woodland path, savouring the cool breeze that
carried the scent of earth and water. Autumn cooled the days now,
and frost whitened the land at night, melting away at dawn. Red and
gold leaves drifted down in a dancing rain, covering the forest
floor with a soft carpet. Slanted sunlight dappled the ground in
bright patches, gilded tree trunks and softened the air with its
golden radiance.

Out of the
corner of his eye, he watched the cat-shaped shadow that kept pace
with him amongst the trees, waiting for the expected attack. It had
taken several days for the novelty of play to become habit, and now
Rivan stalked him at every opportunity. His bond with the cat had
strengthened considerably, and with it had come a host of emotions
from his past. Gladness at Rivan's presence, as he had not
experienced since childhood, filled his heart with warmth. It had
been weak until the game Lilu had started. Somehow, those few
time-glasses of joy had freed his soul from the shackles of pain
and bitterness that had imprisoned it for so long.

Since Rivan's
return, Blade's memories of his youth, when he and his familiar had
been inseparable, were no longer too painful to bear. Until now,
however, he had not dwelt upon them. He had once been a boy who had
played with a cat. He had climbed trees and skinned his knees, and
his mother had dried his tears and bound his scrapes. The precious
recollections crept into the light again, and with them came soft
feelings he had not experienced since then.

No one would
take Rivan from him. Shamsara had sworn it. Doubts still plagued
him, but Lilu was right. He would never know joy again unless he
loosened the bonds of ice that locked his softer emotions away. His
love for Rivan had never died, but he had thought his ability to
feel joy had, until that game two days ago. Since then, a new
realisation had taken hold. He wanted to see Chiana. Her face often
popped into his mind for no reason, and he had dreamt of her
several times. Somehow, the freeing of his gentler side had also
fanned the frozen spark of love he harboured for her. Until now, he
had refused to admit it, even to himself, but there was no longer
any reason to deny it, nor did he wish to.

The cat darted
from behind a tree and charged Blade, who spun aside. The feline
skidded past, and Blade grinned as Rivan scaled a tree and ran
along a branch overhead, trying to get above his friend. His
tactics were so blatantly overt they would fool no one, and that
was not his intention. Blade wandered under the branch, as he was
expected to, and Rivan crouched, waggling in preparation for his
leap. As he launched himself, Blade stepped aside, then whipped
around when the cat landed beside him. The assassin feinted, and
Rivan bounced into the air as if he had springs on his paws,
summersaulted and landed on his feet once more with a rustle of
leaves.

Blade laughed
as the cat tackled his legs, making him slip and sit down in the
mud. Life was good, and, for the first time since he was twelve
years old, he was glad to be alive.


 


 


 Chapter Twenty Four

 


Chiana
wandered through the palace gardens, her black skirt brushing
withered grass and brittle, fallen leaves. Although the path had
been raked just this morning, more leaves covered it, blown by the
cool wind that rattled bare branches. Autumn lingered, and the
winter snows were late this year. Sunlight gilded the drifting
seeds that spun from puffwood trees, and a lyrebird's haunting call
wafted from a grove of smoke trees. The first blizzards would sweep
through soon, and she made the most of the lingering warmth to
partake of her daily stroll, which the advent of snow would
curtail.

Dreams of
Blade's death still her haunted sleep, and it seemed as if her
sorrow would never end. It remained as fierce now as it had when
she had received his head. The mysterious circumstances of his
demise had given her hope that it was not his for a while, but that
had since faded. Kerrion had reported the method of Prince Dravis'
assassination, and it was not Blade's. The Cotti King had returned
to Jadaya, leaving Prince Prethos in charge, and peace had returned
to the three kingdoms. Her heart was a leaden lump, and when she
looked in the mirror, she winced at the hollow-eyed visage that
stared back at her with hopeless misery.

Rounding a
hedge, she stopped, her heart thudding. An ornamental bird bath
stood in a clearing, a paved area around it. Beyond it, a smoke
tree grove formed a backdrop of grey branches, and soft sunlight
bathed the grotto.

A black-clad
man stood beside the bird bath, his back to her. He took a few
light, dancing steps, his feet clicking on the stone, then turned
to face her. The world spun, and she grabbed a branch. Pain filled
her heart as her eyes met his.

Blade walked
towards her with a slight limp. She wanted to run, but her legs
refused to obey. He stopped a few paces away, a slight smile
curving his lips.

"Chiana."

The sound of
his voice broke her trance, and cold horror washed through her. She
turned and fled, picking up her skirts. She had barely taken three
steps when he appeared in front of her, his hands spread to stop
her. Veering away, she ran down one of the many winding paths that
honeycombed the palace gardens. He cursed softly behind her, then
she rounded a corner and almost collided with him. Evading his
hands, she turned back the way she had come, her breath catching in
dread and anguish. As she sprinted back into the clearing where she
had first seen him, he stepped out in front of her again.

This time she
could not stop in time, and expected to pass through the ghostly
image of her dead husband that had been summoned so cruelly from
her memory. His arms enfolded her, and he lifted her off her feet
and swung her around to absorb her momentum. Chiana sagged against
him as he lowered her to the ground, gripping the front of his
jacket. His solid reality dawned on her stunned mind like a warm
sun breaking through the cold clouds of her despair. Her arms slid
around him, and she clung to him. A sob tore through her as her
eyes overflowed.

Blade's arms
tightened, and he stroked her hair. Chiana hugged him with all her
strength, revelling in his impossible presence and the miracle of
his beating heart that she had thought long since stopped. This was
just another dream, she was sure, but at least he was alive in it,
and warm. Blade would never return her embrace like this, and she
did not want to wake up this time. Her sorrow poured forth in a
storm of weeping, and he held her for what seemed like an age. Even
when her sobs calmed, she did not dare to let go or look up at him,
dreading that the dream would end the moment she met his frigid
eyes.

"Blade..." she
whispered, then her throat closed in a sob. He shifted, stroking
her hair, and she inhaled his warm, clean scent, sorrow overflowing
her heart in a dark river. Saying his name somehow comforted her.
For so long, she had whispered it while she lay alone in the
darkness of her bed chamber.

"Blade..." Her
voice broke as the pain in her heart overwhelmed her.

His embrace
eased, and he gripped her chin and raised it, forcing her to look
at him. The warmth in his eyes startled her, and she stared at
him.

He smiled. "I
am not dead."

Chiana
released him and stepped back, her eyes roaming over his face. His
fingers caressed her cheek and wiped away her tears, and his mouth
twisted with regret. He glanced around, then took her hand and led
her over to a wooden bench, where he sat and tugged her down beside
him. Her eyes never left him, and he glanced away, as if
embarrassed. Chiana tried to swallow the lump that blocked her
throat and failed.

He pressed her
hand to his chest. "I am alive, see?"

She nodded,
and he cupped her cheek to wipe away the tears that ran down
it.

"Chiana. It is
all right. Please stop weeping."

She gulped. "I
am dreaming again."

"No." He
tilted his head. "You dreamt of me?"

A sob made her
gasp as she raised a hand to touch his cheek, its warmth sending a
shaft of joy through her. He clasped it, his eyes filled with pity,
then he muttered a curse and pulled her into his arms again. She
clung to his jacket as a fresh bout of weeping took hold, and he
rubbed her back. When her sobs eased, she straightened to study him
once more. He looked a little thinner, and tired.

Blade averted
his eyes and cleared his throat, his brow furrowing as he reached
around and pulled something from his back pocket. He held out a
squashed, wilted and battered posy of blue hayslips, the only
flower still in bloom at this time of year, which urchins sold on
street corners. She stared at them, noticing that his hand
trembled, and he thrust the posy at her, as if aware of it.

"Here. These
are for you."

Chiana took it
and sniffed the sweet scent, which the bruised petals made more
pungent. He clasped his hands together as if he did not know what
to do with them, and she reached out to hold them.

"Is this truly
not a dream?"

"It is not. I
am here, and I am not dead."

"It has been
-"

"Three years.
I know."

"You came
back, and you brought me..." She glanced down at the mangled posy.
"Flowers."

"Yes, well,
Jayon once said I should, when I returned from Cotti, the first
time you thought I was dead."

"Thank
you."

Blade jumped
up and swung away, running a hand over his hair, then returned to
sit beside her, looking ill at ease. She still wondered if this was
a dream, despite his assurance. At least it seemed to be a pleasant
one, although some were for a while, until they turned into
nightmares. She longed to embrace him again, but was afraid that he
would vanish, as he had so many times, in so many nightmares. He
glanced at her, then lowered his eyes to his hands, which were
clasped in his lap again. She started a little when he folded his
arms abruptly, as if in an attempt to hide his hands.

"What is
wrong?" she asked.

"Nothing. I
just... I do not know how to do this."

"What?"

"This." He
gestured, and a dagger slid from his sleeve. Blade caught it with a
curse, grunted and juggled with the weapon before dropping it. He
sucked his finger and bent to pick it up, pushing it back into his
sleeve with a well-oiled click. Clasping his hands again, he
frowned at the blameless bird bath.

"What are you
talking about?" she murmured.

"It does not
matter." Blade turned to her and took her hand. "You look
awful."

"I am sorry, I
-"

"God, do not
apologise, Chiana. It is my fault."

"Where have
you been?"

He frowned at
her hand. "I was imprisoned in Contara. I escaped two moons ago,
but I was injured."

She tightened
her grip. "How badly?"

He shrugged.
"A broken ankle, and some cracked ribs."

"But you are
well now?"

"Yes."

"How were you
hurt?"

"When I
escaped from the prison, I fell, and then again, in the
wilderness..." He sighed. "It was hard. I would have died, if not
for..."

Chiana allowed
herself to hope that this was not, in fact, a dream. The posy was
solid, his hand warm, and he remained beside her still.

"Did you kill
Dravis?"

He shot her a
quick, shy glance. "Yes. I thought you would know I was alive when
you heard about his death."

"But his
throat was cut..."

"Yes, it was a
messy kill. Hurried, ill thought out. Stupid. I was chased
afterwards, and I was hurt then, too."

"What
happened?"

He sighed,
rubbing her hand. "I had to jump out of a window, and broke my
ankle, then I fell through a roof and broke some ribs." A wry smile
tugged at his lips. "The same ankle, and probably the same ribs,
too."

"It is not
like you to make mistakes."

"I was
angry."

"Four dogmen.
That was foolish."

He nodded. "I
know."

"I am just
glad you are alive, and that you came back." She put down the posy
and placed her hand on his cheek. "My heart broke when... I thought
you were dead." Her face crumpled, and she strived to calm herself.
She had cried enough already, yet it took a lot of tears to wash
away three years of misery.

"I came back
for you," he murmured.

"What do you
mean?"

He frowned at
his hands. "I have realised..." He paused, looking pensive, as if
he wrestled with some inner dilemma. "There is someone I want you
to meet."

"Who?"

He glanced
around. "Him."

Chiana
followed his gaze. A wood cat sat before the grove of smoke trees,
watching her with golden eyes, his tail twitching.

"He is Rivan."
Blade turned to her. "My familiar."

She shook her
head, stunned. "But... you are Bereft."

"I was.
Shamsara returned him to me, as payment for what I did for
him."

"What did you
do?"

He hesitated
again. "I cannot tell you that. Perhaps one day I will, but not
now. You have had enough shocks for one day."

The cat rose
and walked closer to rub against Blade's legs, then stretched and
yawned before flopping down on the leaves. He rolled onto his back,
revealing strange white marks on his belly and across his throat.
She glanced at her husband, who gazed at his familiar, his mouth
twisted in a grim smile.

"Those are the
marks of his death. He was disembowelled, and his throat was cut.
He does not remember it, but I do."

"This is...
wonderful."

"Yes." He
raised his eyes to meet hers. "I am... Conash Tremalyn. I was born
in a blizzard, under a Death Moon. I was three tendays early, and
came into this world in a river of blood, so my mother told me. She
almost died birthing me, and she did not think I would live. My
father named me Conash. Dead Son. I was a sickly child. I almost
died from fevers several times. Including the time when Armin
stabbed me, I have been given the Death Rites four times."

Chiana
shivered and rubbed her arms, wondering why he was telling her
this.

He continued,
"The midwife who delivered me thought I was dead, and gave me to my
father to bury. He shook me, and I came to life, so he said."

"I can still
hardly believe you are really here," she murmured. "I sent a
battalion to Contara to find your body. Kerrion was going to give
Dravis to me for execution if he captured him. I had terrible
dreams, that you were dead, and in one, you killed me."

His brows shot
up. "I did?"

"Yes. Then you
turned into him." She indicated Rivan.

"Why would you
think I would kill you?"

"It was a
dream. It is what you do, I suppose. It defines you."

"A
cold-blooded killer?"

"I do not care
what you are." She picked up the wilted posy and smiled. "All that
matters is that you are alive."

Blade stood up
and pulled her to her feet, then swept her up in his arms and spun
around. She gasped and clung to his neck. His playfulness, and the
ease with which he lifted her, was surprising. She was certain he
could toss her into the air and catch her again if he chose. He
chuckled and placed her feet upon the ground, steadying her when
she staggered a little.

"I will soon
be a retired cold-blooded killer. How does that sound?"


"Wonderful."

He tugged at
the laces that bound his collar, but she laid her hand on his and
shook her head.

"Let me."

Chiana opened
his collar to reveal the black dagger tattoo that marked him
forever as an assassin. Just beneath it, the almost invisible
leather patch yielded to her fingers when she pried up its edge and
pulled it off, exposing the red teardrop. He sighed as if a great
burden had been lifted from him, and tears filled her eyes again.
She brushed them away, smiling.

"I am happy,"
she answered his enquiring look. "Come, I want to tell everyone you
are alive. We could not have a funeral, since your body was not
found, but the city was in unofficial mourning for a tenday."

"They mourned
an assassin?"

"They mourned
the Lord Protector of Jashimari, a sacred Knight of the Veil, the
former Regent, and my husband."

"Ah. So all
those silly titles were good for something."

Chiana stepped
closer and hugged him, and her heart overflowed when he held her,
rubbing her back. She looked up at him, and he grinned, his eyes
filled with amusement, a hint of mockery in their depths. Taking
her hand, he bowed over it and raised it to his lips.

"May I have
this dance, my lady?"

"There is no
music."

"I do not need
music."

Blade raised
his arm, holding her hand as he tapped out a complicated rhythm on
the stone. He circled her, then spun her around and released her to
leap high, landing lightly. Chiana watched him with a lump in her
throat. He had never danced for her like this. She had seen him
dance many times, but this was different. His eyes sparkled and his
steps were exuberant. Graceful sweeps of his arms accompanied the
swift tapping of his feet. He took her hand and tugged her closer,
then raised it to turn her as he moved around her with swift,
floating steps. Spinning her into the crook of his arm, he held her
to him for a moment, then spun her away, stopping her with a gentle
tug that brought her close to him again. Releasing her, he spun
away, his feet clicking on the stone.

Chiana gasped
as a shadow leapt at him, landing on his chest with a powerful kick
that sent the assassin sprawling on the grass with a grunt. Rivan
crouched over his friend and licked his face with a rasping tongue,
and Blade chuckled, stroking the cat. Sitting up, he hugged the
feline and bowed his head to bury his face in Rivan's soft fur.
Rivan continued to wash Blade's cheek, purring, and she stared at
the pair in wonderment.

Blade looked
up at her and grinned again, then pushed the cat away and rose to
his feet. She took his hand and tugged him towards the palace. A
minute later it was wrenched from her grip, and thud and grunt came
from beside her. She turned, her mouth dropping open when she found
Blade sprawled on the grass again, shaking his head with a smile.
Rivan gripped one of the assassin's legs and tugged at his leather
trousers with sharp teeth.

Blade chuckled
and looked up. "He likes to play."

Chiana
laughed, and the cat released his friend and bounded away,
vanishing into the bushes with a rustle.

"He seems a
bit rambunctious."

Blade jumped
up. "What, for an old man like me, you mean?"

"Exactly. Are
you not now nine and forty years old?"

"Thank you for
reminding me. Perhaps I should buy a walking stick?"

She giggled.
"Perhaps you should."

"Ha! You will
pay for that!"

Blade swept
her up and spun around until she yelled at him to stop, her head
swimming. She staggered when he dumped her on the ground, and
reeled into a bush, falling over it with an unladylike oath. The
assassin hauled her to her feet, then glanced around and released
her hand as Rivan bowled him over, vanishing into a clump of
prickly peril bushes with a yelp.

Chiana burst
out laughing, clasping her ribs as she doubled over with mirth.
Blade climbed out of the thorny bushes with several pained grunts
and a smothered oath, then grinned at her. She yelped and turned to
flee as he came towards her, but stood no chance of eluding him. He
picked her up and strode back to the peril bushes, holding her over
them. She clung to his neck, shaking her head.

"Blade, do
not."

"You laughed
at me."

"I did not
push you into them."

"Nor did you
help me out."

"Throw Rivan
in, rather."

He snorted. "I
would have to catch him first, and you are a lot easier to catch
then he."

"That does not
mean I am fair game, and I will wager you can catch him if you
try."

"Oh, so you do
not think me a slow old man, then?"

"You are
certainly old, but not so slow as yet."

Blade dropped
her, and she gasped as she swung from his neck, saved by her grip.
As soon as her feet were on the ground, he ducked out of her hold
and spun around to find the guilty wood cat peeping out from under
a fray flower bush. The assassin took a step towards him, and Rivan
galloped away across the lawn, vanishing into the smoke tree
grove.

"I see he
already knows better than to let you catch him," she commented.

"That he
does."

Taking his
hand again, she headed for the palace, eager to show him to Kerra.
The first pair of guards to spot Blade recoiled in shock, their
eyes widening, then bowed belatedly as he and Chiana walked past.
They were her bodyguards, left at the doorway to the gardens to
allow her a some privacy. They followed the pair into the palace,
and at each guard post Blade received an identical, or more comical
reaction. At the doors to the Queen's quarters, Chiana stopped and
turned to her husband.

"Perhaps I
should tell her first. The shock will be profound, otherwise."

He smiled. "Or
we could surprise her."

"I do not
think that would be wise."

"Come now,
Chiana, she is young, her heart can take it."

"Blade..." She
shook her head. "You have no idea how devastated we were by the
news of your death, do you?"

His smile
faded. "You should not have believed that lying toad without seeing
my body."

"If he had
killed you, I doubt that your body would ever have been found. He
would have delighted in throwing it in a gutter."

"On the
contrary, he would have sent you my head, to prove that he had
slain me. It would have been too great an achievement for him to
hide it. He would have wanted all to know that he had succeeded
where so many others had failed."

She bit her
lip, her eyes burning again. "He did."

"Did
what?"

"He sent... a
head. It could have been yours. It was... rotted."

"Gods,
Chiana." He pulled her into his arms again, stroking her hair. "I
did not know."

She nodded.
"No, how could you? We should not have believed it. Kerra did not
at first. She said he was lying."

"Then she will
not be so surprised."

"She is
convinced of it now."

Blade released
her and glanced sideways, and she glimpsed a dark shadow slipping
behind a pillar. "Then tell her, but I do not want to stand out
here all day."

"You will
not."

The guards
pushed open the doors at Chiana's gesture, and she entered the
Queen's chambers. Kerra lay on a mound of cushions, a pile of blank
parchment before her, chewing a quill. At Chiana's entry she sat
up, arranging the skirts of her grey velvet gown. After the
incident with Lady Cheran, Kerra's wild days had ended, and she
reformed. Like the Regent, she had donned mourning colours and wore
no jewellery other than her golden circlet. Chiana had been
surprised and pleased that the mention of Blade's name had had such
a profound effect on the girl's behaviour, but when she thought
about it afterwards, she realised that it was not so surprising,
really. While Kerra had lost respect for her father, she had never
lost her esteem for Blade, and his demise had increased his status
in her eyes. Myasha preened on his perch by the window, basking in
a patch of sunlight.

Kerra smiled
and gestured to the cushions before her. "Chiana. It is good to see
you. Sit, have some wine. How do you feel today?" She hesitated,
studying the Regent. "You look... pleased."

Chiana
realised that she still wore a joyful smile, and sank down on a
cushion to pour a cup of dry white wine, trying to formulate her
announcement. "I am. I am extremely happy, in fact."

"That is
good." Kerra looked puzzled and uncertain. Chiana knew that her
constant sadness over the past three years had made those who knew
her wary. Most avoided mentioning Blade, for fear of upsetting her,
and Kerra clearly thought it best not to enquire after the reason
for Chiana's happiness, although the Regent longed to blurt her
momentous news.

Kerra sighed
and put down the quill. "I have composed a poem. Would you like to
hear it?"

"Not now. I
must tell you my news first. It is about Blade." Chiana paused, her
smile widening. "He is alive, Kerra."

The young
Queen stared at her. "Is this a cruel joke, or have you had another
dream?"

"No. I have
just seen him."

"You must have
seen a phantom then. If he was alive, we would have found him."

Chiana shook
her head. "He was imprisoned in Contara. He escaped two moons ago,
and returned to Jashimari. He is outside the doors."

"If he is, why
does he wait outside?"

"I wanted to
prepare you."

Kerra jumped
up. "Open the doors!"

A handmaiden
ran to obey, and the portal swung open to reveal an empty
hallway.

Kerra frowned
at the Regent, looking concerned. "You have seen a phantom, or had
a another dream."

Chiana stared
at the empty doorway, her heart sinking. Had she imagined all that
had taken place in the garden? Had she spoken to a ghost? Was that
why his familiar had been with him, because they were both dead
now? Was that why he had been so changed? She looked down at the
squashed posy, shaking her head. No, it had been real.

Rising to her
feet, she called, "Blade!"

Kerra started
towards her, her hands outstretched to comfort her. "Chiana..."

Chiana's heart
pounded as the assassin appeared in the doorway, brushing at his
sleeve and smiling at something off to the side. Gladness filled
her, and she slumped with a smile. Kerra, noting her expression,
swung around, and her mouth dropped open as Blade strolled in. The
Queen sank down on the cushions with a gasp, her eyes wide. The
assassin stopped a pace away and inclined his head.

"Kerra."

Chiana hurried
to the girl's side and knelt, taking her hand as the Queen stared
at Blade, her eyes filling with tears. He sighed and sat on a
cushion, shaking his head.

"Not you too.
Chiana has already half drowned me."

Kerra gulped,
clutching Chiana's hand as tears ran down her cheeks. "Is it
really...?"

"I am not
dead." He leant forward and took her other hand. "See? I am not a
phantom."

Kerra released
Chiana's hand to take hold of his, then her face crumpled and she
gave a gasping sob. Blade looked away while she struggled to
compose herself, but her tears flowed unchecked. Chiana handed her
a handkerchief. Kerra dried her eyes, but more tears leaked from
them. She stared at Blade with a mixture of happiness and
anguish.

"I really do
not think my return warrants this kind of emotional outpouring,"
Blade said, clearly embarrassed. "I have been dismissed as dead
before now."

"This is not a
time for your sharp tongue, My Lord," Chiana berated him. "Last
time too, many tears were shed for you, some of them
Minna-Satu's."

"She only
feared that her plans would fail without me."

"You are
wrong," Chiana retorted, turning to Kerra. "Kerra, this is unseemly
behaviour for a queen. Compose yourself."

The girl wiped
her eyes again and forced a stiff smile. Blade poured himself a cup
of wine, then grimaced when he tasted it and ordered another bottle
from the gawping maiden, who ran out. Chiana glanced up as a black
cat strolled in while the door was open and came to Blade's side.
Somehow, the once-dead familiar made her shiver, even though he
clearly brought her husband joy.

Kerra stared
at the cat. "So this is what Shamsara promised you, for... what you
did. It is a miracle. I am pleased for you, Blade. And overjoyed
that Dravis lied. I did not believe it until..."

"You thought
he had sent you my head." Blade frowned. "I should have made his
death a slow one."

"What happened
in Contara? Where were you imprisoned for three years? How did you
slay Dravis?"

"It must be a
Cotti trait, all the questions." He leant forward and picked up one
of the parchments that lay beside Kerra, which were covered with
her scribbles, foiling her attempt to snatch it back.

"Give that
back!"

His brows rose
as he scanned it. "Really, you should not romanticise me quite so
much. I am not a hero."

"I will depict
you as I see you, and to me, you are."

"You are still
a foolish young girl, and you have no talent for poetry."

Chiana was
amazed at how Blade had reverted to his old self in Kerra's
presence, although his eyes were no longer quite so frigid. A
little cool perhaps, with a lingering hint of amusement. The
handmaiden returned with a bottle of sweet red wine, and Kerra
ordered a meal. While they ate, she plied the assassin with
questions and listened to his account of what had happened in
Contara. Chiana revelled in the soft, husky sound of her husband's
voice, her heart trembling with the depth of her love. Although he
did not mention it, she knew he had suffered terribly in the
Contara prison. It was written in his shadowed eyes, which avoided
hers while he spoke.

 


By the time
the tale was told and the meal consumed, Blade was quite drunk, and
did not object when Chiana took him to his rooms and ordered a bath
from Arken, who looked ready to shed joyful tears as well. She
returned a time-glass later, refreshed by her bath, a dressing robe
over her nightgown, and found him apparently asleep. When she
slipped in beside him, however, he opened his eyes, as she had
known he would. A slight smile curved his lips, and his eyes
drifted closed.

"I knew you
would return."

"I hardly dare
let you out of my sight. I am afraid I will awake from this happy
dream at any time."

"You will
not."

She studied
him, still marvelling at the miracle of his return. "You have
changed."

"You noticed
that too, hmmm?"

"You were
trying to tell me something in the garden earlier. What was
it?"

He sighed.
"Nothing of great import. I have decided to spare myself the
embarrassment."

"I want to
know what it is."


"Naturally."

She smiled.
"You brought me flowers."

"Gods, am I
going to be reminded of that constantly now, too?"

"It meant
something. Do not be evasive."

"You know what
it meant."

At the end of
the bed, Rivan opened his eyes and started a soft, rumbling
purr.

"Tell me."

He glanced at
Rivan. "Not now." The cat stopped purring, and Blade met her gaze.
"Kerrion's illegitimate older brother, Faradin, is the one who
captured me after I assassinated Dravis. In the morning I shall
sign his death warrant."

She stared at
him, distracted. He had not told her this when he had recounted the
tale of his capture earlier, perhaps because of Kerra's presence.
"What?"

"Dravis knew
where I was. He sent soldiers to the village where I was living. It
was Faradin, with his familiar, who tracked me there."

"I... did not
think Shandor's illegitimate offspring had any power."

"They do not.
He was in league with Dravis."

"Finding him
will be an impossible task."

"Not
necessarily. I can give your soldiers an accurate description, and
Kerrion, I think, will not object to Faradin's execution."

She shook her
head. "Not even my spies were able to follow you after you left
your estate."

"Faradin's
familiar is a rathawk. It would have been able to follow me. I am
surprised you did not think of that when you sent men after me.
That was insulting, by the way."

"I was
concerned for your safety, and rightly so. If you had not given my
men the slip, Dravis would not have been able to capture you."

He snorted.
"He sent an entire company of mercenaries. What could your few men
have done against them?"

"They would
have sent a message to the nearest garrison, which would have
intercepted Dravis' men before they delivered you to him."

"The village
was only a few days' ride from the border."

"And I have
garrisons all along it."

The assassin
smiled. "You are right, Regent. I do not like to be spied upon,
however, and I did not think I was in danger."

"I shall send
soldiers to Contara tomorrow, and a letter to Kerrion, explaining
the reason for it. If they find him, let Kerrion punish him." She
squirmed closer and rested her head on his shoulder, tracing the
red teardrop tattoo at the base of his throat with her finger.
"Will you stay in the palace, at least for a while?"

Blade rolled
onto his side and enfolded her in his arms. "I am not going
anywhere."

Chiana's
breath caught, and her heart hammered so loudly she was sure he
would hear it. He wore only his baggy flannel shorts, and her arms
slid around him, his warm presence soothing away the misery of the
past three years. She was certain he could sense her trembling,
although he appeared to have fallen asleep. She started when his
whisper broke the hush.

"Relax. Go to
sleep. This is as good as it is going to get, so you can stop
holding your breath."

She swallowed
a lump, her eyes burning. "You have no idea how much joy your
presence brings me, do you?"

"Quite a lot,
apparently."

"Are you also
happy to be with me?"

"If I was not,
I would not be here."

She tightened
her hold. "Will you not offer me even a few kind words, instead of
trite quips?"

He sighed.
"Such things do not come easily to me."

"Try."

Several tense
moments passed before he murmured, "I am glad to be with you,
little dove. That is why I returned. I feared you would hate me,
and I am glad you do not."

"I could never
hate you. I love you."

"Then I am
glad you lack the wit to know better."

Chiana smiled
and nestled closer to him. Trying to glean sweet words from Blade
was like trying to squeeze water from desert sand, she knew. His
actions, however, told her all she needed to know, and while words
would have completed her happiness, she was content to lie in his
arms and allow his presence to fill her with profound contentment.
One day, perhaps, he would be able to speak the words she longed
for, and she would take what he offered until then, or forever, if
necessary.


 


 


 Chapter Twenty Five

 


The Cotti King
stared at the letter Jadar had handed him in stunned disbelief, and
read it twice more before he glanced up at the advisor. Rising to
his feet, Kerrion left his study and hurried to Minna-Satu's rooms.
She looked up when he burst in, put aside her sewing and dismissed
her maidens.

"Something
momentous has happened," she said.

Kerrion
glanced around as the door closed behind the maidens, and walked
closer to sink down on a cushion. "He is alive, Minna."

"Who?"

"Blade. The
bastard is alive. I can hardly believe it."

"Who says
so?"

"Chiana. I
have just received this message from her." He held out the
letter.

Minna read it,
a smile tugging at her lips. "That man is truly a marvel. This is
wonderful news. And he has his familiar back. So that is the reward
he earned for saving me."

"So it would
seem."

Her brow
furrowed as she read the rest of the letter. "One of your
illegitimate half-brothers betrayed him to Dravis, and sent him to
prison... for three years. He escaped, of course. Only Blade..."
Her breath caught, and she lowered the missive, her eyes
suspiciously bright.

Kerrion
nodded. "It sounds quite likely. Faradin always longed for power.
He is just the sort to be in league with Dravis."

"I think you
should order Prethos to send his troops to search for this Faradin
as well. The sooner he is apprehended, the better. Will you execute
him?"

"Yes." He
sighed. "At least Blade has retired again, and his killing days are
done."

"So long as
there are men foolish enough to try to slay him, his killing days
will never be done."

"Eventually
someone will succeed."

"Perhaps.
Chiana will guard him like the crown itself now, though."

"Crowns do not
go wandering off into the countryside."

"I hope she
will persuade him to stay."

 


Blade paused
just beyond the lighted area around the ring of ancient stones and
studied the black-clad men gathered amongst them. All the elders
were in attendance, for it was one of only two gatherings that
always happened on a fixed date, to decide which of the apprentices
would get his tattoo before the year ended. Since everyone still
thought that Blade was dead, he had chosen to attend in order to
announce his retirement. The timing was excellent, only three days
after his return to Jondar, and a day before Chiana's next
audience, when his continued good health would be revealed to the
court, and by proxy, the populace.

Blade walked
towards the dolmens, noting that this was once more a large
gathering. This time he was not going to dance, he had decided,
although giving up his title as Dance Master brought a familiar
pang of regret. He remembered how dejected he had been the last
time he had retired. Talon stood with two other elders, engrossed
in a muttered discussion. His hair and beard were almost pure white
now, and his face bore more lines than Blade remembered. He stepped
into the light and waited for someone to notice him. Talon turned,
and his jaw dropped in the comical reaction that Blade was becoming
used to from just about everyone he met these days. The other two
elders, Pierce and a man whom Blade recognised as Razor, swung
around with equally startled expressions.

Talon walked
closer, studying his former apprentice with a frown. "Blade?"

"Talon."

"You're
supposed to be dead."

"So I've
heard. And yet, here I am."

A slow smile
tugged at his lips. "I should have known. How do you manage
it?"

Blade
shrugged. "Neither Tinsharon nor Damnation seems to want me."

"Your name was
added to the Death Roll three years ago. Now you will be not only
the only one of us to come out of retirement, but also the only
assassin ever to come back from the dead."

"I'm only here
to tell you that I'm retired again."

Talon nodded.
"High time, too. What are you now, nine and forty?"

"Something
like that."

"Poison is now
the Master of the Dance, but, since the belt was lost, we had to
make another."

Blade glanced
down at the silver-studded belt that clasped his waist. "I'll give
it to Poison."

Talon looked
disappointed. "That's a pity. But you will dance for us, one last
time?"

"No."

"Why not?"

Blade sighed a
cloud of steam. "I broke my ankle a moon ago."

"Ah. What a
shame. Can you not even manage a few steps?"

"Just announce
my retirement, Talon, so I can go to my bed. I'm an old man,
remember?"

Talon
chuckled. "You still don't look a day over thirty."

"That's not
how old I feel, though."

"All the old
war wounds catching up with you, hmmmm?"

"And a few new
ones."

Talon inclined
his head. "All right. Show us your mark, and I'll make the
announcement."

Blade tugged
open his collar so the elders could see the teardrop tattoo, and
Talon nodded again.

"How many
should we add to your previous tally?"

Blade
shrugged. "Five more Cotti princes. Five bandits and four
assassins, two Cotti, Ice and Storm, two Contara."

"Good god,
Blade. How many Cotti princes does that make now?"

"Nine."

"That would be
Lerton, Targan, Rigal, Ronan, Armin, Endor, Trelath, Chaymin and
Dravis, correct?"

"Yes."

Talon shook
his head. "And you killed Storm. I knew you would."

"It was him or
me, and I chose me."

"And the other
Cotti assassin?"

"A fool in
Jadaya named Ice, who challenged me to an armed Dance of
Death."

Talon smiled.
"Ah, I'd have given a lot to have seen that."

"It was
messy."

"And the
Contara assassins?"

"Endor sent
them to kill the Regent, and I happened to arrive when two of them
were making their attempt."

Talon's brows
shot up. "You took on two at the same time?"

"I was wearing
boot-blades, they weren't."

"I see. I
didn't know you had become a protector now, too."

"She's my
wife."

"Of course.
Those two don't count as assassinations, though. Neither do Ice or
Storm," Talon said.

"I was paid to
kill Storm."

"By whom?"

"My
housekeeper."

Talon snorted
and chuckled, then turned to the other elders, who added up Blade's
kill tally. They muttered together for several minutes, then the
elders nodded, and Talon turned to mount the stage. A hush fell
over the throng as he raised his hands, and he cleared his throat,
drawing out the tension. Blade smiled. Talon liked to be the centre
of attention.

Talon turned
to look at Blade. "Tonight, we have an unusual announcement. Three
years ago, we added one of our most celebrated members to the
Roster of the Dead, but in fact, he is still alive, so his name
will be stricken from the Roll of the Dead, and instead we announce
his retirement... for the second time. He is known as the Silent
Slayer and the Invisible Assassin, but more commonly these days, as
the Queen's Blade."

A hiss of
whispering went through the throng, and Talon raised a hand. "He
retired nineteen years ago, at the age of thirty, then returned to
his trade five years ago. Tonight he ascends once more to the
circle of elders, and no longer accepts assassinations. He is our
Master of the Dance, and he won our belt back when no one else
could. He has been the Master of the Dance for his entire career,
which now spans fourteen years, making it the longest ever. Blade
will hand the belt back to our previous Master of the Dance,
Poison. Even now, at the age of nine and forty, there is none
amongst you who could win the title from him."

Talon paused,
as if waiting for a challenge, then continued, "His official tally
now stands at three hundred and five all told, including the Cotti
King and nine princes. The elders have decided to also allow the
deaths of four assassins to be added to his tally. Two Cotti
Masters of the Dance, one of whom Blade slew in an armed Dance of
Death, and two Contara assassins whom he fought together. Let
Poison come forth to accept the belt now."

A slight
commotion marked Poison's progress to the platform, and Blade
realised that he was expected to hand over the belt in front of the
Guild. Annoyed, he mounted the steps behind Poison and walked over
to Talon, who looked smug. Unbuckling the belt, Blade handed it to
Poison, who grinned and held it up as if he had won it, which
irritated Blade further. The gathered assassins remained silent,
and Talon cocked a brow at Blade and stepped closer.

"You don't
have to do this. You can keep it if you wish."

"Bugger you.
You did this to annoy me."

"I knew it
would. He's a brash bastard. Keep it."

"It's no use
to an elder."

"It will make
the earnings amongst the members fairer. Pickings are slim these
days. Many young assassins can barely earn enough to live on."
Talon gripped Blade's arm. "If he dares to challenge you, prove to
him how inferior he really is, or else he'll brag that he's better
than you. I know he will. Look at him. Your ankle is healed after a
moon."

Blade shook
him off. Poison made a victory lap around the stage, holding the
belt aloft. The lack of accolades did not dampen his triumphant
smirk. Blade's eyes narrowed, and he shot Talon a frown.

"All right.
Tell him he'll have to challenge for the belt."

Talon smiled
and summoned Poison with a gesture, informing him of the change.
The young assassin shook his head and marched over to Blade.

"You're
retired, Elder Blade, you can no longer hold the belt."

Blade
shrugged. "The elders seem to think differently. Argue with them
about it."

"Why are you
doing this?"

"You know that
little victory lap you were making? That's bloody annoying when
done by someone who's just been given something they didn't earn.
If you want to act like you've won it, then you'll have to actually
do it."

"Then I'll
beat you. You're too old to win it now."

"I seem to
remember defeating Storm just three winters ago, when you
couldn't."

"That was
three winters ago. I'm better now, and doubtless you're worse.
You're certainly older and slower." Poison raked Blade with a
scathing glance.

"You think so?
Now you'll have your chance to prove it, won't you? If you defeat
me, you'll be famous."

"I'm surprised
you'd risk your unbeaten status."

Blade
shrugged. "I don't consider it a risk. The day a second-rate
assassin like you can best me, I'll know it's high time I
retired."

"It's past
time you retired, old man."

Talon thrust
his face into their conversation. "No insults. You'll address Blade
as Elder, Poison, or pay a penalty."

Poison spat
and stalked off, and Talon turned to Blade. "What is it about you
that irritates some people?"

"It must be my
winning personality."

"Or perhaps
the fact that everyone knows he can't beat you, including him."

"Let's get on
with this. I'll accept his challenge without him completing the
Dance. I intend to make this brief."

Talon grinned
and reclaimed the belt from Poison, holding it up. "Elder Blade
will accept Poison's challenge of a Duel, for the title of Master
of the Dance!"

A muted cheer
greeted this, dying down to an excited muttering as Talon handed
the belt to his former pupil. Blade donned it and sat on the steps
to strap the metal pieces to his boots. As the challenger, Poison
had to start the Duel, and Blade bent and stretched while he waited
for the young man to limber up. A burly assassin stood beside the
drum that would start the Duel, awaiting the signal.

Poison raised
his arm, and the drummer pounded out a slow rhythm. The young
assassin leapt high and landed lightly, his feet blurring in a
buzzing rattle as he seemed to float over the stage, his arms
rising in a graceful sweep. Blade could find no flaw in Poison's
speed or technique, but then, he had not really expected to. Anyone
who had won the belt in a big city like Jondar had to be good. The
young assassin used a number of flamboyant gestures and high kicks,
clearly intent on showing off all his talents. His sideways leg
flicks crossed above the knee and his heel-clicking jumps carried
him high into the air. His swift steps and fluid movements bespoke
moons of rigorous training, and he rounded out his performance with
a series of spinning kicks, ending with a double stamp.

Blade stripped
off his jacket and tossed it over one of the posts, turning to face
his opponent. The drummer began the beat, and Blade tapped one
foot, raising his arms in a slow, graceful gesture. Over the years,
he reflected, he had gained even more speed with his experience.
Nothing honed one's reflexes quite like dodging swords and crossbow
quarrels, and, with Rivan's return, his cat traits had increased
his suppleness further.

Taking three
running steps, he leapt high, hung in the air and landed in a
faster version of Poison's buzzing rattle. He spun around the stage
while he did so, then leapt high again, his stiff legs scissoring
and his metal-shod boots clashing in a shower of sparks. He landed
on one leg as the other rose above his shoulder, then brought it
down in a stamp and spun, leaping as he did so.

Raising his
arms, Blade performed the same series of high kicks as Poison,
forgoing the flamboyant gestures. He had to better Poison's
performance before adding his own, and already he had added in the
scissor kick, which he suspected Poison would be unable to emulate.
Blade performed the spinning kicks faster and higher than Poison
had, then began his challenge.

Stopping in
the centre of the stage, he placed his hands on his hips. His right
foot beat out a buzz on the boards, while his left foot tapped a
slower tempo. Gradually he increased the speed of his fast tapping,
pushing the limit of his ability, until the buzz became almost a
drone. Reaching his limit, his leg muscles burning, he spun and
leapt, tucking up his legs as he achieved the extraordinary height
that others had never been able to match. He clicked his boots
together at the pinnacle of his jump and landed in a series of
spinning kicks, lashing out with one foot, then the other as he
moved around the stage.

Blade leapt
again, performing the stiff-legged, scissoring move that brought a
bright flash of sparks as his metal-shod boots clashed. Landing
lightly, he allowed his wrist daggers to slide into his hands and
spun again, lashing out with them. Raising them above his head, he
executed a complicated series of steps that beat out a simple tune,
seeming to float across the platform. Lowering his arms, he spun
again and ended with a single stamp, his chest heaving. He turned
to Poison with a mocking smile.

The young
assassin glared at him, hesitated, then quit the stage. Blade
grinned and tucked away his daggers as Talon came over, and a
ragged cheer rose from the spectators.

"Well, you
certainly showed him, didn't you?" Talon remarked.

Blade
shrugged. "He's an arrogant bastard."

"So are you,
my friend. The only difference is, you have the skills to back up
your arrogance. No one could match that performance. At least he
had the good sense not to try."

"It's easy to
be the best when there's nothing else in your life."

"I suppose
so." Talon cocked his head. "How is your lovely wife?"

"Probably
wishing she had not married me."

"Oh, I think
not. You didn't see the look on her face when I told the Queen that
the Guild had agreed to allow the marriage."

Blade
chuckled. "I always knew she had a hand in it."

"At least
you're no longer bitter about it. Come, it's time to judge the next
batch of apprentices."

Blade groaned
and plucked his jacket from the post, donning it as he quit the
stage. Talon led the way to the throng's front row, and several
elders shuffled aside to make room.

Dirk turned to
Talon. "You'll judge the nameless boy who wishes to be called Gash,
and Blade will judge the one who wishes to be called Inferno."

Talon snorted
and glanced at Blade. "I swear, the names just keep getting worse.
Inferno, indeed."

"It's better
than Gash."

"Not
much."

Four gangly
boys mounted the stage, and an elder moved amongst them, muttering
to each one.

Talon
murmured, "Ah, yes, the new rule. Nowadays, the boys know which
elder will judge them. Apparently it's to enhance their
performance. Personally, I think it's just to make them bloody
nervous."

"Nervousness
is all part of the challenge."

"That depends
on the degree. You see the boy on the far side, who now looks like
rabbit kin?"

Blade nodded,
glancing at the slender youth with short dark hair, and Talon
smiled. "That's the one who wants to be called Inferno. He's just
been told that he's to be judged by the Master of the Dance, Elder
Blade. I'll be surprised if he doesn't fall off the stage."

Blade
chuckled, shaking his head. "You're a cruel man. If he does, I'll
pass him, just because you've probably jinxed the poor boy."

"You can't
pass him if he falls off the stage!"

"I can, and
the rest of you can argue all you want. It's my call."

Talon sighed.
"I never thought I'd see the day when you would go soft."

"I'm finding
it quite pleasant."

"You
would."

The drum began
to beat, and the four boys tapped out the first steps of the Dance
of Death. Blade studied Inferno, finding his performance rigid, but
precise. Beside him, Gash gave a more polished rendition as the
four boys moved in unison. Halfway through the Dance, a boy at the
back stumbled and quit the stage in shame. The remaining three
continued, gasping now, and Inferno looked ready to drop. Gash
missed a step, and Talon shook his head.

"That's it,
he's out."

"You're
merciless," Blade said.

Inferno's
performance had improved, he thought, and, although it still lacked
any form of grace, it remained precise. The Dance neared its
conclusion, and the boys moved around the stage in the set
discipline of the Dance. Inferno performed a graceless leap, and
stumbled when he landed. His foot slipped off the platform, and he
vanished over the edge. Talon slapped his knee and guffawed, then
stifled it and nudged Blade.

"What did I
tell you?"

"You bastard.
That's your fault."

Talon
chuckled. "No, actually, it's your fault."

"It's not
fair."

"You can't
pass him. He's failed."

Blade shook
his head. "Because I'm judging him."

"There's no
excuse for falling off the stage."

The Dance
ended, and two exhausted boys slumped on the platform. Talon went
to shake his head at Gash, who walked away with slumped shoulders
while the last boy received Razor's handshake. Blade rose and
walked around the stage, searching for Inferno. He found the boy
sitting on the grassy bank beside several other apprentices, and
approached him. The youth glanced up, and his mouth fell open. He
scrambled to his feet, looking hunted. Blade stopped before
him.

"I would have
passed you if you hadn't fallen off the platform."

Inferno hung
his head and mumbled, "I slipped, Master."

"I'm not your
master, boy."

"You're the
Master of the Dance."

"Ah, right."
Blade rubbed his brow. He had forgotten that assassins used the
title when speaking to a Dance Master. "How much of your poor
performance was due to the fact that I was your judge?"

"Pretty much
all of it, Master."

"Come with
me." Blade walked back to the steps and mounted the stage. The boy
followed with his head down, looking nervous. Blade stripped off
his jacket and flung it over a post, then stopped in the middle of
the platform and turned to the apprentice.

"I'm going to
give you another chance, boy."

Inferno
glanced up, his eyes bright with hope and dread. "That's not
allowed, Master."

"It is if I
say it is. Do you want another chance?"

"Yes,
Master."

"Good." Blade
glanced around as Talon mounted the stage and hurried over.

"What are you
doing?" he demanded.

"I'm giving
him another chance."

"You can't do
that. He's failed."

Blade cocked
his head. "Am I not the Master of the Dance?"

"So?"

"And am I not
also an elder?"

"So what?"
Talon frowned.

"Who outranks
the Dance Master?"

"The elders."
Talon shook his head. "But now you're both."

"So what does
that make me?"

"Pierce's
peer."

"So, if I want
to see this boy dance again, who's going to argue with me?"

Talon snorted.
"Pierce, probably."

"I'd like to
see him try."

Talon chuckled
and shook his head. "Suit yourself."

"I will."

Blade turned
to Inferno as Talon walked off, and raised his hand to signal the
drummer. The gathering, which had started to disperse after the
apprentices had finished, sat down again.

Blade said,
"I'll dance with you, and you follow my steps, understand?"

"Yes, Master."
The boy licked his lips.

"Forget who I
am, just do exactly as I do."

"I-I'll do my
best, Master."

"Good."

Blade lowered
his arm, and the drummer pounded out the first beats of the Dance
of Death. The boy mirrored Blade as he turned and tapped, his eyes
never leaving the elder assassin. Blade kept to a slow, simple form
of the Dance, as was required of apprentices, and Inferno matched
him step for step. Although the youth lacked grace and finesse, his
rendition was more than adequate. Blade accompanied Inferno to the
end of the Dance, and when he rose, panting, from the final
discipline, Blade held out his hand.

"You've
passed, Inferno."

The young
assassin grinned and wrung Blade's hand with surprising vigour.
"Thank you, Elder."

"Now go and
have some pins stuck in you."

The boy ran
off, and Blade found Talon and Pierce waiting for him at the bottom
of the stairs. He sat down on the last step and unstrapped the
metal boot pieces.

Pierce looked
irritable. "That boy failed."

"Not the
second time, and the first time he was too nervous. He had an
unfair disadvantage."

"It's not up
to you to decide such things. We have rules, you know."

"A pox on your
rules. He passed."

"You just want
to throw your weight around now, don't you?" Talon enquired.

"Damn right.
If the title of Dance Master isn't going to win Poison more work,
then it's going to win me more influence, and you know it."

Pierce turned
away with a smothered oath, and Talon watched him leave with a
rueful smile. "Already you're making waves. Yesterday we thought
you were dead. Tonight Pierce wishes you were. You're a difficult
man."

"Tell that to
Inferno."

"Oh, I'm sure
he'll worship you forever now."

"That wasn't
my intention."

Talon cocked
his head. "What's got into you?"

"None of your
business." Blade pushed the metal pieces into his pocket and stood
up. "Now, I'm going to bed."


 


 


 Chapter Twenty Six

 


When Chiana
woke the next morning, she found her husband beside her, apparently
asleep. She had been unsure of whether or not he would come to her
rooms when he returned from the guild meeting, so she had taken the
precaution of sleeping in his bed. Now she wondered if he would
have come to her rooms, had she not. So many questions still
plagued her, but, for the most part, she was just so happy at his
safe return and improved temper that she had not asked most of
them, for fear of annoying him. Most of all, she longed to show him
off to the court, and that would happen later today.

Propping
herself up on one elbow, she gazed at him, still hardly able to
believe he was here, and alive, and that this was not another
dream. She glanced around as Rivan stretched and yawned at the end
of the bed.

When she
looked at Blade again, she found him watching her with a slight
smile. To her surprise, he sat up and pushed her back, straddling
her with the lithe grace of a panther as he leant down to kiss her
cheek. Being around Blade when he was in a playful mood, as he
often was these days, was much like being a great cat's toy, she
had discovered. He smiled and lowered himself slowly, sliding his
arms under her to hold her close in a brief embrace, then he was
gone. A thud and hiss from the end of the bed told her that he had
pounced on Rivan, and she sat up.

Blade had the
cat pinned, and Rivan struggled and spat, biting the assassin's
arms just hard enough to make him hiss and grimace. The cat brought
his back legs into play and shoved Blade away with a powerful kick.
The two rolled off the bed and landed on the floor with a thud,
then the cat bounded away to leap onto the chest of drawers on the
far side of the room, making several ornaments rock and teeter.
Chiana held her breath, but nothing fell off, for a change. Blade
sat up, shaking hair from his eyes, and started towards the
cat.

"Blade..."

He turned,
raking her with an enquiring glance.

"Have the two
of you not broken enough ornaments?"

The assassin
smiled and went over to the basin to splash his face. Rivan jumped
down to lie in a patch of sun and wash his, as if emulating his
friend. Since Blade had brought his familiar to the palace, the
toll of broken ornaments and torn curtains had mounted, yet she
could not complain. The cat frequently lay in ambush for his
friend, and Blade's progress through the palace was usually marked
by thuds, grunts and smashing pottery these days, leaving a trail
of detritus in his wake. Chiana was almost inclined to assign a
posse of servants to follow him around with brooms to clean up the
mess.

The assassin
seemed to have taken on not only the feline aspects that marked all
cat kin, but also the obstreperous, affectionate nature of his
young familiar, and she blessed Shamsara daily for Rivan's rebirth.
Yet despite his now frequent, though usually mocking smiles and
rather playful affection, he retained his air of subdued menace. If
anything, it had grown stronger, now coupled with a powerful animal
magnetism on top of his former cold charisma.

Chiana rose
and went to her rooms to dress, and Blade joined her there for
breakfast a little later. He still picked at his food, and
exercised in the gardens every day. He had cut down on his
drinking, which pleased her. After the meal, he rose and pushed
open the doors that led into the gardens, then held out his hand to
her as Rivan trotted out and vanished into the shrubbery. Chiana
smiled and took it, and he led her along a path towards the bird
bath in the clearing, where he exercised.

Chiana sat on
the wooden bench and watched him begin the slow movements that he
often used to keep fit. She was a little disappointed that he did
not dance, but he usually did that in the afternoon. To her
delight, when he had completed the slow routine, he spun and leapt,
his feet tapping out a complicated tattoo on the stones around the
bird bath. His hands moved in a series of swift actions whose
purpose she did not guess at until six daggers thudded into the
bench all around her with a quick rat-a-tat-tat.

Blade grinned
as he walked towards her, and she glanced at the glinting blades
embedded in the wood so close to her and rubbed her arms with a
shiver. He leant over her to tug them out and tuck them away into
their various sheaths, then sat beside her and chuckled.

"Did that
startle you?" he enquired.

"I did not
have the time to be startled, My Lord. Had I moved, however..."

"You were
quite safe, I assure you, even if you had moved."

"Your prowess
is remarkable, but you have no need to prove it to me."

"I was not
proving anything, merely amusing myself."

She raised her
brows. "By using me for target practice?"

"You were not
the target."

"For which I
am most grateful." She glanced at the sun. "We have an audience
today. You should prepare."

"Since when do
I attend your audiences?"

"I would like
you to attend this one. Your continued good health must be revealed
to the court, and it would be beneficial if you were there, lest
the court think, like Kerra did, that I have had another dream or
seen a phantom."

He gazed
across the garden. "Very well, although I do not plan to make a
habit of it. Court politics bore me."

"The return of
your familiar will be -"

"Rivan will
not be there."

"Why?"

He turned to
frown at her. "The fewer people who know about him, the better.
Dravis tried to use him to force me to assassinate Kerrion, and had
he truly captured Rivan, I would have had to make a hard
decision."

"What would
you have done?"

"I am
unsure."

"Of course, he
is precious." She swallowed a lump of sorrow. "Someone might...
they could even..." The words stuck in her throat, and she looked
down at her twisting hands, unable to voice her fears.

Blade gazed at
her with piercing eyes. "No, Chiana." He took her hand. "That, I
will never do. I made a vow, remember? Besides, the words I spoke
on that day were the truth. I have tried to deny it, even to
myself, but I cannot." His eyes roamed over her face. "And now you
are going to cry again."

She gulped and
shook her head, blinking. "Only with happiness."

He sighed. "I
am not good at this."

"What?"

"Talking about
my feelings. It has been a long time since I had any."

"How does it
feel to have them again?"

He shrugged.
"Strange. Bothersome, sometimes, but also good."

"I am
glad."

He stood up
and pulled her to her feet. "Come, let us prepare for this audience
of yours. I am not dressing like a damned court fop, though."

"I hope you
will not look like a vagabond assassin, either."

"Most likely
somewhere in between, I expect." He walked towards the palace. "You
do realise that as soon as it is known that I am alive, Faradin
will hear of it and probably try to kill me."

"But Prince
Dravis is dead."

"As he was
when Faradin sent me to Andrango. He has another patron, and he may
do it for vengeance, I think."

"I shall
assign two bodyguards to protect you."

He chuckled.
"I doubt that will help, but it will certainly be annoying."

"I will not
risk losing you again."

The assassin
sighed.

 


Blade walked
along the passage towards the audience hall, tugging at the
too-tight collar of the black velvet suit Arken had selected for
him. The manservant had finally, it seemed, realised that Blade
would not wear any of the more garish outfits in his wardrobe, and
had laid out the simple silver-edged jacket with matching trousers
and a dark grey silk shirt. Silver designs patterned the sleeves
from shoulder to elbow and around the cuffs, as well as down the
outside of trousers from waist to mid-thigh.

It was still
too ornate for the assassin's taste, but he had endured Arken's
clucking, fussing, tugging and dusting with only a few impatient
snorts and one irritated jerk of his arm. A golden torque had
replaced the silver one that had once denoted his rank as lord, and
his Knight's medal hung on his chest beside the blue ribbon of the
Queen's favour. He felt rather like a sacrificial bull must, when
they were washed, groomed and be-ribboned before being taken to a
temple for slaughter.

Ahead of him,
two guards snapped to attention, bowing as he passed them, and the
attendant who waited at the Regent's door, through which he would
enter, opened it. Blade would have preferred to enter through the
back of the hall, with the rest of the nobility, but apparently his
new status as High Lord, along with his former stint as Regent, had
elevated him to the Queen's dais. Since the court was assembled in
order of rank, he must arrive ahead of Chiana, and the Queen would
enter last if she chose to attend.

All the pomp
and ceremony irked him, and he longed for this to be over,
especially since he disliked being the centre of attention. Through
the open door, he glimpsed Chief Advisor Insash in his position in
front the dais, at the bottom of the three steps. A murmur arose
from the assembled court as they awaited the Regent's arrival.

The attendant
bowed as Blade walked past, and the herald spotted him with a start
of surprise, then turned to the court.

"His Grace,
High Lord Conash," he bellowed, "Lord Protector of Jashimari and
sacred Knight of the Veil!"

A deathly hush
fell as his announcement reverberated around the hall, followed by
a soft rustle as the assembly bowed. Blade's skin prickled as he
sauntered across the dais to the right hand side of the throne,
where he was expected to stand, apparently. Casting an eye over the
nobles and courtiers, he searched for signs of unease, hoping
Chiana would not be tardy. Most looked stunned, a few scowled, and
a hiss of whispering arose from them. His instinctive wish to seek
a shadowy niche made him glance longingly at the pillars around the
dais.

The herald
bellowed, "Her Grace, Lady Chiana, Regent of Jashimari and
Priestess of Tinsharon!"

The assassin
glanced around. Chiana walked towards him, looking regal in a
flowing, deep aquamarine gown with azure panels and gold trim. Her
chestnut hair was piled atop her head in a loose coil, and tresses
framed her face. A net of seed pearls covered it and hung to her
shoulders, and more encircled her throat. Her eyes sparkled, and a
flush brightened her cheeks when she smiled at him.

He bowed as
she came to his side. "My lady."

"My Lord."

Blade smiled
as she sank down on the gilded chair beside the throne, and the
assembly straightened from their bows. An attendant hovered beside
her with the sceptre, but she ignored him.

A moment
later, the herald proclaimed, "Her Majesty, Queen Kerra-Manu!"

Kerra entered,
resplendent in a shimmering white silk gown picked out with tiny
diamonds on the bodice and sleeves, her slender form sheathed from
breast to groin in fine gold mail. Shining ringlets framed her
face, and a diamond-studded net covered the gleaming coils atop her
head. More diamonds dripped from her ears, graced her neck and
flashed on her wrists. A greater rustle came from the court as most
prostrated themselves, save for the nobility, who bowed, and
Chiana, who remained seated. Kerra settled on the golden bench that
was her throne, arranging her skirts before gesturing for the
assembly to rise.

Chiana took
the sceptre from the attendant and brought it down with a soft
clink.

Insash stepped
forward. "May I say how pleased we all are to learn of the safe
return of High Lord Conash, Regent."

"None more so
than I, Insash."

"Indeed, my
lady. A fortuitous and joyful event."

Blade listened
with half an ear as the business of the audience got underway.
Nobles came forward to air grievances or pleas, advisors vied to
offer the best guidance to settle disputes and make
recommendations. Blade stifled a yawn and edged away to lean
against a pillar, longing for the tiresome discussions to end.
Kerra fidgeted and shifted on the hard bench, looking bored, while
Chiana mediated disputes and granted or denied petitions. The
assassin shifted his weight as his feet started to ache, then
became aware that a dispute had grown loud and turned his attention
upon it.

Two
high-ranking nobles waved their arms in angry gesticulations,
shouting insults at each other and demands at Chiana, who looked a
little dazed.

"This land has
been disputed since my grandfather's day!" one man yelled. "I
demand its return to my fiefdom!"

"That land was
given to my family two centuries ago!" the other noble shouted
back. "You only want it back now because a town has sprung up
there, and you want the taxes! I built that town! You have no right
to it!"

"That is my
family's land!"

"The town
belongs to me! What would you have me do, tear it down and rebuild
it elsewhere?"

Chiana raised
a hand. "Perhaps you should share the taxes, My Lords."

"I built that
town, Regent. He has no claim to any of it!"

"Except that
it is on my land!" the other lord said.

"Then Lord
Moremar should pay a rental for the land, Lord Darver," Chiana
suggested.

"Not good
enough! I want it returned!"

"Then I fear
Lord Moremar will indeed have to rebuild the town elsewhere."

"And who will
pay for that?" Lord Moremar demanded.

"Whatever is
now on that land belongs to me," Lord Darver avowed.

Chiana shook
her head. "The town, and the taxes paid by its inhabitants belong
rightfully to Lord Moremar."

"I cannot
rebuild an entire town!" Moremar yelled.

"Then you
should not have built it there in the first place," Chiana pointed
out.

"The land was
given to my family! This is intolerable! I demand that you uphold
my claim of freehold to it, Regent."

"I cannot take
from Lord Darver what is rightfully his without recompense, Lord
Moremar. Are you willing to purchase the land?"

"I am
not!"

"It is not for
sale!" Darver cried.

Insash stepped
forward, raising his hands. "My Lords, perhaps a division of town
and land between you, fairly?"

The two men
swung on him in unison. "No!"

Chiana sighed.
"And yet, a solution must be found. I do so order that the disputed
area, and all in it, shall be divided between you."

The nobles
turned to her once more. "That is unacceptable!" Moremar
shouted.

"I will not
agree," Lord Darver averred.

Blade scowled,
wishing they would come to an agreement. The shouting was giving
him a headache.

"You have no
choice," Chiana pointed out. "The crown has decided."

"You are
nought but a regent, and not qualified to make such a sweeping and
irrevocable decision!" Darver contended, overstepping the bounds of
protocol in his anger.

"Then why did
you bring your dispute to me?"

"For justice,
not the foolish ignorance of a commoner!"

Kerra rose to
her feet, and the court sank down into prostrations or bows.
Blade's interest sharpened as the young Queen walked to the edge of
the dais to frown at the two lords.

"You will not
address the Regent in such a rude manner," she commanded.

Lord Darver
raised his head. "With respect, My Queen, we cannot accept such a
sweeping decision from a mere regent."

"Then wait six
years and receive it from me."

"You cannot
mean to do such a thing, My Queen," Lord Moremar protested, "Half
the town is worth far more than half the land, and the taxes -"

"The decision
is made, My Lords."

"We will not
accept it, My Queen. You are but a child. You do not have the power
to enforce the Regent's foolish decision."

Blade frowned,
thoroughly annoyed with the lords' bold challenge and argument,
which seemed likely to continue all afternoon. His feet ached and
his head throbbed. Straightening, he walked towards the dispute,
his boots silent on the marble. Lord Darver noticed him first,
since he approached from behind and to the side of the throne.
Moremar glanced up as his antagonist fell silent, and Chiana looked
around. Kerra continued to glare at Darver, who frowned at Blade.
The assassin glowered at the nobles.

"I shall give
you a decision," he murmured. "The disputed land, and the town,
shall revert to the crown forthwith."

"You cannot do
that!" Darver shouted.

"You do not
have the power to make such a decision," Lord Moremar
blustered.

Blade cocked
his head. "Argue with me at your peril, Lord Moremar. You forget
who I am. My decision is final, and binding, and I will hear no
more upon it."

"But..."
Moremar turned to Chiana. "Regent?"

"The Lord
Protector's decision overrides mine, My Lord," she stated. "It is
his right, in times of strife, to make the final ruling."

"There is no
strife! It is a dispute, nothing more."

"And how would
you have settled the dispute, if you would not accept my ruling?"
Chiana leant forward. "You would have started a war between your
realms. That is strife."

"I demand
recompense!" Moremar insisted.

Blade snorted.
"The crown does not compensate blithering idiots. One more word out
of either of you, and you will find yourselves sharing a dungeon.
Your next dispute will be over who must wash out the pisspot."

Lord Darver
opened his mouth, then thought better of it and swung away,
followed by Moremar. Insash sagged with relief, and Chiana cast
Blade a grateful smile. He plucked the sceptre from her hand and
brought it down with a clink. The assembly looked stunned, then
sank down once more as Kerra headed for the Queen's door. Chiana
rose and walked to the Regent's portal, and Blade followed.

Outside, she
took his arm as they walked down the corridor. "That was very bold
of you, My Lord."

"They were
giving me a headache."

She giggled.
"How inconsiderate of them. You have just robbed Lord Moremar of
most of his livelihood, and confiscated half of Lord Darver's
land."

"If they had
not stopped arguing, I would have confiscated both of their
estates."

"Such
ruthlessness. Wielding power becomes you, My Lord." She cast him a
sideways glance. "I thought you despised it."

"I do, except
when it may be used to my advantage."

"You have just
made two powerful enemies. Beware of how you use it. To do so
without consideration can lead to a great deal of ill will."

"I do not care
if they hate me more. They hated me before anyway. To them I am an
upstart assassin, a dirty commoner reared in the gutter and raised
to a lofty status by my ability to kill the Queen's enemies. They
do not care that I earned my rank while they did not. All they see
is what I am."

Her grip on
his arm tightened as the guards ahead pushed open the doors to her
apartments. "You are a hero. A legend in this kingdom, and even to
the furthest reaches of Cotti and Contara. Those who hate you do so
out of envy."

The doors
closed behind them, and Blade wandered over to the windows, where
the first winter snowfall turned the vista white. He turned to her,
took her hand and raised it to his lips. His fingers traced the
curve of her cheek and came to rest on the edge of her jaw.

"If Shamsara
asked me for another favour... I would ask him to give Inka back to
you."

Her eyes
filled with tears, but she shook her head. "Not if it puts you in
danger. Do not risk your life again, I beg you. I have accepted her
death, and her return would not make up for your loss."

Blade drew her
close and enfolded her in his arms, stroking her hair as she leant
against him with a sigh. The warmth in his heart suffused him, and
he glanced at Rivan, who watched him, purring. The cat's love was a
balm to the assassin's bleak spirit, and although his love for
Chiana was a pale reflection of what he had once felt for his
family, it was more than he had felt for anyone since then. He
could still sense the iciness that waited, like a crouching shadow,
to engulf him again. Only his familiar's presence held it at bay.
Would it loosen its grip on him eventually, he wondered, or would a
part of him be forever bound in the cold gloom of his past?

Blade gazed
out at the winter garden, sensing Chiana's love in her embrace, and
wondered how his bloody trail had led to this end. His restless
spirit demanded that he leave the palace, but when he thought of
it, a tug on his heart kept him here. The only way he could be free
of this place now was to take her with him. He released her and
stepped back, raising his hands to clasp her face.

"I do not wish
to stay here. I intend to purchase a better estate on which to
retire."

Despair filled
her eyes. "You will leave?"

"You will come
with me."

"I cannot
leave the palace for another six years."

He released
her and frowned. "Then change the laws."

She shook her
head, reached for his hand and hesitated, then took hold of it.
"Only a queen can do that, and Kerra is too young."

"That causes
an impasse."

"I cannot, in
any case. I must give an audience every tenday."

"You do not
need to do that here. Let the petitioners come to the estate."

"All the
courtiers? It will transplant the entire court to your estate."

He snorted. "A
pox on the courtiers. They are not needed. Let them stay here and
entertain Kerra."

"Some may
remain to curry her favour, but most will follow the seat of
power."

Blade tugged
his hand from hers and swung away. "I will not remain in this
infernal place any longer than I must."

"Please, do
not leave again."

The despair in
her voice made him face her, and he took her hand, shaking his
head. "I will not, little dove. Did I not already make that
promise?"

"Not as a
promise."

"Then I will
say it now. I will leave this place, but I will take you with
me."

"I cannot
leave."

His fingers
caressed her hand, and he drew her closer to clasp her neck, his
thumb stroking the edge of her jaw. "Then I will enable you. Am I
not the Lord Protector of Jashimari?"

She smiled.
"That does not give you the power to change the laws."

"Ah, how
little you know me. Power, in my hands, is but a tool, and I will
find a way to use it."

"How?"

He tilted his
head. "I have not thought of it yet, but I will."

"So long as it
does not involve killing anyone."

"Only if they
get in my way." He studied her uncertain expression. "I jest,
Chiana."

She smiled,
shaking her head. "You have changed so much. I hardly know when to
believe you anymore."

"Always
believe me. It is safer."

She hesitated,
glanced down and swallowed hard, then licked her lips and raised
her eyes to his once more. "Will you ever say those words to me
again?"

"What wor...?
Oh. Those words." He turned and strode to the glass-paned doors
that led out onto the balcony, thrust them open and allowed a gust
of icy wind to blow in, laden with snowflakes. Turning to her, he
beckoned. "Come here."


 


 


 Chapter Twenty Seven

 


Chiana
approached him, rubbing her arms, mystified. When she reached him,
he swept her up and stepped onto the balcony. She clung to his
neck, biting her lip. Blade walked to the railing, and, with a
grunt of effort, leapt onto it, landed on bent legs and
straightened. He turned to face the gardens, and she glanced down
at the flagstones far below. Her hold on him tightened, then she
turned to meet his eyes. He smiled.

"Are you
afraid, little dove?"

"No."

"Why do you
suppose that is?"

"I know you
will not drop me."

He cocked his
head. "Why not?"

"Because you
do not wish to."

"What if I
slip?" He wobbled.

"You will
not."

"Why not?"

"You do not
make mistakes."

Snowflakes
landed on his hair and melted on his skin. "What did I say to you,
on the day I saved you?"

"That you
loved me."

"Do you doubt
it now?"

"No."

He gazed at
the garden. "That was when I realised it. When you jumped. I made a
mistake, that day. The force of your fall was too great for me to
stop. I would have gone over with you, if the others had not
prevented me." He met her eyes again. "I did not care."

"You were
angry, afterwards."

He nodded. "I
had already proven it, yet still you forced me to say it."

"Why is that
so hard for you?"

"I made a vow,
a long time ago."

"To never tell
anyone you loved them?"

He shook his
head. "To never love anyone again."

"Why?"

"Because they
died. They all... died." He stared past her, his expression bleak.
"And I thought my heart had died with them."

"But it did
not."

"Not all of
it, apparently." He turned and walked along the railing. "Most of
it, though."

"What do you
mean?"

Blade smiled
and jumped down onto the balcony. "A little survived."

"Only a
little?"

"Yes." He met
her gaze. "But enough. No one could have forced me to be
Regent."

"So that was
the lie."

"That was the
lie, little dove." He put her down. "But my heart was still frozen
until Rivan was reborn. I could not feel what I knew to be
true."

"And now you
do?"

"You are not
allowed to die."

She brushed a
melting snowflake from his nose. "I love you too, Blade. But you
know that. You must be warmer, the snow melts on you now."

He laughed.
"Did it not, before?"

"I doubt it.
You chilled a room when you walked into it."

"Do I warm it
now?"

"No." She
placed a hand on his chest. "For me, you fill it with joy."

"How proud you
must be, to have a lying drunken killer for a husband."

She giggled.
"Nay, My Lord. My husband is a nobleman, and mostly sober these
days."

"And my wife
is a besotted fool."

"Whom you
love."

"You will not
trick me with clever words, my lady. Pit your wits against mine at
your peril. Princes have tried and failed."

She smiled.
"Oh, so you think yourself clever?"

"No, I just
find most others to be lack wits."

"Including
your besotted wife?"

"She is a
little cleverer than most, I will own. She succeeded where all
others failed."

"In capturing
your heart?"

He smiled and
inclined his head. "Are you content now?"

"No." Chiana
stepped closer and clasped his neck, raising her countenance to the
icy touch of the falling flakes as she gazed into his pale eyes.
Blade cupped her face and studied it, his slight smile widening.
She held her breath as he bent and pressed his lips to hers as
lightly as a snowflake's caress, but warmer. Enfolding her with
gentle arms, he drew her to him. His kiss was that of a saint,
tender and passionless, filled with the poignant promise of an
affection untainted by desire. It was an innocent caress born
solely of an emotion barely thawed from the winter of his
sorrow.

Its
bittersweet purity brought tears to her eyes, and with it came a
rush of understanding that filled her with sadness, as if it poured
from him with the anguish of a soul in torment. His kiss was as
sweet as his smile, filled with his strange, androgynous allure and
the expert seduction of one whose powerful charm had only ever been
used with deadly intent. Chiana wished it would never end, even
though she was certain that this was how it would feel to kiss the
cold lips of death, only his were warm and gentle. It was
incongruous that he, who had snuffed out so many lives with such
consummate ease, was capable of such exquisite tenderness. His
touch was magical, suffused with the captivating enchantment that
had lured so many to their deaths. He ended it too soon, and bowed
his head to lay his cheek against hers.

He whispered,
"Now you finally understand."

She nodded,
swallowing a lump.

"You are the
only one to ever survive my kiss, little dove."

"How
many...?"

He raised his
head and chuckled. "Not many. I dislike being kissed by men."

She recoiled
in surprise. "You lie!"

"That I
dislike it?"

"That you have
ever done it."

"It shocks
you?"

She shook her
head. "I do not believe it."

"Oh, but I
have. Several. Then they died."

Her eyes
roamed over his face, filled with doubt and uncertainty. "You
kissed Kerra."

"That was not
a kiss, although she thought it was. That was... an expedient
necessity. Nor was the time when you insisted on saying goodbye in
such an affectionate manner. You noticed the difference, did you
not?"

"Yes."

"This is the
first time I have ever kissed anyone." He studied her as snowflakes
settled on her hair, and raised a hand to wipe the moisture from
her cheek. "And it brought you sorrow."

"You are the
epitome of sorrow."

"I am sorrow
and fury. I am poison to all who love me. I am the reason my family
died. When I retired, my kill tally was three hundred and five. In
reality, it is over seven thousand." He paused, his eyes bleak. "I
caused the Rout of Ashtolon."

She shook her
head, frowning in puzzlement. "How so?"

He gazed
across the garden again. "The tenday before, I explored the
mountains around the village of Goat's Rest, where I was born. I
was twelve. I used a goat path to pass through a gully, a secret
route carefully hidden for centuries, which the Cotti did not know
about. Goatherds used it to take their beasts to a watering hole in
Cotti territory, on the far side of the mountains. They were
careful, but I was not. The Cotti also used that watering hole, and
patrols stopped there on occasion. I was seen, and I fled.

"I should have
allowed them to capture me. Two herders had made that sacrifice
before. I did not. I fled through the secret passage, and the
patrol followed me. I should have told my father. I should have
warned them. I was ashamed, and I did not. More than seven thousand
Jashimari paid the price for my carelessness. Over five thousand
soldiers, five hundred villagers and two thousand people in the
city of Ashtolon, which they plundered after they had destroyed
Goat's Rest.

"Those towns
have never been rebuilt. They remain ruins, even to this day, and
the pass has since been blocked. I almost caused the downfall of
Jashimari. The Rout of Ashtolon was the worst invasion ever, and
weakened the armies by almost half. Raw recruits were sent into
action to replace those who had perished. How many of them did I
also kill, I wonder."

"You were just
a child. You made a mistake, and you have paid dearly for it. You
have saved many people too. Kerra, twice, and my life three times.
Who else have you saved?"

A slight smile
tugged at his lips. "Minna-Satu."

"She is
dead."

"No. She is
Kerrion's wife, and Queen of Cotti."

She frowned.
"That is not amusing."

"It is safer
to believe me, remember? That is how I earned Rivan's rebirth. She
was Endor's hostage."

"Who gave you
permission to tell me this?"

"I need no
one's permission. You will not betray her. We took the Queen's Cup
that day, but Kerrion found the antidote. He saved my life so I
could protect her from his brothers. Ironic, is it not? She has two
sons now, heirs to the Cotti throne."

He raised a
hand to stroke her cheek. "I have caused more change in the three
kingdoms than any other man in all of history... by killing people.
I, who was born dead, and given a grave name. My siblings had true
names. Rykar, which means Sky Star. Alenstra, Sun Dancer. Orcal,
Dream Song. Shinda, Wind Whisper. Ryana, Sky Bird. And then there
is me." His mouth twisted. "Conash. Dead Son."

Chiana's eyes
overflowed. "And the only one still alive."

He chuckled.
"There is irony for you."

"Why did they
not change your name?"

"They did not
expect me to survive my childhood, even though I lived longer than
the few time-glasses the midwife gave me."

She drew a
jerky breath, brushing at her cheeks, although the melting snow hid
her tears. "I, for one, am glad you did."

"Oh indeed, so
is Minna-Satu, and doubtless Kerrion too. Probably Shamsara. I
would not be surprised." He stepped closer and took her hand. "Do
not weep for me. I have no need of your tears. I have wept enough
of my own. Come, it is cold."

Blade led her
inside and closed the doors, walking over to the hearth to warm his
hands on the fire. Chiana joined him, still stunned by what he had
told her, and anguished by the affect it must have had on him when
he had escaped from the Cotti camp and returned to his homeland to
discover the true extent of the consequences of his blunder.

He turned to
her. "How did your father know to name you Little Bird?"

"It was a
fluke."

"A happy
one."

"Is that why
you came here to offer to kill King Shandor, because of what you
had done?"

He gazed into
the fire. "No. That was purely for vengeance. I wanted to kill
Shandor, and the wealth that Minna-Satu offered was also tempting.
I suppose it was fitting, though, and atoned in some small measure
for my betrayal."

"You have more
than atoned now. You ended the war."

"Minna-Satu
did that. All I have done is kill a great many men. So you see, I
am not a hero. Even all I have done does not make up for the loss
of those seven thousand people. Ashtolon was a bloodbath. The city
was taken by surprise. It was ten leagues from the mountains, and
it should have been safe. They had no defences, no walls, and few
soldiers. Only a garrison where weary men from the border were
allowed to rest for a tenday or so.

"Five
battalions were mobilised from Insheran, Verimon and Perthon to
stop the Cotti. They reached Ashtolon just after the Cotti did.
Three companies were cut off from the main force and slaughtered
outside Ashtolon even before the armies engaged. The battle raged
for two days. They say that over a thousand Jashimari soldiers died
on each day. It was also called the Two Days of Darkness, because
the smoke from the burning city blocked out the sun. Ashtolon was a
grain city, and its stores were burnt. The loss caused starvation
in Jashimari for two years after that.

He shot her a
wry smile. "I only found all this out after I returned, of course,
four years after the Rout. The five battalions could not hold the
Cotti back. Shandor had put together a force of over ten thousand
men in the time I gave him. After the Cotti sacked Ashtolon, they
advanced on Insheran, and another three battalions were sent to
stop them. They engaged the Cotti just outside the city, in a pass
named Hunters' End, which has since been renamed Warriors' Rest,
because two thousand men died there. Insheran was saved."

He turned to
gaze into the fire again. "Do you know how I felt, when I found out
what I had done?"

She shook her
head. "No."

"I felt
nothing. I was already dead."

"What do you
feel now?"

He shrugged.
"No different."

"But you said
that you wept."

"For myself.
For Rivan and my family, yes. When I was in the desert. That is
where my heart died. When I returned to Jashimari, I cared for
nothing and no one. I did not think I would ever feel joy
again."

"Until Rivan
was reborn."

Blade inclined
his head. "Yes."

Chiana glanced
at the wood cat, who lay on a rug beside the table, watching Blade
with wide, puzzled eyes. He sensed his friend's sorrow, she knew.
If he sensed it, then Blade must feel it, but perhaps he only
mourned his family, and not the people who had died. Now she
understood why the former assassin had behaved like a unruly
adolescent since his familiar's return. It was as if his psyche had
been reset to the time before he had lost Rivan, and the emotions
he experienced were those of a child. His emotional development had
ceased at the age of twelve, frozen by the trauma of his loss and
subsequent suffering. That was, she guessed, the only way he could
feel again, by unleashing the love from his past that had been
locked away for so long.

Blade turned
to her and stroked her cheek, and she could not quell a shiver. His
hands had snuffed out so many lives, yet she longed for his caress.
She remembered vividly the day he had almost robbed her of her
senses with the lightest of touches. The firelight gilded his face,
and when he spoke, his voice was so soft that she strained to hear
it over the fire's crackle.

"Of all the
people I have known..." His faint smile faded, and he lowered his
gaze to her hand as he took hold of it. "You are the only one who
has not asked me to kill someone. You are the only one who has
asked me to stop killing and give up my trade. You are the only one
who has shown more concern for my welfare than your wishes. Only
you have wanted to share my life as an assassin; even to attend a
guild meeting." His sweet smile returned, and he raised his eyes to
meet hers. "You call me Blade, but that is my trade name. It is
considered polite for most people, especially fellow assassins, to
use it. But you..." He hesitated, looking down at her hand again.
"You may call me Ash, if you wish."

Her breath
caught. "That is your childhood name, is it not?"

"Yes." He
hesitated. "But my true name was to have been Tyequin."

She gazed up
at him, amazed. "God Touched."

"Yes. That is
what I am. I have always known it, yet did not believe it until one
who is dragon kin told me."

A tremulous
smile tugged at her lips. "I would be honoured to call you Ash, My
Lord."

He raised his
eyes to meet hers again, his smile widening slightly. "Good."



The following
day, Blade used her desk to write two letters, which he showed to
her before sealing. She wondered about them, but he did not
volunteer to explain them. One was a letter to Prince Prethos,
requesting the release from Andrango Prison of a man named Andevar.
While politely phrased, she did not think Prethos would dare to
deny it. The other was a commendation of a Lord Brenthal, for
comforts received.

For the next
two tendays, Chiana left much of the governance to Insash so she
could spend more time with Blade, and he seemed to enjoy her
company. Rivan continued to ambush him around corners, and, if
anything, the destruction of palace ornaments increased. Blade
exercised every day, read books from the palace's vast library, and
joined her at meal times. Each morning that Chiana woke to find him
beside her was a precious gift, for she sensed his strong wish to
leave, and dreaded that it would one day overcome him.

The last of
the winter blizzards swept through Jondar, and the snow melted away
in spring's warm sun. Green buds opened on the trees, and birdsong
wafted from the gardens. The Tree Moon waned, and the Death Moon
began to show its skull face. The dreamsilks' colour changed from
green and brown to black and red.


 


 


 Chapter Twenty Eight

 


Blade reined
in his horse at the end of a long, winding lane lined with
flowering moon trees and pale shay flower bushes. He had been
exploring the lands around Jondar for almost a tenday, despite
Chiana's protestations, and this looked like the perfect place.
Guiding his horse, a calm black Traverdan stallion, into the lane,
he urged the beast into a slow canter. He wore his usual black, the
jacket bearing a little silver ornamentation on the sleeves, and a
silver-edged cloak hung from his shoulders.

As the
stallion clattered into the gravelled courtyard, grooms emerged
from the stables to hold it. Blade gazed at the sprawling mansion
with its pillared entrance and pale marble steps, its walls built
from finely crafted blocks of grey Endran stone, its roof covered
with black slate. Blade dismounted as a confused looking servant
opened the front door and bowed.

"Who may I say
is visiting his lordship?" the man asked.

Blade tore his
eyes from the sweeping beauty of the elegant gardens to glance at
him. "Who is your lord?"

"If you do not
know, why are you visiting?"

"An excellent
question. I like this estate. I wish to buy it."

"I do not
think it is for sale, sir."

Blade smiled.
"Everything is for sale. Take me to your master, or summon him
here."

"He will wish
to know who you are."

"And I shall
tell him."

The servant
sniffed, raking Blade with a disparaging glance. "You may not be
someone he wishes to speak to."

"Oh, I am, I
assure you."

The man
glanced at the tall stallion with its silver-ornamented trappings,
shrugged, and vanished back into the mansion. Blade spent the next
few minutes admiring the scenery. Groves of fire and smoke trees
mingled in a pleasing medley of colours, and marble fountains
sparkled in the sun. Chiana would like it, he decided. He turned as
the servant reappeared. A stocky, middle-aged, florid-faced noble
with a bristling walrus moustache and a belligerent air followed,
and glared at the assassin. Blade had not seen him at court, but
then, he rarely attended audiences. The lord clearly did not
recognise Blade, either, and his scowl blackened.

"Who are you
to demand to speak to me without offering your name, sir?"

Blade smiled.
He finally had a use for his titles, humiliating uppity nobles. He
found it most amusing, and had developed a habit of doing it. "I am
High Lord Conash, Lord Protector of Jashimari and sacred Knight of
the Veil."

The man
reddened, and Blade watched him curiously, wondering if he would
disbelieve him, as many had made the mistake of doing. The servant
paled, shooting Blade a guilty glance. The nobleman appeared to
wrestle with himself, then bowed low. "I am honoured, My Lord. I am
Lord Tremath."

Blade nodded
and turned to gaze at the gardens again. "I wish to purchase your
estate, Lord Tremath."

"I - I had not
planned to sell it, My Lord."

"No matter. I
require a pleasant estate on which to retire. I think my wife will
like this. The estate Queen Minna-Satu gave me is a little remote,
and austere. Name your price."

"I..." The
nobleman looked flabbergasted, and Blade almost pitied him.
Everyone knew that his wealth was beyond calculation. Essentially,
the crown would pay for anything he desired, since Minna-Satu had
opened the royal coffers to pay for Kerra-Manu's safety nineteen
years ago.

"Well?" Blade
demanded. "I do not have all day, Lord Tremath."

"Yes, My Lord.
I would ask for twenty thousand goldens."

The assassin
snorted. "A paltry sum. I will pay you fifty thousand goldens if
you vacate the estate within the tenday."

Lord Tremath
paled. "That is most generous of you -"

"Generosity
has nothing to do with it. I have more money than I know what to do
with, and I am in a hurry. What is your answer?"

"I... I
accept, of course, My Lord."

"Good." Blade
turned to the groom and took his horse's reins, mounting the
stallion. "Your retainers may remain to serve me if they wish, and
leave the furnishings, I have no wish to be bothered with
refurnishing it. My wife and I will be here next tenday."

"But My Lord,
the Regent..."

"Is going to
live here with me. She will enjoy it, I think."

Lord Tremath
gaped at Blade, who raised a hand and turned the stallion, urging
it once more into a slow canter along the driveway.

 


The Regent
glanced around as Insash, who read a petition during a long and
particularly trying audience, fell silent and looked up. Blade
entered the chamber with swift steps, and the herald at the door
stiffened, his eyes widening.

"His Grace,
High Lord Conash, Lord Protector of Jashimari, former Regent,
husband of Regent Chiana and sacred Knight of the Veil," he
bellowed.

Blade waved a
hand as the assembly bowed, stopping beside Chiana's chair. She
cast him a puzzled smile, for he rarely attended audiences.

The herald
shouted, "Her Majesty, Queen Kerra-Manu!"

The court sank
down as Kerra swept in, and Chiana became even more puzzled, since
Kerra had told her that she would not attend the audience that day.
Kerra settled on her throne, and the court straightened at her
gesture. Blade walked to the front of the dais.

"I have an
announcement," he said. "I have decided that the Regent will
accompany me to dwell on my new estate for the remainder of her
regency. She will return to the palace for audiences, and Chief
Advisor Insash will attend to any pressing business in between.
There will be no debate. Any who wish to object may do so now, so I
may add their names to the list I shall draw up, numbering those
who are my enemies. Any who find their names on this list will find
no favour with me in the future, and I shall, in fact, deal harshly
with them at every turn."

He gestured to
the court scribe, who stepped from the side-lines, looking nervous.
Blade faced the court again.

"So, who would
like their name on my list?"

The silence
would have made a pin dropping sound like a thunderclap. Insash
glanced around with wide eyes, and several tense seconds passed
before a senior lord cleared his throat.

"May we know
the reason for this, My Lord?"

"And you
are?"

"Lord
Brevare."

"Well, Lord
Brevare, Regent Chiana has ruled in the palace for nineteen years
without respite, except when she was ill and I was forced to
replace her. I have no wish to live here, and she would like to
accompany me."

Lord Brevare
glanced around at the silent throng. "And what of her safety, My
Lord?"

"It is
assured. Captain Redgard will bring a contingent of palace guards
to patrol the estate, and I will be there. Need I remind you that I
have already protected her, and Queen Kerra-Manu, on several
occasions?"

"Indeed, Lord
Conash, but you are no longer a young man."

Blade walked
down the three steps from the dais to approach the portly lord, who
raised his chin. The former assassin exuded menace in palpable
waves as he stopped before the nobleman.

"I assure you,
Lord Brevare, that I have not lost the ability to kill a man. It is
quite easy once you have the knack of it."

"What has the
Queen to say upon the matter?"

Blade turned
to face the dais. "As you see, she is here to offer her
support."

Kerra nodded,
her eyes sparkling and her cheeks flushed with excitement. Chiana
did not doubt that the girl was immensely happy to have been asked
to support Blade's plan. She swallowed a lump, her heart pounding,
a little giddy with joy.

Blade strolled
back to the dais and turned to face the court once more. "My estate
is just outside Jondar, so any urgent business that Insash does not
feel he can deal with, can be sent by messenger for the Regent's
attention. Shall I add your name to my list, Lord Brevare?"

"No, My Lord.
I have no objections."

"Anyone else?"
Blade spread his hands. "Come now, My Lords and ladies, I find
palace life intensely boring. I would welcome the entertainment of
making someone's life unpleasant. Will no one oblige me?"

Silence and
hesitant head shaking answered him, and he waved the court scribe
away. Chiana gazed at the stunned assembly with a smile, a little
surprised by its reaction, but not unduly. Everyone knew Blade was
a vindictive man; it was a reputation he constantly fostered with
his cold looks and cutting remarks, and the proof of how much power
he wielded now was in the way the court accepted his sweeping
declaration without so much as a murmur. Of course, Kerra's support
helped, and everyone also knew that the Queen would not cross him.
No one wanted to be on the Lord Protector's list, it seemed, and
Chiana did not blame them. While he had not stipulated what form
his retribution would take, clearly no one wanted to find out.
Blade had achieved what she had thought impossible with a short
speech and a few veiled threats, and her heart swelled.

Blade stalked
out. Several minutes of stunned silence followed his departure,
then Insash cleared his throat and continued to read the
petition.

 


Chiana walked
towards her husband across the manicured gardens of his new estate.
He sat under a spreading puffwood tree, his chin sunk on his chest,
his eyes closed. As she reached him, he raised his head and opened
his eyes. She sank down beside him, and he cast her a smile. Chiana
gestured for the maidservant who had followed her to leave the tray
that held two glasses and a jug of cherry juice, and the girl
placed it on the grass and retreated.

Chiana poured
the juice and handed him a glass. Rivan stopped purring and sat up,
his ears swivelling. She followed his gaze. A black-clad man walked
towards them across the lawn with a lithe, gliding gait, and she
recognised Blade's last apprentice, recently an assassin, Wrath.
The young man fell to one knee when he arrived at Blade's side,
bowing his head.

"Master." He
shot Chiana a shy look. "My lady."

Blade held out
his hand, and Wrath placed a golden in it. Despite Blade's vast
wealth, his former apprentice was still obliged to share his
earnings with his mentor. The only rules that applied to assassins
were the Guild's, and Blade still adhered to them rigorously. He
tucked the coin away.

"Was it a good
kill?"

"Yes,
Master."

"Have you
enough work?"

"Yes, Master.
As your former apprentice, I'm popular."

Blade frowned.
"You are not that good, boy. Lance was better than you. You could
not win the belt if it was available."

The youth hung
his head, nodding. Chiana had seen him several times since she had
moved to Blade's estate, each time he came to share his earnings.
Blade was consistently harsh in his comments and scathing in his
observations, yet Wrath never objected.

Blade
gestured. "You have done your duty. Go."

The youth rose
and walked away, and Blade turned his head to gaze across the
gardens. Chiana took his hand.

"Thank you for
making this possible, Ash."

He glanced at
her and shrugged. "I did not wish to stay at the palace."

"You did not
have to arrange for me to come here."

"It was not so
difficult."

"For you. For
anyone else it would have been impossible. The courtiers are
terrified of you."

He smiled. "As
they should be. Am I not the most powerful man in Jashimari?"

"You are, My
Lord."

"All those
silly titles had to be good for something."

"Will you
return to the palace with me for the audience tomorrow?"

He sighed. "I
would rather not. I do not have the patience to deal with those
primping fools, even for a few time-glasses."

"I would like
you to come. Your presence makes my duty far easier. After the
incident with Lord Darver and Moremar, no one dares to question my
authority while you are there, for fear of receiving harsher
treatment from you."

"As well they
should, for they would." He inclined his head. "Very well. Perhaps
some fool will brighten my day with a bit of idiocy."

Chiana gazed
at him, her heart filled with joy. Every day, Blade took Rivan into
the gardens to play. Usually she would accompany them, and their
antics always had her in gales of laughter. Blade included her in
their boisterousness, as he had done at the palace, and she was
always left gasping and giggling, as well as somewhat bedraggled
and grass-stained, at the end of it.

Blade also
took great delight in teasing her, appearing at the most unexpected
moments to make her jump, pounce on her and hug her before
vanishing into whatever shadow he had emerged from. Occasionally
she would catch him, although she suspected that he let her. In the
afternoons he would practice his skills, then find a comfortable
spot to sit and doze, read or write. Her happiest moments, however,
were when they were alone, lying beside the fire sipping wine, when
she could hold him.

Blade seemed
content, and she sometimes wondered if he truly was, but did not
dwell on it too much. She feared he would leave again one day,
despite his promise. He continued his pastime of humiliating nobles
at state functions he was obliged to attend, such as Kerra's
birthday, and Chiana's, although he would not divulge the date of
his own so it could be celebrated. Chiana revelled in his company,
discovering him to be an accomplished conversationalist on many
subjects, so much so that at times she felt that she was the one
who lacked proficiency.

Blade had
purchased several other rich estates, for them to enjoy once her
regency was over, he claimed, but she suspected that he just liked
having enough money to buy anything he wished. His penchant for
buying the family estates of the wealthiest noblemen, and
especially those who slighted him, told her that he also did it to
avenge such slights or simply to demonstrate his power. Considering
what he had suffered to earn it, she did not begrudge him his
little foibles, even when the nobles complained. As she pointed
out, Blade paid far more than the estates were worth.

It was
fortunate, she mused, that the crown had wealth to spare, the way
he spent it. He also lavished her with gifts. Apart from the
numerous estates, he had presented her with highly bred horses,
exotic pets, mountains of jewels and so many wardrobes of exquisite
gowns she could never wear them all. Blade had opened the palace
coffers to the poor, housing beggars and vagrants in several
stately homes he had purchased and staffing them with servants to
wait upon the unfortunates, whose fortunes he had changed. In
addition, he opened houses for the sick and homes for harlots and
abused women and children. The crown and church already had several
such establishments, but Blade opened many more.

The former
assassin ensured that everyone thought the crown owned the
establishments, however, and only Chiana knew the truth. His
reputation named him a wealthy and powerful but cold-hearted man,
and he seemed to prefer it that way. Instead, Chiana was credited
with all his good deeds, and it shamed her a little that she had
never thought to be so generous to the populace. Then again, she
supposed, she did not have the right to spend the crown's wealth so
extravagantly, while he, having earned it, did. That made him more
powerful than she, and even, until she ascended the throne,
Kerra.

The only speck
of unhappiness in her idyll was the certitude that the
overabundance of gifts Blade lavished upon her was due, in large
part if not in whole, to his sense of inadequacy. She made the most
of his teasing company and stilted affection, although she could
not shake the sense that her joy existed on borrowed time. He
constantly surprised her, and she despaired of ever plumbing the
true depths of the man she had come to know and love. Her only wish
was to spend the rest of her life with him, so she might revel in
his captivating company and bask in the reflected glory he tried so
hard to hide. Her husband, who had shaped history and changed the
fate of three kingdoms. The Queen's Blade.

 


*****

 


Get the two prequels, Dead
Son and God
Touched.
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