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Prologue

 


In her
endeavour to end the Endless War that had raged between her kingdom
and the Cotti for more than seven centuries, Queen Minna-Satu,
ruler of the Jashimari, heeded the advice of Shamsara, Idol of the
Beasts, who said that when a child who was neither Jashimari nor
Cotti sat upon the Jashimari throne, there would be peace. After
scores of her soldiers failed the task, Minna-Satu sent an assassin
to slay the Cotti King and bring his son to her, alive. Blade
succeeded, and thus the Master of the Dance in Jondar became the
Queen's Blade.

As soon as she
was certain that she bore his child, Minna-Satu sent Kerrion back
to his desert kingdom. Before the Princess was born, however, the
kingdom of Contara invaded Jashimari, which, weakened by war, could
not prevail against two foes. When the Cotti King reached Jondar,
Minna-Satu took the Queen's Cup, a painless poison, to make
Kerrion's daughter the Jashimari Queen and save her people.
Kerrion, however, went to Shamsara and got the antidote for the
Queen's Cup. He honoured his daughter's heritage and drove out the
Contara, then gave Minna-Satu and Blade the antidote and took them
to Cotti.

The elder
Jashimari Queen was in grave danger in Jadaya, and the King needed
Blade's skills to keep her safe. The assassin's hatred of the
Cotti, however, ensured that he was not a willing cohort in that
endeavour. Kerrion was unable to persuade Blade to assassinate his
plotting half-brothers, which was the only way to protect
Minna-Satu. In an attempt to force Blade to obey, Kerrion
imprisoned him. All Kerrion's plans hinge upon a man whom he knows
to be pitiless, whose deadliness is without peer, and who longs for
the Cotti King’s death above all others. He is as cold and
unpredictable as a midwinter blizzard.

He is the
Queen’s Blade.


 


 


 Chapter One

 


King Kerrion
thumped his carved milkwood desk and glared at the spy who had just
delivered the news that Blade’s fellow prisoners had tried to kill
him during the night. The unfortunate man cringed, bowing his head
before the King's ire. Kerrion jumped up and strode over to the
window of his study, his hands clenched at his sides.

"He is
alive."

"Yes,
Sire."

"How badly was
he injured?"

"Some cuts,
quite bad, but nothing that will kill him. The healers say he will
recover in a few tendays."

Kerrion turned
to scowl at the spy. "A few tendays!" He raised his fists in a
helpless gesture. "Oh, what is the use? He will never do as I say
in any case."

"Sire?" The spy
looked confused.

"Never mind.
You may go."

The informant
left, and Kerrion turned to gaze out of the window again, forcing
himself to relax. Blade's continued refusal to help frustrated and
angered him, and the assassin's brush with death alarmed him. His
plan to bring Minna to Jadaya relied upon the assassin's
co-operation. Already his spies reported plots brewing amongst his
half-brothers to murder the former Jashimari Queen. Without Blade,
preventing her death would be almost impossible. While he could do
almost nothing to stop them, they would have no trouble hiring
thugs or assassins to accomplish their aim.

Although Shista
was a considerable deterrent and a formidable guardian, she would
not be able to protect the Queen from a well-planned attack. Her
presence was known, and would be planned for. Nor could he spend
all of his time with Minna. He was forced to leave her with only
her handmaidens for most of the day. At night she was safe at his
side, for he doubted that any Cotti assassin was good enough to
slay her while she slept beside him. Blade, on the other hand, he
thought wryly, could accomplish such a feat with ease.

With a curse,
he strode from the room, heading for the Queen's quarters. The
guards outside her door saluted as he passed, and Minna looked up
from a painting she was working on, her brows rising at his
thunderous expression. Her maidens hurried out at her gesture, and
she put aside her brush to wipe her hands on a cloth as she rose to
greet him.

"Have you been
to visit Lord Conash again?"

"No. But I have
had news of him."

She smiled.
"What has he done now?"

"He was nearly
killed."

Minna paled,
her eyes widening. "By whom? What happened?"

"Some of the
other prisoners attacked him last night, but the guards stopped
them in time. He is injured, nothing more. He is not going to
die."

She relaxed a
little, looking relieved, but her brows drew together and she shook
her head. "Your plan is not going to work, Kerrion. I believe Blade
will not succumb to anything you do to him. Rather, he will grow to
hate you even more."

"Yes, he said
as much after the flogging."

"What
flogging?"

Kerrion sighed,
rubbing his brow. "The jailer flogged him for disobedience some
tendays ago."

Minna turned
away to pour herself a cup of wine with trembling hands. When she
spoke again, it was in a low, controlled tone, but her voice shook
with anger. "You will stop this cruelty. I should have spoken
earlier, but my perception of prisons is perhaps a little naive. I
demand that he is sent to me at once."

Kerrion stared
at her in surprise, shocked by the vehemence with which she spoke.
"What for?"

Minna swung to
face him, her eyes sparkling. "Because he is My Lord, and a loyal
Jashimari subject. He has done nothing to deserve such
treatment."

"He is an
assassin -"

"That is not a
crime. It is a scorned trade, nothing more. The crime is
perpetrated by those who hire assassins, so if you wish to punish
someone for your brother's death, then send me to prison."

Kerrion closed
the gap between them and gripped her arms. "He is not being
punished for that. I thought he would co-operate in return for his
freedom, you know that."

"Yes." She
shook him off. "I knew, and I am ashamed of it. But I did not know
about this flogging, and I will not countenance it."

"Do you think
you can persuade him to help us?"

"I do not care
if he agrees or not, this must stop."

Kerrion
frowned. "Without his help, you may very well be killed. I have not
said anything before, because I did not want to worry you, but my
brothers are plotting to get rid of you already. I cannot protect
you when I am not with you, nor can I have them arrested.

"If any harm
comes to you I will kill the bastards myself, and I will not care
about the consequences, but if I do it now we will both be doomed.
I may be the King, but I still have to obey the law, and murdering
my brothers would condemn me. No Cotti assassin will kill a Cotti
prince, so what can I do?"

Minna regarded
him calmly. "Arrange an accident for them."

"Yes, for one,
perhaps, maybe two, but I think there are three or four involved in
this scheme, and arranging accidents is tricky. It just takes one
spy amongst my people and I will be the one on the gallows."

She sipped her
wine. "Send for another Jashimari assassin."

"That takes
time." He turned away, throwing up his hands. "Even if I find one
willing to work for a Cotti, it will take a moon phase for him to
get here, and he may not be that good. If he is captured and
tortured, I am dead. I know assassins are not supposed to reveal
their employers, even under torture, but it can happen, and Cotti
torture is particularly heinous. I brought Blade here for this very
reason. I never expected him to refuse to protect you. Why would
he?"

"What does he
say about me?"

"He calls you
my puppet and my concubine. He said you would be better off
dead."

Minna blinked.
"He said that?"

"You find that
flattering?"

"Of course. Do
you not see? He thinks I am here against my will, and that you
treat me badly. You must send him to me. I think I know how to
persuade him to help us."

The King shook
his head, looking doubtful. "He is injured, useless to us now. What
did you have in mind?"

"If he sees
that I am happy here, and that you treat me with respect and heed
my commands, he might obey me, for a fee, of course. So long as the
orders do not come from you, and he sees that I am free to do as I
please, it may work."

"You said
before that he would not obey you." He shrugged. "But it is worth a
try, I suppose. We have nothing to lose."

"It will not be
easy to convince him, but he may be more amenable now that he knows
what awaits him if he does not agree." She pondered, frowning. "How
long will it be before he is well enough?"

"According to
my spy, he was slashed with some sort of knife and throttled with a
chain. A healer is attending him now, and I will have him moved to
a room immediately. Perhaps a few days."

"Good, let us
hope we are not too late."

Kerrion took
her hands and kissed the back of each one. "I pray to God every day
to keep you safe. You know I could not live without you."

She stroked the
hair that fell over his brow. "Nor I."

"We shall be
wed one day soon, for my sake."

"You know I do
not care about marriage, Kerrion. Jashimari Queens do not wed."

"That is why I
said it is for my sake. I want you as my wife, the mother of my son
and heir to the Cotti throne. Why should Jashimari be ruled by my
daughter, if Cotti is not ruled by your son. You are going to be a
Cotti Queen one day."

She cupped his
cheek, admiring the symmetry of his aquiline features and the
slight slant of his amber eyes. "I will be anything you wish, My
King."


 


 


 Chapter Two

 


Blade paced to
the end of the chain, turned, and started back towards his bed.
Five days ago, he had been returned to the room in the palace where
he had first woken, and shackled as before. He had received a most
welcome bath and good food, even wine, served by a tight-lipped
Olan. His clothes had been returned to him, along with a loose
white shirt, since his leather attire was not suited to the desert
climate.

The cuts on his
chest were half healed now. A Cotti healer had stitched them, and
smeared them each day with a soothing ointment. For three days he
had been unable to speak except in a whisper, and even now his
voice was soft and husky. Since he had been brought here, he had
spent all his waking time-glasses trying to figure out what Kerrion
might be planning now. He had received the good treatment that he
had been promised in return for his co-operation, but he had made
no agreement, and it bothered him.

Blade turned as
the door opened, his eyes narrowing when Kerrion entered. The King
paused to study the assassin, and they regarded each other with
open hostility. Kerrion spoke first, breaking the tense
silence.

"The Queen
wishes to see you."

Blade's brows
rose. "The Queen? Do you not mean your concubine? Cotti do not have
Queens, only serving girls and brood mares."

"You will show
her the respect due her rank or be punished for it, as she sees
fit."

"Do not lecture
me on showing respect to my Queen, Kerrion. What is this all about,
and why have I been brought here? I have made no agreement with
you."

"I know. The
Queen sent for you, so you had to be cleaned up first. I would not
insult her by bringing a stinking prisoner into her presence."

Blade frowned.
"You are the one who made me into a stinking prisoner. Is it
perhaps that you are ashamed of how you treated me? I doubt the
Queen knows what you did."

"Ashamed? No.
The Queen knows you were sent to prison. She agreed to it. She is
the one who needs your co-operation, after all. She knows what has
happened to you. All of it."

"When did you
tell her, just before she begged to see me?"

Kerrion
frowned, disliking the fact that the assassin's assumption was
close to the truth. "She did not beg, and I did not come here to
argue with you. She wants to see you, and so she shall."

He opened to
the door to admit four spear-toting guards. When they had arranged
themselves around the assassin, Kerrion took a key from his pocket
and tossed it to Blade.

Kerrion led the
way down a long marble corridor bare of any ornamentation except
potted plants and statues of long-dead kings, warriors and heroic
beasts. Stained glass windows let in streams of coloured light to
pattern the pale floor. They stopped before a pair of imposing
doors at the end of a corridor, where two soldiers snapped to
attention. Kerrion gestured, and one of the guards knocked on the
doors, which a maiden opened.

The girl fell
to her knees as Kerrion strode past her, and Blade followed, a
little puzzled. The room resembled Minna-Satu's vast suite in
Jashimari, decorated lavishly with rich hangings and rugs of a
predominantly blue or turquoise hue, which Minna favoured. The
floor was strewn with gilt-edged cushions, and a dozen handmaidens
waited within, dressed in Jashimari fashion. All fell to their
knees at Kerrion's entrance. The King stepped aside, and Blade
stopped in surprise.

Queen
Minna-Satu languished on a veritable mountain of cushions, dressed
in a flowing peacock-blue gown, her favourite colour. Jewels and
gold pins decorated her hair, strands of pearls and gold chains
hung over a jewelled bodice embroidered in gold. The scene was all
too familiar, so similar to the Queen's room in Jashimari that
Blade almost thought himself transported there. He bowed as Minna
rose to greet him, smiling.

"My Lord
Conash. It is good to see you."

"My Queen."

Minna studied
his face, her eyes lingering on his gaunt cheeks and the fading
bruises around his throat. The signs of his recent ordeal clearly
saddened her, and she shot Kerrion an angry look that Blade did not
miss.

"Come, My Lord,
sit with me."

A soft chirp
made him glance around. Shista trotted towards him, her eyes bright
and a deep purr rumbling in her throat. Blade smiled, and she
rubbed against his legs so vigorously that she almost bowled him
over. Flopping down, she rolled onto her back in a clear demand
that he rub her belly. The assassin squatted to oblige, stroking
the silken fur under which sleek muscles writhed.

Minna smiled
and returned to her nest of cushions, gesturing to a suitable spot
for Blade to sit. He left the sand cat and sank down on the
indicated pile of cushions. Kerrion remained standing, and the
Queen barely took notice of his presence. A maiden brought Blade a
cup of wine, but Minna declined to join him. She gestured, and the
maidens vanished out through the doors.

"I have heard
of your harsh treatment, and I regret it, My Lord."

"You are not to
blame."

"I did not
speak against it strongly enough at the time, I must admit. I also
thought that a time behind bars would persuade you to help us in
return for your freedom." She sighed. "You see, I have little else
to offer you, My Lord. Already my coffers in Jashimari are open to
you, though it does you no good here."

Blade glanced
at Kerrion with narrowed eyes. "His life would be ample
reward."

"You know I
cannot do that. Without him, the war would start again, and all my
plans would be in vain. Besides, I love Kerrion, and he loves me.
Soon we will be wed."

"Jashimari
Queens do not wed."

"No, but Cotti
Kings do. We must make compromises if we are to work together.
Normally a Cotti King would take many wives and concubines, but
Kerrion will take only one wife. A Cotti wife has no power, but I
already do, and shall have more when I am wed to him. By the same
token, Jashimari Queens do not wed, but take a consort, so I shall
take a husband.

"You see, we
both flout our traditions so we can bring about changes for the
better in Cotti and Jashimari culture. I shall never rule Cotti,
any more than Kerrion will rule Jashimari, but, as the King himself
has said, if his daughter rules Jashimari, then my son will rule
Cotti."

She leant
forward. "That is why my life is in danger. Kerrion's brothers plot
to kill me, and he cannot stop them legally, nor can he kill them
himself without being discovered. No Cotti assassin will do it, and
we have no time to bring another assassin from Jashimari. You are
my only hope. I am now in the same predicament that Kerrion was
when I took him prisoner, except I am not a prisoner."

Blade glanced
at Kerrion, then faced her again. "An elaborate tale, My Queen. A
very plausible one too. And all this." He gestured to the
furnishings. "Most convincing. Were you brought from his harem to
tell it? Did he threaten to punish you if you failed to persuade
me?"

Minna-Satu
paled, her eyes widening. "How dare you? You question me? You doubt
my words? Are you calling me a liar?"

"No, My Queen.
I am calling you another victim of Kerrion's plans. A pawn captured
and forced to dance to his tune." Blade glanced at the King again,
who smirked. "Did he do all of this merely to use me for his own
ends, to kill his enemies?"

"You rate
yourself too highly. I always knew you were proud, but you have an
overblown opinion of your worth. I was not captured to blackmail
you, rather, you were saved to protect me."

"Perhaps."
Blade sipped his wine. "The Jashimari Queen is a great prize
indeed, to be brought here a prisoner and paraded before the Cotti
lords as the spoils of war.

"I do not doubt
that Kerrion's brothers seek to strip him of his trophy, and I will
not be fooled into protecting his property. I regret your
humiliation in this matter. No Jashimari Queen should be used so
ill, and I understand that you would not be able to withstand the
kind of treatment I have received."

Kerrion made a
choking sound, patently struggling to keep from laughing as Minna
rose to her feet. Blade put down his wine cup and stood up to face
her, shooting the King an icy glance.

"You dare to
insult me so?" Minna growled. "You, who I thought knew me so well,
think I would bow to such a scheme? Allow myself to be used
thus?"

"Torture is a
powerful inducement -"

"Not powerful
enough!" Her eyes glittered. "You may be a coward when it comes to
pain, but I would never become a trophy to any man. I would rather
die."

"That can be
prevented -"

"He is to be my
husband, and I am his willing bride. I have been treated with every
courtesy and kindness since my arrival, and that is the truth."

"You do his
bidding -"

Minna slapped
him, jerking his head to the side with the force of the blow.
"Silence! I do no one's bidding! Not now. Not ever. Do you see the
signs of ill treatment upon me? Do I look like one who has been
humiliated and treated as a trophy?" Blade glared at the floor, and
Minna said, "Answer me!"

He raised his
eyes. "No, you do not."

"What must I do
to convince you? Would you have me hold a dagger to his
throat?"

"You cannot
kill him, you said so yourself."

Minna threw up
her hands. "Then what? Tell me what will convince you, and I will
have it done."

"I do not know,
My Queen. He may sink to great depths to get his way."

"There must be
something."

Blade looked at
Kerrion. "Perhaps if I saw his court bow to you and call you their
Queen."

Minna also
glanced at the King, who shook his head. "Impossible. It is too
soon to expect them to accept Minna as their queen. Cotti do not
regard women highly, and on top of that, she is Jashimari. It will
take a few years before that can be attained."

The assassin
nodded. "As I thought."

"No, your queen
has told you the truth. I am surprised you offer her this
insult."

"I do not
insult her. She is at your mercy, as I have said."

"No."

Blade strode
over to the King and punched him in the face, knocking the monarch
down. Kerrion lay stunned for a moment, then shook his head and sat
up, cursed and wiped blood from his nose. Minna flew to his side
and fell to her knees. The assassin watched her with a frown,
wringing his hand. She glared at Blade, then jumped up and smacked
him with all her might, making him stagger. He backed away when she
came after him, her eyes alight with ire.

"You go too
far! I should order you whipped for this."

Her reaction
surprised Blade, and Kerrion rose to his feet, chuckling. "I do
believe he was testing you, Minna. Your reaction told a story, did
it not, Blade?"

The assassin
looked doubtful. "Such reactions do not usually lie."

"That is right,
they do not. If that convinced you, then I suppose it was worth a
bloody nose."

Blade glanced
at Minna. "Only partly. It convinces me that the Queen does indeed
care for you, but what of your feelings for her? Perhaps you have
treated her well, and told her lies to gain her trust and love, but
to what end? So I could be convinced in just such a manner?"

Kerrion stared
at him. "My God, just how devious do you think I am? Or how
desperate to have you in my employ? If I did not care for your
Queen, why would I wish to kill my brothers in order to protect
her? Why would I save her and bring her here, placing myself in
danger?"

"You have long
hated your brothers and wished them dead. They have plotted against
you since your father was killed."

"And before.
But once I became King they could not touch me, not until I did
something my people disliked, such as planning to marry a Jashimari
woman."

Blade went over
to the cushions where he had been seated and picked up his cup,
sipping wine while he pondered. "So, you would have me believe that
you have imperilled your throne by bringing the Queen here."

"Yes."

"And you did
this because you love her."

"Yes."

"Why would your
brothers want to kill the Queen if her presence here threatens to
depose you?"

Kerrion dabbed
his nose with a handkerchief. "Because it may not. If the Cotti
accept her, the next King will be half Jashimari, a far worse
prospect for my brothers."

Blade studied
him. "You will swear to this?"

"Of
course."

"In blood."

Kerrion
grimaced. "If you insist. There's enough of it on my face at the
moment."

"Not your
blood. Your familiar's."

The King's head
jerked up. "No."

The assassin
turned to Minna. "Only that will convince me."

She glanced at
Kerrion. "Blade, you know how precious a familiar is. You ask too
much."

"Evidently,"
the assassin murmured. "No one would go that far to prove a
lie."

"It is the
truth."

"If he is
indeed willing to risk his throne and even his life for you,
spilling his familiar's blood is not too high a price to pay. If he
is lying, it is."

Minna looked at
Kerrion with soft, sympathetic eyes. The King appeared struggle
with himself, scowling at the floor with his mouth set in a grim,
white-edged line. Minna went to him and took his hand. "No,
Kerrion, we will find another way. You do not have to do this."

"There is no
other way." He pinned Blade with a fierce glare. "If I do this, you
will obey your Queen."

"If you do
this, I will consider her employ," Blade drawled.

"If you refuse
one order from her, I will personally flay you alive, and enjoy
it."

The assassin
walked up to the King and thrust his face close to Kerrion's, his
eyes blazing. "Cotti soldiers disembowelled my familiar before my
eyes. I shared the pain of his death, and you shrink from shedding
a drop of blood from yours."

Minna gave a
soft cry and sank onto the cushions, a hand over her mouth. The men
glanced at her, then faced each other again.

"Could you have
done that yourself?" Kerrion demanded.

"I am not
asking you to kill it."

"You unfeeling
bastard." Kerrion strode to the window, leaning on the ledge to
gaze up at the sky.

After a few
long minutes of growing tension, Minna rose and approached Blade.
"Stop this, My Lord. He has shown that he will do it. You do not
need to force him further."

Blade smiled,
gazing at Kerrion's rigid back. "I rather enjoy having him at my
mercy."

"I am sure you
do, but you do not need more convincing."

"Perhaps my
reward will be his suffering."

"Will you make
us both suffer?" she asked, drawing his unwilling gaze to her pale
face. "Perhaps you would enjoy seeing me torture Shista too? You
have us at your mercy. Is it not strange that a great King such as
he should be forced to perform such an abhorrent act to gain the
services of a mere assassin? And I, your Queen, must watch
helplessly as my betrothed suffers at your hands? I order you to
stop this, Lord Conash."

"Then I shall
not be convinced, My Queen."

Minna made a
sound of frustration. "I did not think you a cruel man before
now."

"You quail from
his suffering, but what of mine? You did not see me tied to a
whipping post and flogged by a filthy Cotti bastard whose stench
would have made you sick."

"I did not
order it, nor did he."

"He ordered my
imprisonment, and he also ordered the healer to rub poison into my
wounds afterwards."

"He was
desperate," she muttered. "You do this out of petty enjoyment."

"No." He shook
his head. "This is revenge. Did he honestly think that I would not
have it? He tried to force me to help him by torturing me, so he
must suffer to gain it. Believe me, his suffering is nothing
compared to mine."

"By hurting
him, you hurt me."

"That is not my
intention, My Queen."

"But it is the
result of your demands."

He inclined his
head. "My regrets."

"For pity's
sake, stop this!"

Blade averted
his gaze from her desperate, pleading face, unmoved by her appeal,
save perhaps for a slight twinge of embarrassment to see his Queen
so humbled. "I have no pity, My Queen, that is what makes me a good
assassin. You are as humiliated by your emotions as Chiana was when
she begged for my pity and asked for false caresses and lies to
bring her happiness."

"And did you do
it?"

His lips
twisted in a faint smile. "A little."

They looked
around as a rustle of wings announced Kiara's arrival, floating in
through the window to alight upon Kerrion's arm. He murmured to
her, stroking the bright golden feathers of her crest as she
shuffled her wings into place. The desert eagle dipped her head to
accept his caress, her talons gripping his bare arm, her cruel,
curved beak darting this way and that as she studied her
surroundings. She made a soft chirring sound and fluffed her
feathers, tilting her head to encourage the King to scratch her
neck. Kerrion turned to glare at Blade, his eyes as fierce as his
familiar's. The assassin folded his arms.

Minna gripped
his elbow. "Do not make him do this. He did not want to imprison
you. He asked for your help and you refused. You know we are
telling the truth."

"You are. He
may have duped us both."

"Why would
he?"

"To have you as
his willing prize and me as his servant."

Minna shook her
head. "He would not risk his throne for that."

"I would think
not, but how do we know that what he says is true? Perhaps he risks
nothing."

Kerrion walked
to a gilded perch and set his familiar upon it, then drew a slim
dagger from his belt. He shot Blade a final, hate-filled glare
before turning to stroke the bird, muttering soothing sounds. Minna
looked away as the King lifted Kiara's wing, exposing the patch of
almost bare skin beneath it. He pressed the dagger to the soft
warmth of his familiar's flesh and made a small, swift cut. Kiara
gave a high, keening cry, raising her wings in distress. Kerrion
wiped off the drop of blood that oozed from the wound and turned to
face the assassin, holding out his bloody fingers, grey-faced.

"The blood of
my familiar, you bastard. Are you satisfied now?"

Blade nodded,
and Kerrion turned back to the eagle, stroking her again as he
soothed her with soft words and caresses. Minna sank down on a pile
of cushions, looking pale and sick.

"That is the
most horrible thing I have witnessed."

Blade settled
on the cushions before her, sipping his wine. "Then you have led a
sheltered life, My Queen. Doubtless you would have been sickened
even more had you seen what the Cotti soldiers did to my family and
-"

"Enough!" She
held up a hand. "I know you have suffered, and I sympathise. I do
not need to hear more of it. Inflicting pain on another does not in
any way repay what was done to you, and is therefore pointless. You
are merely perpetuating their evil by becoming like those who
committed the atrocities against you."

The assassin
frowned. "I have never committed the atrocities that they did, but
by becoming as unfeeling and cold as they I have become who and
what I am. Had this not happened to me I would be a humble goatherd
living in a border village with my wife and children. When the
Cotti took away that future, they created me, and I make no
apologies for what I am."

"No." She
looked away. "I understand, Lord Conash. I do not ask for
apologies, only a little less vindictiveness on your part."

Kerrion, having
soothed his familiar, left her and came over to them, standing
behind Blade. "Now that we have settled this dispute, may we move
on?"

Minna looked up
at him. "Yes, of course. It is Prince Ronan who leads your
brothers' conspiracy, is it not?"

"He is the
leader, but Targan is the one who plans it. He must be the first to
die. Perhaps the others will desist without him."

Blade shook his
head. "I am not fit enough to perform an assassination now. Three
tendays in prison has weakened me, and my wounds are still too
fresh. I must have time to recover and exercise, but this may take
longer to undo." He held out his callused hands with their broken
nails, dirt ingrained under them. Minna frowned at them, shooting
Kerrion another accusing look.

The King made
an impatient sound. "How does this hamper you?"

Blade turned to
look up at him. "You have no concept of what it is to be an
assassin, do you? Already I am almost crippled with a scarred lung,
a deep leg wound that still aches at times, fresh cuts and damaged
hands. Obviously you did not realise, when you sent me to prison to
break rocks, just how damaging such activities would be to me."

"You are just
using this as an excuse."

"Why would I
need an excuse? I did not have to agree to do the Queen's bidding,
even once I was convinced you were both telling the truth. I may be
her subject, but my services as an assassin are not hers to
command."

Kerrion
snorted. "So how do a few calluses hamper you so much?"

"I cannot
handle a dagger as well as I should if my hands do not have a great
deal of sensitivity. My accuracy is compromised, and hard,
unfeeling hands can slip or fumble. Also, should I have to affect a
female disguise, such calluses would give me away."

The King opened
his mouth to utter an angry rebuttal, but Minna held up a hand. "My
maidens will tend to you, My Lord. With water and oils, gentle
rubbing with a certain kind of stone, your hands can be restored
within a tenday."

He nodded. "And
I shall require a private place to exercise."

Kerrion asked,
"Presumably you will now give your word not to escape?"

Blade looked
scornful. "I have accepted the Queen's employ, that is sufficient."
He sipped his wine. "I shall need information. Maps of the palace,
the patrol times of the guards, Prince Targan's location, his
habits and peculiarities. Based upon that information I will decide
which will be the best strategy to use, and should I decide that it
is necessary I will require the items that make up my
disguise."

"You will have
it," Minna said. "Anything you require, naturally. Have a list of
these items sent to me with your servant, and Kerrion will see to
it himself, since the utmost secrecy is necessary."

She glanced at
the King, who nodded, then faced Blade again. "I am most pleased
that you have agreed to help me, for both our sakes. You have only
to name your fee and it shall be yours."

The assassin
shrugged. "I will have to think on it, but my freedom is of course
a part of it. And anything I want while I am here, such as my
daggers returned to me immediately and suitable clothes."

"Of course."
She waited to see if he would add anything else, then said, "If
there is nothing further you wish to discuss, you may go, My Lord.
I must ask you to remain in your room for the moment, however,
until arrangements can be made."

Blade drained
his wine and rose to his feet, bowing to her. "My Queen."

 


As soon as
Blade left, Kerrion sat beside Minna and put his arm around her,
smiling when she turned to look at him.

"Well, you did
it," he murmured.

"No, you did. I
am surprised he took so much convincing."

"He did not
want to believe it."

She sighed. "He
thinks me a fool, perhaps even a traitor to my people."

Kerrion hugged
her. "I, for one, do not care what he thinks. The main thing is
that you will soon be safe, so long as he is trustworthy."

"He is, even
though he is a blade that cuts both ways."

The King
fingered his swollen nose with a smile. "We both acquired a few
bruises. I hope his cheek smarts as much as my nose."

"I certainly
hit him hard enough. Though I wish I had hit him harder now, for
what he made you do."

"It is not too
late to remedy that, if you wish."

She giggled. "I
think we have all been bruised enough for one day."

"Except you, of
course."

"No one would
dare to lay a hand on me, Kerrion."

"Not even
Blade?"

She shook her
head. "Not even Blade." She hesitated, smiling. "He did raise his
hand to me once, but I do not believe he would have done it. Then,
he was trying to get himself killed, but he would not do that now,
I think."

 


Blade paced his
room, unhappy with the situation in which he now found himself. He
had indeed been convinced of the feelings that Kerrion and Minna
shared, which did not sit well with him at all. His newly acquired
freedom was pleasant, but its price irked him. No matter how he
looked at it, serving the Queen also meant he served Kerrion,
assassinating any who were a threat to keep the woman he loved
safe. Therein lay his discontent, for being in the Cotti King's
employ, even to slay his brothers, left a bad taste in Blade's
mouth.

Stopping by the
window, he gazed out across the pale stone city sweltering under
the midday sun, longing for the green fields and cool mists of
Jashimari. It seemed that fate had once more caught him up in its
claws, taking him to places and situations he did not wish to go,
and he wondered what destiny had in store for him next. Whatever it
was, he was certain he would not like it. He turned as the door
opened, and Olan came in with a tray of roasted meat, steamed
vegetables and a cup of red wine. The Cotti servant shot him a hard
glare, but retreated in tight-lipped silence. Blade smiled. At
least there were some rewards to be gleaned from the situation.

 


The following
day, four maidens came to Blade's room to bathe him and anoint him
with oils, then spent many time-glasses rubbing the calluses from
his hands. Later, a tailor measured him for new clothes, and in the
afternoon he was shown to a secluded, walled garden where he could
exercise. He scanned the tall hedge that surrounded it, searching
for possible places where someone may spot him with a spyglass, but
found none. When he returned to his room, he found his daggers
awaiting him on his supper tray. Each day after that followed the
same routine, until he had enough clothes, including a jacket sewn
with fine chain mail, and the calluses on his hands were gone.

Twice during
the tenday, Minna requested his company at lunch time, once with
Kerrion's mother. The lady, despite Minna's assurances that he was
just a Jashimari lord, regarded Blade with ill-concealed fear, and
he did not see her again. The day the healer removed the stitches
from Blade's chest, Olan brought a bundle containing maps, notes
and a likeness of Prince Targan. Blade studied the information,
committing it to memory.

 


Kerrion thrust
open the door to his brother's room and walked in unannounced.
Ronan leapt up from a cluster of concubines, straightening his
clothes and glaring at Kerrion.

"Get out!" he
shouted at the girls.

They fled, and
Ronan poured himself a cup of wine and faced his brother. Kerrion
strolled closer, noting the slight tremor in Ronan's hand.

"Are you not
going to bow, Ronan?"

Ronan performed
a stiff bow with insulting brevity. "What do you want?"

"I have come to
tell you to stop plotting to kill the Jashimari Queen."

"That slut?"
Ronan sneered. "I am not plotting any such thing."

"Of course you
are. Do you think my spies are deaf and blind? Remember who I am
now. All whispers reach my ears."

"Well they are
lies," Ronan spluttered, taking a gulp of wine. "I would not waste
my time on such a trivial matter."

"Oh, you have
such weighty duties to perform? All I ever see you do is drink, rut
and gamble."

"Exactly, I am
not interested in plotting."

Kerrion helped
himself to a cup of wine. "She will soon be your sister-in-law, and
your Queen."

"She will never
be a queen in Cotti. Even your most loyal followers would not stand
for it. I do not care if she warms your bed, nor does anybody else.
After all, it is an insult to her people."

"They think she
is dead," Kerrion pointed out.

"Perhaps they
should be told otherwise."

"You will keep
your mouth shut, little brother. I am giving you fair warning.
Leave her alone or pay the price. If my spies do not report that
you have cancelled your little scheme, you will be sorry."

Ronan reddened.
"Are you threatening me?"

"Yes, I am.
Remember what happened to Lerton? He plotted against me too."

"That damned
Jashimari murderer killed Lerton. You did not order his death, the
slut who now warms your bed did."

Kerrion put
down the wine cup. "That does not mean I would not order
yours."

"You would not
dare! You would never get away with it."

Kerrion headed
for the door. "Care to make a wager on it? Heed my warning. Stop
plotting Minna's death now."

"You do not
scare me with your threats!"

Kerrion paused
in the doorway. "That is a pity. I never liked you, but you are
still my half-brother."


 


 


 Chapter Three

 


Twelve days
after his release from prison, the Queen summoned Blade to her
rooms again. He arrived to find Kerrion present, standing by the
window, and no handmaidens in attendance. Minna sat amongst her
cushions, stroking Shista, who sprawled beside her. At his entry,
the King turned to regard him with a flat stare, and Minna
smiled.

He stopped
before her and bowed. "My Queen."

"Lord Conash,
sit."

Blade selected
a pile of cushions and sank into their midst, keeping an eye on
Kerrion.

Minna's smile
faded. "Are you well enough to work now, My Lord?"

"No, I am not
yet fit enough."

"How long
before you are?"

"Another
tenday, I would say."

Minna glanced
at Kerrion. "We have learnt that Prince Ronan plans to make his
attempt four days from now."

"Himself?"

"No," Kerrion
growled. "He will send men, thugs, most likely. But he will ensure
that the guards are sent away just before. They will not dare to
disobey him, even if I order them to. Disobeying a Cotti prince is
treason."

"And slaying
the King's future wife is not?"

"No, not unless
she is carrying my child, and we have no such hope at this
time."

"What about
disobeying the King by obeying Ronan?"

Kerrion sighed.
"It is also treason, but if Ronan orders them to leave and they
refuse, he will simply kill them. They cannot defend themselves
against him; it is forbidden for a soldier to raise a weapon to a
prince. Given the choice between an immediate death at his hands or
the possibility that I will have them executed, they will opt for
the lesser of the two evils, in the hope that I will spare them. I
would be entitled to punish Ronan for killing my men, of course,
but his punishment would not be death. I could banish him for a few
moons, but that would do no good, since Minna would be dead. If
that happens I will kill him, and face the gallows myself."

Blade looked at
Minna again. "If it is to be in four days, then I shall have to
slay Targan on the third night. It is still a little too soon, but
it must be done then, I suppose."

"It would be
better if it was sooner," Kerrion muttered.

"Probably, but
I need the three days to prepare. If you wish it done sooner, send
someone else. Also, there is one piece of information you have
failed to give me. What is Targan's beast kin?"

Kerrion smiled.
"You have no need to worry about that. Targan's familiar is a
rat."

"I do not
discount rats. They are alert, and can warn their friends. Any
familiar is dangerous in a situation such as this, since animals
are generally more alert than we are. A man of horses would be
easier, since his familiar must sleep in the stables."

The King
inclined his head. "Of course."

Blade turned to
the Queen. "How must he die, quick or slow?"

"Quickly, of
course. I have no wish for him to suffer."

The assassin
nodded. "I have no need of a disguise this time. When the princes
become more fearful it may be necessary, but not now." He glanced
at Kerrion, noting the King's pained expression with some pleasure,
then turned to the Queen once more. "If there is nothing
else..."

"No." She made
a gesture of dismissal. "You may go, My Lord."

 


After the
assassin left, Minna rose and went to the King, taking his hands.
He bowed his head.

"I have just
condemned my brother."

"With good
reason. His life or mine, the choice is yours."

He raised a
hand to cup her face. "I will always choose you. I wish Ronan had
heeded me, but then I did not really expect him to."

"Perhaps you
will not have to do this again."

"I hope not.
Targan did not bully me as much as the others. He is four years
younger than me, and was not one of my father's favourites."

"But he plots
against you now."

"Yes." Kerrion
sighed. "At least it will be a painless end."

 


Blade glanced
up at the rough wall beneath the Prince's balcony. The moon rose
above the walled garden that surrounded the palace, and the night
air had grown chilly. The stones offered plenty of purchase, and,
having eluded all of the guard patrols to arrive here, it was the
final barrier to be overcome. He was not as ready as he would have
liked. The cuts on his chest still itched and his thigh ached at
times, but the wall was not so daunting and the job unlikely to be
strenuous if he was careful.

Gripping the
first handhold, he started to climb, aware that a patrol would be
passing this way soon. He was halfway to the balcony when the
soldiers passed beneath him, and froze until they had wandered from
sight. On the balcony he paused to catch his breath, then slid the
thin metal instrument that had been made to his orders into the
crack between the doors, lifting the latch inside.

Slipping into
the shadows, he paused to look around. Prince Targan sprawled
across a huge bed, and two concubines slept on the floor at its
foot. There was no sign of the Prince's familiar, and Blade crept
towards his victim, glad that Cotti men where too selfish to share
their beds with their women. Prince Targan snored in the deep,
unaware slumber of one who has no fears.

Blade paused to
study his victim's youthful face. A soft, curly blond beard
struggled to grow amid the fading blotches of acne. The Prince
already displayed the ravages of excess in the puffiness around his
eyes and the broken blood vessels in his skin from an over-fondness
for wine and ale. The fetor of stale wine on Targan's breath made
Blade's nose wrinkle, and he leant down to snuff out the young,
debauched life.

Targan woke
with a gasp as the cold steel slid into his heart, eyes and mouth
opening, but no sound came from his quivering lips. Blade jerked
the dagger out and waited until the Prince's eyes glazed. Returning
to the balcony, he closed the doors behind him, locking them. He
waited a few minutes for a patrol to pass, then took a slim rope
from his pouch and jammed the knot at its end into the balcony
railing. Back on the pathway below, he flipped the rope to jerk the
knot free and gathered it up, returning to his room.

 


Kerrion learnt
of his brother's demise shortly after he had settled behind the
desk in his study the next morning. A senior advisor delivered the
news with suitable gravity, his eyes downcast. The King rose and
walked to the window to stare out across the city for several
minutes. The advisor waited until Kerrion faced him once more,
frowning.

"How was it
done?"

"It was the
work of an assassin, Sire. Prince Targan was slain in his bed
without outcry, for his concubines did not awaken. His body was
only discovered this morning."

Kerrion
returned to sit behind his desk. "The murderer must be found and
executed. Who was plotting against my brother?"

"No one that we
know of, Sire."

"No one? Are
your spies so incompetent? Obviously someone was, and I want him
found. Whoever he is, he is rich and powerful enough to hire a
foreign assassin, for no Cotti would do such a thing."

The advisor
raised his eyes to meet the King's gaze, disbelief evident in their
expression. "What of the assassin?"

"He is just a
tool. The man who hired him is the murderer. If you find him too,
so much the better, but it is his employer I want."

The advisor
bowed. "Yes, Sire."

"See to the
funeral arrangements. Bring me any news the moment you have
it."

"Sire, the way
Prince Targan died..."

"Yes?" Kerrion
affected impatience.

"It is the same
way your father met his end."

"What are you
suggesting?"

"It may be the
same assassin, Sire. The one who came to offer testimony on your
behalf. The Jashimari, Blade, who also slew Prince Lerton."

Kerrion tried
to appear thoughtful. "We do not know he killed Lerton. There is no
proof. An interesting idea, but I doubt it is the same man. There
may be many who kill in this manner. It proves nothing. But whoever
he is, I want his employer most of all."

The advisor
bowed again, and the King dismissed him with a wave. Kerrion sat
and stared into space. He had expected the suspicion. No one had
greater reason to assassinate his brothers than he, but the
advisor's guesswork was excellent. Blade's presence in the palace
was a well-kept secret. No one knew of his existence except a
handful of trustworthy men. Still, he would have to ensure that the
assassin was not discovered. He had little faith in Blade's ability
to withstand torture.

The King looked
up as his study door burst open to admit a pale, scowling Ronan.
The Prince marched up to the desk and leant upon it, thrusting his
face close to Kerrion's.

"You murdering
bastard."

Kerrion leant
back and regarded his half-brother. "Have you forgotten to whom you
are speaking? It is customary to bow to the King before you address
him."

"I know you had
Targan killed, do not bother denying it."

Kerrion noted
the sword that hung at his brother's hip with a casual glance. "I
warned you to leave Minna-Satu alone, but you did not change your
plans, did you? If you wish to make accusations, you had better be
able to prove them."

"I will as soon
as I find out where you are hiding that damned Jashimari
assassin."

Kerrion's eyes
narrowed. "Indeed? And when you do not find this mythical assassin,
remember that unfounded accusations against the King may be
construed as treason."

"Your threats
do not frighten me," Ronan snarled. "Assassinating a prince is also
treason, even if it is the King who does it. Your slut is going to
die. This changes nothing."

Kerrion rose to
face his brother, matching him in height. "So, you admit to
plotting the Queen's death."

"Queen!" Ronan
snorted. "She is a Jashimari whore you brought to warm your bed.
Killing her is no crime. But to kill your own brother, a mere boy!
Why threaten me and kill Targan?"

"Do not claim
you loved Targan. We both know that to be a lie."

"He was my
brother."

"And mine."

"Which only
makes this worse," Ronan growled. "What you have done, far from
foiling my plans, has only made me more determined to see them
through."

Kerrion
scowled. "What are you talking about?"

"Killing Targan
will not save the slut. There is nothing you can do to save her.
She is probably dead already. Even as we speak -"

"You bastard!"
The King lunged at his brother, reaching for Ronan's throat. The
Prince jumped back and drew his sword.

"Killing a
prince is treason," he taunted.

"I will tear
you apart if she has been harmed, you whoreson!"

Kerrion rounded
the desk and sprinted for the door, brushing Ronan aside. The
Prince grabbed his brother's arm and yanked him to a halt. Kerrion
swung and punched him, sending him staggering. Ronan kept his hold
and raised his sword. Kerrion smacked it from Ronan's fist and
punched him again, making him double over with a harsh grunt. He
released the King, who raced for the door. Ronan flung himself at
Kerrion and grabbed him around the waist, bringing him down with a
grunt.

Kerrion knew
that calling the guards was useless, even if Ronan had not already
sent them away, which was likely, they would not intervene in a
royal fight. At times the Cotti succession was decided in this
manner, and if Ronan succeeded in beating him, he could claim the
throne through dint of brawn. Such challenges were rare, and
usually only occurred when an ageing King was challenged by his
eldest son, the defeated monarch being banished from the city. In
the Cotti succession, the eldest son also had to be the strongest
warrior in order to keep his crown. As he struggled with his
brother, Kerrion realised that more than Minna's life was at stake
here, yet he could think of nothing but her danger and his need to
reach and protect her.



Minna looked up
as the doors were thrust open and four men entered unannounced. The
one who led them bore a striking resemblance to Kerrion, though his
eyes were dark brown and his hair almost white.

He pointed at
her kneeling handmaidens. "Get out!"

As they
scurried to obey, Minna shouted, "Call the King!"

The leader of
the imposters faced her with a grim smile. "He is otherwise
engaged, I am afraid."

"Who are you,
and what do you want?"

"I am your
lover's brother, Prince Rigal."

"One of many.
What are you doing here?"

The Prince
chuckled. "I am here to kill you, of course."

Minna glanced
at the sand cat, who lay as usual in a cool spot by the wall.
Shista had raised her head, and watched the intruders. Rigal
followed her gaze, his smile fading.

"So it is true,
you have a sand cat for a familiar. Our women are not allowed such
dangerous creatures. Any who bond with the larger beasts have their
familiars put to death for their temerity."

"I have heard
that the Cotti are stupid oafs as well as savages," Minna said.

"And you have a
tongue that needs cutting out, but no matter, a slit throat will
silence you just as well."

The Queen rose
and backed away, watching the three burly men behind the Prince as
they started towards her. All wore chain mail over boiled leather
armour, and possessed the blank, brutish faces of common thugs.
Shista rose and padded over to the Queen, imposing herself between
Minna and her attackers. She glared at the men with eyes that burnt
with hatred, and a low growl started deep in her chest. Two of the
thugs produced a stout net and spread it between them, advancing on
the sand cat.

Rigal watched
the brewing confrontation with a faint smile as he continued, "All
I wish to know, before you die, is where the assassin is."

Minna glared at
him. "You will not learn that from me."

"Indeed? I
think I shall." He drew a jewelled dagger from his belt and
fingered its edge. "You can make this quick or slow, the choice is
yours."

The men
approaching Shista feinted with the net, and the sand cat leapt
forward, striking out with a razor-clawed paw. A deep-throated
growl rumbled from her, and she drew back her lips to reveal a
fearsome armoury of gleaming teeth. The thugs jumped back at her
abortive charge, then came on again, holding the net before them.
Shista backed away, her tail lashing. From Minna's mind she learnt
the net's danger, and searched for a way around it.

The men held
the net before them, however, ready to jump in any direction.
Before Shista could decide on a course of action, the cutthroats
rushed at her, hurling the net over her as she charged to meet
them. Her claws ripped through several strands, and the momentum of
her charge carried her to one man. Spitting and snarling, the cat
sank her claws into his leather armour and pulled him into a deadly
embrace, her teeth finding his neck. The roughneck's accomplice
tried to pull the cat away with the net as her victim screamed, but
Shista was too strong. The third man, who had been blocking the
door, ran to help. Minna, seeing a slight chance of escape, made a
dash for the door.

Prince Rigal
leapt at her and grabbed her gown, yanking it. Minna fell with a
cry, snatching a dagger from her girdle as she turned upon her
attacker with all the fury of her familiar. She stabbed the
Prince's arm, making him yelp in surprise and pain. He slapped the
weapon from her fist and seized her hair, jerking her head back as
he held her down. Minna punched and slapped him until he pinned her
wrists and straddled her.

Shista's victim
expired, and the other two men fought to keep her entangled in the
net as she spat and ripped at it. Her claws inflicted long, bloody
wounds on her captors as she thrust her paws through the net to
slash at them, and did their best to stay out of her reach. Minna
watched with fading hope as the tightening net hampered the sand
cat's struggles more and more, her vocal outrage reaching new
heights.

 


Olan stopped in
surprise as several handmaidens ran past him down the passage with
cries of anguish. He recognised the women who tended the Jashimari
woman and sprinted after them, grabbing the slowest and yanking her
around. The girl sobbed with fear and distress, tears streaming
down her cheeks.

"What is it?"
Olan shouted, shaking her. "What's wrong?"

"The Queen!"
the trembling girl wailed. "She's been attacked!"

Olan released
her, and she fled after her companions. He paused, frowning, then
ran down the passage after the women.

 


Blade looked up
in annoyance when the Cotti servant burst in, opening his mouth to
berate the man. Olan spoke before he could, his words coming out in
a rush.

"Hurry! Your
Queen is in danger!"

The assassin,
who had recently stepped out of the bath tub, sat on a chair clad
only in his trousers and boots. He paused in combing his wet hair
to regard the servant dispassionately. "Is she?"

"You have to
save her!"

Blade pondered
that statement as the servant seethed with impatience. "You want me
to rush into some brawl? Where's your King?"

"I don't know,
but he either doesn't know about this, or is being prevented from
reaching her. The guards won't help her; one of the Princes must be
involved."

"And why do
you, a Cotti, care about the Jashimari Queen?"

"She's
Kerrion's woman. A better question would be, why aren't you, a
Jashimari lord, interested in saving her?"

Blade bound his
hair with a leather thong. "I'm not a warrior. It's not my place to
protect her."

"And how long
do you think you'll outlive her?"

The assassin
shrugged, picked up his shirt and donned it. "Probably not
long."

"The King will
see to it that your death is a particularly agonising and lingering
one when he hears that you refused to protect her. If you have to
be paid, here!" He flung a coin at Blade's feet.

"I don't work
for Cotti scum." Blade kicked away the coin, then picked up a
dagger and fingered it. "It's not customary to work without the
express instructions of the party in question, but I expect that
the Queen will honour her debt." Sheathing the dagger in his belt,
he picked up three more and rose to his feet, sauntering towards
the door.

Olan hopped
with impatience. "Hurry, or you'll be too late!"

In the
corridor, Blade shook off Olan's attempts to drag him along and
broke into a fast lope, the servant panting after him. He slowed to
walk through the open doors of the Queen's chambers, pausing to
take in the scene.

Two men pinned
the wailing sand cat near the wall, tying the net that bound her as
she struggled and spat. A blond man knelt over the recumbent Queen,
holding her down on a pile of cushions while he menaced her with a
dagger.

"Tell me where
he is, or I will cut little pieces off you until you do, Jashimari
whore!" the Prince shouted. "Where is the assassin?"

"Right behind
you," Blade murmured.

Rigal whirled
in surprise, almost losing his hold on the struggling Queen. He
gawped at Blade, then yelled, "Get him!"

The cutthroats
left the bound cat and charged Blade, drawing their swords. The
assassin plucked a dagger from his belt and flung it, impaling one
man's throat. The thug fell with a gargled cry, and his comrade
hesitated before renewing his charge, raising a brawny arm to
protect his throat.

Blade let him
come, then stepped aside at the last moment to avoid the sword that
would have run him through and stabbed the man in the side of his
neck as he lumbered past. Blood spouted from the severed artery,
splattering Blade before he could avoid it. The thug collapsed a
few steps further on, his sword clattering from limp fingers.

The assassin
turned to find that the Prince had dragged Minna to her feet, and
held her before him as a shield, one arm locked around her throat,
the dagger pressed to her chest.

"Stay back, or
she dies!"

Blade said,
"Presumably you came here to kill her, so that hardly fills me with
confidence. Are you offering me her life for yours?"

"Yes, that is
it." Rigal sweated, his eyes darting to the bodies of the two men
Blade had slain with such ease. "Let me go, and she lives."

"A moment ago
you were demanding my whereabouts, and now that you have found me,
you wish to run away?" Blade plucked the last two daggers from his
belt and tossed them aside. "Well, here I am, unarmed. If you want
to kill me, now is the time to do it. Or are you a coward?"

"I am no
coward," Rigal snarled. "But my men are dead and I am outnumbered.
Only a fool would fight against such odds."

Blade glanced
around. "I see only a woman, an old Cotti who will not dare to harm
you and... ah, the sand cat, of course. I would say she is not very
happy with you right now. Still, she is helpless at the
moment."

"If I release
the slut, she will loose the cat."

"Of course she
will, but then, once you are no longer a threat to her friend, the
cat will do nothing. She will not protect me."

Rigal looked
confused. "The whore could order her familiar to attack me."

"She could, but
she will not. My Queen knows that I can beat you with one hand tied
behind my back. I thought Cotti Princes were supposed to be great
warriors, yet you are afraid of an assassin. I am no warrior, but I
will take you on, Cotti pup. You are still wet behind the ears. The
moment your cutthroats expire, your courage drains away like water
down a gutter."

He stepped
closer. "I am the one you really want. You can kill her any time. I
am the one who killed your brother, and if I am allowed to live I
will kill you too. Now is your chance to put a stop to me, if you
have the courage to face me."

Rigal's face
reddened with fury, and he flung the Queen down and leapt at the
assassin with a foul curse. Blade spun aside, avoiding the Prince's
dagger, but Rigal was young and quick, well trained in fighting
skills and angry enough to throw caution to the winds. He turned as
Blade spun, slashed at him and inflicted a shallow wound in Blade's
arm. The assassin backed away, eyeing his opponent.

Rigal
outweighed him in brawn, topped him by four inches and had the
advantage of being almost ten years younger. Minna crawled away and
rose to her feet, her eyes fixed on Blade. Olan watched from the
doorway, his hands clenched at his sides.

Rigal grinned,
his slanted eyes and narrow visage betraying his wolf kin, and
Blade wondered where his familiar was. The Prince sneered, "You are
going to die, assassin. Even the King cannot help you now."

"If you think a
scratch will kill me, think again, Cotti scum."

Minna reached
the struggling cat and freed her from the net, hugging Shista's
neck as the feline turned to lick her face.

Rigal feinted
and lunged, missing his target as Blade spun away and leapt. His
kick struck Rigal on the point of his chin and sent the Cotti
Prince staggering. Rigal shook his head to clear it, then clasped
his jaw and circled his opponent with more caution, his eyes
narrowed beneath knotted brows.

The Prince
lunged again, and Blade swayed aside. Grabbing Rigal's outstretched
arm, he twisted it and stabbed Rigal in his side with his own
weapon. Rigal growled, jerking the dagger out as Blade jumped out
of reach again. The Prince clasped the wound, his face twisted with
pain and fury as the assassin circled him. Blade walked right past
the daggers he had dropped, his blatant scorn of them a further
insult to Rigal, designed to goad him.

Rigal roared
and charged. Blade tried to leap aside, but slipped on the bloody
floor. Rigal's shoulder hit Blade's chest, sending him sprawling,
and they went down in a tangle of arms and legs. Blade struggled to
free himself, knowing that in close fighting he was at a
disadvantage.

Rigal hung on,
raising the dagger, and Blade's hand flashed up to grip the
Prince's wrist, stemming the blow. The Prince flung his weight into
the struggle, forcing Blade's arm back, and the weapon moved closer
to his throat. The assassin strained to hold the dagger at bay,
Rigal's superior weight keeping him pinned as it crept towards his
jugular.

Minna stood up
and glanced around, looking alarmed, then ran to fetch a golden
candleholder from a table beside the door. Blade grinned savagely
as the weapon inched towards his throat, his arm trembling from the
strain. Twisting the Prince's wrist, he released the pent-up force
of Rigal's strength. The dagger smashed into the floor, bending the
blade. The Prince growled and punched Blade in the face, stunning
him, then gripped the assassin's throat to throttle him. Blade
slapped the Prince's ears, making him yelp and jerk back, releasing
the assassin.

Blade pushed
him away, and Rigal dived for one of the fallen daggers, snatched
it up and turned on his opponent with the swiftness of a striking
snake. Blade flung himself aside, but Rigal came after him, the
dagger raised. Rolling away, the assassin whipped around to grab
the Prince's wrist again. In a move too fast for the eye to follow,
he twisted Rigal's arm and slashed the Prince's throat. Blood
pumped from the wound, splattering the assassin. Rigal's eyes
opened wide as he clasped the injury, blood pouring between his
fingers.

The Prince
struggled to his feet as Blade leapt up. Rigal bent and charged the
assassin, who skidded in the blood. Rigal hit Blade in the midriff,
lifted him off his feet and smashed him against the wall. Blade's
head hit it with a dull crack, and he slid down with the dying
Prince, darkness closing in.

 


Minna looked
around at the scrabbling click of claws on stone. A grey wolf
bounded through the door and headed for the fray with a snarl. She
swung to Shista, raising an arm to point at the Prince's familiar.
The cat sprang at the wolf, and the beasts rolled together,
snarling.

Blade lay
still, his eyes closed. The Prince's strength was failing fast, but
he raised the dagger to finish off his opponent. Minna strode over
to him and brought the candleholder down on his head with all her
strength. Rigal slumped, rolling off the assassin.

The wolf fought
valiantly in Shista's throat hold, his struggles growing weaker as
she choked the life out of him. Minna fell to her knees beside
Blade and lifted his head into her lap as she searched for a pulse
in his throat.

Finding one,
she turned to shout at Olan, "Fetch a healer!"

The Cotti
servant vanished into the corridor, and the Queen used the hem of
her gown to wipe the blood from Blade's face, none of which was
his, she reflected. She gazed down at him, marvelling at the
innocence of his features in repose, covered with the blood of his
victims, which seemed to sum up his essence. Shista left the wolf's
corpse to saunter over and rub herself against Minna, demanding
praise for her feat.

Fearful of
discovery, Minna patted Blade's cheek and called his name. She
looked around at the sound of feet running in the corridor. Relief
washed over her when Kerrion dashed in, skidding to a halt as he
took in the blood-splattered room and sprawled bodies. Red marks
marred his face and blood oozed from a gash on his chest. The
worried frown that wrinkled his brow eased as he trotted over to
her.

"What
happened?"

She glared up
at him. "I think you know most of it. Your brother came to kill
me."

He looked at
Blade. "Is he alive?"

"Yes, for the
moment. I have sent for a healer."

Kerrion glanced
at his dead brother. "Rigal. I should have guessed."

"It was a
terrible fight."

"Rigal prided
himself in his fighting abilities. He was probably the best warrior
of all of us."

"Help me to put
Blade on the bed," Minna said.

Kerrion shook
his head. "He cannot stay here. There will be questions, an
enquiry. He must not be found."

"And how will
you explain all this?" She gestured at the carnage.

"I know not,
but we will think of something. For now we must get him to his
room."

Blade groaned,
and Minna looked down at him with a smile of relief. He grimaced
and opened his eyes, then clutched his gut, his face twisted with
pain, and glared up at the two who bent over him. Minna touched his
shoulder, but he shrugged her off.

"Leave me
be."

"Are you all
right?"

"No, I am not.
I feel like I have just been kicked by a mule." Blade struggled to
sit up, bowed his head and fingered the back of it. "This is going
to be expensive, mark my words." He raised his head and glowered at
the King. "So much for stopping their plan, your idea failed
miserably. Killing the planner after the plans have been laid is
like closing the gate after the goats have run off. He should have
been the target. Instead, I had to fight the bastard on his
terms."

"What do you
mean?" Kerrion looked puzzled.

"Blade was
unarmed," Minna explained.

"Against Rigal?
Why?"

Blade snorted.
"Because your brother was too cowardly to face me. He was brave
when he had the Queen at his mercy, but when I arrived he turned
yellow."

Kerrion glanced
at his brother's corpse. "But his throat has been cut..."

"Blade used
Rigal's dagger," Minna supplied.

"How?"

The Queen made
a helpless gesture. "In truth, it was too quick for me to see. I
just know that he did."

The assassin
inspected the wound in his arm, then rose to his feet, doubled
over. Minna stopped herself from putting out a steadying hand, but
Kerrion did, and Blade shrugged it off with a growl. He glanced
around at the corpses and wrinkled his nose at the smell of blood,
paling, to Minna's surprise. Averting his eyes, he raised a hand to
cover his nose, found it bloody and turned to limp across the room
to the basin of water on one of the tables. Plunging his hands into
it, he scrubbed them.

"I've had
enough of this," he said in the Cotti manner of speech, ignoring
the Queen's frown. "I want to go back to Jashimari. Since I have
come here I've had nothing but pain and suffering, first in your
damned prison, now this. I've had enough. This was not part of the
deal. I'm not a damned fighter, and I don't like pain. My fee for
this is my freedom."

Kerrion glanced
at Minna, shaking his head. "Not yet. There is still Ronan, and at
least one other, though I do not know who, as yet."

Blade splashed
his face and scrubbed it, rubbing off most of the blood on a towel,
then continued to wash his hands as if he could not get them clean.
"Why don't you just poison their food or wine and put an end to all
of this? What do I get for my trouble? You can offer me nothing but
my life and my freedom, yet the attraction of those things is
starting to pale in light of all I'm suffering to gain them." His
voice rose. "I want to leave this stinking Cotti hellhole!"

The King shook
his head again, ignoring Minna's worried look. "Not yet."

Blade flung the
basin of bloody water across the room with a resounding clatter,
making Minna start and Kerrion's eyes widen in surprise. The Queen
had seen one of Blade's tantrums, but Kerrion had never witnessed
the assassin in a rage. Staggering a little, Blade snatched up one
of the fallen daggers and advanced on the King.

"Then kill me
now, damn you. I have no wish to live as a pawn, forced to do your
bidding or be tortured to death. I will not have that held over my
head at every turn! I will not be kicked around and used to achieve
your aims and ensure your happiness, for which I care nothing and
gain nothing. Call your guards!"

Kerrion stepped
back from Blade's fury, looking uncertain. Minna reached out to
touch the assassin, hoping to calm him before the situation got out
of hand.

"You saved my
life, Blade."

He swung on
her. "I care nothing for your life. Nothing! What reward is that,
keeping alive a queen who should be dead, who loves a Cotti King?
What do I get for it, a damned medal?"

She recoiled
from his venom, stunned by it. Kerrion found his voice again, and
surprisingly, did not react angrily to the assassin's outburst.
"Who threatened you?"

"Your stinking
servant," Blade snarled. "He promised me a painful death if I
didn't protect the Queen, and I didn't doubt him."

"Olan?" Kerrion
shook his head. "He had no right to say that."

"But he spoke
the truth. I'm only alive now so you can use me to protect the
Queen. Had I not, I would have died at your hands. I know how much
you hate me. I know you long for my death. I've humiliated you more
than once, and although you have had some revenge, it's not enough,
is it? I agreed to work for the Queen, I did not consent to be
threatened and blackmailed as soon as a crisis arose!"

"No. If any
harm had come to Minna, Rigal would have died at my hands, not
you." Kerrion glanced at the Queen, who still looked worried, her
eyes darting between them. Blade scowled and hefted the dagger.

Kerrion went
on, "I will make you this promise. As of now you are free to go. I
will not stop you. You have earned your freedom. It is I who am at
fault for ill-treating you and coercing you. You have saved the
life of the woman I love, and for that I am eternally grateful. The
gratitude of a king is no small thing, Lord Conash. But I have a
final request to make of you."

"Prince
Ronan."

"Yes. Name your
fee for his death and I will meet it, I swear."

Blade turned
his head and spat, his contempt for the Cotti King written in every
line of his stance and chilly glance. "What's the catch? If I don't
do this, I get to walk back to Jashimari, I suppose?"

"No, I will
ensure that you travel home in luxury."

"What can you
offer me?" the assassin sneered. "I have all the riches I could
ever want in Jashimari, lands and titles aplenty. Can you give me
back my family? Restore my manhood?"

"Not the
latter, but..." Kerrion looked thoughtful. "Perhaps one of your
brothers or sisters survived, and is still alive somewhere in the
desert."

The assassin
calmed a little, glaring at the King. "I saw them die."

"All of
them?"

Blade
hesitated. "All but one. My older sister, Alenstra."

"Then I will
find her, no matter what it takes. If she lives I shall bring her
to you. If not, I will bring you word of her. Do we have an
accord?" The King held out his hand, and Blade regarded it with
deep suspicion.

"It could take
you moons to find her, and you may not find her at all, or word of
her."

"But I will
try, that is all I can promise you. I have spies everywhere. If she
survived I will find her. If not, at least you will know her
fate."

Blade gave a
curt nod. "Very well." He took the King's hand, but instead of
shaking it he turned it palm up and sliced a shallow cut across it.
"We have an accord."

The King hissed
with pain, but before he could react further to this outrage, the
sound of many booted feet in the corridor made him glance around
with a frown. "Too late to get you to your room. Quick, hide behind
the curtains, they must not find you here."

 


The assassin
shot a dark glance at the doorway, tucked the dagger into his belt
and limped to one of the heavy curtains that hung against the
walls. He vanished behind it just as a bevy of senior advisors came
trotting in, accompanied by four soldiers. They stopped to survey
the scene with horror, and one of the advisors strode over to kneel
beside Rigal's body. He straightened, looking shocked.

"Prince Rigal
is dead."

A grey-bearded
advisor stepped forward. "What has happened here? Sire, do you
know?"

Kerrion nodded.
"It seems that these three thugs attacked my future wife. Her
familiar killed one, then my brother rushed to her aid, killing the
other two before dying of his wounds. His heroism will be sung for
generations to come."

The senior
advisor looked astounded. "Indeed. And what of Prince Rigal's
familiar?"

"When the
Prince died his wolf went mad, as familiars often do. Since she was
the only living person in the room, it attacked Minna-Satu, and
naturally her familiar defended her."

"Ah." The
advisor shot his fellows a meaningful look before turning back to
the King. "And where were you, Sire?"

"I was
defending my crown against a challenge from Prince Ronan, which he
lost. He is a witness to my whereabouts."

"And who
witnessed this?"

Kerrion spotted
Olan lurking in the doorway behind the advisors. "My servant,
Olan."

The advisors
turned to regard the cringing servant. "Is this true?"

"All of it, I
swear," Olan averred.

"Tell us what
happened."

"Er... The King
already -"

"I am also a
witness," Minna interrupted when it became obvious that Olan had
not overheard Kerrion's explanation. "Prince Rigal gave his life to
protect me from these thugs."

The senior
advisor raked her with a contemptuous glance. "Your testimony is of
no consequence."

Minna opened
her mouth to rebuke him, but Kerrion hushed her, making her close
it with a snap. The advisor turned to Olan once more, and this time
the servant said, "That's what happened, Prince Rigal was
protecting the King's mistress."

"I see." The
advisor clearly did not believe any of them, but there was little
he could do about it.

Kerrion said,
"The fact that Rigal had his familiar with him is proof of his
impromptu arrival and good intentions. Had he planned to harm my
betrothed, he would assuredly have left his wolf in his quarters
rather than risk its life, especially since my future wife has a
formidable familiar of her own."

"It could have
rushed to his aid when it sensed his injury," the advisor pointed
out.

"Indeed, but it
did not. It was with him from the outset, was it not, Olan?"

The servant
nodded, his expression dead-pan.

"Were there no
guards at the doors?" the advisor asked.

"Most
certainly," Kerrion replied, "but someone sent them away, and it
could only have been one of my half-brothers, though not,
obviously, Rigal."

"Then Prince
Rigal will join his brother, Prince Targan, lying in state. Perhaps
he will be joined by more Princes before too long."

The advisor
marched out, followed by the others. The soldiers dragged away the
bodies of the thugs and wolf.

Blade was
forced to remain behind the curtain for a time-glass while servants
mopped up the blood and removed Rigal's body on a litter. When at
last he was able to emerge, he limped back to his room, where a
trusted healer waited to tend to his wounds.


 


 


 Chapter Four

 


The next day,
Minna-Satu ignored protocol to walk alone along the passage that
led to Blade's door, a veil hiding her face. He lay on his bed,
propped up on a pile of cushions with a book cradled against his
chest. At her entry he looked up and put down the book, lacing his
fingers.

"My Queen," he
said in a resigned tone.

Minna pulled up
a chair and sat beside the bed, studying him. One eye was almost
swollen shut, and a blackening bruise marred that side of his face
from temple to cheek. A bandage covered his upper arm and another
bound his chest. Evidently the healer who had attended him had
given him something for the pain, for he looked a little dazed. She
deduced that he had not risen to bow to her because he could barely
stand.

"My Lord
Conash. I hope your recovery will be swift."

"As do I. Once
again you flout protocol and visit a man in his bed chamber."

"You are ill,
and besides, nobody knows you are here except your servant, the
healer, my handmaidens and Kerrion. They are all trustworthy,
according to Kerrion."

He looked away.
"What troubles you, My Queen? Surely you are beyond pitying
me?"

"No, it is not
that." She hesitated. "You cannot return to Jashimari."

"Why not?"

"They think you
are dead. If you return they will ask questions, perhaps wonder
about me, too."

"You assume
that I will return to the palace. Rest assured, I have no intention
of doing that. I shall go to my estate, where I can retire in
peace."

Minna bit her
lip. "Your estate now belongs to Chiana. If you go there she will
hear of it."

"Then Kerrion
will have to pay me handsomely, so I can buy a modest dwelling and
live comfortably."

"Someone will
recognise you. You are too well known and too... unusual to go
unnoticed for long."

He sighed and
shrugged. "Then I shall tell them you are dead, that you took the
Cup and I did not. I am an accomplished liar."

"They will ask
why Kerrion brought you here."

"To punish me,
to imprison me. I have the scars to prove it."

She looked
unconvinced, shaking her head. Blade tried to sit up, but subsiding
with a grimace and turned to her. A faint smile curled his lips,
twisted by his swollen jaw. "Do not trouble yourself, Minna. I have
decided that Ronan will be my last victim. But I doubt I will
survive his death, if indeed I succeed in killing him at all."

She glanced up,
frowning. "What do you mean?"

"Prince Ronan
knows he is my next target. He will surround himself with
bodyguards and traps. Even if I succeed in reaching him, I doubt I
will escape afterwards."

"And knowing
this, you will still attempt his assassination?"

He stared into
space. "It does not matter."

"You do not
care."

"No."

"But... you
have your whole life ahead of you."

He shot her a
bitter smile. "What life? I am only a problem to those around me,
and once I have served my purpose I will become a liability. You do
not wish me to return to Jashimari, and I certainly do not want to
stay here, hiding like a rat in the palace of my enemy. My days as
an assassin are numbered anyway. I am growing too old for the
trade. I should have retired already. I am living on borrowed time,
and my skills are fading with my youth."

The Queen leant
forward and gripped his arm. "No. I want you to stay with me. You
are the only other Jashimari here, the only one I can talk to who
speaks in a civilised manner."

Blade turned
his head to look at her. "What sort of companion am I? I cannot
sympathise with your troubles or provide any form of comfort or
friendship. You surprise me, My Queen."

"Do I? You call
me by my name, and you are privy to my most secret thoughts. Should
I need comfort, Kerrion can provide it, but you are also important
to me, Blade."

His smile
widened. "A retired assassin is not fit company for a Queen. I have
little conversation to offer apart from the various methods of
killing and a collection of gruesome stories about my past
exploits. There was a time when I was hardly ever injured. Only a
very few times in my youth, when I was betrayed and waylaid, yet
recently I seem always in the care of a healer."

"That is
because you were forced to fight Rigal without weapons, and you are
not trained as a fighter. You were not injured when you
assassinated Targan."

"Killing a
child in his bed is easy, My Queen. What use am I to you when I
have outlived my trade? Surely you do not wish to hear of all the
blood I have spilt."

Minna removed
her hand from his arm. "Strange that you blanche at the sight of
it, My Lord."

He shot her a
glance tinged with amusement. "Ah. So now I have no secrets left,
it seems. The sight of blood may turn my stomach, but speaking of
it does not."

"You will not
attempt to kill Ronan. I forbid it."

"I have already
agreed."

"Do you take
orders from a Cotti now?"

His eyes
narrowed. "No. I accepted his offer."

"The news of
your sister shall be part payment for services rendered. I will
speak to Kerrion."

"And when Ronan
plots against you, what then?"

She rose and
walked to the end of the bed, where she turned to face him. "Surely
it would be easier to protect me as you did from Lord Javare? They
would not dare to attack me when Kerrion is present, and when he is
not, you will be."

He shook his
head. "There are many ways to kill, My Queen. Poison is just as
sure, and that I cannot defend you from, unless you would have me
taste your food. You can employ a taster, I suppose, but then they
will use a slow-acting poison. Also, as I have said, my abilities
are diminishing with age. Soon I will be as useless as a toothless
old dog."

"Surely you can
manage a few more years, two or three at the most."

He shrugged,
wincing. "Perhaps, but I do not wish to remain here, that is the
crux of the matter. If I am to live, it will not be in Cotti, not
for two more years. I have barely been here more than two moons and
already I hate it, as I did before. If I survive Ronan's
assassination I shall return to Jashimari, with or without your
blessing. If you pine for the company of a Jashimari, Kerrion has a
number of educated men in his prisons. Perhaps you can avail
yourself of their company."

"You know that
is not my wish. If you leave, you will break my heart. You are like
a brother to me now."

The assassin
gave a snort of laughter, then grimaced and held his ribs. A minute
passed while he regarded her. "I am not your brother, My Queen, nor
do I care if my departure troubles you."

"Do you not?"
She moved closer, her gaze intent. "Are you truly so cold, or do
you merely deny your feelings and lie about them?"

"I do not have
them."

"Yet you hate
it here, that is a feeling."

"I hate a great
many things, but have affection for none, and that is what you
expect of me."

Minna settled
back into the chair beside him. "What if Kerrion finds your sister?
What will you feel for her?"

He frowned. "I
do not know."

"Perhaps if you
allowed yourself to feel, your life would be worth living?"

Blade closed
his eyes with a sigh. "It would probably make it unbearable."

Minna glanced
at the window, noting the sinking sun, then at Blade's pale
features, which bore the pinched look of extreme fatigue.

She rose. "I
shall leave you now, My Lord. It grows late, and I see you are
tired. Think about what I have said."

 


After the Queen
left, Blade's eyes flicked open, and he stared at the ceiling. Her
declaration did not surprise him unduly. He had long since divined
her affection for him, yet somehow it moved him more than Chiana's.
His gaze wandered to the open window that framed the dusk's golden
glow, and his reflection in the mirror beside it caught his
attention. The soft light gilded his cold, pale eyes, and he
shuddered. They reflected the iciness in his heart, and he pushed
aside his hatred to allow the warmth they had possessed in his
youth to return to his eyes.

A memory rose
from the shadowy depths of his past, released by the softening of
his cold grip, and he allowed it to emerge into the light like a
timid, fearful creature kept too long in a cage of ice and
darkness. Three girls played in a meadow, and a man with soft eyes
and an easy smile watched them as he puffed his pipe. A laughing
woman weaved flowers into her daughters' hair and cast him a loving
glance. They lived there still, haunting him with their soft
laughter and gentle smiles. Ghosts that he had buried long ago. All
the joy of his youth was locked behind the iron door of his will,
the key to it lost in the bottomless pool of blood in which he had
wallowed ever since. His mother's sweet voice spoke from beyond the
curtain of that sweet memory, murmuring the words she had used so
often to him.

Blade closed
his eyes and allowed the coldness he found so hard to stave off to
seep into him once more, washing away the bright memories and the
sorrow they brought with them.

 


When Kerrion
returned from his duties that evening, he found Minna-Satu waiting
for him. He noted her intense expression as he kissed her, and
stepped back to study her.

"What is
wrong?"

"I went to see
Blade today."

"Ah." Kerrion
sighed and made his way over to the tray that held a bottle of wine
and two goblets. "I should have guessed from your expression. Why
is it that he has the power to upset people so much? What did he
say?"

"He does not
expect to survive Ronan's assassination."

The King swung
around. "Blade? Voicing doubts about his abilities? That surprises
me."

"Why should it?
He is a man, not a magician. Ronan will probably be the most
difficult target he has ever had, and he has, by all accounts,
entered into his thirtieth year."

"He had no
trouble with Targan."

"Targan was not
forewarned."

Kerrion poured
two cups of wine and offered her one. "So he has changed his mind,
then?"

"No, I have."
She took the cup and sipped the wine. "I will not send him to kill
Ronan."

"He has already
agreed."

"He works for
me, not you."

"He is playing
on your emotions. He just wants to go home. As he said, he is tired
of all this."

She shook her
head. "He did not ask to be released. He said he will probably not
survive to return to Jashimari, which is his greatest wish. I do
not want him to go, but nor do I wish him dead."

"If Ronan is
not stopped, it will be you who dies. Sacrificing Blade is not too
high a price to pay to ensure your safety."

"It is. You
have many brothers, Kerrion. Blade has only killed three of them.
How many does that leave, twelve? What of Armin, when he returns
from Contara?"

Kerrion drained
his cup in a couple of gulps. "Armin will not return. I shall order
him to govern Contara. He cannot threaten you from there. Even if
he disobeyed and tried to return, arranging an accident for him on
the way would not be difficult. I can deal with the rest of my
brothers. They are all a lot younger than Ronan and Armin. Let us
not make any rash decisions, let us see what happens."

"I will not
send Blade to kill Ronan, that is final."

"And I will not
allow your life to be put in danger. You value the life of a damned
assassin above your own? He has risked his life each time he was
sent to assassinate someone, and you sent him on some of those
assignments. What about when he came here to kill Lerton? You knew
that he may not survive, but still you sent him."

"That was to
save my people by saving you, our only hope for peace. I will not
have him die merely to protect me."

"Yet he is not
averse to the idea," Kerrion pointed out.

"Blade has no
love for life. His death will mean more to me than it does to
him."

"Well, he will
not be around to ponder it, will he?"

"No, I will. It
will be on my conscience."

Kerrion studied
her mulish expression. "He will probably get himself killed in some
drunken brawl in a rat-infested taproom in Jashimari if he lives to
return. Why put such a value on his life when it is worthless to
him?"

"Because it is
not worthless to me."

"And I will not
put a price on yours." He closed the gap between them and gripped
her arms. "If you die I will renounce my throne. The war will start
all over again."

"You would put
your daughter in danger?"

"Jashimari will
not fall."

"It will when
it is beset on two sides. Contara will be ruled by Armin, who will
inherit the Cotti crown."

Kerrion
released her and spun away, raising his hands in a gesture of
helpless fury. "Why does he always cause so much trouble?" He went
to the window and leant on the ledge, gazing at the rising Maiden
Moon, now at the fullness of its phase. Minna drained her cup and
put it aside with a faint clink, watching him.

After several
tense minutes, he turned to face her again. "Let us not argue about
it. I will not try to change your mind; let us just see what
happens."

Minna nodded,
looking relieved. Kerrion walked over to sit beside her and take
her in his arms.

 


Half a moon
passed in relative peace. The Maiden Moon waned and the waxing
Warrior replaced it. Blade recovered from his injuries and
exercised in the hidden garden again, just as Ronan left his
sickbed. Kerrion had inflicted several serious wounds on his
brother during their fight, ensuring that he would be out of action
for quite a while. As soon as he was able, the Prince honed his
skills against several excellent fighters, and Kerrion, learning of
this, was forced to do the same lest his brother's swordsmanship
outstrip his own.

Tension in the
palace rose to palpable levels as rumours of a second challenge
became rife, and lords found themselves forced to choose between
them. Owing to Kerrion's ill-advised association with a Jashimari
woman, many took Ronan's part even though he was not the more
popular of the two, nor the next in line to the throne. The Cotti
lords knew that if Kerrion was defeated, Ronan would have to face
his other older brother Armin. So much infighting boded ill for the
Cotti monarchy, and many laid the blame for the brewing conflict at
Minna-Satu's door.

Blade had just
returned from his morning exercise and had a quick bath when Olan
knocked on his door and entered. Over time the antagonism between
them had eased a little, and their open hostility had mellowed to
mere snappishness and cutting remarks. Blade frowned at the
servant's intrusion, and Olan smiled nastily.

"Your Queen
requires your company for luncheon."

"Does she?"
Blade tossed aside the towel and reached for his shirt. Several
scars marred his chest, some of them quite fresh. His whipcord
build revealed every muscle in sharp detail, no trace of fat
softening it. Noticing Olan's scrutiny, he turned away as he pulled
on his shirt and laced it up.

Olan commented,
"I'm surprised that she requires your company so often. Are all
Jashimari women so insatiable?"

Blade scowled,
then chuckled, turning to face the servant. "You think that's the
reason?"

Olan shrugged.
"What else? If the King finds out..."

"Tell him.
He'll be most amused."

"Amused?"

"He knows what
you obviously don't, so do many others. Are you truly so
unobservant?"

The servant
looked miffed. "What don't I know?"

Blade pulled on
his jacket and headed for the door, passing close to Olan. "I'm not
going to tell you. I'm flattered that you think me the Queen's
lover."

Olan trotted
after the assassin as he sauntered down the corridor. "Why else
would you spend so many time-glasses alone with her?"

"She enjoys my
company."

"I'm sure she
does."

"Not for the
reasons you suspect."

"Are you
claiming to be so trustworthy, spending long time-glasses with a
beautiful woman doing nothing more than talking?"

Blade chuckled
again. "You seem disappointed."

"It makes no
sense to me."

"Good." The
assassin turned at the Queen's doors. "May it puzzle you forever.
I'll not enlighten you."

Olan glared at
Blade as he knocked on the door, looking frustrated. "You're
lying."

"Perhaps." A
handmaiden opened the doors, and Blade entered, leaving Olan in a
quandary.

 


Minna looked up
with a smile when Blade entered her apartments, the sight of him
bringing its usual warm pang. The meal passed as many others had
done, in quiet conversation accompanied by good food, which the
assassin picked at as usual. Minna avoided contentious issues,
discussing more light-hearted subjects, upon which Blade made
little comment. Normally she steered clear of personal topics, but
today she noticed his continued lack of appetite and could not
contain her curiosity.

"Are you so
afraid of becoming fat, My Lord? You hardly eat anything, yet the
food is good. I would say you could safely gain several pounds. It
would lend you weight in a fight, would it not?"

Blade smiled.
"Indeed it would, My Queen. That is why good fighters carry more
weight than I do. It adds to their strength, and, should they gain
the upper hand, aids greatly in overpowering their opponent.

"But to an
assassin weight is not helpful at all. We need to be as light as
possible. It makes sneaking around a lot easier. Creaking
floorboards have cost many assassins their lives. It also allows us
to be more agile, and since stealth and agility are the most
important aspects of an assassin, we choose that over strength. It
rarely happens that an assassin must overpower his victim."

"I see." She
smiled, delighted to have stumbled upon a subject about which he
seemed happy to talk. "So all assassins are like you? It is not one
of your peculiarities?"

"Not really.
Any assassin who values his trade, and his life, will keep himself
fit. A fat assassin will not last long, and many are forced to
retire because they do not have the discipline to restrict their
eating."

"And I suppose
it must be even more difficult for you?"

He inclined his
head, his smile fading. "Yes, My Queen, it is."

Realising that
she had blundered onto a delicate point, she picked up her wine cup
to cover her embarrassment and changed the topic. "Are you now able
to complete your dance, My Lord?"

"No. I doubt I
shall ever regain my former stamina."

"This must be a
great source of chagrin to you."

His faint smile
returned. "For an assassin who is past the age of retirement, I am
content with my present abilities, much as I would enjoy the
advantages of youth."

"Is there a
mandatory age of retirement for assassins?"

"No, but most
choose to retire in their late twenties, or earlier if they can
afford it. Few continue past that, and those who do seldom live to
retire at all, for they lose their edge and..." Blade broke off as
the doors burst open, and Minna looked around in surprise.

A tall man
stood in the doorway, his dark blond hair framing a brutal face in
which pale brown eyes glittered with venom. Though a couple of
years younger than Kerrion, he carried himself with the same
assurance and arrogant disdain, but possessed none of Kerrion's
noble features or the clear golden eyes that bespoke honesty and
valour. Instead, he radiated King Shandor's imperious brutality.
Blade stood up, eyeing the intruder, and Minna-Satu frowned.

"Another of
Kerrion's brothers, I assume," Blade muttered.

The stranger
walked closer, raking the seated Queen with a caustic glance. "I am
Prince Ronan, and you will bow to me, woman."

Minna raised
her chin. "I am Queen Minna-Satu, and I bow to no one."

"I shall see
you grovel before you die," Ronan snarled, ignoring Blade.
Apparently he had discounted the assassin as a mere courtier, a
Jashimari fop, dressed as he was in plain black cloth trousers and
a white silk shirt under a rather ornamental, slit-sleeved
jacket.

Minna rose to
face Ronan. "Are all Cotti Princes murderers by trade?"

"Mind your
tongue, woman, we Cotti do not tolerate insolent sluts."

The Queen's
frown deepened and her cheeks warmed with anger. "And I do not
tolerate upstart Princes with no manners. Get out!"

Ronan smiled,
his eyes venomous. "Do you really think I will obey you? Only the
King can give me orders, and he rarely dares to, for he knows I
dislike them."

"He will kill
you when he learns of this. If you lay a hand on me, you will pay
the price."

Ronan chuckled.
"He told you that, I suppose? Kerrion will say many things to gain
the favour of a beautiful woman, though you are not to my taste at
all. I am in no danger, I assure you."

"Two of your
brothers have already died. How can you doubt it?"

Ronan shrugged.
"I did not say he was a clever man. He hopes to lessen the threat
to his throne, but he can do nothing to me if I kill you. And since
he is not in the palace today, there is nothing he can do to stop
me, either. It seems he had to go and inspect some new well outside
the city, one of the tedious duties of a king. Of course, I
commissioned the well, my gift to the pitiful inhabitants of a
dirty village, for just this purpose. So there will be no
interruptions. Now, before you die, I want to know where the
assassin is hiding."

"You sound just
like your brother, Rigal. He too came in here with thugs and
threats, and he found my assassin."

"As I
suspected. The story Kerrion told the advisors made no sense to me.
I sent Rigal to kill you, not to protect you."

"And he failed,
as will you."

Ronan stepped
closer, his attitude menacing. A growl made him look around as
Shista rose from her pile of cushions and walked towards him, her
eyes fixed on him with palpable intensity. The Prince's hand
dropped to the hilt of his sword.

"Unlike Rigal,
I have no qualms about killing a sand cat, stupid woman."

"I cannot
prevent her from defending me, Prince Ronan. You have chosen an ill
moment to accost me, it seems. It may be that the King is absent on
business, but you should have made certain my familiar and my
assassin were also absent."

"Your
assassin?"

 


Blade, who had
stepped behind the Prince, raised his hands to signal the Queen not
to divulge his presence, and lowered them hastily when Ronan swung
around. The Prince raked him with a dismissive glance.

"This? He is
nothing but a girlish courtier, one of your neutered playthings.
You do not fool me with your stupid lies." Ronan turned to face the
approaching sand cat once more, his eyes narrowing as Shista
prowled closer. "But if your cat comes any closer, I will not
bother to find out where your assassin is, I will kill you now." He
drew his sword and pointed it at the Queen, close enough to run her
through with a jab of his arm.

Minna stepped
back, but Ronan followed, not allowing her to slip out of range.
She looked at Shista, but the cat had already read the danger in
the situation and stopped her advance, watching the Prince. He
smiled, content that his plan had worked.

"Now, where is
the assassin?"

"I do not
know."

"Come now, do
you think me stupid? Of course you know where he is hiding."

Minna shook her
head. "Only Kerrion knows his hideout. I see him when he is brought
to me for instructions."

Ronan moved
closer, raising the sword until the tip was pressed against her
throat. "So, he is not such a fool after all, and you think he
dotes on you. Obviously he does not trust you, does he?"

Blade walked up
behind the Prince, his feet silent on the marble floor. As he drew
near to Ronan's broad back, he released the catch on one of the
wrist sheaths and let a dagger slide into his hand, the warm steel
comforting in his palm.

"Since you do
not know, you can die now, Jashimari slut," Ronan growled.

Shista snarled,
her tail lashing as she sensed the danger to her friend, but
Minna's thoughts held her in check. Blade reached the Prince and
raised the dagger. Minna's eyes widened as she realised what he
planned to do with the dagger now poised next to the Prince's ribs.
One quick stab would snuff out Ronan's life.

"No! You cannot
kill him here!"

Blade froze,
and the Prince spun around, raising his sword. His elbow hit Blade
in the side of the face hard enough to knock him down with a grunt.
Ronan stood over him, the sword pressed to his throat, and
smiled.

"So, the little
fop is trying to play hero? I was not going to bother to kill you,
but now I shall."

Minna raised a
hand to her mouth, horrified by the situation she had caused. Blade
shot her an accusing look as he prepared to elude the Prince's
sword. His chances were not good, he knew. As Ronan raised the
weapon, Minna shouted, "Shista!"

Ronan howled as
Blade stabbed him in the ankle, and the cat sprang at the Queen's
command. She landed on Ronan's back, her claws sinking into his
shoulders. Her weight caused the Prince's knees to buckle and sent
him crashing on top of the supine assassin. Blade coughed as the
air was punched from his lungs. His vision darkened and his ribs
creaked under the strain of the Prince and sand cat on top of
him.

Shista gripped
Ronan's neck, her fangs closing around his throat as he shouted and
thrashed. Obeying the Queen's thoughts, she lifted him and dragged
him off the assassin. Ronan had lost his sword in the fracas, and
beat at the sand cat with his fists, making Shista growl in
annoyance. Minna dashed forward to kneel beside Blade, who stared
at the ceiling with wide eyes.

"Are you all
right, My Lord?"

His gaze
flicked to her face. "Apart from being a little flattened, I
suspect that I will live, My Queen."

She smiled,
then dissolved into helpless giggles at his indignant look. The
assassin struggled to sit up, holding his ribs. "I cannot believe
you stopped me. It was the perfect opportunity."

She shook her
head, sobering. "We cannot kill him here. How will we explain
it?"

"We could hide
the body until Kerrion returns. Let him deal with it."

"No. Doubtless
someone knows he is here. It would not work."

Blade looked at
the Prince struggling in Shista's jaws, making gargling noises as
he tried to pry the cat's mouth open. Shista looked bored, and her
eyes begged the Queen to allow her to spit out the distasteful
morsel. "Then let Shista kill him. You can say that she was
defending you."

Minna pondered
the suggestion, then shook her head again. "With Cotti laws I
cannot claim self-defence, since he is within his rights to murder
me if he wishes."

Blade rose to
his feet, grimacing at the pain in his ribs. "How can you stand to
live like this, at the mercy of these petty, tyrannical Cotti
princes?"

"It is better
than being dead, I suspect," she replied, and he looked away,
turning his attention to the Prince.

"We must keep
him silent until Kerrion returns," he said. "If he calls the guards
there will be trouble."

Minna nodded,
and he used a napkin from the luncheon table to gag the Prince,
then bound his hands behind his back and his ankles with a curtain
cord. Once Ronan was trussed, Shista released him and padded over
to rub against the Queen, demanding praise for her obedience. Minna
hugged and stroked her, whispering lovingly to her. Blade dragged
the Prince into a corner and propped him against the wall, ignoring
his enraged mumbles. He then returned to seat himself on the
cushions before the luncheon tray and pour himself a cup of wine,
draining half of it in a few gulps. Minna joined him, rubbing her
neck with a shiver.

"That was
rather too close for comfort, My Lord."

He smiled. "A
good thing he dismissed me as a fop. It pays to look harmless."

"Harmless, you?
I would not say such a thing."

"You know what
I truly am, but most people think assassins look disreputable and
sly, perhaps even brutish and scarred, which many do. The best
disguise is that of nobility, as Talon, my mentor has. I do not
claim to look noble, only innocuous."

Her eyes
sparkled. "Perhaps innocent is a better description."

The assassin's
brows rose. "Innocent? Now you do surprise me, My Queen."

"Yet when you
are angry you do look quite dangerous. That is how Chiana described
you on the day you came to the palace."

"Did she?" His
smile broadened to reveal even white teeth in a rare grin. "As I
recall, I was rather angry that day. It seems such a long time ago
now. "

"Yes. A
lifetime ago." The Queen gazed into her wine cup as she became lost
in memories.

Shista flung
herself down next to Blade and rolled onto her back, demanding that
he scratch her belly. He obliged, and the cat purred in a deep
rumble. Minna watched him, recalling her first encounter with this
strange man whose eyes held the freezing touch of a blizzard. Then,
as now, Shista had warmed to him, and the cat was a better judge of
character than any person Minna knew.

Blade stayed
with the Queen for the rest of the day to ensure that Ronan did not
escape his bonds. In the middle of the afternoon an advisor came to
enquire after the Prince, and Blade hid Ronan behind a curtain. The
man looked suspicious when told that Ronan had left long before,
his eyes darting about the room. Blade sensed that he may have
searched more thoroughly had Minna been alone, but the assassin's
presence, even as a courtier, seemed to dissuade him.

When at last
Kerrion returned, dusk had fallen and the heat of the day gave way
to the evening chill. The King looked surprised to find the
assassin sipping wine with the Queen, and shot Minna a curious
glance.

"Still
entertaining?"

She looked at
Blade. "My Lord Conash was good enough to stay with me after my
uninvited guest had been dealt with."

"What
guest?"

Blade rose and
went over to draw the curtain aside. Kerrion's eyes widened at the
sight of his dishevelled brother. Striding over to the Prince, he
untied his ankles and yanked him to his feet by his collar, then
jerked out the gag.

"I do not need
to ask why you are here, I suppose?"

Ronan snarled,
"Your damned slut has gone too far! I shall not let this indignity
go unpunished."

Kerrion slapped
him, making him stagger. "You will be lucky if I do not banish you
to some obscure oasis where you can spend your days negotiating
with the local warlords."

"Why do you
not?" Blade enquired.

Ronan glared at
the assassin. "Hold your tongue, you insolent fop!"

"Fop?"
Kerrion's brows rose, and he glanced at Minna.

She smiled. "My
courtier, who helped to save me."

"Ah." The King
scowled at his brother. "Your intrusion into my private quarters
without invitation is sufficient reason for punishment."

"What
punishment? It is hardly an act of treason."

"No, merely a
personal affront. Something I am quite within my rights to redeem,
so long as I do not kill you."

"You would not
dare!"

"Dare?"
Kerrion's voice rose. "I am the King! No one enters my private
quarters uninvited. No one!"

"And I shall
demand satisfaction for the effrontery of your whore's dandy."

The King
gripped his brother's collar and jerked him closer, nose-to-nose.
"Each time you open your mouth, your situation becomes more dire,
Ronan. If you demand any such thing, I will give you more than a
few bruises. Perhaps the loss of an ear or eye will cool your
temper? Or maybe I should send you to lead the army against the
nomads in the east? An honourable way for a prince to die, so I am
told. Definitely more so than in some dark gutter when I tire of
your insolence. Do not think I will not do it. I am the King, and
you should not forget it."

"Nor should
you," Ronan sneered, undeterred. "Even the King is accountable to
the courts. You are not above the law."

"Not above it,
but I can certainly twist it to my advantage, and I have many who
will help me do it. Has not the fate of your brothers taught you
anything?"

"It has taught
me that you are a murdering bastard who will stoop to killing your
brothers to protect a Jashimari whore."

Kerrion nodded.
"That is right, because they were plotting to murder her, which
makes them no better. Any who pit themselves against me will suffer
the consequences."

The royal Cotti
glared at each other, and Blade drawled, "What it must be to love
one's brother."

Both men turned
their scowls upon the assassin and said in unison,
"Half-brother!"

Kerrion
released Ronan's collar and stepped back, his hands clenched. "So
what is it to be? A few bruises, or something more permanent?"

"You are a
coward to beat a man who is bound and injured."

"I have already
beaten you in fair combat. I have nothing to prove."

"And I have
suffered enough at the hands of your slut's fop and familiar."

Kerrion's fist
smashed into Ronan's jaw, and the Prince staggered back. The King
went after him. "A few scratches does not satisfy my honour, and
each time you insult my future wife, you insult me."

Blade turned
away, bowing to the Queen. "I shall retire now, My Queen, it seems
that bloodshed is imminent."

She inclined
her head. "By all means, My Lord. In fact, I would rather not be
forced to witness it myself. Shall we walk?"

 


The assassin
headed for the door, standing aside to allow Minna to precede him
into the corridor. Kerrion watched them leave, then turned to his
brother once more. Ronan retreated, shaking his head, and Kerrion
advanced on the Prince.

When Minna-Satu
returned, Kerrion was slumped in the chamber's only chair, rubbing
his bruised knuckles, a half empty bottle of wine next to him. He
rose to embrace her, stepping back to brush an errant lock of hair
from her brow.

"I apologise
for his insults, Minna."

"Doubtless you
made him pay."

"He will carry
the marks for tendays, and I will ensure that everyone knows how
and why he received them. His humiliation will be grave."

She sighed,
turning away. "And his anger will grow in proportion, I venture to
say."

"You think I
made a mistake?"

"No, I just
fail to see any benefit in it. He will not give up. Each time he is
foiled he grows more determined, and more dangerous."

Kerrion nodded,
scowling. "That is why he must be assassinated. It is the only way
to keep you safe."

"I will not
order Blade to do it. It is too dangerous. If you want him dead,
then it is time you organised an accident for him. You said
yourself that one accident would not be suspicious."

"But I may
still have to deal with Armin." He threw up his hands in a gesture
of frustration when she shot him a hard look. "Very well, I shall
see what I can do. I think it is ridiculous that we have the best
assassin in our kingdoms willing to take on the task, and you will
not let him."

"Not at the
cost of his life, no. When you have a priceless weapon, you do not
risk losing it."

"But what good
is it if you do not use it?"

"It is a
deterrent. So long as your enemies know you have it, you need not
use it recklessly. Once it is lost, you are ten times more
vulnerable than you were before you had it, because now there are
those who would seek revenge for their humiliation."

He regarded her
with a faint, rueful smile. "I should know better than to pit my
wits against you, My Queen. You are right, of course."

"Of course. I
had much training to become a Queen, the wisest tutors in all of
Jashimari."

Kerrion poured
two goblets of wine and handed her one. "Then let us drink to our
secret weapon."

She raised her
cup. "To Blade."

"And I have
other good news."

"Oh?"

"I have had
word from my spies. They believe that Blade's sister still
lives."

Her eyes
sparkled. "That is wonderful. We must tell him at once."

Kerrion caught
her arm as she turned away. "No, not yet. I want to be sure first.
There is a Jashimari woman named Alenstra dwelling in the harem of
one of My Lords, but she may not be Blade's sister. I have sent two
advisors to question her, and if she is the right woman they will
bring her to me."

"It must be
her. Alenstra is not a common name, and for her to be a Cotti
prisoner is too much to be coincidence."

"Perhaps, but I
want to be absolutely certain."

She shrugged.
"Very well, if you insist."

"I do. It will
only be a few days before we know for sure, and there are other
things to keep you occupied until then."

"Am I so
difficult to please?"

He smiled.
"Actually, you are, my love. Tomorrow the stipend will arrive from
Jashimari, and I have ordered many things for you."

Minna turned
away, putting down her cup. "Baubles and trinkets? Do you think me
so shallow?"

"No, I -"

"I dislike this
stipend that you have inflicted upon my people. They are not
defeated. They have no need to pay you any form of tithe. By what
right did you claim it?"

He bristled.
"For driving the Contara from Jashimari lands."

"Your
daughter's kingdom. Has she not the right to claim her father's
aid?"

"And she is
receiving it -"

"At a price."
Minna swung to face him. "She should not have to pay for the
privilege of having the Cotti King as her father."

Kerrion frowned
at her, then inclined his head. "No, you are right, she should not.
But I have to keep many people happy in this situation, not only
you. My people want some reward for the centuries of war they have
endured, some tangible evidence that I have made the right decision
and they will not be empty handed because of it.

"I have asked
for gold, which Jashimari has in abundance, and that will be handed
out to the widows of men killed or maimed in the war. I have asked
for exotic oils and perfumes, rich cloth and wood, things that are
rare in the desert. These will please My Lords and whet their
appetite for more, which they will have to purchase for themselves,
thus beginning trade between our kingdoms. I could have looted
Jashimari on my way to your palace, but I did not. So now I must
take peacefully what I did not take by force, in order to keep my
people happy. I cannot make everyone happy -"

Minna stepped
up to him and placed her finger on his lips. "Enough. I was foolish
to object. I was thinking only of my people and my pride. You are
right. It is necessary. You could have conquered Jashimari, were
you not an honourable man, and taken all you wanted. Forgive
me."

He took her
hand and kissed it. "There is nothing to forgive. I wish it was not
necessary. I too had many wise tutors, and I learnt this lesson
from a particularly clever one. He told me a story about an old man
who lived in the woods. Would you like to hear it?"

She nodded,
smiling, and he led her to the cushions and sat with her. "One day,
his grandson came to visit him and stayed for several days. On the
third day a fox came into the yard, and the old man went to the
chicken house and took an old hen from it. He threw it to the fox,
who grabbed it and ran off. The grandson, confused, asked why the
old man had given the fox one of his chickens, and he replied, 'I'd
rather give him one occasionally than have him raid the chicken
house and kill all my hens'."

Minna laughed,
her eyes sparkling. "A wise old man indeed. Of course, one could
always shoot the fox."

"Then another
would take its place. Rather keep your rivals content than invite
their anger. By giving My Lords some of the wealth they would have
gained from Jashimari's conquest, I keep them happy without
inviting their rebellion. This way the Jashimari people do not get
hurt, and my people do not lust for the spoils of conquest. My army
will have plenty of work occupying Contara, which will keep the
soldiers content and my armourers busy."

Her gaiety
faded at the mention of war. "And what is left of my army will find
honest work trading with the Cotti instead of fighting them, since
more than half were killed in the war with Contara."

"Those who
choose not to remain in your army. They still have borders to
patrol and great estates to guard."

Minna-Satu
raised her wine cup. "To peace, long may it reign."

"I will drink
to that."


 


 


 Chapter Five

 


Jayon sat in
the shade and gazed at the gilded minarets of the Cotti city,
comparing it to Jondar. Tall palms cast scant shadows on hot sandy
roads bordered by pale, flat-roofed buildings with narrow windows
and arched doorways hung with bead curtains or gauzy cloth. The
faint bleating of goats seemed all-pervasive. He heard it
everywhere he went, along with the cackle of domesticated fowl.
Flocks of colourful birds sat in trees or swarmed in the sky, their
chattering cries alien and discordant.

The arid heat
sapped his strength. Already his skin had reddened and his clothes
chafed his sweaty skin. As before, when he had patrolled the
border, he disliked the desert. He longed for Jashimari's cool
mists and gentle spring rains. The burgeoning greenery of his home
appealed greatly when compared to the harsh existence the desert
offered, and he was certain that upon his return he would never
again curse the rains and mud of his verdant land.

Since arriving
in Jadaya two days ago, he had spent most of his time close to the
palace, loafing about while the Cotti officials noted each item
offloaded from the wagons and allotted them to their new owners.
Jayon and his fellow Jashimari disliked the way in which the Cotti
strutted about with puffed-out chests, lording it over the
Jashimari drovers. Already he had headed off a couple of brewing
confrontations, going against his feelings in order to keep the
peace.

Jayon had kept
his ears open for local gossip, and learnt that the people of the
city mourned two recently deceased Cotti Princes. What really
interested him was the fact that one of them had been assassinated,
while the other had been killed in some sort of brawl involving one
of the King's concubines. It sounded like trouble was afoot in the
Cotti palace, and he longed to get inside and learn more. Being a
spy required a great deal more furtiveness than he was accustomed
to, and he watched the passers-by while he pondered the
problem.

A group
striding past caught his eye. Two regally robed elder men and four
soldiers, not unusual in themselves, but for the fact that they
appeared to be escorting a woman. He had barely glimpsed a woman
since he had been in the city, and they were heavily veiled, as
this one was.

It struck him
as odd that such high-ranking officials and soldiers should escort
a woman, and he wondered who she was as the group vanished into the
palace. One of the King's harem, perhaps, but what was she doing
out of the palace? From what he had heard, Cotti women stayed at
home. Only the poor ones were forced to venture out to shop, beg,
or fetch water from a communal well. The rest were virtual slaves
to their husbands or jealously guarded by their fathers. Shrugging
the matter off, he returned to pondering the problem of gaining
entry to the palace.

 


Alenstra walked
with her head bowed, as was proper, her heart fluttering. No one
had told her where they were headed when they had left Lord
Dorgon's home in the nearby oasis of Indala. From the grandeur of
her surroundings, however, she suspected that she was entering the
King's palace. Lord Dorgon had been annoyed and astounded when two
officials had arrived at his home three days ago, but allowed them
to question one of his slaves.

Alenstra had
been afraid when they had asked about her family, but told the
truth, that they were all dead. Through the slit in her veil, she
could make out marble walls and statues standing in niches. The
cool floor soothed her bare feet after the burning sand outside,
and she was glad of the significant drop in temperature within the
imposing structure.

The officials
stopped before a pair of tall, polished wooden doors and knocked. A
plump, veiled serving woman opened one, bowed and stepped aside.
They entered a grand anti-chamber, and the servant vanished through
a door at the back, returning within a minute with another veiled
woman. She approached and bowed to the officials, one of whom
gestured to Alenstra.

"This one is to
be washed and given new clothes at once."

She bowed her
head. "For which prince?"

"For the
King."

The woman
nodded, and the officials left as she bowed again. Taking
Alenstra's wrist, the woman led her through the door at the back of
the anti-chamber, leaving the servant to return to her idle post.
Alenstra gazed around, her breath catching. From the number of
unveiled women and children, their rich garb and fine amenities,
she was in the royal harem. The woman removed her veil and led
Alenstra deeper into the harem.

"You may unveil
now, child."

Alenstra
stripped off the veil with a sigh and breathed the cool air. The
woman stopped in surprise. "Why, you are no child. Nor are you
Cotti. You are Jashimari, are you not?"

Alenstra
nodded, biting her lip.

"Well, it seems
the King is partial to Jashimari women, but you are too old. You
are older than he." She shook her head in confusion, leading
Alenstra forward again. "Odd that he should choose one such as
you."

The woman led
her into a white marble room dominated by a pool, where many women
bathed and washed their children. There she ordered Alenstra to
strip and handed her a cake of soap, and a younger woman carried
off her cheap dusty clothes. The opulence of the harem amazed
Alenstra. Never had she seen so much marble or so many statues and
tiers of flowering plants watered by the mist of small fountains.
The sheer dampness of the place was a luxury in itself after the
arid air outside. Water dewed the gold fittings and jade inlay in a
haze of soft moisture.

When she
emerged from the water, the woman waited with a sheer white satin
gown edged with gold, by far the loveliest dress Alenstra had ever
seen.

"The King's
colours," the woman explained as she helped Alenstra to dress. "You
are the only one wearing them here."

Alenstra
glanced around at the other women, many of whom watched her. Most
wore shades of green, blue or yellow, except for a few who wore
grey.

"The ones
wearing grey are King Shandor's widows," the woman explained. "The
rest are the Princes' wives and concubines. You are the first to
wear the King's colours since Shandor died."

Alenstra noted
that the woman wore grey, and thought it odd that a king's widow
should attend a lowly harem girl. The Cotti woman smiled as she
finished fastening the dress and picked up a brush. "I am Patriss,
the King's mother. Have you no tongue, girl?"

Alenstra
cleared her throat. "I'm Alenstra."

"Ah, good.
Well, Alenstra, you are honoured indeed, though I do not know what
Minna is going to say about this."

"Minna?"

"The King's
concubine, and the only one until you arrived. She is Jashimari
too, though younger and prettier than you. I had thought... well,
men change their minds, do they not? So, you will wear the perfume
and scented oils he likes, and I will dress your hair as he
prefers."

Alenstra
nodded. "And then?"

"Then you sit
quietly and wait for him to summon you."

"Of course,"
she agreed with dull resignation. Life in the King's harem, it
seemed, was little different from Lord Dorgon's, except that the
clothes and amenities were better. Like Patriss, she wondered why
the King had chosen her, an older Jashimari woman of no great
beauty or culture, who had dwelt in the harem of a minor lord for
sixteen years and borne him five children. Her years amongst the
Cotti had taught her the futility of pondering such things,
however, and she had already resigned herself to what lay
ahead.

 


Minna-Satu was
overjoyed when Kerrion gave her the good news, and she rose from
her mound of cushions to hug him.

"This is
wonderful. I am eager to meet her."

"Doubtless
there is much chatter in the harem at the moment," he commented.
"They will all assume that she is to be my new concubine."

Minna giggled.
"Little do they know."

"I am going to
surprise Blade. I think he will be pleased."

She nodded, her
smile fading. "He will certainly be pleased, but I do not know if
he likes surprises. Somehow I doubt it."

"Too bad. I
like surprising people."

"It may not be
such a good idea ..."

Kerrion looked
impatient. "I went to a great deal of trouble to find this woman. I
deserve some satisfaction from the deed."

"But it is
Blade's payment. I do not feel that it should be sprung upon him
without warning."

"He knows I am
searching for his sister, so it will not altogether be a
shock."

"Still..." She
shot him a doubtful glance, but Kerrion swung away with a
snort.

"She should be
ready by now. I am going to fetch her." He headed for the door, and
Minna gazed after him.

After the door
closed behind him, she stood irresolute for a moment, then picked
up her veil.

 


A collective
gasp went through the harem at the King's entrance. This was the
first time he had graced it with his presence since he had left it
as a six-year-old Crown Prince. The women fell to their knees with
a scuffle of movement and the odd clatter of dropped objects and
tinkle of breaking glass. Mothers hushed wailing babies and grabbed
their children, forcing them onto their bellies. Kerrion frowned as
he picked his way through the women, who shuffled from his path as
he approached. None dared to raise their heads, and kept them
lowered almost to the floor. The new girl was easy to spot, the
only one clad in white and gold. His mother knelt beside her, and
Kerrion gestured for them to rise.

Patriss dragged
the girl to her feet, and Kerrion studied Blade's sister. Although
no great beauty, she possessed a ravaged loveliness that held an
elusive quality. Patriss forced Alenstra's chin up, allowing him to
scrutinise the pale contours of her face. He found a strong
resemblance to her brother in the clean lines of her features and
the glossy raven hair that framed her high cheekbones, but there
the resemblance ended. She had a broader, low-bridged nose, a wide,
generous mouth, arched brows and a rounder countenance. Lines of
worry and hardship scored her brow and framed her mouth. She kept
her eyes on the floor, frustrating Kerrion's wish to see them.

"Look at me,
girl," he ordered.

Alenstra raised
her eyes to his chin, and he found them to be the identical
silver-grey of Blade's, but unlike his chilly stare, hers contained
only fear and resignation. He gazed at her for several moments,
trying to put a name to the elusive quality she possessed, but it
escaped him, and he turned away unsatisfied. Patriss gave Alenstra
a push, and she followed him, keeping the appropriate three steps
behind.

Out in the
corridor, Kerrion stopped and turned to Alenstra, who look down,
her expression a mixture of dread and confusion. She looked poised
to drop into another prostration, but hesitated as if unsure of
whether it was required. He spoke in a gentle tone.

"Do not worry,
you are not here to be my concubine, Alenstra. I had you brought
here at the request of a very important man, and that is where we
go now, to meet him. I know you will be happy to see him, as will
he to see you." He hesitated, unsure of what else to say, then
added, "You have nothing to fear. In fact, I am certain you will be
much happier after today."

Kerrion turned
and led the way down the corridor, ignoring the salutes of the
guards he passed.

 


Minna pushed
open Blade's door and swept into the room with her usual lack of
consideration. The assassin sat by the window, reading a book, his
hair wet from a recent bath. His brows rose as she strode towards
him, and he rose to his feet in a leisurely manner, bowing.

"My Queen. It
is fortuitous that you find me clothed. A few minutes earlier and I
might have been in the bath."

Minna glanced
at the tub. "My Lord Conash. Finding you in the bath would not have
inconvenienced me in the least, I assure you."

A smile tugged
at his lips. "It was not your convenience of which I was
thinking."

She waved it
away. "I am not here to argue with you. I have great news for you.
I could not wait to bring it."

"Are you a
messenger now?"

"Do not be flip
with me, My Lord."

He sighed and
inclined his head. "As you wish, My Queen."

"I have news of
your sister. Are you not eager to hear it?"

"Naturally." He
looked unconcerned.

"She is in the
palace, and Kerrion is bringing her here even as we speak. He
wished to surprise you, but I thought..."

The assassin
swung away to stare out of the window, and Minna gazed at his back,
puzzled. "Are you not pleased, My Lord?"

He nodded. "Of
course I am. Is he certain that she is my sister?"


"Apparently."

"I find it hard
to believe."

"Kerrion went
to great lengths to establish her identity. He sent advisors to
question her before she was brought to the palace. How many
Jashimari women of her age, named Alenstra, do you think the Cotti
took as slaves?"

"Probably only
one," he muttered.

"Then surely it
is not so hard to believe that she is your sister?"

He turned to
face her. "It is hard to believe that she has survived all these
years, and that he has found her so quickly. I had always thought
her dead."

"I see. Then
you must be very happy."

"That she has
been found, yes, but not that she has suffered all these years as a
slave of some Cotti."

Minna nodded.
"I understand. But at least now she is free and returned to you.
She can enjoy the rest of her life. She is still young. Surely that
is better than being dead?"

"Not always."
He looked out of the window again, and his constant gloomy outlook
on life saddened Minna. If there was any bad in a situation, Blade
would find it, she mused, a reflection of his own harsh existence
that he would willingly end if the opportunity arose. Minna swung
around as the door opened. Kerrion entered, stopping in surprise
when he saw her. He glanced at the assassin, then frowned at
her.

"You told
him."

"He had the
right to know."

The King sighed
in frustration, then stepped aside and beckoned to the woman who
stood outside. She came forward, her eyes fixed on Blade's back.
Minna shot Kerrion an accusing look, for there was no joy or
expectation in Alenstra's expression, only trepidation. The King
ignored her censure, his eyes flicking past her to the assassin,
who still faced the window.

"Blade, here is
your sister, Alenstra."

 


Alenstra gasped
and raised a hand to her mouth, her heart filling with wonder and
joy. Her eyes clung to the black-clad man, who turned with what
seemed like incredible slowness, her hungry gaze noting every
detail of him as it was revealed. His strong, yet fine face had
their father's nose and their mother's mouth, but the coldest eyes
she had ever seen. Their flat gaze made him almost unrecognisable,
for none of her family had ever possessed eyes as cold as a
midwinter's day. Her throat closed, making her gasp again as she
struggled to speak his name, hardly daring to believe her eyes.
When she forced a sound from her tight throat, it came out as a
croak.

"Orcal?"

He shook his
head. "Orcal is dead."

Alenstra
brushed a tear from her cheek and walked closer, studying him. She
had known the instant she saw his face that he was her brother, but
he bore only a vague resemblance to any of the young brothers she
remembered. He was too old to be her younger brother, Orcal, but
his age was hard to determine. Since she had seen her older brother
die on the day the Cotti had attacked Goat's Rest, that only left
one other possibility.

"Ash? Is it
you?"

He nodded.
"Yes."

Alenstra closed
the gap between them, reaching out to embrace him. He made no move
to reciprocate, and she stopped, her arms falling to her sides.
Once again she searched his face with a kind of desperation,
finding his expression distant.

"Don't you
recognise me?"

 


"When last I
saw you, you were only fourteen, but yes, I do." Blade cast Minna a
meaningful look, and the Queen turned to Kerrion, taking his
arm.

"It is time we
left, I think."

Kerrion
resisted. "But -"

"We are in the
way, Kerrion."

The King
grumbled, but obeyed, and Minna shot Blade a parting smile as she
closed the door behind her. The assassin stepped around his sister
and walked over to the table to pour himself a cup of wine, downing
half of it in a gulp. Alenstra watched him, looking puzzled and
distressed.

"Are you
displeased to see me, Ash?"

"No. And don't
call me that." He slipped into common Cotti speech, since she used
it.

"Conash. You
seem angry."

"I am." He
poured another cup of wine and offered it to her. She took it,
looking almost afraid of him. Blade swung away and walked over to
the window again. "But not with you. With those who enslaved
you."

"What happened
to you? How did you come to be here, and why did the King call you
a very important man?"

"Did he?" Blade
smiled. "I escaped. I have lived as a free man for the past
fourteen years. I have become important to the Cotti King because I
am now what our father would have despised me for becoming."

"Papa loved
you." Alenstra walked around him to study his expression, foiling
his attempt to hide it.

"When I was a
child."

"He would have
loved you still."

"No." Blade
fingered the high collar that hid his mark. "Not now."

"Why?"

He frowned and
sipped his wine. "There's no need for you to know. I'll have you
sent back to Jashimari as soon as it can be arranged. You'll go and
live on my estate, take a husband if you wish, enjoy your
freedom."

Alenstra bowed
her head, so used to obeying orders that she did not argue. "What
about you? Won't you be coming too?"

"No. I have
work to do here. If I can, I'll join you." He raked her submissive
posture with angry eyes. "Look at you, a slave even now. You dress
like a Cotti, speak like one and act like a damned Cotti
woman."

She raised her
head. "What choice did I have? I had to become what they wanted or
be whipped and starved."

"But now you're
free. Have you forgotten how a Jashimari woman behaves? You accept
orders from your younger brother without question? This is not the
Alenstra I remember."

Her eyes
shimmered with tears. "That was a lifetime ago. You're a stranger
to me now, Ash... Conash."

"Am I?" He took
a gulp of wine. "And when I send you to my estate, will you take
orders from the housekeeper and grovel every time you meet a man? I
would be ashamed."

Alenstra's eyes
overflowed, and she covered her face.

Blade swung
away with a curse. "Cry, why don't you? You, who used to be the
bravest of us, who used to give even Rykar black eyes and a bloody
nose. Now you're nothing more than a snivelling Cotti whore."

He banged his
wine cup down so hard that the wine spouted from it and splattered
down on the table. "Have you no pride left, no spirit? You stand
there and weep while I insult you. The Alenstra I remember would
have knocked me down by now."

"We were
children then."

"Oh, so now you
are incapable? Now you could not take a swing at me? I'm the one
you used to boss around, remember? Ash do this, Ash do that. Now
you cower and cringe like a damned Cotti slut!"

"Why are you
being so cruel?"

"Because I'm
ashamed of you! You should have died like the rest, not become some
Cotti lord's plaything. I was the one who watched them die, forced
to dance like dogs in the sand, little girls who begged for mercy
and were laughed at. I tried to help them, where were you?"

Alenstra wiped
the tears from her cheeks. "I was taken away almost at once,
brought to Indala and placed in a Cotti harem. I didn't know what
happened to the others."

"And didn't
care! Did you enjoy the arms of the fat Cotti pig so much? Is that
why you didn't stick a knife in him while he snored beside
you?"

 


Alenstra's head
snapped up, and she closed the gap between them in a stride, her
hand lashing out. He staggered from the blow, clasping his cheek.
Alenstra stepped back, shocked by her action. He straightened, and
she backed away, trepidation extinguishing the momentary spark of
rage. Conash stepped towards her, and she raised her arms to ward
of the expected blow. He grabbed her wrist.

"Don't do that.
Do not cower! I'm your brother. Your younger brother. I'm
Jashimari, not a damned Cotti. I don't hit women, Alenstra."

"Oh, Ash!" She
flung her arms around his neck and hugged him. "I'm so sorry! Why
did you make me do that?"

"I wanted to
see if you still could." He stood rigid in her hold, not returning
it, nor rejecting it. Becoming aware of his reticence, she released
him and stepped back to scan his face with anxious eyes.

"What's wrong?
What's happened to you?"

He turned away.
"Many things. It's been a long time since you last saw me."

"I know, but
you're so different. You used to be -"

"A child."

She shook her
head. "No, it's more than that. You're so cold and distant, like
you don't care."

"Maybe I
don't."

"I don't
believe that. No one could have changed that much. You're hiding
something. Tell me what it is."

"I think it's
time you left. I'm sure you've been assigned suitable quarters for
your stay."

"No." Alenstra
went over to his bed and sat on it, surprised by her temerity.
After so many years of obeying orders without question, it was
strange but enjoyable to defy them. Her brother had freed her from
the chains of submission by goading her to anger and inviting her
to vent it, then not punishing her for it. He had done in a few
minutes what might otherwise have taken years of normal living to
achieve. Her spirit had revived, the pent-up anger and frustration
that had simmered within her for so many years had found release,
and she revelled in her newfound freedom. That he had been the
recipient of her angry blow shamed her, for he was, of all people,
the most blameless. Her years of training urged her to obey him,
but now she knew that she could refuse with impunity, and her old
spirit rushed back to fill the void of her self-respect.

"Now that I've
found you, do you think I'm going to leave so soon?"

Blade turned to
look at her, something he had hardly done since she had entered the
room. She wondered if her face brought back too many unwanted
memories. A faint smile curled his lips when she patted the bed
beside her, but he chose to sit at the table and pour himself
another cup of wine.

"Why did the
King call you Blade?"

"Don't expect
answers to all your questions."

"Why? What are
you hiding?"

"You know, when
Kerrion offered to try to find out what happened to you, I never
expected him to find you. Although I'm glad you're alive and now
free, I would rather you went back to Jashimari as soon as
possible, and without asking a lot of awkward questions."

Alenstra
frowned. "I think I should know about my brother, Ash. If you won't
tell me, I'm sure others will."

"Undoubtedly.
When you return to Jashimari you'll have no trouble finding the
answers to all your questions, but you won't get them from me."

Alenstra rose
and approached him, catching his sleeve when he jumped up and tried
to move away. "I'd rather you told me. What is so terrible that you
don't want to tell me, but you're content to let me find out from
others?"

"Because I
don't want to see the disgust in your eyes."

"I would
never... You're frightening me. I'm your sister!"

"Yes. Until now
I thought I was alone. I never expected... one of my family to
know..."

"What? Tell
me!"

He looked away.
"I cannot."

Alenstra
studied his averted face, then stroked his cheek. He jerked away,
and she murmured, "If it's what the Cotti did to you, I have
already noticed."

He smiled.
"You're more observant than most."

"That's not it,
is it?"

Conash raised a
hand to his collar again, and Alenstra noted the repeated gesture.
"What else did they do to you that you're so ashamed of?"

"They didn't do
it to me. I did it to myself."

She reached for
his collar. "Show me."

"No." He
grabbed her wrists and held them. "Don't."

She met his
eyes, her heart filled with determination. "I haven't forgotten
what it is to be a Jashimari woman. For these past eighteen years I
have had to deny that knowledge and submit in order to survive. But
as you reminded me earlier, I am a Jashimari, and you're my younger
brother. As such, you have no right to give me orders."

"I'm not
ordering you. I'm asking you to leave it alone."

"Let go of
me."

"You know,
Jashimari may be a matriarchy, and the men don't ill treat women
there, but you also don't have the right to give me orders."

She smiled.
"I'm not ordering you. I'm asking you to let me go."

Blade gazed at
her, and something died in his eyes. "Perhaps I shouldn't care what
you think of me. I don't care about anything else, and you'll find
out soon enough. I'm only trying to delay the inevitable." He
released her wrists. "Go ahead, satisfy your curiosity, then you
can leave, because you won't ever want to see me again afterwards.
I'll have found you and lost you in the space of half a time-glass,
but I suppose it doesn't really matter."

Her hands
dropped to her sides, and she gazed at him in confusion. "Nothing
could ever come between us. You're all I have, apart from my
children, whom I'll probably never see again."

"If you think
that, then look."

"Tell me."

He shook his
head. "I'd rather you didn't know. If you must know, you'll have to
find out for yourself. I'll never reveal it. I know what the
consequences will be."

Alenstra
reached up and unbuttoned the high collar that hid his throat,
pulling it open while he watched her with a kind of grim
detachment. Her eyes widened, then rose to meet his. Slowly they
filled with tears, which overflowed to run down her cheeks in
streaks of glittering wetness. Her face crumpled and her chin
wobbled as she strived to hold back the sobs, then she leant
forward and rested her cheek against him, sliding her arms around
his neck.

"Oh, God, I'm
so sorry."

Blade cleared
his throat. "What have you to be sorry for?"

"For what has
happened to you."

Blade pulled
her arms from his neck and shoved her away. Marching to the door,
he jerked it open and strode into the passage without a backward
glance.

Alenstra sank
down on the bed, allowing her tears to flow unchecked. The release
of weeping had helped her through many hard times, and this was no
exception. The shock of her discovery was immense. It had shaken
her to the core of her being. Her younger brother had taken up the
most hated and reviled trade in all of Jashimari. He had become the
one thing their father had always denounced.

Alenstra
remembered a laughing boy with gentle eyes and a noble, generous
spirit, who could charm anyone with his sweet smile and whimsical
ways. She would never have believed that such a child could become
a killer. A shiver went through her at the memory of the touch of
his hands on her wrists, so cool and smooth-skinned, not roughened
by work. That, plus the tiny scars on his fingers, should have told
her the truth, and the name the King had called him. Curling up on
the bed, she waited for his return, wondering what she would say to
him. As the time-glasses passed, her tears dried and tiredness
seeped into her.

The sound of
the door closing woke her, and she sat up as her brother lighted
the lamp on the table, finding the room dark. He eyed her with
dispassion.

"Why are you
still here?"

"I was waiting
for you."

"Ah. You've
overcome your shock, and now only revulsion remains." He sat at the
table, adjusting the lamp.

"Yes."

"I have a right
to privacy. Kindly go to your quarters."

She swung her
legs off the bed. "I don't want to stay in the harem."

"Is that where
he put you?" He sighed, rubbing his face. "No, that won't do at
all. You'd better stay here then, if you can stomach it. I'll sleep
on the floor."

"Ash..."

"Call me Blade,
everyone does, or Lord Conash, if you prefer. I'm a lord now, a
title earned by my bloody deeds. To be correct, you should address
me as 'My Lord', and you, by merit of being my sister, are now a
lady. I have riches beyond imagining and titles coming out of my
ears, as well as a vast estate in Jashimari with servants and the
whole caboodle. You could also call me the Queen's Blade, if you
wish, or the Silent Slayer, the Invisible Assassin, whichever you
prefer -"

"Stop it."

He turned to
look at her. "Certainly, Lady Alenstra."

"You're still
my brother."

"Unfortunately
for you."

"I'm sure you
had no choice in the matter."

He shook his
head. "I could have starved to death, or maybe become a common
thief. I became an assassin because I wanted to kill."

"You enjoy
it?"

"No. After what
happened to me, it came naturally."

"I
understand."

"No you
don't."

She sighed.
"I'm trying to. Explain it to me."

"There's no
point, it wouldn't change anything. I am what I am, and tomorrow
I'll see to it that you're assigned a room of your own. Right now,
I'm tired."

Blade rose and
dragged some blankets off the generously endowed bed, spreading
them on the floor in a corner. He appropriated a pillow and
retreated to his nest, taking the lamp with him. Alenstra watched
him, biting her lip. When he blew out the lamp, plunging the room
into darkness, she lay down with a sigh.


 


 


 Chapter Six

 


Blade rose at
dawn and went to Olan's quarters to rouse the servant and demand
another room. Olan dragged a tunic on over his nightshirt and
glowered at the assassin before showing him to a room further down
the corridor. Several rich gowns were spread on the bed, and Blade
turned to Olan with raised brows.

"Where did
those come from?"

The servant
yawned. "The King's mistress sent them last night. She arranged the
room then too, but said you shouldn't be disturbed."

The assassin
dismissed the grumpy servant, marvelling at Minna's ability to
foresee the needs of others. He returned to his room to find
Alenstra waiting for him, and regarded her from the doorway.

"I've found a
room for you just down the hall."

Alenstra rose,
smoothing the creases in her satin gown, and followed him into the
corridor. He led her to the new room, which was much like his own,
and stood aside to allow her to inspect it. She spied the gowns and
went over to finger the rich material of one, exclaiming in
delight.

"These are
Jashimari clothes."

"Of course. You
can't continue to wear Cotti garb."

She turned to
him, looking puzzled. "But where did you get them?"

"Queen
Minna-Satu, or rather, the former Queen. The woman you saw in my
room yesterday, who left with Kerrion. Her daughter is now the
Jashimari Queen, and Kerrion's child. Minna-Satu took the Queen's
Cup, but Kerrion found the antidote and brought her here. The
Endless War is over, but you probably know that. I am in her
employ, to kill any who plot to slay her, who are Kerrion's
half-brothers, naturally."

Alenstra gaped
at him, and he added, "A servant will be here shortly to attend
you. Whatever you wish, ask her. Good day, my lady."

Blade inclined
his head and stepped into the corridor, closing the door. He
returned to his room, where he picked at his breakfast before he
went to the garden to exercise, trying to keep to his routine,
determined that the presence of his sister would not change his
life. Her discovery was a wonderful, miraculous event, and a
strange ache had filled his chest since the moment he had set eyes
upon her. The joy that should have filled him was absent, however,
because she now knew what he was, and it shamed her. For that he
did not blame her, she was right to be ashamed of him. One thing
bothered him though, and after he had bathed he went to
Minna-Satu's rooms and demanded entrance.

The Queen
languished on her mound of cushions, a book in her hand. She put it
aside when he approached and bowed. "My Lord Conash, what a
pleasant surprise. You do not visit me enough, only when I invite
you, yet my door is always open to you. Sit."

"I have not
come to socialise, My Queen."

She sighed.
"You never do. What irks you, My Lord?"

He settled on a
cushion, stroking the sand cat when she came to rub against him.
"Do you know the name of the man who enslaved my sister?"

"Yes, Lord
Dorgon, why?"

"I must redeem
my sister's honour."

"You mean kill
him."

Blade
nodded.

"And who is
your client, Alenstra?"

"No. She would
not ask for his death. It is I who require it. It will be an easy
target, my fee will be small... very small. A single coin will
suffice. But as you know, I must have a client."

Minna regarded
him with a worried frown. "And you hope to persuade me to be your
client."

"I would regard
it as a favour."

"I see. And you
think, quite rightly, that I owe you many favours."

"That is of no
consequence, My Queen. I am content to be in your debt."

She played with
a lock of hair, gazing at him. "Unfortunately, Lord Dorgon is a
loyal ally of the King. Kerrion would not wish him dead."

"Kerrion has
many loyal lords. Doubtless Dorgon's son will follow in his
father's footsteps. It will be no great loss."

The Queen
pondered this for several minutes, while Blade fondled Shista's
ears to the melody of her rumbling purr. Minna shook her head.
"Before I make a decision, I recommend that you speak to Kerrion on
the matter. He has outlawed the enslavement of Jashimari children.
You may find him willing to punish Lord Dorgon himself."

"I do not want
him punished. I want him dead."

"Sometimes
death is the easy way out, My Lord. Punishment can be harsher,
depending on what it is."

"Kerrion will
not punish a loyal lord so harshly, by doing so he will alienate
him and his sons, losing the entire line forever."

"Indeed." Minna
frowned. "Then perhaps you can demand the favour as payment for
Targan's death, or Rigal's. I would rather you spoke to him about
it though. I dislike the idea of going behind his back, though I am
not saying I will not. I also think you should discuss it with your
sister. After all, it is on her behalf that you do this, at least
she should know about it."

"It would be
pointless to tell her. She will be against it."

"Then why do
it?"

"For the honour
of my family."

"Your pride."
She shook her head. "I am sure Lord Dorgon does not know your
sister was his slave. It is pointless to exact vengeance upon a man
who does not know that he has wronged you."

"I will ensure
that he does before he dies."

"A few seconds
of terror and remorse will bring you little satisfaction, My Lord.
As you once said yourself, vengeance is a sweet cup with bitter
dregs that never runs dry. How long have you supped those bitter
dregs for now, and what joy has it brought you?"

The assassin
jumped up and strode to the window, gripping the ledge as he
frowned at the shimmering city. Shista stopped purring, bereft of
his caress, and gave a mournful sigh. Blade turned to face the
Queen again.

"For years I
have longed to punish those responsible for my family's murder.
This is the first time I can strike at a man who is directly
responsible for my sister's enslavement. His death will mean much
to me."

"Will it? Are
you not so immured to killing that each victim means less than the
last? And if your sister does not wish his death, why should you,
if not for your pride?"

Blade glared at
her. "I did not come here to be dissuaded, My Queen."

"Then return
tonight with your sister, and we will discuss it with Kerrion. Let
all the parties air their views before anything else is done. This
is not something to be ventured into lightly."

He strode to
the door, still looking angry. "Then I shall take my leave of you."
He turned and bowed. "My Queen."

"My Lord."

 


That night,
Blade returned at the allotted time, arriving just before Alenstra.
He accorded the Queen a stiff bow, ignoring Kerrion, who stood
beside a table laden with sweet pastries, savoury tarts and wine.
The King, as usual, ignored the assassin's rudeness and continued
to pick at the food, while Minna watched from her hillock of
cushions.

Blade made his
way to the table to pour a cup of wine before wandering over to a
window to admire the sunset. Silence fell until a timid knock came
at the door, and a handmaiden opened it to admit Alenstra. The
Queen raised a hand, dismissing the girls. Alenstra wore a flowing,
forest-green gown, her hair swept up in a coil. She stopped in
confusion when she saw the King and fell to her knees, prostrating
herself. Minna opened her mouth, but before she could speak Blade
strode over to his sister.

"Get up!" He
gripped her arm and dragged her to her feet, making her gasp in
pain and shock. "You do not grovel. You are a lady! My sister
grovels to no one." Releasing her arm, he took hold of her jaw and
forced her to look at him. "You will not disgrace me thus. You bow
to the Queen only, never grovel, especially to him." He indicated
Kerrion with a stab of his finger, and she followed his gesture
with wide, frightened eyes.

"But he's the
King."

"Of the damned
Cotti! You are Jashimari, never forget it." He released her, and
she backed away, raising a hand to her chin with a shiver.

Kerrion watched
the confrontation with narrowed eyes, a wry smile on his lips. "I
tolerate your rudeness because I have to, Blade, but your sister
enjoys no such privilege. You should not encourage her to display
your bad manners."

The assassin
turned to him. "She is a lady, she does not grovel."

"There is no
such thing as a lady amongst the Cotti; even my mother prostrates
herself to me. However," he hurried on as Blade opened his mouth,
"since she is a Jashimari lady, I will make an exception and allow
her to bow as she would to her Queen."

Blade closed
his mouth with a snap and eyed the King, then gave a curt nod.
"Very well."

Minna breathed
a sigh of relief and smiled at the terrified woman. "Be not uneasy,
Lady Alenstra. Sit, eat, have some wine. The storm, I think, is
over for the moment."

Alenstra moved
away from her brother, poured a cup of wine and settled on a
cushion. Blade went back to the window and gazed out of it,
frowning. Minna-Satu, divining that he had no intention of
broaching the subject, spoke for him, addressing Alenstra.

"My lady, your
brother has voiced a wish to punish the lord who made you a
slave."

Alenstra looked
confused. "Punish him? How?"

"Lord Conash
would take his life. Do you also wish this?"

Kerrion shot
Blade a frown, but awaited Alenstra's answer. She shook her head.
"No, My Queen. He's the father of my children. What will they do
without him?"

Blade turned.
"He enslaved you. When he is dead, your children will be returned
to you."

"He didn't
enslave me, he bought me from the soldiers who did."

"He whipped and
starved you."

"He only
threatened to. I was punished on occasion, nothing more."

Kerrion raised
a finger, trying to get someone's attention. "Has anyone considered
my point of view?"

Blade scowled
at him. "I know your opinion. Lord Dorgon is one of your loyal
lords; you certainly do not want him dead."

"No, I do not,
and that should be sufficient to end this argument."

"You have
outlawed the enslavement of Jashimari children and claim to have
punished those who did it. Now would be a good time to prove you
were telling the truth."

"Your sister
was fourteen when she was taken. She was not a child."

"So you condone
the slavery of adult Jashimari?"

Kerrion glanced
at Minna, who watched him. "I do not condone it, but it is not a
crime. Jashimari took many prisoners during the war, as we did, and
they were put to work in your mines as slaves."

"Those were
men, not women and children," Blade stated.

"Yes, but had
Jashimari raided Cotti towns, doubtless they too would have taken
women and children. It was purely due to the barrier of the desert
that Cotti women and children were safe."

Minna raised
her chin. "I would never have allowed the enslavement of women and
children."

"No, but your
mother would."

She inclined
her head. "Probably. But we stray from the subject. We are not here
to argue the policies of previous monarchies, but the proposed
punishment of Lord Dorgon." She looked at the assassin. "Blade,
your sister is against it and so is Kerrion. I take no sides in the
matter, so it seems that you are without support."

"As I
expected," he growled, glaring at Kerrion. "Then it is the price I
demand for your brothers' assassinations."

Alenstra
gasped, looking away as if she could not bear the sight of her
brother, and Kerrion eyed Blade with a frown. "I see. Both of
them?"

"If you
wish."

"It would
certainly be a bargain. Dorgon is not an important lord, only a
minor one with a small following. I do not particularly want him
dead, but if you make it your fee I have little choice. I am
surprised you do not ask it as payment for Ronan's death."

Blade shrugged.
"Ronan's death will cost you more, and at the moment my Queen
forbids me to attempt it."

Kerrion glanced
at Minna. "Yes, I know. I understand that you do not expect to
survive the mission."

"I may have
mentioned that in passing, though it does not deter me from the
task. My sister's freedom is part payment, so his death warrant is
signed, so to speak. All I await is my Queen's approval, and Prince
Ronan dies."

The King
nodded. "I see. Well, as to the other, I shall order Dorgon to the
palace, thus making your task easier. I suppose, since it is your
fee for services rendered, I must be your client."

"No. My
services are available only to the Queen. She must give the order
that will gain me the payment I demand." Blade turned to look at
Minna, who gazed at him with sad eyes.

All three
looked around in surprise when Alenstra burst out, "No, My Queen, I
beg you, don't give the order."

Minna's brows
rose. "You beg for the life of your former master?"

"No, I don't
care if he lives or dies, but I don't want my brother to kill
again. He condemns himself to eternal damnation."

"I think he has
already done that," Kerrion muttered, earning himself a stern
glance from the Queen.

Minna turned to
Alenstra, looking sympathetic. "My lady, you know what your brother
is, I presume? It is his trade, and one that he has excelled at for
years. Another assassination makes no difference to him."

"But not on my
behalf. It's bad enough that he has disgraced his family by
becoming what he is. I don't want to give him an excuse to kill
again."

Kerrion shot an
amused look at Blade, who ignored it. Minna also glanced at the
assassin, but in concern and shock. She turned to regard Alenstra
with a frown.

"Lady Alenstra,
your brother is no disgrace to his family. Rather, he has covered
himself with glory and is to be greatly admired. He has
accomplished feats thought impossible by other men, and helped to
bring about an end to the Endless War by assassinating King Shandor
and Prince Lerton, enemies of Jashimari.

"He has earned
titles and wealth beyond imagining, the respect of his Queen and
even his former enemy, King Kerrion. As Lord Protector of
Jashimari, husband of Regent Chiana and foster father of Queen
Kerra-Manu, as well as a sacred Knight of the Veil, he is assured a
place in the Everlasting. Any insult to him is an insult to me, my
Regent and my daughter."

Alenstra shrank
from the Queen's diatribe, looking lost and uncertain. Minna
softened her tone, adding, "I am bound by the bargains made here
today. I can fail to give the order, thereby earning Blade's ire
and the loss of his services, which we need greatly just now.
Prince Ronan plots to murder me, and the only way to stop him is to
kill him before he acts.

"I can see that
you, raised in a lord's harem, have no notion of politics or the
brutality of the world. If you wish to spare your former lord, you
must apply to your brother. At this moment only he has the power to
prevent Dorgon's death."

Alenstra turned
despairing eyes upon Blade, who did not meet them, but schooled his
expression to a study of disinterest. He accorded the Queen a brief
bow and headed for the door. Minna watched him leave, and he
wondered if she sensed the pain he tried to hide.

 


Blade lay on
his bed and stared at the ceiling with dull eyes. Alenstra's words
echoed in his mind, and he could not deny the truth of them.
Despite the Queen's defence of him, he agreed with his sister. He
was a disgrace to his family. His father would have shunned him as
his sister was doing. His mother would have wept and torn her
clothes; his brothers would have jeered and reviled him, then
chased him from the family's land and ordered him never to
return.

Thus it was
with assassins, those few who had a family. Most were orphans and
waifs as he had been, found by a retired assassin and instructed in
the trade, then obliged to support their mentor for two years after
they received their tattoo. Had he been warned of Alenstra's
discovery, he would have sent her straight to Jashimari without
ever risking a confrontation and the shame that would ensue. There
was no way to hide it from her once she had met him. Kerrion had
already given it away by using his trade name, and his elevation to
such high rank could not be explained any other way.

A timid knock
at the door made him tense, and he called out for the applicant to
enter. Alenstra came in with a lamp, which she set on the table
beside the candle already there. Blade frowned at her.

"What do you
want?"

She looked down
at her twisting hands. "I've come to ask you not to kill Lord
Dorgon."

He lay back
with a sigh. "I should have guessed. It's late, and I have no wish
to discuss this now."

"What is there
to discuss? It's a simple request, which I had hoped you might
grant, since I'm your sister."

"I'm not doing
it for you, so you have no say in the matter."

"I think you
are. The thought of what he did to me is eating you alive, isn't
it? But I'm the one he humiliated, not you, yet I have no wish for
revenge. Two bad deeds don't add up to any good, and if you kill
him it will make me more ashamed. If you want to do something for
me, since you seem to have so much power around here, then bring me
my children. They're your nephews and nieces, and I'd like them to
be raised as Jashimari."

"That can be
arranged."

Alenstra came
closer, stopping beside the bed. "And Lord Dorgon? Will you let him
live?"

"He deserves to
die."

"Perhaps, but
to forgive is more difficult and therefore more noble than revenge.
It was revenge that led you to become what you are, and it's done
you no good." She perched on the edge of the bed. "It's not too
late to turn from this path and seek another. Each time you kill,
you die a little yourself, for you're not a bad person inside."

He turned his
head to look at her, frowning. "And if I do this, will you stop
shuddering at my touch?"

"I'll try. It's
difficult not to think of all the blood you've spilt, all the men
who have died at your hands. But if you give it up now, we could
return to Jashimari together and be a family. You're an uncle; you
could help to raise my children as if they were your own. My
youngest is only five."

Blade sat up,
studying her. "This would make you happy?"

"Yes, of
course."

His eyes
narrowed. "You're lying, Alenstra. You don't want an assassin for a
brother any more than the next person. You'll always shun me, even
if I swear never to kill again and burn this mark from my skin.
Then I would be worse than an assassin, I'd be nothing. There are
no paths leading off the one I'm on, and you can't change that.
When I became an assassin, I thought myself alone, and now I won't
allow you to make me feel ashamed."

She stared at
the tattoo visible above the open neck of his loose white shirt.
"Papa would have wept -"

Blade swung his
legs off the bed and jumped up. "Don't tell me what our father
would have done, I know! He wouldn't have wept, mother would, and
Rykar would have chased me away. Orcal would have shouted insults
and Shinda would have cried, little Ryana would have been utterly
confused. Father would have done exactly what you're doing, shunned
me. I remember them too. I haven't forgotten their names, have
you?"

She shook her
head, wringing her hands. "I've tried not to think about them too
much."

"Then remember
them now, in order of birth, Rykar, Alenstra, Conash, Orcal,
Shinda, Ryana. My name is there too, cursed though it may be to
you. Rykar, eldest son, kin of the wolves. You, Alenstra, eldest
daughter, kin of hawks... where is your familiar?"

"Dead."

He nodded. "Of
course. Then there's me, Conash, second son, kin of cats, and
Orcal, third son, kin of deer. Shinda, second daughter, kin of
horses, and lastly Ryana, third daughter, kin of humming birds. I
haven't forgotten anything about them, and my name belongs with
theirs no matter what I am now."

She bowed her
head, and his voice rose to a shout. "Am I boring you?" He picked
up a vase and hurled it across the room with a mighty crash. "Don't
lie to me! Don't make promises you cannot keep! I've suffered
enough already. I don't need to be misled by my sister!"

Blade looked
around for something else to break, but the room was quite bare of
ornaments, so he swept up the half-empty bottle of wine and smashed
it against the wall. "I've had fourteen years of hard looks and
furtive spitting behind my back, snide remarks and insults from
strangers, innumerable attempts on my life! I don't need it from
you! I have paid enough for what I am!"

Alenstra
covered her face and wept. Blade hurled a wine cup across the room
with a satisfying clatter, then strode over to her, gripped her
wrists and yanked her to her feet. "Stop it! I don't want your
tears, or your pity, and certainly not your lies! You will get your
children, and you'll be rid of me soon enough!"

Alenstra shrank
from him, her eyes wide, and he released her to swing away and
stride in a circle like a caged cat. She made a dash for the door,
desperate to escape his fury. Blade caught her and yanked her back,
pushing her against the wall. She stared at him, gasping with
fear.

He thrust his
face close to hers. "I am your brother!" he bellowed, "Nothing can
change that, do you hear me? Your brother!" His voice dropped
almost to a whisper. "And you're afraid of me, aren't you? Not
because your master ill-treated you. I will wager he never had to
beat you for disobedience, did he? You're afraid of me for the same
reason that everyone else is; because I'm an assassin. You think I
just love to kill, that I do it for fun, and always have a dagger
at hand."

He released a
dagger from its wrist sheath and let it slip into his hand, holding
it before her eyes. "There it is. Clever, hmm? Do you think for one
second that I would use it on you? Do you have any idea what you
mean to me? I see myself in you. You're a part of me, and I would
more likely kill myself than harm a hair on your head."

Blade drew back
his hand and smashed the dagger into the wall beside her head,
twisting the blade and making her jump and squeak in fright. He
growled, "My wife has more courage than you, and she took a greater
risk! I would kill anyone who so much as insulted you, and that's
why Dorgon must die. Don't you feel just a little bit privileged to
be so cared for by a man who cares for nothing and no one else in
this world?"

Blade swung
away, inspecting his hand, which bled from a nasty gash. "Ah,
what's the use? You'll shun me no matter what I say. Funny, isn't
it?" He gave a harsh laugh. "So many people have longed for my
affection, but the one person who has it doesn't want it."

Alenstra
swallowed hard, looking pale and ill. Blade turned his back on her,
fully expecting her to slip out of the door now that she was free
to do so. Instead she approached him, staring at the blood on his
hand, and walked around to stand in front of him. He regarded her
dispassionately, his mouth twisted with bitterness.

She gulped,
brushing a tear from her cheek. "You're wrong. I do want it. You're
all I have -"

"You're lying
again." He shook his head. "You always were a bad liar. You never
fooled me. You lied to the Queen too, which I dislike. All that
nonsense about eternal damnation, about not wanting me to kill Lord
Dorgon because you were concerned about me. All lies. Why don't you
try telling the truth? Do that, and I might not kill your beloved
lord. Admit it; you love him, don't you?"

Her eyes slid
away. "For a few years I was his favourite. I even thought he would
marry me. He's not a bad man, and you're right, he never beat me. I
think he loves me, or used to."

"At last, the
truth. How inconvenient to be taken from him by a brother you would
rather was dead."

"That's not
true. I'm glad you found me. I'm happy you're alive."

The assassin
sighed, watching the blood ooze from his hand. "No you're not.
Maybe at first, but since you've learnt what I am you cannot bear
the sight of me." He raised his eyes. "Just get out."

She hesitated,
glancing at his hand. "You're hurt, let me help you."

"No. Go
away."

"You won't kill
Lord Dorgon?"

"Get out!"

Alenstra fled
from his furious bellow, slamming the door behind her. Blade sank
down on a chair and stared at the floor. Perhaps worse than her
rejection of him was Alenstra's affection for the Cotti lord. It
turned his triumph of finding and freeing her into a travesty, and
made a mockery of his plans to avenge her enslavement. The one
person who might have brought him happiness had betrayed him,
shunned him for a Cotti lord, and the pain of her defection cut
deep. Raising his bleeding fist, he slammed it against the table
top, the pain momentarily dulling the torment within him with a far
more familiar kind of suffering.


 


 


 Chapter Seven

 


The next day,
Blade surprised Minna-Satu with another visit, and she sensed that
something was amiss. She dismissed her handmaidens with a flick of
her fingers, and, when he had settled on a cushion before her, he
wasted no time in coming to the point.

"I no longer
wish to assassinate Lord Dorgon, My Queen. I would ask that my
sister be sent back to him as soon as possible."

Minna plucked a
grape from a nearby fruit bowl to hide her surprise. "I see.
Kerrion will be pleased. Dare I ask what has brought about this
change of heart, My Lord?"

"It is her
wish. She has been his slave for eighteen years, and is used to her
life there with her children."


"Understandable, I suppose, if he has treated her well. And of
course, she wants to stay with her children."

"Naturally," he
muttered.

"You must be
disappointed. Do you plan to visit her in the future?"

"No. She has no
wish to see me, so I shall not inflict myself upon her."

Minna sighed,
frowning. "Because you are an assassin."

"Yes."

"I find it hard
to understand, My Lord. What does your trade matter? I spoke to her
about it and tried to explain you to her, but unfortunately I do
not know you that well."

He looked up
from his perusal of the floor and bestowed upon her a sad, sweet
smile that wrenched her heart. "Do you not, Minna?"

"Not as well as
I would like, no. Yet, if it is any consolation to you, I would
gladly claim you as my brother."

His smile
broadened. "I am honoured, My Queen. I hardly think I am worthy of
you."

"But you are."
She leant forward. "Do not take her rejection too hard. She does
not know you as I do. What little I have come to understand about
you has earned my utmost respect and... affection, as you know.
Perhaps you should spend some time with her."

"It would do no
good. She is afraid of me, and I disgust her. In many ways she is
right. Any of my family would have reacted the same way, had they
been alive today. I tried to hide it from her, but she would have
found out anyway. As you know, there is no greater shame in
Jashimari than to have a brother or son who is an assassin."

"A thing that
may change because of you."

Blade shrugged,
looking away, then rose and walked over to the window. She noticed
with some alarm that he limped, his shoulders were slumped, and he
nursed a bandaged hand. Joining him at the window, she studied
him.

"What ails you?
How did you hurt your hand?"

He glanced down
at it. "It was self-inflicted, and as to the other, I am simply
tired, My Queen. I want to go home and retire on my estate. I am
weary of my life. It is time to give it up and be idle, grow fat
and lazy, allow myself all the luxuries and quiet I have denied
myself in my endless quest for purpose and revenge. None of it
matters to me anymore. My sister loves the Cotti bastard who
enslaved her, whose people murdered our family and made me what I
am, and I do not understand it."

"Love knows no
boundaries. We cannot decide whom to love. The most we can do is
deny our feelings and be unhappy. Take some comfort that at least
she has not been ill-treated and miserable all these years, but has
found some joy in her situation. I know it denies you the
satisfaction of rescuing her and avenging her enslavement, but when
all is said and done, you must think it more important that she is
happy."

Blade gazed out
at the city, watching a flock of robber ravens harass a fork-tailed
rat hawk above the houses. "I am ashamed of her, even as she is of
me. Strange, is it not, that a brother and sister parted for more
than half their lives can find nothing in common but shame. While I
sought vengeance against the Cotti for the death of my family, she
found comfort and happiness in the arms of one."

The Queen
nodded. "Life is full of ironies, and yet she had no more choice in
the matter than you did. Both of you were moulded by your
situations. You by your hatred, she by the love she found for her
captor. I think neither of you has reason or cause to judge the
other."

Blade turned to
face her, his hands clasped before him. She gazed into his eyes,
finding nothing in them to match the sadness of his expression, and
realised that the hatred and rage that had always burnt in them was
gone. They were utterly empty now, which somehow frightened her
more than the hatred. That, at least, she had understood, but this
complete lack of emotion was more sinister somehow, and his
tautness had diminished. The impression he had always given, of a
coiled spring, was no longer so evident, and she wondered if he had
lost his edge.

He sighed. "You
mean well, My Queen, but I can find little comfort in your words.
It is ironic, is it not, that when I finally find someone for whom
I have some feeling, all I have is sorrow? I would ask that you
give the word on Ronan's death."

"No. I know you
mean to throw your life away on this final assassination, and I
will not allow it. Kerrion talks of sending Ronan to join Armin in
Contara, which would solve the problem."

"For a while,
but one day he will return." He shrugged and turned to look out of
the window again. "The choice is yours, of course, but if that is
the case I shall return to Jashimari."

She studied his
profile. "In due course, My Lord. But I will need you until Ronan
leaves."

"Then you no
longer object?"

"My dearest
wish is that you stay here with me, but I would not have you
unhappy. I have no choice in the matter, for I cannot return, but I
have Kerrion here, so my lot is better than yours. As long as you
tell no one that I am alive, not even Chiana, I do not object."

He inclined his
head. "Then I shall wait until you no longer need me here, My
Queen."

The assassin
left a minute later, and Minna-Satu pondered him for a while,
finding herself angered by Alenstra's effect on him. Picking up her
veil, she quit her rooms and strode down the corridor to Alenstra's
quarters. As usual, she barged in without knocking, stripping off
the veil with a flourish. Alenstra, who was packing her clothes
into a leather bag, looked up in surprise and fell to her
knees.

"My Queen."

"Get up. You do
not need to kneel; you are a lady, thanks to your brother. Although
from what I have heard you do not deserve it."

Alenstra
climbed to her feet. "Nor do I want it."

"Why not?"

"Because of the
manner in which it was earned. I don't wish to benefit from my
brother's bloody deeds."

"Indeed?" Minna
eyed the older woman. "You will mend your speech when you address
me, Lady Alenstra. You are a disgrace to your brother."

"A disgrace? It
is he who -"

"Lord Conash is
a highly respected man in Jashimari. His deeds are legend, bloody
or not. There are times and situations when killing is necessary,
and you have no right to judge him. He is also ashamed of you, I
might add, and with better reason. He asked King Kerrion to seek
word of you, concerned, as a brother should be, for the only
sibling whose death he did not witness, and found you not only
content in the arms of one whom he regards as an enemy, but also
ungrateful."

Alenstra
fiddled with the gown she held. "I am not ungrateful. I was happy
at first, but when I found out what he is, I -"

"An assassin?
There is no need to avoid saying it; it holds no repugnance to me.
Admittedly it has always been a scorned trade, but Lord Conash is
no ordinary assassin. You have caused great pain to a man I regard
as a dear friend, and I am ill pleased by this."

"I am sorry, My
Queen, but to find that my brother has become a cold-blooded killer
also caused me great pain."

Minna glared at
the luckless woman. "Insult him at your peril. He has done you no
wrong, and he is your brother. Does that not earn him some favour
in your eyes?"

"Of course! I
love him very much. I have since he was born. But now I cannot bear
to be near him. He makes my skin crawl and his touch makes me
shudder. I cannot help it."

"Because he has
killed." Minna shook her head. "Are you such an innocent? Do you,
for one moment, suppose that your Lord Dorgon has never killed a
man?"

"No, of course
he has, but he is not an assassin. Ash does it for a living. He
kills strangers who have done him no wrong, for a fee, without
remorse or mercy. Can you deny that?"

The Queen's
lips twisted in a bitter smile. "No, I cannot. But he takes no
pleasure in it, which many men do. Beneath his cold exterior is a
good man twisted by suffering. If his family had not been
slaughtered and tortured to death before his eyes, he would not be
what he is today."

"And if the
Cotti had not enslaved me I would not be in love with one today.
Lord Dorgon has been kind to me, and has given me comfort and
affection, food and shelter. If not for him, I might be dead."

"I understand,
and so does Blade. That is why he has asked that you be sent back
to Lord Dorgon."

Alenstra
straightened, looking relieved. "Truly? Then he does not mean to
murder him?"

"No. In case it
has escaped your notice, he never planned to murder Dorgon. He
sought a client in order to assassinate a man whom he perceived as
his sister's ravisher. Is that so hard to understand?"

"Killing is
always wrong, My Queen, no matter what its guise."

Minna raised
her chin in a regal gesture. "Indeed? Then I should also make your
skin crawl, for I have ordered the deaths of thousands."

"But you did
not do it yourself, nor could you. There is a big difference."

"Is there? By
Jashimari law, an assassin is not guilty of murder, his client is.
Blade is blameless."

Alenstra shook
her head, looking frustrated. "But that's - that is the whole
point. People hire assassins because they are incapable of such an
act. It is his ability to kill that sickens me."

"I see. There I
cannot defend him. He is a ruthless killer, pitiless and uncaring,
untouched by any emotion until now. Only you have the power to hurt
him, and that you have done deeply. Perhaps in your own way you are
as ruthless as he." Minna raised a hand when Alenstra opened her
mouth to protest. "This discussion is over. Meet me tomorrow
morning; there is something I would show you before you leave."

Alenstra
glanced down at the bag. "I was going to move to the harem. I feel
unwanted here."

"You will stay
one more night. Tomorrow you may go." Minna turned and headed for
the door, ignoring Alenstra's hasty prostration.

 


The following
morning, Minna-Satu made her way to Alenstra's quarters, veiled
against the prying eyes of soldiers and servants. Entering
Alenstra's rooms, she waited while the older woman made her
prostration, then bade her rise and beckoned to her to follow.
Alenstra donned a veil and obeyed, looking curious and a little
scared. In the corridor, they passed a pair of wandering guards,
who looked vaguely puzzled and annoyed when Minna sailed past as if
she owned the place.

Minna led
Alenstra past Blade's quarters and on down the corridor towards the
gardens. She turned into a narrow passage before entering the
gardens, slowing as she neared a walled section. Stepping off the
path, she went behind the hedge that bordered the wall and moved
along it until the open lawn at the heart of the tiny garden was
visible. There she stopped, sighing as she scanned the empty
greenness.

"Good, we have
arrived first."

"What are we
doing here, My Queen?"

"You will see
soon enough. I have longed for another glimpse of this ever since I
saw it once before. A far too brief demonstration that only whetted
my appetite for more."

"Are we spying
on someone?"

Minna turned to
frown at her. "I dislike that word. We are here to watch something
spectacular, which you should feel privileged to witness, for it is
veiled in secrecy, and has been since its inception."

"Which is why
we must hide in the shrubbery?"

"Exactly. Keep
very still and quiet or he will sense you."

"Who?"

Minna smiled.
"Here he comes."

 


Alenstra
glanced at the entrance to the garden, surprised to see her brother
walk in, clad in a loose white shirt tucked into black cloth
trousers. He paused and stretched, then made his way over to the
fountain that played musically in the centre of the lawn. Alenstra
shot the Queen a puzzled look, and found Minna-Satu watching the
assassin with a slight smile. Catching Alenstra's look, she placed
a finger on her lips and nodded at Blade, indicating that Alenstra
should watch her brother.

Blade stripped
off his shirt and placed it on the edge of the fountain, then bent
and stretched. He took a few light steps, his boots tapping on the
stone paving around the fountain, then, to Minna's obvious delight,
launched into a dance. Alenstra's mouth dropped open as she watched
her brother leap and spin with the lightness of a deer and the
grace of a flamingo dancer, his movements flowing and apparently
effortless, appearing to hang in the air as if gravity had
forgotten him.

The tapping of
his boots, though soft, beat out a definite rhythm on the stones,
at times fast, other times slow, but never wavering from their
precise tattoo. His sweeping gestures added to the beauty of his
dance, the way he turned his head and twisted his torso as he spun
and leapt captivated her eyes so that she hardly dared to blink
lest she miss some wonderful movement that would not be repeated.
The grace of his upper body paled against the swift precision of
his legs as he kicked them up behind him, flicked one across the
other and leapt high to strike his boots together in mid-air. Time
seemed to stand still as she watched him dance in the morning sun,
his skin soon sheened with sweat.

Only a few
minutes passed before he stopped, his chest heaving, and clasped
the left side of his ribs in a gesture of pain. Blade sank down on
the stone wall that held the fountain's pool, stretching his legs
out before him as he gasped for air. He glanced around the garden,
his eyes narrowed against the sun's brilliance, and looked directly
at their hiding place.

"You can come
out now, My Queen."

Minna gave a
start of surprise, then smiled and stepped from behind the hedge.
Alenstra followed, her cheeks hot with embarrassment.

Blade frowned
when he saw her and looked away, picking up his shirt. "So, you
brought an audience. Did you sell tickets, too?"

Minna laughed
as she approached him. "Perhaps I should. Many would pay well for
this privilege."

"I am surprised
at you, My Queen, skulking behind hedgerows to spy on me. What if I
had decided to take a dip in the fountain?"

"Then I would
have enjoyed the show even more."

Blade laughed,
startling Alenstra, who had not seen him smile since her arrival.
"Well said. Far be it for you to admit to embarrassment or
shame."

"Then you do
not mind my watching you?"

He shrugged,
pulling on the shirt. "Why should I? You have seen it before."

"I would like
to come each morning."

"Be my
guest."

Minna sat
beside him. "Was that the legendary Dance of Death?"

"Only part of
it, a little more than half." He looked at Alenstra. "Did you also
enjoy it, my lady?"

"I have never
seen anything like it before. Truly, it was wonderful."

"So, being an
assassin has some good points."

"What do you
mean?"

Blade smiled,
tying his shirt, and the Queen replied, "Only assassins perform the
Dance of Death. No one else has the skill for such a dance. I
thought perhaps you should see it before you left, something about
your brother that you can remember, for it is unlikely that you
will ever see him again.

"Being an
assassin is not simply about killing, but requires many skills, all
of which your brother has mastered. If you are so ashamed of his
ability to kill, then perhaps you can take some pride in his other
skills."

Alenstra
glanced at Blade. "Nothing can outweigh the shame of what he is, My
Queen. Though his dancing is wonderful, I can only see it as an
extension of his -"

"Enough." Minna
raised a hand. "If you have nothing good to say, then leave us. Go
to the harem and from there to your lord. I will not countenance
another derogatory word."

 


Alenstra knelt,
and Blade watched her with dull eyes. When she rose he looked away,
and as soon as she left Minna turned to him.

"I should not
have brought her, My Lord. I was mistaken in thinking that she may
admire your skills as I do."

He shrugged.
"It is of no import. She is as stubborn as I am, and she will see
no good in me now."

"I have a
favour to ask."

"Another?" He
smiled. "What is it?"

"I should like
you to dance at my wedding."

"No." He rose
and walked a little distance away before turning to frown at her.
"Before the entire Cotti court? You know the Dance is secret."

"Yes, but these
are Cotti, not Jashimari. They do not know its significance. I
would take great pride in you. I want them to see the skill of a
Jashimari dancer."

"I am not a
dancer, I am an assassin."

"You are
both."

He smiled at
her assertion, shaking his head. "It is forbidden."

"In
Jashimari."

"To all
Jashimari assassins. The Dance of Death is not allowed to be
performed publicly."

"Then change
it, create a dance of your own."

Blade chuckled.
"I am not a performer, My Queen, nor a circus act, and besides, do
you plan for everyone to know who and what I am? I do not think
that would be wise."

"All they need
know is that you are a Jashimari lord, and Ronan already knows
that. Your presence need not be secret so long as your trade
is."

"It appears
that Ronan was not at Kerrion's trial, where I revealed my identity
to many Cotti lords and advisors. But Rigal was, and most of the
other princes. I would risk recognition if I appeared before
Kerrion's entire court."

Minna frowned,
looking thoughtful. "That is unfortunate, but do you really think
that they would recognise you now? Rigal did not, as I recall. It
was many moons ago. Besides, if they did accuse you, Kerrion would
deny it, and his word carries more weight than any other."

He sighed,
returning to his seat beside her. "I know you well enough to guess
that you will argue this matter until I agree or turn blue from
bickering. I will consider it. When is your wedding to be?"

"In a moon
phase."

"I had hoped to
be gone by then."

Minna shook her
head. "Ronan will still be here. He must remain until the official
mourning period of his brothers is over. Then Kerrion and I will be
wed, and after that Ronan will be sent to Contara."

"I see." He
gazed across the garden, his expression distant. "And when does my
sister return to her lord?"

"Soon, within a
day or two."

Blade stood up.
"I must go and bathe, My Queen. Allow me to escort you to your
apartments."

Minna smiled as
she rose to stand beside him. "Your manners have improved, My Lord
Conash."

"Well, everyone
else here has none, so I feel that I must make up for their
lack."


 


 


 Chapter Eight

 


Blade did not
speak to his sister again, and two days later she left, escorted by
only a servant this time. He watched her leave from the window of
his room, the emptiness within him now devoid even of the hatred
that had sustained him for so long. Minna had tried to persuade him
to see Alenstra again, but he refused to enter the harem, where he
was convinced she had gone to seek refuge from him. He could not
bear to see the revulsion in her eyes again, and said a silent
farewell as he watched her ride away down the shimmering streets.
After he lost sight of her, he turned with a sigh and made his way
to the garden for his morning exercise, where Minna awaited him. He
did not mind her watching, though it did make him a little
self-conscious at times, but she always sat quietly until he
finished.

When the Queen
returned to her rooms, Blade left the sanctuary of the walled
garden to stroll around the open expanse of the outer gardens. Here
water was channelled and pumped to irrigate a lush tropical
paradise filled with gaudy flowers and strange plants shaded by
tall palms. Birds and butterflies abounded, and the assassin found
the atmosphere restful.

Cotti nobles
walked along the many paths and paused to sniff the blooms. Some
nodded a greeting to him in a puzzled manner, others ignored him.
He wandered along a narrow, little-used path when the bushes beside
it rustled and a hooded man stepped out in front of him. Blade's
hand dropped to one of the daggers in his belt as he stepped back
to measure the stranger with a rake of his eyes. To his surprise,
the man pushed back the hood and revealed a familiar face of
definite Jashimari descent.

"Blade?"
Jayon's incredulous expression swung between disbelief and delight.
"Is it you?"

"Jayon! How did
you get here?"

Jayon stepped
forward and gripped Blade's arm as if to assure himself that the
assassin was real. "It is you! How can this be? We thought you were
dead." He grinned with unabashed delight, flicking a truant lock of
hair from his eyes. "This is wonderful. You can't imagine how
pleased I am."

Blade jerked
his arm free. "What in Damnation are you doing here?"

"Chiana sent me
to spy on the Cotti. I came with the wagons that brought the
stipend. She's going to be so happy you're not dead."

"You, a spy?
Has she gone soft in the head?"

Jayon's grin
broadened. "I insisted. She was so furious when she found the
bodies missing that she did not argue, although she did say I would
probably get myself killed."

"She was right.
Are you mad, snooping around the palace gardens?"

"So long as I
wear a hood and affect a limp, no one takes any notice of me. It
seems that war veterans like to hang around the palace, and no one
chases them away. I came into the gardens to see if I could
overhear some interesting gossip, but this is far better. Chiana
wants to know what happened to you and the Queen. She thought
Kerrion had stolen your bodies, but you're alive. Is the Queen
also?"

"No." Blade
shook his head. "I didn't take the Cup, but she did. You cannot
stay here; you'll go to the gallows if anyone finds you."

"Why? We're no
longer at war. I'm here on business, and I have a right to do some
sight-seeing."

"Not in the
palace gardens."

Jayon shrugged.
"Well, it's their fault for having such useless guards. Anyway,
since when did you care?"

"I don't. But I
don't want to be caught talking to a damned spy." He brushed past
Jayon and marched away. The young commander caught up within a few
steps and grabbed his arm, halting him.

"You're not
going anywhere until you tell me what you're doing here. You can't
just walk away now."

"Can't I? I
wouldn't recommend that you try to stop me."

Jayon's eyes
dropped to the dagger hilts at Blade's waist. "You don't kill
without a client."

"Who said
anything about killing?"

"Well, without
a dagger I'm a match for you, I think."

"Do you?"
Blade's lips curled in a sneer. "You have a high opinion of
yourself, boy."

"You've said
yourself, you're not a fighter." Jayon held up his hands. "I just
want to know what you're doing here, not fight you. Maybe I can
help."

"It's none of
your business."

"But it is
Chiana's business."

"Then she had
better come here and ask me herself." Blade pushed past Jayon
again.

Jayon hurried
after him and fell into step. "Did Kerrion kidnap you?"

"Yes."

"Then I'll help
you to escape." He glanced around. "Although I don't see why you
can't do it on your own."

"I'll leave
when I'm good and ready, in another moon phase."

"Oh, so you're
spying too. But how is it, if Kerrion kidnapped you, that you're
not in prison? In fact, why has he let you live?"

Blade stopped
and swung to face the young commander. "A pox on all your damned
questions. Go back to Jashimari and tell Chiana I shall return
soon, that's all you need to know."

"She'll want to
know what you're doing here too. Why don't you come back with
me?"

"Because I
cannot leave yet."

"Why not?"

Blade sighed.
"I made an agreement with Kerrion, that's why I'm still alive and
free. I can't leave until I've fulfilled my side of the
bargain."

"What bargain?
Are you working for the Cotti King? I find it hard to believe that
you would serve him in return for your freedom, or your life. I
thought you hated the Cotti?"

"I do. You
don't know me well enough to say what I would or would not do, boy.
Go back to Jashimari and stop poking your nose into my business,
before it gets chopped off."

"All right."
Jayon raised his hands. "But can you tell me why Kerrion stole
Queen Minna-Satu's body?"

"Because he
loved her. He brought her back to bury her alongside his
ancestors."

"Really?" Jayon
grinned. "Who would have thought it?" He fell into step beside the
assassin as Blade set off again. "Look, I want to help you. You
don't have to tell me anything if you don't want to, I'm sure
Chiana will get it out of you when you return -"

"I wouldn't
wager on it."

"Let me help.
I'll do anything you say."

"Good, then go
back to Jashimari and leave me alone."

Jayon grabbed
Blade's arm and yanked him around to face him. "This is no time to
act high and mighty. If you're in trouble I can help you. No one
knows I'm here, and in this guise I can go just about anywhere I
please. What if Kerrion goes back on his word? What if he turns on
you when you've fulfilled your side of the bargain? Do you really
trust him?"

Blade eyed the
young commander with frustration, realising that he would not
escape Jayon's badgering without coming to blows or satisfying the
youngster's longing for excitement and subterfuge. He sighed. "All
right, stay in Jadaya then, see if you can find out anything
interesting. You can spy for me while you're here, and if I need
your help I'll find you."

Jayon grinned.
"Good! What do you want to know?"

"Anything about
Prince Ronan. Who he sees, where he goes and if possible what he's
plotting."

"Consider it
done! How will I tell you my news?"

"Write it down
and leave it here in the gardens, under the stone at the foot of
Shamsara's statue. If I have any instructions, I'll leave a message
in the same place."

Jayon nodded,
his fringe flopping into his eyes. "All right."

"Now leave me
alone. We must not be seen together."

Jayon glanced
around and pulled up his hood, stepping off the path to vanish into
the shrubbery with a great deal of rustling and a smothered oath.
Blade shook his head and sighed again, then set off down the path
to his quarters. Any more complications, he pondered, and his life
here would become unbearable. He cursed Chiana for sending Jayon on
this foolish venture.

If Jayon ever
found out about the Queen she would have to order his death, and
that he did not want her to do. Alenstra could have returned to
Jashimari and been trusted to keep silent about Minna's presence in
Jadaya, but not Jayon. The young commander was too inclined to be
honest, and even if Minna swore him to silence, he may let it slip
accidentally. The Jashimari palace was alive with spies, and one
whisper of this would shatter the fragile peace between the
Kingdoms.

 


The moon phase
of official mourning passed uneventfully. The Warrior Moon waned
and the Sea Moon replaced it. Kerrion's spies detected no more
plots in the making, and Ronan seemed to be biding his time, or
perhaps Kerrion's punishment had intimidated him. The King,
however, suspected that his brother was more likely trying to think
up a good plan, or drumming up support from some of his other
brothers. He did not believe that Ronan had given up.

Each day, Blade
received a message from Jayon, all of it petty gossip that did not
help him at all, and he had no instructions for the would-be spy.
The Queen was not pleased to learn of Jayon's presence in Jadaya.
Like Blade, she saw it only as a potential problem, but Kerrion's
gifts from the stipend distracted her, keeping her busy for tendays
redecorating her quarters with new hangings and designing gowns
from lush swathes of cloth. Perhaps because of this, she did not
order Jayon's death, and her oversight was somewhat of a relief to
Blade. He did not relish the prospect of killing the young man who
had saved his life.

The day of
Targan and Rigal's funeral was tense for Blade, a perfect time for
Ronan to strike at the Queen. Kerrion doubled the guard on her
quarters, and with Ronan obliged to attend his brothers' funeral
with the King and the rest of the princes, the extra guards proved
enough of a deterrent. Blade spent the day with the Queen anyway,
whiling away the time-glasses playing a board game that she won
with monotonous regularity.

The following
tenday, preparations began for Kerrion's wedding, a stately affair
by all accounts. Although Cotti kings usually took many wives, the
occasion of their first wedding was always celebrated grandly, with
successive wives receiving a far less momentous ceremony involving
only the couple, a priest and a few well-wishers. Minna's
excitement knew no bounds, and she glowed with happiness as she
tried on the various bridal gowns offered. Her preoccupation kept
her from her daily excursions to watch Blade dance, and he hoped
that she would forget about her wish to have him dance at the
ceremony.

His hopes were
dashed when dressmakers arrived in his rooms to measure him for his
new clothes, and it took all of his patience to deal with them. It
almost came to blows, however, when they tried to fit him with a
gaudy outfit of blue and gold, studded with sequins and feathers.
They fled his ire, and Minna was forced to enter the fray, but
fared no better in the argument than the dressmakers. Blade opted
for a far more subdued garb of black leather with silver trim and a
little ornate silver patterning on the sleeves and trousers. The
Queen insisted that he wear a silver torc denoting his rank, even
though it meant nothing to the Cotti.

On the day of
the wedding, Blade rose early and took his exercise before the
palace began to bustle with the last minute preparations for the
ceremony. Afterwards, he retreated to his room and stayed there to
avoid the chaos outside, not bothering to check the message from
Jayon. As time passed, however, an uneasy feeling settled upon him
and dragged his attention from the book he read. Although he could
not fathom it, the only other time he had felt anything like it was
the day the Cotti had attacked his village all those years ago.

 


Minna-Satu
stood before the huge mirror and admired her gown with deep
satisfaction. The Cotti made excellent mirrors, almost perfect in
their reflection and only slightly yellow. The dress deserved the
reflection of such a mirror, a concoction of white satin and lace
with silver filigree that hung in splendour from her tiny waist.
The bodice, sewn with thousands of seed pearls and jewels, hugged
her like a second skin. The finest lace sheathed her arms, and her
veil sparkled with tiny diamonds. A delicate tiara set with
diamonds and emeralds surmounted her hair, which was piled in
elaborate coils and teased into midnight bangs that framed her
face, while more jewels dripped from her ears and throat. Even
without the trappings of her office, the golden chain mail and her
six-foot sceptre, she had never looked or felt more like a
Queen.

The time of the
ceremony was noon, and half a time-glass before, she sent a maiden
to summon Blade. Minna fidgeted while she waited for him, annoyed
to be kept waiting and nervous that she would be late. When the
assassin arrived, he looked irritated and rumpled, his clothes
hastily donned and his hair uncombed. She groaned, gesturing to her
maids.

"See to him. My
Lord, what have you been doing? Surely the entire morning is
sufficient time for you to bathe and dress?"

He scowled at
the girls who tugged and tucked his clothes. "I was not aware that
you expected me to accompany you."

"Were you
planning to arrive after the ceremony?"

"Actually, I
was."

"That will not
do. Sit, so the girls can brush your hair."

Blade grunted
and sank down on a chair, allowing the maidens to comb his hair. He
hissed and jerked aside as they set to their task with vigour,
remonstrating, "Try not to pull it all out, will you?"

A maiden knelt
to lace his boots; another laced his shirt and buttoned his collar,
while a third buttoned his cuffs. She yelped and recoiled as a
dagger slid from his sleeve and clattered to the floor,
inadvertently released by her hands. He bent to retrieve it, and
Minna-Satu groaned.

"Do not tell me
that you are bristling with daggers again, My Lord. Surely you will
not need them at my wedding?"

Blade tucked
the weapon back into the wrist sheath. "I take no chances. Who can
predict when..." He glanced at the maidens. "...Something may
happen?"

Minna gestured,
swinging away in a swirl of heavy skirts. "A fine subject to
discuss on my wedding day, My Lord."

"I did not
bring it up." He studied her. "May I say that you look very
fine."

She swung back,
smiling. "A great compliment from you. Others would think that an
understatement, but from you I take it as high praise indeed."

"It is an
understatement. Words cannot adequately describe you."

"And you will
look most dashing once you have been tidied up. Worthy of escorting
me to the altar."

His head jerked
up. "What?"

"Well,
according to Cotti custom, the bride is escorted by her father, who
gives her away, so to speak. Since I lack a father, you shall do
the honours."

"We are not
Cotti."

"No, but this
is a Cotti ceremony, so we must conform. There is no one else
worthy of the honour. I shall not be escorted by a Cotti."

He shook his
head. "I certainly do not relish the thought of giving you to
Kerrion."

"But you will
do it."


"Reluctantly."

The maidens
finished tying his hair and allowed him to stand, and Minna cast a
measuring glance over him. "All you need is your torc."

"It is in my
room."

The Queen sent
a girl scurrying to fetch it, fuming at the further delay. When at
last Blade was dressed to her satisfaction, she swept towards the
door, the assassin following a step behind. At the door she stopped
and turned to him.

"You will have
to precede me, My Lord, in Cotti fashion."

"And against
Jashimari custom."

She inclined
her head. "A small price to pay."

"I hope one day
you will be treated as a queen here, and not a grovelling baby
bearer."

"Kerrion will
see to it."

"I hope
so."

She smiled.
"Rest assured, Lord Conash, I will settle for nothing less. This
state of affairs will soon change once we are wed."

He stepped
around her to open the door. "Good."

 


The assassin
preceded his Queen into the corridor, slowing his pace to allow her
to sweep along with regal grandeur. A gaggle of handmaidens clad in
filmy gowns followed to hold up the yards of silk that trailed
behind her. Two maidens walked before them to sprinkle petals in
their path, leading the way down the echoing halls towards the
great room where the groom and guests waited.

At the doorway,
he paused to offer his arm to the Queen, walking beside her into a
vast room filled with Cotti nobles. The murmur of conversation died
away at the bride's appearance, and Blade sensed hundreds of eyes
boring into him as he traversed the aisle that opened up before
him.

Although
Kerrion's great hall was not gold-plated like its Jashimari
counterpart, what it lacked in glitter it made up for in sheer
size, being almost twice as large as Queen Minna-Satu's and
forested with carved marble pillars. Jade and crystal statues lined
the distant walls and bright mosaics covered the floor, walls and
ceiling, their images picked out with semi-precious stones whose
value was beyond calculation.

The nobles drew
aside to reveal Kerrion waiting beside the strangely clad Cotti
priest who would perform the ceremony. Only a skull cap, a red
loincloth and a surfeit of gold chains covered the aged priest's
nakedness. His sagging flesh revolted Blade, who averted his gaze
from it with a grimace. Kerrion, by contrast, was resplendent in a
royal outfit of white and gold with a high collar offsetting his
pale hair, golden eyes and bronzed skin.

The strangeness
of the setting struck Blade as he approached the King, so different
from Jashimari in dress and culture. The clergy and nobles were all
male, though some shy, veiled women stood amongst the splendidly
clad men, looking dowdy beside their gaudy husbands. In this
culture, the men wore all the finery and the women dressed plainly,
accentuating the difference of Minna's finery and Blade's simple
outfit.

Blade
suppressed a sigh of relief when he reached the King, and Minna
released him. He stepped back with a brief bow to her before
seeking a quiet corner in which to stand and watch the ceremony.
While the nuptial couple gazed at each other, the priest droned a
lengthy monologue to which Blade did not bother to listen. He
watched the crowd, finding Prince Ronan standing with several
similar looking young men, his mouth twisted in a sneer.

Blade turned
away, not wanting one of the other young princes to recognise him.
When at last the priest fell silent, Kerrion kissed his bride and
the crowd cheered without enthusiasm. The nobles resumed their
conversations and servants circulated, bearing cups of wine and
sweetmeats. Blade helped himself to several goblets whilst he stood
against a wall, watching the throng.

The
entertainers made their appearance when he was halfway through his
fourth cup of wine. Jugglers, acrobats and fire-breathers first,
then a quartet of girls who performed an erotic dance, stripping
off their clothing until they were almost naked. The noblemen
cheered, laughed and called for a complete strip, some trying to
tear the last remnants of cloth from the dancers as they fled.

Blade found
their behaviour uncouth, and longed to return to the peace of his
room. The girls proved to be the last of the entertainment, for
then the band struck up a new tune and some of the Cotti nobles
danced. Once again the difference in culture was marked, for the
Cotti women did little more than stand and face their partners
while the men danced, and many men danced alone or with others in
bawdy groups. Cotti dancing involved a great deal of clapping and
stamping, a rather undignified exhibition, Blade thought.

By now he had
consumed several cups of wine, and was a little light-headed. He
was surprised when Kerrion and Minna took to the floor, not in the
one-sided Cotti dance, but in a Jashimari style. Kerrion held
Minna's waist and one hand as they circled the floor with graceful
steps. Minna had removed the heavy train, and Kerrion did his best
to acquit himself well, grinning as they swept around the
floor.

Many nobles
looked shocked and some horrified at this unheard-of exhibition,
but the King could do as he pleased. At some point Ronan
disappeared, and Blade wondered at his absence, but it did not
alarm him. After Kerrion and Minna left the floor, he decided to
slip away himself, but a touch on his arm made him swing
around.

Minna grinned
at him behind her veil, her eyes sparkling with excitement, the
King beside her. "Come, My Lord Conash, it is time you showed these
Cotti savages how a Jashimari can dance."

"You have just
done that."

"Oh, that was
nothing. I spent tendays teaching Kerrion though, and he did rather
well."

"Indeed.
However, I -"

"Do not try to
wriggle out of it now, Blade, you promised."

"Actually, I
did not -"

"You did not
refuse, and a maybe is as good as a yes to me."

Blade gritted
his teeth. "I cannot -"

"Of course you
can! You are not bashful, are you?"

"I do not think
-"

"Come, My Lord,
do not disappoint me on my wedding day. I have been so looking
forward to it."

The assassin
glowered at her, tight-lipped. He knew full well that the moment he
objected again she would interrupt him. Kerrion grinned at Blade's
discomfort, clearly enjoying his frustration. A tense silence fell
as the assassin refused to be interrupted again, and the King broke
it.

"Come, Lord
Conash, Minna has told me about this dance of yours, and I should
like to see it."

"It is
forbidden -"

"Not that one,"
Minna interrupted again. "Just dance. Where is the harm in that? I
will be your partner if you do not wish to be alone."

"I cannot dance
with a partner, I -"

"You did with
Chiana."

Blade growled,
wishing he had left the room earlier. Minna giggled and gestured
towards the dance floor. "Should Kerrion announce you?"

"No!" He
glanced around, lowering his voice. "You irritate me, My
Queen."

"Do I? I shall
insist, as you know, so you have no choice, My Lord."

"I may be
recognised."

Kerrion snorted
softly. "Fear not, most here are too drunk to think that clearly,
and if they do I shall quickly disabuse them of the idea that they
have ever seen you before." His eyes raked Blade's outfit. "You
look like a lord, and besides, you have already been scrutinised
when you walked in with the Queen. If no one recognised you then,
they certainly will not now."

Minna tilted
her head, her eyes alight. "Come, Conash, be nice."

"Very well."
Blade sighed and put his empty wine cup on a passing servant's
tray. "But someone will have to stop the music."

"No problem,"
Kerrion said, lifting an arm. Silence fell, and confused nobles
shuffled from the dance floor.

Blade shot the
Queen a final glare before heading towards the cleared area of
marble floor, Kerrion and Minna following. The nobles muttered when
he appeared from amongst them, the hubbub growing louder as he
paused to strap the metal pieces to his boots. He had ordered them
made when the dressmakers had fitted his clothes, and put them in
his pocket earlier just in case this happened, although he had
hoped to avoid it. When he was ready, Kerrion raised his arm again,
and silence fell. A pin dropping would have sounded like a
thunderclap as Blade walked onto the dance floor, his metal-shod
boots clicking on the marble.

Trying to
ignore the audience, he stopped in the middle and tapped a foot in
a slow, steady cadence, readying himself for the dance. Lifting his
arms, he speeded up his feet until the tapping became a rhythmic
rattle, turning slowly. Careful to avoid the set routine of the
Dance of Death, he then leapt high, clicking his feet behind him,
and settled into a galloping rhythm, kicking his heels up at each
step. He changed the rhythm, speeding it up in a series of buzzing
quick steps, then leapt high again, clicking his boots together
before him this time, his legs outstretched. As he landed, he set
off on a series of light running steps that carried him around the
dance floor. Reaching the centre of the floor, he performed another
series of fast steps, his steel-shod boots beating out a distinct
tune on the marble floor, then kicked up his heels behind him
again, clicking his feet together at the apex of his leap.

 


Minna tugged at
Kerrion's sleeve. "Are you impressed?"

He stared at
the assassin. "I am indeed. It is quite remarkable. It must have
taken him years to perfect those moves, and a great deal of
strength to achieve them." He watched Blade perform a series of
high forward kicks, his raised foot reaching above his head each
time, accompanied by a resounding clash of metal and glitter of
sparks as his boots passed each other.

He leant closer
to murmur, "No wonder he can kill so well when attacked, being able
to use his feet in his defence. When I found him in your bier room,
he had slain almost a dozen of my soldiers single-handed. I still
have the blades that were removed from his boots. Are all your
assassins as good at this as he is?"

Minna-Satu
smiled and glanced around to ensure that no one was paying
attention to their conversation. "Blade is the Master of the Dance
in Jondar, but all Jashimari assassins can perform the Dance
adequately, it is a requirement."

Kerrion watched
the assassin float over the floor on blurring feet, the rattle of
his boots blending into a simple tune. "I know little about the
secret society of Cotti assassins, perhaps I should find out more.
I would enjoy watching such a performance again, yet doubtless
Blade will not oblige. Strange that no professional dancers have
ever come up with anything to rival this."

"They are all
concerned with grace and poise, balancing on one foot and leaping
about in odd poses. This dance stemmed from an act of self-defence.
Its purpose is to hone the skills of agility and strength as well
as speed."

Kerrion nodded.
"I can see where it would be most beneficial in those things. And
he does this every day?"

"This is how he
exercises."


"Impressive."

Blade rounded
out his performance with a series of sideways leg flicks, performed
one last foot clashing leap, and fell to one knee, his chest
heaving. Straightening, he walked off the floor, a heavy silence
following him. The King stepped forward and clapped, and the
stunned nobles joined in. The assassin ignored it as he strode from
the room, pausing at the door to remove the metal pieces from his
boots. Minna watched him leave, knowing that he was angry with
her.

 


Out in the
hall, Blade shucked his jacket, sweat prickling his skin after the
spate of strenuous exertion. He headed for his rooms, planning to
change out of the unwanted finery and into something more
comfortable. Rounding a corner, he stopped in surprise. Ronan
walked towards him, looking smug. The Prince spotted Blade and
grinned as he approached.

"Ah, if it is
not the Jashimari fop. Had enough of the party already? Does your
slut not want you on hand to lick her toes when she demands
it?"

Blade ignored
him, setting off down the hall again. Ronan stepped into his path.
"I have a message for your assassin, plaything. I know you know
where he is, so you can tell him that I have his sister, and if he
does not show himself, I shall kill her."

Blade eyed the
Prince. "You are lying. The assassin has no relatives."

"Oh, yes he
does. I have just had her brought here from Indala, where she
belonged to Lord Dorgon. Alenstra, I believe her name is. You can
tell him -"

The assassin
stepped towards Ronan. "Show me."

Ronan smiled.
"Certainly."

The Prince
turned and walked down another corridor for a short distance before
he pulled open a pair of ornate doors and entered an indoor garden
filled with sunshine, palms and pools stocked with bright fish. Six
guards and two young princes waited there, looking bored. Alenstra
sat on the floor between the guards, bound and gagged. The Prince
had not yet tortured her, from the looks of it, but he would have
no qualms about doing so if the assassin did not make an
appearance, at which time Alenstra would tell him everything. Blade
turned to Ronan, cold with fury, and the Prince studied him with
renewed interest.

"So, I was
right. She is the assassin's sister. Fetch him here, or she
dies."

Blade
controlled himself with an effort. "If I fetch him here you will
die. I advise you to let her go at once."

"No, I do not
think so. She is the only way I am going to flush out that
cockroach, and I will have his head."

"Let her
go."

"Or what?"

"I will kill
you."

Ronan laughed.
"You, a neutered plaything? I want the assassin, fop, or she dies."
He gestured to the guards, and one gripped Alenstra's hair and held
a knife to her throat.

Blade knew that
if he killed Ronan now, the guard would slit Alenstra's throat, and
taking the Prince hostage would be worse than folly. She could not
flee the palace alone, and he would not escape Jadaya with the
Prince as his hostage once the alarm was raised. If only he could
walk away as he would from anyone else. He was willing to sacrifice
himself, but it would not save her if he fought, for her
relationship to him would condemn her. The situation was untenable,
but there was a chance that Ronan would be so pleased to capture
him that he would spare Alenstra.

Blade released
one of the daggers in his sleeves, letting it fall into his hand.
"I am the assassin."

The Prince's
eyes narrowed. "You may think me a fool, but I am not as stupid as
that."

"Let her
go."

"When I have
the assassin."

"You have me,"
Blade said. "Harm my sister, and you will die so slowly that you
will beg for the end."

Ronan studied
him, looking amused and disbelieving. "You? A beardless fop, an
assassin?" He gave a bark of laughter.

"Shall I prove
it to you?" Blade raised the dagger, and Ronan's eyes widened.
Blade continued, "I would have killed you in the Queen's rooms, had
she not ordered me otherwise. Release my sister or die, the choice
is yours."

"If you are the
assassin, show me your mark."

Blade tugged
open his collar, and the Prince stepped back. "You are the one who
is going to die, murderer! Drop the dagger or they slit her
throat."

Blade glanced
at the knife poised against Alenstra's throat and her desperate,
tear-filled eyes pleading with him to save her, just as his younger
sisters had done so many years ago. He had failed them, and now had
a chance to save the one who had survived. He opened his hand, and
the dagger clattered to the floor. Alenstra sagged with relief, and
Ronan grinned.

"Excellent. Now
it is you who will die slowly, and not even the King can save you.
These witnesses will testify to your admission that you are the
Jashimari assassin, and you will be executed for the deaths of my
brothers, in Cotti fashion, which is, I assure you, excruciating.
And now, I think your sister is redundant. She has served her
purpose well." He glanced at the guards. "Kill her."

"No!"

Blade leapt
towards the men who held Alenstra, but the soldier drew the knife
across her throat in a swift stroke. She slumped, her life gushing
out in a crimson flood. The assassin released the second dagger
from his sleeve and flicked it at the man who had just slain his
sister. The soldier fell backwards with a gargled cry, clutching
the hilt that protruded from his throat. Blade bent and yanked two
daggers from his boots as Ronan recovered from his astonishment and
yelled, "Seize him!"

The assassin
charged the guards, taking on all five in a suicidal rush into
their midst. As they drew their swords he slashed two across the
throat and stabbed a third in the heart. The other two lunged at
him, their blades whispering past his ribs. He twisted and leapt,
lashed out with a foot and broke a man's jaw with a soft crack. A
sword slid along his ribs, opening a gash that forced a grunt from
him. He turned, slashed with a dagger and found a soft target. His
assailant staggered back, clutching a bleeding arm.

Blade spun,
almost slipping in the blood that covered the floor. His eyes found
the Cotti Prince who had just ordered his sister's death. With a
growl of rage he charged Ronan, ignoring the sword that the Prince
drew with a hiss of steel. The swiftness of his attack ensured that
the Prince did not have time to raise the weapon, and prevented
Blade from impaling himself on it as he flung himself at Ronan,
sending him crashing to the floor with the fury of his attack. The
assassin lacked the advantage in close fighting, Ronan outweighed
him and was stronger, but he no longer cared. He stabbed the Prince
in a frenzy, not caring where his blows landed, inflicting wounds
in Ronan's arms, shoulders and chest.

Ronan roared
and struggled, his sword useless at such close quarters against
Blade's maniacal attack, and the assassin moved too fast, a
veritable storm of slashing steel. A modicum of sense stole into
Blade's crazed mind, enough to make him change his target and stab
Ronan several times in the gut, making the Prince scream.

The two wounded
guards, one nursing a broken jaw, the other an injured arm, rose
and staggered towards the fray. The assassin whipped around and
hurled a dagger that stopped one man dead in his tracks, then
jumped up as the last soldier charged at a shambling run. With one
dagger left, he could not afford to throw it, so he kicked the man
in the throat as he spun aside. The soldier crumpled and lay still,
and Blade found himself alone with the groaning Prince, his
brothers fled long before. Ronan clutched his lacerated belly,
writhing in a pool of blood. Blade walked over and stared down at
him. He took no notice of the blood that soaked his own shirt and
dripped from the hem of his trousers.

Ronan raised a
hand. "Do not kill me!"

The assassin
knelt beside his victim and flipped the Prince onto his stomach,
then stabbed him twice in the back, on either side of his spine.
The Prince shouted and sobbed, begging for his life, and Blade
pulled him onto his back again.

"I always keep
my promises," he grated. "It will take you a long time to die."

Rising to his
feet, he walked to Alenstra's crumpled body and knelt beside her,
lifted her and rolled her onto her back. He removed the gag and cut
the ropes that bound her wrists, arranging her hands over her
breast in the manner of burial. The Prince whimpered while Blade
closed her staring eyes with a trembling, blood-smeared hand. He
kissed her brow and straightened to gaze down at her, his face
twisted with anguish.

"Find joy in
the Everlasting, Alenstra. I am sorry... I failed you... forgive
me."

Blade stroked
the hair from her brow while he studied her face, committing it to
memory. Pounding feet in the corridor heralded a crowd of nobles
that the young princes had summoned from the banqueting hall. They
rushed to fill the doorway, stopping there to gawp at the
carnage.

 


Kerrion pushed
his way to the front, a sweep of his eyes taking in the bloody
tableau. The crumpled forms of six soldiers lay huddled on the
floor, one groaning. Ronan lay in a pool of blood, clutching his
belly. The assassin knelt beside the still form of a dark-haired
woman, stroking her face. Ronan rolled onto his side and levered
himself onto one elbow.

"Call the
guards!" he cried. "I am betrayed!"

Kerrion broke
from his trance and strode forward to kneel beside his brother.
"Lie still." He turned to shout at the crowd, "Call a healer!"

"Summon the
guards!" Ronan yelled. "He tried to kill me! He is the Jashimari
assassin!"

Kerrion glanced
at Blade, whose bowed head and dejected stance told the King that
the assassin had resigned himself to death at the hands of the
Cotti soldiers when they came. He longed to shout at Blade to flee
while he had the chance, but could not without compromising himself
before the witnesses. Instead he looked down at his brother,
pretending great concern for Ronan's plight. In truth, the sight of
his brother's pain did sadden him, and not all of his concern was
feigned.

Six soldiers,
summoned by a panic-stricken noble, pushed through the crowd and
hesitated when they encountered the terrible scene. The King paid
them no heed, but knelt beside his brother and directed him to lie
still until the healer arrived, holding Ronan down when the Prince
tried to move. The soldiers glanced around, but without anyone to
point out the perpetrator and no orders, they made no move.

 


Minna pushed
her way to the front of the muttering throng, using her elbows to
good effect. She gasped and raised a hand to her mouth in horror,
her eyes wide. Ronan spotted the soldiers and pointed at Blade.

"Kill him! He
is the assassin!"

The soldiers
started forward, and Minna realised what was about to happen as
Blade raised his head. His hands remained upon his sister's body,
and a dagger lay on the floor beside him. His eyes were the empty,
bleak greyness of a stormy sky on a windy winter's day. The
soldiers drew their swords with a hiss of steel as they
advanced.

Minna shouted,
"Blade, run!"

His eyes met
hers, and she read a flash of anguish in their depths.

"Go!" she
cried.

When Blade
bowed his head, Minna picked up her skirts to dash ahead of the
soldiers, swinging around before them to block their path. The
leading man thrust her to the ground and raised his sword to finish
her off.

Kerrion leapt
up. "Hold!"

The black hilt
of a dagger sprouted from the soldier's throat, and he crumpled.
Minna twisted to face the assassin, who stood, looking
uncertain.

"Run!" she
shouted again.

The soldiers
charged past her, swords raised. Blade pivoted gracefully, belying
his injury, and sprinted across the indoor garden.

 


The nobles
blocked the room's only door, and no other way out remained but for
the vast windows on the far side. Blade had no idea what lay beyond
them or how high above the ground they were, nor did he much care.
He flung himself through the nearest with a crash of shattering
glass.

The wind tore
at him as he fell, and he twisted, cat-like, to get his legs under
him. The ground rushed up in a blur, then his feet hit it with a
jarring impact, his knees buckling to absorb the shock. He flung
out his hands, but the grass hit him in the face.


 


 


 Chapter Nine

 


Kerrion went to
Minna and helped her up, pulling her into his arms. She clung to
him, and the soldiers turned from the smashed window and headed for
the door.

"Is he dead?"
he demanded.

They stopped
and saluted. One said, "He lies still, Sire. We'll go and make
sure."

"Before you do,
I must ensure that none of you make the same mistake as your
comrade." He nodded at the dead soldier who had raised his sword to
Minna. "Any man who harms my wife shall perish at my hand, is that
understood?"

The soldiers
fell to their knees, bowing their heads. "Yes, Sire."

"Doubtless he
would have heeded my command, but I would have killed him
anyway."

The nobles at
the door muttered at this statement, and Kerrion turned to glare at
them. "Any who would find fault with that may speak now or remain
silent!"

The muttering
died away, then one man said, "She was trying to protect the man
who injured Prince Ronan, Sire."

Kerrion
released the Queen and stepped towards them. "He was a Jashimari
lord, and he was goaded into this confrontation. My brother slew
his sister before his eyes."

"He was the
assassin," Ronan groaned.

Kerrion looked
down at the Prince. "You have no proof of that."

"He admitted
it!"

"You forced him
to lie by threatening his sister."

Ronan shook his
head, grimacing. "He was the assassin, I tell you."

"Your spies are
ill informed. Lord Conash is a courtier. No assassin would attend
my wedding in full view of my entire court."

Ronan glared at
his brother, unable to refute this statement without proof, and
Kerrion knew that his triumph was slipping away. If the guards had
witnessed Blade's mark, they were dead, and his younger brothers
were mere boys. Their testimony would not hold much weight, since
they would be suspected of supporting Ronan. It came down to his
word against the King's, and few would go against their monarch.
The only accusation he could make was the one that had cost him so
dearly, and he cried it in a petulant tone.

"He tried to
kill me!"

"And for that
he must die, if he is not already dead," Kerrion said. "Although,
had he been an assassin as you claim, surely he would have
succeeded?"

Ronan growled,
slumping back, and a noble said, "Sire, he may be escaping even as
we speak."

"Indeed."
Kerrion nodded at the soldiers. "Go and bring him here. I want him
alive." They rose and loped out, and Kerrion glared at the gawping
nobles. "The rest of you may leave. Where is the healer for my
brother?"

"He has been
summoned," a portly lord said.

"Then go and
speed his progress! My brother is in dire need of him."

The nobles
dispersed, muttering, and one ran off to find the healer. Kerrion
went to the window and scanned the gardens below for Blade's body,
but the grass beneath the window was empty. Minna joined him, and
he turned to her with a reassuring smile.

"He is
gone."

She sagged,
gripping his arm. "Thank God."

"I delayed them
for as long as I could. Let us hope he makes good his escape."

"Thank
you."

He cupped her
cheek. "That was a very foolish thing you did."

"He was not
going to fight or flee."

"I know."

"I could not
let him be cut down like that."

Kerrion looked
around as a healer trotted in with two assistants, falling to their
knees beside Ronan. His eyes narrowed. "Why did he not kill
Ronan?"

"I do not
know." She glanced at the body of Blade's sister. "Poor
Alenstra."

Kerrion nodded,
pondering. "We must try to help Blade escape across the desert.
Perhaps Olan can find him."

"I doubt that
he will trust a Cotti, but I am certain he will seek the aid of
Commander Jayon."

"Ah, yes, the
man Chiana sent to spy on me."

The healer
approached, hesitating before he addressed the King. "Sire, your
brother is gravely injured."

"How badly?"
Kerrion demanded.

"Sire... he
will die."

"How can you be
so certain of that?"

The healer
gestured towards his midriff. "He has been stabbed in the belly
many times, and also in the back, piercing two vital organs there.
It is as if the wounds were planned, placed exactly where they will
do the most damage. He will rot from the inside. There is nothing I
can do."

Kerrion nodded,
and the healer returned to his patient. Minna waited until the King
faced her again, looking grim but triumphant.

"So, Blade did
not fail."

"No." She
paused, frowning. "He has ensured that Ronan will suffer for the
death of his sister. I always thought that when he offered a slow
death, he tortured his victim, but now I see that this is what he
meant."

"Blade could
not torture anyone. He cannot stomach the sight of blood."

"You noticed
that as well?"

He nodded. "It
is obvious sometimes, although he certainly spills enough of
it."

She looked
worried. "I hope he is not too badly hurt."

 


Blade ran
through the gardens, keeping to the cover of shrubbery as he made
his way towards Shamsara's statue. At first he had been lost, for
the gardens around the palace were vast and undisciplined, but now
he moved into a more familiar area. The fall had dazed him, forcing
him to seek the shelter of a bush while he regained his wits with a
few vigorous shakes of his head. Amazingly, he had broken no bones,
even though the window from which he had jumped had been two floors
above the ground.

Years of
leaping from high places had trained him to absorb the impact with
his knees and roll, but still, it had been a hard landing. The
wound in his side sapped his strength, and burnt with every stride.
Although shallow, it bled copiously, soaking his shirt and
trousers. He paused amongst a clump of palms to tear a strip from
the bottom of his shirt and bind it, slowing the bleeding, then ran
on, dashing from cover to cover.

By the time he
reached the statue, spots danced in his eyes, and he dug under the
stone with shaking hands. Drawing out the scrap of parchment
secreted there, he read it, groaning at the words on it. Jayon had
overhead Ronan mention the assassin's sister and wondered what it
meant. Blade cursed the fact that he had not checked the message
earlier. Turning the paper over, he hunted around for a twig and
chewed the end to make it soft. Dipping it in the blood that oozed
from his wound, he wrote a brief note, instructing Jayon to meet
him at the palace stables. Shoving the paper back under the stone,
he limped towards his destination.

When he flopped
down in the soft straw, his head spun and his vision had dimmed. He
checked his wound again, finding it still bleeding, and struggled
to bind it with weak hands. The clatter of running feet and shouted
orders outside made him climb to the top of the straw pile and
burrow into it. There he settled down to wait, unable to run any
further, and listened to the racing of his heart.

 


Two healers
bent over the writhing, sweating form of Kerrion's brother. Ronan
sprawled on his vast bed, smearing the silken sheets with blood.
The healers had bound his wounds, stopping most of the bleeding,
but Ronan refused to take the medicine they prescribed. He smashed
the cup from a healer's hands and pulled himself up against the
pillows, glaring at his brother.

"You cannot
save him now."

The King jerked
his head at the healers, who left. "What makes you think I will
try?"

"I know you
brought him here to assassinate your rivals."

"He was brought
here to protect the Jashimari Queen, even as he protected me when I
was her prisoner."

"Queen!" Ronan
sneered. "She is just a woman!"

"Who once ruled
a realm as powerful as ours."

"By an accident
of birth."

"Because her
mother and all her ancestors were queens, yes, I suppose so."
Kerrion wandered closer to the bed. "Just as I rule because my
father was a king, also an accident of birth."

"Now you will
have to watch him tortured to death."

Kerrion
shrugged. "Perhaps. But if I know Blade, he will not be found."

"He is wounded!
He is trapped like a rat in a strange city, surrounded by hundreds
of leagues of desert. Where can he go?"

"He escaped
from here before."

Ronan grunted,
fingering the bandages around his waist. "This time he will not get
far. When he is caught, I shall decide his torture, maybe even have
a hand in it myself, when I am well enough."

Kerrion shook
his head. "You are not going to get better. Blade saw to that. He
has two methods of assassination," he went on chattily, ignoring
Ronan's shocked look. "One is the quick method, which he prefers,
where the victim dies so swiftly that they do not feel any pain.
The second is the slow method, an option he offers his clients,
though few choose it, I understand. That is the one he has
practised on you, in revenge for the death of his sister. You will
die, though it may take several days, and, I understand, a great
deal of pain."

"That is a
lie!"

"No, I have it
from the healer, and he was certain of it. Apparently you will rot
from the inside, and soon the stench of you will be hard to bear.
Blade has a reputation for never failing, and he has not this time,
either."

"You ordered
him to kill me, did you not?"

"Only if you
plotted against the Queen, which you did. I had ordered your death,
but the Queen countermanded it. Had you not killed Blade's sister,
or continued to plot, you would have been safe."


"Countermanded?" Ronan snorted, then grimaced. "So you take orders
from a woman now. Why does that not surprise me?"

"I intend to
change things around here. Women will be treated better, and my
wife will be Queen one day."

"You will pay
for this," Ronan growled. "When the nobles find out about this, you
will be overthrown."

"They are not
going to find out. I have given strict orders that no one is to
disturb you. You will see only the two healers, and they are loyal
to me. In a few days you will be dead, and my troubles will be
over."

"I am your
brother!"

"Half-brother.
I did not want to do this, but you goaded Blade, so I do not feel
all that guilty about it."

Ronan sneered,
"One thing is for certain, you will not have your pet eunuch
assassin to do any more killing for you. At least our younger
brothers will be safe from you."

Kerrion smiled.
"I am touched by your concern, although I know it to be false. You
would have killed them yourself if it made you king."

"I was not
trying to overthrow you, only to keep our blood pure. You would put
a half Jashimari bastard on the throne."

"Yes, just as
the Jashimari now have a half-Cotti Queen. The war will never start
again, once the kingdoms are ruled by brother and sister. As for
trying to overthrow me, that would have been almost impossible to
do once Lerton's plan failed, and I am sure you were a part of that
too."

"Lerton would
have made a better king than you."

Kerrion sighed.
"Lerton would have carried on the war, which ultimately would have
destroyed our people, and he would have rid himself of you,
too."

"Just as you
have."



Kerrion turned
away. "I tire of this argument, it achieves nothing. I have
explained myself quite enough. I would advise you to take the
draught for pain. I understand this death is agonising."

"Damn you!"
Ronan snarled. "You will not get away with this!"

Kerrion turned
at the door. "I believe I already have."

 


As dusk fell,
Blade's eyes flicked open and he tensed beneath the thin layer of
straw. The sound that had alerted him was of someone walking
cautiously, unlike the bustling grooms who had just finished
feeding the horses. The running about of soldiers continued
outside, but further away now. They had already searched the
stables and left, now only the horses snorted and stamped in their
stalls. He pushed aside the straw and peered out, spotting a dark
form creeping along by the wall. Easing himself down the straw
pile, he tried to get nearer, suppressing a groan. The intruder
walked past a torch, and he made out Jayon's worried features.

"Psst! Jayon!"
he hissed, causing the youngster to whip around in surprise.

"Blade!" Jayon
trotted over, his eyes widening. "You're hurt!"

"Don't remind
me. You've got to help me get out of here. I have to leave
Jadaya."

"The soldiers
outside, they're looking for you?"

Blade nodded.
"It's a long story, but I have worn out my welcome here."

"What do you
want me to do?"

The assassin
sank back on the straw, clutching his wound. "First, get me
something to stitch this wound. Every time I move it bleeds. A
needle and thread, some ointment, can you manage that?"

Jayon nodded,
looking concerned, and Blade's frown eased. "Good. Also some food
and water, then find us a safe place to hide in the city for a few
days."

"But the
soldiers..."

"Yes, I know.
Bring me some glue as well, and one of those ragged hoods the
veterans wear. Oh, and a dagger."

"I have one."
Jayon dug in his waistband and produced a poor quality knife.

"Good." Blade
took the knife and tucked it away. "Now go, before all the
merchants close for the night. You have money?"

Jayon nodded,
eyeing the assassin. "Are you sure you'll be all right here?"

"They've
already searched this place, and anyway I cannot go anywhere like
this. Just hurry."

Jayon nodded
again and headed for the door, his strides purposeful and his
shoulders set. Blade reminded himself that Jayon had once been a
patrol leader, and perhaps was a little more capable than he gave
him credit for. He tried to remember himself at that age, but the
memory was blurred, a confusion of conflicting images he had no
wish to plumb. Instead, he crawled back into the straw, covering
himself. The wound oozed fresh blood, and he clasped the soaked
cloth to it as he settled down to wait again.

It seemed like
an age before Jayon returned, but darkness had barely fallen. He
closed the stable doors and produced a lamp from the bundle he
carried, which he lighted from one of the torches. Blade slid down
the straw pile and sat at the bottom. Jayon knelt beside him and
set the lamp on the floor. He dug in the bag, handing Blade a loaf
of bread, a hunk of cheese and a water skin. The assassin slaked
his thirst first, then tore at the bread while Jayon unpacked the
bag. He laid out a packet containing a needle and thread, a tub of
ointment, a roll of bandage and a coarse shirt. Blade nodded his
approval of the items for which he had not asked.

"Good thinking,
boy." He spoke around a mouthful of bread and cheese, washing it
down with a gulp of water. "I always knew you weren't a complete
dolt."

Jayon shot him
a sour glance. "Even though you treated me like one."

The assassin
shrugged. "You acted like one."

"Tell me what
happened."

Blade told the
story while he ate, and Jayon's eyes grew wider as he listened.
When Blade finished, Jayon lifted the assassin's bloody shirt to
examine the sword slash in his flank, which was almost two hand
spans long and bled whenever he moved.

Jayon grimaced.
"You need a healer."

"Well, you've
always wanted to be one, now is your chance to get some
practice."

"But I've had
no training."

"Just sew it up
like a piece of cloth, boy."

"You'll have a
terrible scar." Jayon opened the packet and started to thread the
needle.

"I'll add it to
my collection."

"This is going
to hurt."

"You don't
say?"

Chewing his
lip, Jayon stitched the wound, flinching whenever Blade did. The
long and tedious task made the assassin ashen with pain. To
distract him, Jayon asked, "You're sure Prince Ronan will die?"

"He'll rot.
First he'll piss blood - ah! - Then he'll start to stink. His
wounds will fester, and no ointment will help him."

"How long will
it take?"

"A few
days."

Jayon glanced
at his patient. "I didn't know you had a sister."

"Nor did I,
until a moon ago."

"So how will we
get back to Jashimari?"

Blade frowned.
"Buy some horses and - ah! - ride, how do you think?"

"I don't have
enough money for that."

The assassin
pulled the silver torc from his neck. "Sell this, that will give us
enough - ow! - money."

"Must you keep
doing that?" Jayon grumbled. "It's distracting. Most men manage to
grit their teeth."

"I don't like
pain, boy. Having a needle stuck in me isn't my idea of fun."

"Nor mine."

"Well you
aren't the one who's being stuck with it."

"This isn't
much fun either. There, I think that should do it." Jayon put away
the needle and wiped his hands, then smeared on the ointment and
bandaged it. Blade slumped, and Jayon sat back, eyeing his
patient.

"You should
rest now. You've lost a lot of blood."

"Not here. Go
find a horse with a blond tail and cut me some hair."

The boy cocked
his head. "What for?"

"For a
disguise, of course. You found some glue?"

Jayon nodded,
then rose and walked off along the stalls, soon slipping into one.
He returned with a handful of hair, and Blade set to work smearing
the glue onto his chin and upper lip. Without the aid of a mirror,
he could not stick the hair on himself, so Jayon applied it,
smiling when he had finished.

"Now no one
would think you were a..."

Blade shot him
a hard glance. "That's the point, isn't it? The soldiers are
looking for a eunuch, not a bearded veteran."

"Very
clever."

"It's kept me
alive." Blade unlaced the blood-stained shirt and pulled it off,
donning the rough one Jayon had brought. "The soldiers will be
scrutinising everyone who leaves the palace tonight, and the colour
of our eyes will give us away, so we will both have to be blind.
The hoods will hide our hair; just let me do the talking. I speak
their dialect."

Jayon nodded.
"They already stopped me once, when I went to get the things you
wanted. I pretended to be blind and mute." He looked a little
smug.

"Good, you're
catching on fast."

"It's only
common sense."

"Don't get too
cocky, boy; it's a tall horse to fall from." Blade struggled to his
feet and stood swaying. "We'll wrap cloth around our eyes, loose
enough to see under it. And fetch some dung."

"What for?"

"To rub on our
clothes. Nothing puts people off a search quite like a terrible
stench."

When Jayon's
bag was repacked and they were dressed in the hooded cloaks with
cloths over their eyes, Jayon picked up his knotted staff and
affected a limp. Blade leant on him, not needing to fake his
hobble. They tottered out of the stables in full sight of the
soldiers who searched the bushes with torches. One marched over to
challenge them.

"What were you
two doing in the stables?"

Blade replied,
"Having a piss."

"Well do it
somewhere else, not in the stables."

"Why not? The
horses do it there."

The soldier
gave a grunt of annoyance. "I don't know why the King lets you old
farts hang around here."

"Because we
almost died fighting for him," Blade said. "And we don't take any
lip from the likes of you!" He tugged at Jayon, and they staggered
away.

The soldier
made a rude noise, but let them go. When they reached the palace
gates, a dozen soldiers blocked it, armed with spears and
shields.

Blade whistled
softly and whispered, "What do they think I am, a one-man
army?"


"Evidently."

Blade hobbled
up to the gate, groped his way along the wall and bumped into a
soldier who did not step aside. The man moved out of the way with a
curse when Jayon waved his stick in a broad sweep that almost hit
him on the ear. An officer came over and stopped in front of them,
then was also forced to step aside when they did not slow down. He
gripped Blade's shoulder, halting them, but snatched his hand away
and recoiled from their smell, grimacing.

"Just a moment,
veterans."

Blade turned
towards him. "What's the matter now? First we get told not to piss
in the stables, now you lot get in our way. It's hard enough being
blind without bumping into people who shouldn't be there."

"Sorry." The
officer stepped back. "We're looking for a killer."

"Then quit
bothering us and get on with it."

"You're both
blind?"

Blade turned
his head towards Jayon. "He's blind too? Damn, I thought he was a
bad guide."

A soldier
chortled, "The blind leading the blind."

The officer
scowled at him. "That's enough of that." He stepped closer and ran
his fingers along Jayon's cheek with a rasp of stubble. "What are
you looking for, a girl?" Blade sneered.

"No, a
eunuch."

"Same thing. I
didn't think eunuchs had the balls to be killers."

A soldier
laughed, receiving a stern look from his commander.

Blade leant
closer. "I'll tell you something, though. We haven't seen him."

Several
soldiers laughed, and the officer looked annoyed. "Move along,
veterans."

Jayon started
forward, but Blade hung back. "You lot still going to be blocking
the way tomorrow?"

"No, we'll be
searching the city by then if we haven't caught him."

"Good, then we
won't fall over you again. You should look where you're going."

"It's
dark."

"Is it?" Blade
turned to Jayon. "You hear that? It's dark. Hope we haven't missed
the alehouse."

Jayon tugged
him forward, eager to get away. As soon as they were out of
earshot, he whispered, "Did you have to talk so much?"

"You have to
act the part, not just look it. They hardly took any notice of us,
did they? If we'd been quiet, they'd have been suspicious. Veterans
aren't the silent type; they tend to be garrulous, curious and
self-righteous."

"Well, at least
we're out of the palace grounds."

"That's the
easy part. We can't be blind veterans when we leave the city."

"So how will we
do that?"

Blade growled,
"You'll find out when I think of it."

Jayon led the
assassin along several streets to a shabby house tucked away in an
alley. There he unlocked a side door and helped Blade into a dingy,
musty-smelling room with a rickety cot in the corner and a
well-used table and two chairs in the middle of it. The assassin
pulled off the cloth that covered his eyes and looked around as
Jayon lighted a lamp.

"This is where
you've been living?"

"It's the sort
of place a veteran would rent."

Blade stripped
off the smelly shirt and limped to the bed, easing himself onto it
with a groan. The dressing Jayon had put on his wound was stained
with fresh blood. "We'll have to stay here for at least a tenday,
until the furore dies down. Once Ronan's dead, Kerrion will call
off the hunt, or at least misdirect it."

"You trust him
that much?"

"He can't
afford to let them torture me. I know too much." He sighed. "We'll
have to keep our disguises on all the time, in case they search the
houses. You'll go out only to buy food, and try to keep your mouth
shut. In the morning you'll have to buy some berries to dye our
skin and a couple of blond wigs.

"It was too
dark for them to notice how pale we are tonight, but in the
daylight we won't pass for Cotti. The berries are called inda, some
Cotti chew them, it turns their teeth a revolting shade of brown.
The wigs are easy to find, lots of Cotti men go bald, and others
make money selling their wives' hair. For the next tenday we must
become Cotti veterans."

 


The assassin's
eyes closed, and Jayon pulled off his boots, then covered him with
a blanket before spreading a thin pallet on the floor for himself.
For a while he could not sleep, his mind whirling with the night's
events and the dangerous situation they were in. At least Blade
seemed to know what he was doing, and he hoped his trust in the
assassin's skills would be vindicated. If not, he would share the
execution block with him.

 


Although his
eyes were closed, Blade lay awake for some time, remembering the
instant when he had decided to die with his sister and join her in
the Everlasting. He would not have obeyed Minna's command to go,
had it not been for her insane attempt to save him. Only her
bravery had changed his mind, even though he did not understand
it.

The memory of
Alenstra's desperate, pleading eyes haunted him in the darkness
behind his eyelids, a sight he would never forget. Just as he had
never forgotten the little girls falling like dolls on the burning
sand, their hands outstretched to beg for mercy. This time not only
had he failed to save his sister, he had caused her death. He saw
no point to his continued existence. The prospect of living with
his guilt did not appeal to him, yet Queen Minna-Satu had placed
herself in danger to save him, and that had to mean something.

 


Kerrion watched
his brother die in slow, agonising stages over the next few days.
The sight and stench of it became torture for the King as well, but
he forced himself to visit Ronan each day. The Prince begged to see
his brothers, then his sons, even his mother, but Kerrion remained
adamant, knowing that Ronan only sought to tell someone what he
knew.

The Prince took
the draughts the healers offered, which dulled the pain and made
him sleepy. The agony of his rotting insides left him no choice.
Several times, Ronan begged for a swift end, but Kerrion refused on
the grounds that killing a prince was treason, even for the King.
Ronan sank into a delirium from which he did not awaken, and
Kerrion watched him draw his final, rattling breath on the fifth
day.

The embalmers
were summoned, and the city was plunged into mourning again. Flags
and banners were lowered, and the citizens dressed in black.
Kerrion put on a good show of indignant anger to his advisors about
the lack of success in apprehending the assassin, sending them
scurrying to remedy their failure. Privately he toasted Blade's
final success with Minna-Satu, who remained depressed by the loss
of her assassin. Her only consolation was that he was free, and
would possibly return to Jashimari to live out his days in peaceful
retirement, as he richly deserved.

With Ronan
gone, Kerrion was able to start making sweeping reforms to his
kingdom, outlawing various practices that degraded women, beginning
with rape. He walked through the palace with his wife beside him
and chastised any who did not greet her politely. Since no Cotti
knew what Minna-Satu looked like, they knew her only as a Jashimari
woman Kerrion had brought back with him and wed. As far as they
knew, the Jashimari Queen had died of poison, and the simple
funeral that Kerrion had arranged bore out this tale.

That some of
his young half-brothers knew the truth did not unduly concern
Kerrion, since they were unlikely to spread the tale. Minna-Satu's
presence was a great source of shame for them, and they would
undoubtedly prefer to back up Kerrion's story than face the gossip
that would result if they revealed the truth. Not only that, but it
would be their word against Kerrion's, and they had no proof. Now
that the older princes' plots to slay her had failed, and they were
dead, the younger princes would be leery of making the same
mistake. Only Armin remained a threat, old enough to hatch plots
and next in line to the throne, but he was in Contara, where he
could stay, as far as Kerrion was concerned.

The traditional
veils that all Cotti women wore in public made it impossible for
spies to carry Minna's description to Jashimari, and the rumour
that the Cotti King had taken a Jashimari bride would do no more
than raise a few eyebrows there. The Queen's Cup was invariably
fatal. Only Kerrion, Minna, Blade and Shamsara knew that an
antidote existed. No one saw Minna's face except her maidens and
Kerrion, as was proper. They wore mourning black, and she joined
him several times at his vigil beside his brother's coffin, where
he would lie in state for three tendays. The short duration of his
public appearance was due to the speed with which his body rotted,
despite the embalmers' efforts.


 


 


 Chapter Ten

 


For a tenday,
Blade did not leave the safety of the dingy hovel. The horsehair
beard made his face itch, and added to his foul mood. Twice
soldiers came to the shack, and each time retreated from the lash
of Blade's tongue without suspecting that the dirty veteran was
anything other than what he appeared to be. His accounts of
battlefield gore sickened the young recruits; how his mute
companion had been shot through the throat with an arrow and crows
had pecked out his eyes while he lay amongst the dead. The second
time, after Blade chased the soldiers out with Jayon's gnarled
stick, they marked the door and did not return.

The assassin
healed without developing a fever, and in view of the mark on the
door, they decided to stay until he had recovered before making the
arduous desert crossing. As the time of their departure drew near,
Blade revealed his plan to escape the city.

"We'll leave as
Cotti merchants," he explained. "Brothers, actually. I'll trim this
beard and make it respectable, then we will buy some decent clothes
and two good horses. I'll tell the gate guards we're travelling to
Indala, which means we won't be able to take a lot of supplies.
Indala's only five days travel away. I'll do all the talking, since
you'll be the younger brother."

Jayon nodded.
"Sounds all right.

"It won't be as
easy as it sounds, but you just keep your mouth shut and do as I
say, got it?"

Jayon nodded
again, looking a little miffed. "I'm not a fool."

"Good. Tomorrow
I'll buy the clothes, the next day we buy the horses and go."

The following
day, Blade ventured out, using his command of the Cotti accent and
inflection to barter with traders for two sets of second-hand
clothes. He bought each item from a different merchant to ensure
that none became suspicious of a poor veteran purchasing so much
clothing. Amongst his shopping were also several bags of grain and
food, water skins and two more daggers.

That night, he
perfected their disguises, touched up the skin dye and trimmed his
beard into a fashionable shape for a merchant, using a small,
recently purchased mirror. He lightened his eyebrows with a golden
cream that dancing girls and harlots used to enhance their skin
colour. To be safe, they glued the wigs on, which forced Blade to
cut his hair. Jayon was pleased with their disguises, and confident
that no one would suspect who they really were. Blade wished that
he shared the youngster's optimism. The flowing white jedasha used
for desert travel covered every part of them, with a slit to see
through. Blade was certain that this would be stripped from them,
however, and warned Jayon to squint in order to hide the colour of
his eyes.

Blade woke at
dawn and roused Jayon, infecting him with an urgency to be off, for
dawdling would only increase their danger. Dressed as merchants,
they made their way to the horse market, where they bought two
sound animals rather cheaply because one was an ill-tempered beast
and the other well past its prime. The cost of the saddles and
bridles used up the last of their money, but they were mounted and
on their way. Jayon rode the ill-tempered animal, since he was a
far better rider than Blade, much to the assassin's relief.

They reached
the main gate early enough to join the morning rush of travellers
leaving the city. Blade affected a bored look, slumped in the
saddle, fanning himself as those in front were searched and
questioned amid much shouting and foul language. Jayon concentrated
on controlling his moody beast, which tried to sidle and toss its
head, lashing out at anything that came too close to its rear.

They reached
the sweating, cross looking gate guards as the merchant in front of
them walked off muttering, leading his horse and pulling on his
jedasha. The guards eyed them with annoyance, clearly fed up with
this daily nuisance.

"You two
together?" the officer demanded.

Blade nodded.
"That's right."

"Get down."

"Why don't we
all save ourselves a great deal of aggravation here? We're not
spies or smugglers, and we don't have anything to hide."

"We're looking
for a killer, so just get off the bloody horse," the officer
said.

Blade sighed
and dismounted, and Jayon followed suit.

"Remove the
jedasha," the Cotti ordered.

Blade stripped
off the garment and glanced at the soldiers who were searching
their saddlebags. "If any of our belongings are missing, we'll know
who to charge with theft, won't we, officer?"

"Take off your
shirt."

Blade scowled.
"What for? You have a yen to see my chest?"

The officer
thrust his face closer. "Yes, I do."

The assassin
pulled open his shirt, noticing Jayon, whom another guard searched,
doing the same. Blade had hidden his tattoo beneath a thin piece of
leather glued to his skin, the edges blurred with the golden paste
so it was invisible. The officer scrutinised his chest, then
stepped closer still to study Blade's face. The assassin raised a
hand to finger his cheek.

"Do I have any
pimples? I haven't looked in the mirror lately."

Jayon giggled,
and the officer snarled, "Be quiet."

A soldier
yelled as Jayon's horse bit him, starting a ruckus when he smacked
the animal, which lashed out in retaliation, almost kicking the two
donkeys behind it. The donkeys' owner protested, waving his arms,
and the donkeys brayed and shied. Blade jerked his shirt closed,
glaring at the officer.

"If you've
quite finished, we'd like to go before you upset our animals
further."

"I'm not
finished," the officer said. "Where are you going?"

"To Indala, to
see our father."

The officer
walked around him, studying him from every angle. As he passed
behind the assassin, he jerked a handful of Blade's wig. The
assassin whipped around and punched the officer, who staggered back
with a curse, raising a hand to his lips. Blade stepped closer.

"Try that
again, fool, and I'll take your head off! I'm a respectable
merchant, not a damned killer, and you'll keep your hands to
yourself."

"I could charge
you for striking an officer," the Cotti retorted.

"Go ahead; you
assaulted me first, so it won't stick."

The man growled
and walked over to Jayon, who eyed him. Blade followed, reaching
the boy before the Cotti did.

"His hair is
real too, see?" Blade grabbed a handful of Jayon's wig and gave it
a yank, making him grunt and raise a hand to defend himself. Blade
grabbed his arm and pretended to tussle with him, shoving him into
his horse, which squealed and cow-kicked a soldier. In the
resulting furore, Jayon's horse kicked one of the donkeys, Blade
kicked the officer in the shin, and Jayon stood on a soldier's
foot. A great deal of shouting erupted from the queue, and the
officer yelled for order. He grabbed the two combatants and pulled
them apart, shoving them towards their steeds.

"Get out of
here, now!"

Blade picked up
his jedasha and pulled it on, making the soldiers wait while he
wrapped it around himself. He shot the officer a final glare before
he mounted and spurred his horse into the desert with hard kicks,
Jayon close behind. As soon as they were out of earshot, Jayon
turned to him in amazement.

"I thought you
were going to get us killed!"

"All part of
the act. Cotti are a hot-headed race, they like fighting, and any
Cotti would have reacted the way I did. He was suspicious of us; he
didn't pull the hair of the men before us. If I hadn't clouted him,
he would have been even more suspicious, believe me. We made it out
of there by the skin of our teeth, boy."

Jayon grinned.
"But we made it, we're free!"

"Don't
celebrate too soon. There are Cotti patrols in the desert, and if
they catch us on the road to Jashimari they're going to be very
suspicious indeed."

The shortage of
water made the unpleasant tenday desert crossing more arduous,
forcing them to travel at night when the horses did not sweat so
much. After five days, sweat weakened their wigs' glue, and they
stripped off the hot, itchy disguises. Blade picked off his beard
while they rode, but the skin dye was of a more permanent nature,
and would take several baths to remove.

Thus it was
that they rode into the mountain pass as dark-haired,
golden-skinned men dressed as Cotti, evincing confusion and
suspicion from the Jashimari soldiers. Jayon's erstwhile commander
recognised him, however, and when the situation had been explained,
he and Blade were housed in luxury for the duration of their stay.
After four days and five baths, their skin had regained its natural
colour, and Blade opted to move on, taking two horses from the
camp's stables rather than the Cotti beasts on which they had
arrived.

Blade breathed
in a great lungful of cool, crisp autumn air as they left the camp
and rode into the lush green of Jashimari lands, glad to be home.
The countryside bore few signs of war, with only an occasional
burnt house or barn and the odd rusting helmet lying in a ditch.
They travelled from town to town, staying in inns at night and
riding slowly during the day, paying their way with money borrowed
from the camp commander and wearing clothes purchased at the first
town. Two days from Jondar, they reached a fork in the road, and
Blade stopped his horse, turning to Jayon.

"This is where
we part ways, boy."

Jayon looked
surprised. "What do you mean?"

"You're going
to Jondar, I'm not."

"Where are you
going?"

"To my
estate."

Jayon shook his
head. "You can't. What about Chiana?"

"I would rather
she didn't know I'm alive."

"You can't do
that to her. Damn it, Blade, she loves you! She was devastated when
she thought you dead."

The assassin
shrugged. "She's used to the idea now, why change it?"

"Because it
would make her happy."

"I can't make
her happy."

"You can!"
Jayon made an angry gesture. "Anyway, she knows you're alive, the
camp commander would have sent a message ahead."

"I ordered him
not to."

"Why? You can't
hide at your estate for the rest of your life. She will send for
you, with soldiers if necessary."

"Not if she
thinks I'm dead. But I suppose you plan to tell her, don't
you?"

Jayon nodded,
annoyed by Blade's attitude. "Damn right I will! I will not be a
part of such a conspiracy of silence just so you can live your
solitary existence. She deserves to know."

Blade eyed the
younger man. "I should have killed you in the desert."

"You wouldn't
do that. After all I've done to help you, I should think... you're
not as heartless as that."

The assassin
smiled. "I wouldn't put money on it. That's why I can't understand
your wish to reunite me with my unwanted wife any more than I
understood the Queen's wish to marry us. It all seems foolish to
me. My returning to Jondar will only raise a lot of questions, some
of which I don't want to answer. If the Cotti get wind of my
presence they'll demand my execution, and even Kerrion can't
prevent that now. The best thing I can do is disappear, return to
my estate and retire there in anonymity."

"There are only
a few Cotti advisors at the palace, they need not know about you.
But you have to see Chiana again, and she can't leave the palace
now that she's Regent."

"I'm tired of
hiding." Blade gazed down the road that led to his estate. "All I
want is some peace and quiet."

"Just come to
the palace with me and see Chiana, then I'm sure she will let you
retire to your estate."

"Let me? I
don't need her permission, boy."

"I didn't mean
it like that. All I meant was, once she's seen you and knows that
you're alive, she'll be happy for you to do what you want."

Blade sighed,
frowning. "I suppose, since you won't keep your mouth shut, I don't
have much choice, do I?"

Jayon grinned.
"No, not really."

Blade spurred
his horse down the road to Jondar, his face set in lines of
irritated resignation.

 


Two days later,
they rode into the capital city as weary travellers, and the gate
guards barely gave them a passing glance. Jayon found the bustling,
muddy streets a joy to behold after Jadaya's shimmering sandy
roads. The shouts of women rang out as barrow-hags advertised their
wares and whores called invitations from windows. He smiled at a
wife chasing her husband down the street for some misdemeanour, and
a well-dressed lady who yelled at them for splashing her dress with
mud. Jayon dismounted to buy a bunch of flowers from a pretty girl
with a cheeky grin, remounted and handed them to Blade. The
assassin's brows rose.

"I didn't know
you liked me that much, boy."

"They're for
Chiana, fool!"

"Then give them
to her yourself."

Jayon snorted.
"She will like them better if they're from you."

"But they're
not." Blade tossed the flowers over his shoulder. "If I wanted to
give her flowers, I would have bought them myself."

"You don't
deserve her, you know."

"I never wanted
her."

Jayon gave up
in disgust, spurring his horse through the crowds towards the
palace. The outer gate guards recognised Jayon and allowed them
entry without any awkward questions. In the main courtyard, grooms
ran up to take their horses away, and they strolled into the
palace. Blade headed for his rooms, but Jayon gripped his arm and
steered him towards Chiana's chambers.

"I want to
bathe and change," Blade said, jerking his arm from Jayon's
grip.

"You can't keep
Chiana waiting."

"She doesn't
know I'm here, and I would like to keep it that way until I have
bathed in peace. If I know her, she will want to join me in the
damned tub."

"I wanted to
surprise her," Jayon grumbled.

"You still can,
so long as you don't tell anyone. Personally, I don't care one way
or another, so long as I have a bath."

Jayon sighed
and followed Blade along the corridor to his old rooms. The
apartments appeared unchanged, even his clothes still hung in the
cupboards, and he shot Jayon a surprised look. The young commander
shrugged, a little embarrassed.

"She couldn't
bear to throw them away, I suppose."

Jayon went to
find a servant to bring hot water for Blade's bath, returning laden
with two buckets and a man who did not recognise the assassin but
obeyed without question. As soon as Blade was settled in the tub,
Jayon left him to enjoy one of his own, glad to wash off the grime
and sweat of the day's journey. Clad in fresh clothes, he made his
way to Chiana's study, where experience told him he would find her
at this time of the day. She looked up from the papers before her
as he entered, a warm smile lighting her face.

"Jayon!"

He bowed,
grinning. "Regent."

Chiana rose and
approached him, her hands outstretched to take his in a welcoming
clasp. "I am extremely glad to see you. When the stipend wagons
returned without you, I feared you had blundered in deciding to
stay in such a dangerous city. I thought you would not return."

"Well, here I
am, and the bearer of glad tidings, too."

"Oh? That is
good. Of what sort?" She released his hands and led the way to the
sitting area, gesturing to a pile of cushions as she sank down
herself. "You found out why Kerrion stole the bodies?"

"Yes." Jayon
sat down. "It seems he fell in love with Minna-Satu while he was
her prisoner, and took her body to the desert to bury alongside his
ancestors. I suppose he thought to do her a great honour, although
we don't see it that way."

Chiana looked
astonished, shaking her head. "I often wondered about that.
Minna-Satu seemed so desolate after he left... but when she told me
that she planned to take the Cup, I thought that was the reason.
She told me that she cared for him, but I never for one moment
considered that he might have returned her feelings. That would
indeed explain it, and I suppose it is a noble gesture on his part,
the sort of thing a king in love might do... although the
journey... He must have had her embalmed on the way. It is sad, do
you not think?"

"Yes." Jayon
nodded.

"And what of...
my husband's body? Surely Kerrion bore him no great affection?"

Jayon
hesitated, opening his mouth to blurt out the truth, then shut it
again as he struggled to decide what to say. Chiana looked down,
clearly fearing the worst from his expression, and he, seeing her
sorrow, hastened to banish it.

"No, don't be
upset, Chiana. Will you trust me and ask no further questions? I
have a surprise for you."

"A
surprise?"

Jayon stood up.
"Come with me, and I'll show you."

Looking
puzzled, she rose and followed him.

 


The assassin
relaxed in the tub, enjoying the water's soothing warmth as it
heated his bones and eased the aches and bruises of the journey. He
had always hated travelling, as much for its discomfort as for its
tendency to make one sweaty and dirty. Since becoming an assassin,
he had also become a city dweller, he reflected. In a city, walking
was the easiest means of transport, and did not involve smelly
horses. Inns were readily available with hot baths and soft beds, a
far more suitable environment for a man of refinement and
cleanliness than traipsing across the countryside. Apart from the
journey to his estate, he promised himself to forgo any further
travelling in the future. A twinge of alarm interrupted his
pleasant thoughts.

Jayon had left
some time ago to bathe, but, knowing the youngster, he was not
soaking like Blade. He was eager to tell Chiana of Blade's return,
and might even now be on his way here with the Regent in tow. This
unpleasant thought galvanised Blade to quit the tub and dry
himself, dragging clothes from the cupboard. He pulled on a
haphazard selection, expecting at any moment the door to burst open
and admit his wife. With his damp, cropped hair sticking out in all
directions, he laced up his boots and pulled on a shirt. As he was
fastening it, the door opened and Jayon stood aside, grinning.
Chiana's eyes widened and her mouth dropped open. Blade gave a
growl of annoyance and shot a glare at Jayon.

"You could at
least have knocked, I -"

"Blade!" Chiana
flew across the room and hurled herself at him. Blade staggered
back as she clasped him in a fierce embrace, and she wept in almost
hysterical happiness, her cheek pressed to his chest. The assassin
glowered at the grinning youth.

"It is as well
I was dressed. A few minutes earlier and I would still have been in
the damned tub. Imagine that."

Jayon's eyes
sparkled with glee. "I'll try not to. It was a great surprise."

"Get out."

The young man's
grin broadened, and he chuckled as he retreated, closing the door.
Blade looked down at his weeping wife and growled, "For God's sake,
Chiana. This behaviour does not befit a Regent."

She looked up
at him with eyes that shimmered with tears of joy. "I do not care.
You are alive!"

"Yes, I am, now
will you let go?"

"No." She flung
her arms around his neck and embraced him again. "This is a
miracle! I can hardly believe it. I have been so miserable without
you. All these moons I thought you were dead. I grieved for you,
and cursed Kerrion for stealing you away so I did not even have a
grave at which to mourn."

"Stop this."
Blade tried to pry her loose, but soon realised that he would have
to hurt her before she would let go, and gave up.

"Hold me,
please," she whispered.

"Damn it,
Chiana -"

"Please! Is it
so much to ask?"

The assassin
sighed, placed his arms around her shoulders and allowed her to
press herself closer to him. Only she, he reflected wryly, had the
audacity, or perhaps the courage to ignore his anger and insist on
such a thing. Lilu would flirt and tease, but never cling to him so
insistently, nor dare to demand the return of her affection. His
sister had shamed him with her revulsion. Still, Chiana's proximity
made him uncomfortable, and he longed for the intimacy to end. The
last person he had held in his arms had been his youngest sister on
the day she had died, and he remembered how her small body had
grown cold in his embrace.

"Chiana -"

"Hush." She
clamped a hand over his mouth. "You will not spoil this for me with
harsh words. Allow me this joy for all the pain I have endured in
your absence." She buried her face in his chest and wept, her tears
soaking his shirt.

Blade held her
as he had done his sister so long ago, trying to remember the
warmth and affection he had experienced then. He wondered if he had
drowned all his emotions in blood and revenge forever, and was now
incapable of offering even the slightest comfort to his distraught
wife. At least her embrace was purely for comfort and lacked the
overtones of passion other women had tried to force upon him. As
such, it did not fill him with the revulsion he had experienced
then, and he raised a hand to stroke her hair, enjoying its silken
texture. Chiana looked up at him in surprise.

"I could almost
misconstrue this as tenderness."

"Is this not
what you want?"

"Yes." She
sagged against him. "It is, so I will not question it. I know that
it means nothing to you, yet if you chose to you could seduce any
woman in the world with such a touch."

"Indeed? Rest
assured, seduction is not my intent. I have always supposed it to
be folly for a eunuch to arouse the passions of a woman, since such
unspoken promises can never be fulfilled. All who gained my embrace
died in it, and those who did not feared for their lives even as
they sought my arms. That was part of the excitement, I
suspect."

"Not for me,"
she murmured. "Perhaps it is because I love you, and therefore my
life is yours should you choose to take it. I suppose you have a
dagger hidden somewhere, as you always do." She searched him for a
weapon.

He smiled. "I
fear you find me unarmed, my lady."

Chiana gazed up
at him in a puzzled manner. "Just a few moments ago you were angry,
now you seem content. I find your moods too quick to follow. They
leave me floundering in confusion."

"I was mildly
annoyed, nothing more. I have never been a cruel man. How can I
remain annoyed with one who embraces me so warmly and professes
undying love? I do not enjoy such displays of affection, but in
Jadaya..." He paused, frowning, wondering why he was telling her so
much, then sighed. "I discovered what it is to be rejected by one
for whom I cared."

"You care for
someone? Who?"

"My
sister."

She drew back
to study him. "Your sister is alive?"

"Not anymore. I
killed her."

"You would not
do such a thing."

He smiled
again. "You know me so well."

"Well
enough."

"Indeed. But
because of me she was murdered, so I may as well have slit her
throat myself."

"But you did
not."

"No."

"Then you are
blameless." She caressed the tattoo at the base of his throat. "It
must have been terrible for you. I am sorry."

"She was
ashamed to have an assassin for a brother. I revolted her, and she
shuddered at my touch."

"She was
wrong."

"No, she was
right. She was ashamed of what I have become because she knew me
before I became it. I was a stranger to her. We brought each other
nothing but sorrow, for she could see the blood on my hands, and I
saw myself through her eyes."

She gazed at
him. "Are you ashamed of what you are?"

Blade
hesitated. "No. I chose it. I have even learnt to be proud of it,
for it is all I am good at. But her fear of me made me see myself
as she did, a heartless killer whose hands have been steeped in so
much blood that it can never be washed off. It was not an unfair
judgement; just one I wish had not been true. I longed to join her
in death."

Taking
advantage of her slackened hold, he pulled free and walked to the
window to gaze out. Chiana watched him, biting her lip, then joined
him, putting a hand on his back. He frowned at the gardens.

"What changed
your mind?" She caressed his back. "Did you wish to see me again,
perhaps? Did you crave the love and acceptance you knew I would
give you? Is that why you have returned to me?"

He glanced at
her, the hope shining in her eyes telling him of the answer she
craved. A wry smile tugged at his lips as he turned away. "No."

"But you came
here to see me."

"Not willingly.
I was going to go directly to my estate, but Jayon persuaded me to
see you." He shrugged. "Anyway, I have business here, which would
best be attended to in person."

"What business
is that?"

"I am retiring.
I must inform the guild, and, since I am the Master of the Dance, I
have to hand over the belt to a younger man. It is unusual for an
assassin to be the Dance Master when he retires, so I have to
perform certain ceremonies."

"Then you will
go to your estate, and I shall not see you again for twenty
years."

Blade turned to
face her, frowning. "Why would you wish to? I am of no use to you.
You would do better to forget me."

"I could never
do that. You have much to offer. Your companionship, your
conversation and advice. Your mere presence is a comfort to me,
just being in the same building, never mind the same room. Your
support would be a great help in issues of state, and your aid in
raising Queen Kerra-Manu is something Minna-Satu herself required
of you."

"And what is in
that for me? I have no wish to be caged in this infernal cesspit of
slander and plotting, nor have I anything to offer the future
Queen. What would you have me teach her, how to throw daggers and
slit throats?"

"That would not
be such a bad thing, and you are My Lord and husband. You have much
to offer as a father figure to a young girl."

"I have no wish
to stay here, nor is it safe now that Cotti live amongst us. I have
slain three Cotti princes in Jadaya. If I am found, they will
execute me."

Fresh tears
spilt down her cheeks. "But I cannot come with you."

 


Blade swung
away, gripped the window ledge and stared out at the gardens.
Chiana sniffed and scrubbed her cheeks, knowing that her weeping
only annoyed him. "What happened in Jadaya? Why did you slay more
princes?"

"I had no
choice. Kerrion took me prisoner before I took the Cup. To regain
my freedom and retain my health I had to do as he said. Also, he
found my sister as payment for the death of the princes who plotted
against him."

A knock at the
door made Blade turn, and Chiana looked away to hide her tears as
Arken entered bearing a tray of wine, fresh bread and cheese. He
beamed at Blade, bowing when he had put down his burden.

"My Lord,
welcome back."

The assassin
inclined his head, and the servant retreated, grinning. Blade
walked over to pour the wine and sample the food, leaving Chiana to
follow. He washed down a mouthful of bread and cheese with a gulp
of red wine.

"Anyway, I have
to take an apprentice when I retire, and I cannot do that here. He
will be a street urchin with no manners and light fingers who will
probably kill without hesitation."

"Must you?"

"Yes, I
must."

"Then I shall
find a way to see you, no matter what it takes. I will come to your
estate in disguise and appoint a trusted advisor to rule in my
absence."

His eyes
narrowed, raking her with an angry, disbelieving glance. "You
cannot do that. You are forbidden to leave the palace, and you can
trust no one to take your place while you are gone. Such a plan is
madness. Have you lost your wits completely? Is this what love does
to people?"

"Yes." Chiana
hung her head. "When two people love each other, they cannot bear
to be apart, and if you loved me you would not leave me."

"Well I do not,
as you well know, nor will I ever. And even if I did, to stay here
is certain death if the Cotti discover me."

"I would not
let them take you."

He gave an
angry snort. "You would start another war. Even Kerrion cannot
prevent my execution now, should I be caught. I killed Prince Ronan
before half his court."

"I see." She
slumped, picking up a cup of wine. "Then you must go."

"And you will
stay here."

Chiana gazed at
the wine, unable to meet Blade's steely eyes, knowing that she
would find no pity in them. "Yes, My Lord."

"Do not think
to appeal to my pity, Chiana. Such displays of submission, though
admirable, are wasted on me. The situation does not allow for your
romantic notions, nor do they impress me."

"But you do
care about me," she averred.

His brows rose.
"Whatever gives you that idea?"

"If you did
not, you would not care what happens to me. Yet you clearly do, or
you would not show such concern."

"The worst that
will happen to you is that you will be deposed, and Minna-Satu
chose you as Regent. I would like to see her wishes carried out,
although even that does not overly concern me. What does concern me
is the thought of having you on my estate, pestering me endlessly
with your half-baked ideas about love. I want a peaceful
retirement."

Blade banged
down his cup and marched to the door, jerked it open and slammed it
behind him. Chiana gazed at it, blinking back the tears that stung
her eyes, then shook her head.

"You are a
liar, Blade."


 


 


 Chapter Eleven

 


The following
day, Blade sent a message to the assassins' guild requesting a
meeting with its elders. He received a reply the day after,
offering to meet him the following night, a mere three days after
his return to Jondar. During that time he found himself a great
deal in Chiana's company, whenever she was not required for
official duties. At her urging, he told her about the Cotti,
describing the city, its people and customs. Each day she sought
him out, usually at meal times or in the evenings, sometimes
bringing the infant Queen with her.

Kerra had grown
into a chubby baby who laughed a lot and smiled even when she was
asleep. He was glad that Chiana did not try to insist on spending
the night with him, although she made it clear that it was still
her wish. When she was not around, Jayon was, and Lirek visited to
welcome Blade back. He exercised in the afternoon when the Cotti
advisors were at prayer, and counted the days until he could leave.
The advisors soon learnt of his presence from their spies, but
Chiana met their demands to have him arrested with vigorous denials
of his continued existence and dismissed the accounts of their
spies as rumours or ghostly visions.

Her acid
mockery of their suspicions deterred further demands, and she
feigned great distress at the mere suggestion that her husband was
alive. With the palace servants devoted to keeping the advisors
from glimpsing him themselves, his presence remained a mystery. As
soon as he had handed over the belt to his successor, he would go
to his estate and enjoy some true peace.

That night,
Blade walked the several miles to the ancient site where the guild
met, wearing the belt he would soon give up. The thought of
relinquishing it brought a pang of regret and stubborn pride,
knowing that he was still capable of defending it if he was
prepared to accept the pain.

Common sense
urged him not to try, and he resolved to heed it, even though
giving up his status in the guild pained him deeply. He could not
retire and remain the Master of the Dance, for any assassin capable
of winning such an honour was deemed fit to practice his trade.
Even though he would become an elder, he would remain a junior
member of the higher circle until he had reached a more venerable
age. Torn by his conflicting desires, he approached the ring of
stones that marked the guild's meeting place.

Torches lighted
the scene, adding to the brightness of the full Tree Moon, and the
number gathered at the stones surprised him. It required only the
elders to accept his resignation, yet it seemed that the entire
guild was present. Aware that the silver designs on the belt set
him apart from the black-clad throng, he strode into the brightly
illuminated centre of the ring. Talon came forward to meet him,
followed by three grey-haired elders. Blade stopped before his
former mentor.

"Greetings,
Elder Talon."

Talon's slanted
eyes raked his former pupil. "Welcome, Dance Master Blade. I was
most surprised to hear from you again. We all thought you
dead."

"I'm quite
surprised to be alive myself." He glanced at the wooden platform in
the centre of the ring of stones. "Do you plan to put the belt up
for challenge straight away?"

"Why not? We've
selected a defender, but he'll accept challenges tonight, if there
are any." Talon smiled. "It's also for you."

"I will not
dance again. I'm retiring, it's not required."

"Only once
before has an assassin retired while still holding the belt, and he
retired early, at only six and twenty. You, on the other hand, are
past the age of retirement, yet still retain your title. None here
can deny that you've successfully defended it, nor does anyone seek
to challenge you."

"Then why must
I dance?"

"To prove that
you cannot defend it." Talon put a hand on Blade's shoulder,
leaning closer. "When Bolt retired, he was crippled by a broken
ankle that did not heal straight, leaving him with a twisted leg.
None denied his inability to defend the belt, and he had only to
show his limp upon the stage. You show no such handicap, and it's
been decided that if you can still defend it, you may keep the
title after you retire, until such time as you can no longer defend
it."

Blade shook his
head. "I cannot complete the Dance. It would be pointless to
try."

"Then don't."
Talon shrugged. "No one here wishes to force you, yet all agree
that none are as good as you. How much you do is entirely up to
you, and if you choose to stop halfway then so be it, you lose the
belt. If, however, you find that you can complete the Dance, you
will retain the title of Master."

"Why do you
wish to tempt me?"

"It wasn't only
my decision. We decided that any who inherit the belt by default
will feel that there's still an assassin, retired or not, who can
beat them, and thus feel unjustly honoured. All you have to do is
prove your inability, so your successor will know that he's the
best, and not a second-rate replacement."

"I see." Blade
nodded. "Isn't it enough that I tell you I'm incapable?"

"I'm afraid
not. All who have come here tonight wish to see you dance one last
time, and there are many. In fact, I think the entire guild is
present. Swift, you'll be glad to know, has returned to his town,
so he won't be amongst the possible recipients."

"Good." Blade
glanced around at the silent crowd. "Who's the chosen
defender?"

"A young man
named Strike." Talon beckoned to the crowd, and a slender youth
left the ranks to approach them. He was, Blade judged, in his early
twenties, the prime of his career, and walked with the gliding
grace of a snake.

Blade's mouth
twisted with distaste. "A poisoner."

"In a way. He
uses a poisoned blade."

"I remember
another who did that, and ended up dead by his own poison."

Strike raised
his chin. "Then he was a fool."

"Accidents
happen, boy."

"Only to the
foolish and unwary."

"You think so?"
Blade smiled, noting the youngster's shiver. He looked at Talon.
"He's the best you have?"

Talon nodded.
"In our opinion."

"Well not in
mine."

"You've never
seen him dance."

"Since I'm now
retired, I'm an elder, and I would like to choose my successor. Let
all who wish to challenge for the belt dance, and I'll decide who's
the best."

Talon turned to
the three elders behind him, and they drew together in a muttering
huddle.

Strike scowled
at Blade. "You're only a junior elder. You have no power in the
higher circle."

"I'm the Master
of the Dance. I'm retiring because I'm sick of the trade, not
because I can't do it anymore. I don't even have to accept your
challenge. If I hadn't chosen to come here tonight, no one would
have dared to challenge me."

Strike stepped
closer, a hand on the hilt of a tiny dagger. "I would."

Blade eyed the
youngster. "Have a care that your little pin does not leave its
scabbard, boy. If it does, I'll slap you down so fast you won't
know what's hit you."

"We should make
this a proper Dance, a duel to the death. Would you accept that
challenge?"

"No. I have
nothing to prove, unlike you."

Strike turned
his head and spat. "At least I'm not a coward."

"You're a
complete moron." Blade turned away, insulting the young man further
with his disdain.

Talon returned
before Strike could reply, noting the tension in the air. He gave
the young assassin a push, sending him back to the throng, and
Blade turned to face him.

"The elders
have agreed, but you still have to dance. Obviously Strike won't
win it now."

Blade smiled.
"I doubt it."

"No one can
deny that you've earned the right to choose your successor. I think
even the elders are quite daunted by your accomplishments."

"And they don't
even know about the three Cotti princes I've added to my tally
since I left."

Talon inclined
his head. "Indeed, they don't. It's strange, I've been urging you
to retire these last two years, yet now I almost wish you were not
going to. As my former pupil, your glory has rubbed off on me."

"You taught me
well."

"My teaching
had nothing to do with it. I'm not even a dagger man. I merely
showed you the various methods; you chose your own and perfected
it. As for the dancing, you surpassed me in a few weeks, and that
was raw talent, nothing less."

Blade smiled.
"High praise indeed, from my mentor."

"I'm proud of
you." Talon patted Blade's shoulder, as he had often done when
Blade was young, and the gesture brought back many memories. Talon
glanced around at the patient throng. "Well, we had better get
started, lest we try the patience of these young assassins to its
limit."

"It should be
limitless."

"True, but many
are apprentices. We have a handful of youngsters here who await
initiation, and since we have such a fine gathering we've decided
to do it tonight. They'll dance first, and you, as an elder, will
judge one of them."

"You have not
yet made the announcement."

"Well everybody
knows..." He hesitated, catching the look in Blade's eyes, and went
on, "But of course we must make it official."

Talon turned
and walked to the platform, mounting the steps in the tense silence
that fell. The gathering seemed to hold their breath as he stood
facing them. He cleared his throat, drawing out the suspense.

"Tonight we are
gathered to witness a retirement and ascension to the circle of
elders, something that does not happen for all of us. He steps down
at the great age of thirty years, after plying his trade with
marked success for twelve of those years. He's one well known to
you all, who has brought high repute to the trade of assassins, and
whose talents will be sorely missed. His tally of official
assassinations, not counting those who got in his way and paid the
price..." He paused as a soft ripple of chuckles went through the
crowd. "Stands at two hundred and eighty-seven all told, including
the Cotti king and four of his sons."

A mutter of
surprise ran through the assassins' ranks, and many cast
disbelieving looks at Blade. Talon's announcement tightened Blade's
throat and brought a pleasant glow of pride that warmed him.

Talon went on,
"This exceeds the previous highest tally, set by an assassin named
Claw almost a hundred years ago, by over fifty kills. You all know
his name. Amongst us he is known as Blade, but he has other titles
earned over the years.

"The Invisible
Assassin, the Silent Slayer, and most recently, the Queen's Blade.
Tonight he joins the circle of elders, and no longer accepts
assassinations. So shall he be marked, presently. As the Master of
the Dance, Blade has decided to relinquish this title also, and the
belt will be passed on tonight."

An excited
murmur came from the assassins, many of whom, Blade knew, hoped to
earn this high office with all its privileges. Talon quit the
stage, and Blade frowned at him.

"To what mark
do you refer?"

Talon looked
surprised. "You don't know?" He chuckled. "Of course not. You don't
attend the meetings, and have never seen a retirement, which are
rare in any case. This mark." He pulled open his collar, exposing
his tattoo, and Blade leant closer to study it. Beneath the point
of the dagger was a small red mark shaped like a drop of blood.

Blade
straightened. "I had no idea."

"There must be
some sign of our retirement. Should anyone seek to hire you, this
is the proof that you no longer accept employment, just as the
dagger is proof of what you were."

"I've always
hated those damned needles."

"This a small
mark, it won't be as painful as the first, which I remember you
complained about for several tendays."

"It
smarted."

Talon laughed,
clapping Blade on the shoulder. "Rest easy, this won't hurt a
bit."

"Easy for you
to say," Blade growled as Talon beckoned to a short, hunched man
Blade remembered all too well. The tattooist came over, cringing
and smiling in a fawning manner. Two other assassins drew near with
torches to light the scene as the tattooist dug in a box, producing
his sharp tools and ink. Blade undid his collar and pulled it open.
The tattooist came closer and leant on Blade's chest while he used
a fine brush to paint on the red dye the needles would force into
Blade's skin. Talon stood at the man's shoulder, scrutinising his
work.

"Be sure to do
a good job," he muttered.

Talon's words
took Blade back twelve years in a rush, to an almost identical
scene on a different night. He had been just eighteen years old,
still confused, angry and uncertain, raw from his first kill and
the battering he had taken to achieve it, hot and tired from
completing the Dance of Death for the first time before his peers.
He remembered the pain of his wounds, the tightness of his muscles
after the Dance and the trickling of sweat down his back as the
tattooist had jabbed the needles into his skin. The ordeal had
seemed to go on forever, and Blade had bitten his tongue to prevent
himself from grimacing as the needles dug in. Talon had spoken the
same words on that night too.

The tattooist
finished painting the red drop beneath the dagger and turned to
pick up his tools. First he produced an instrument tipped by a
teardrop-shaped cluster of needles and held it poised, glancing up
at Blade for permission to proceed. Blade nodded, fixing his gaze
upon a grey stone at the far edge of the circle. Pain always seemed
more intense when it was expected, and after the faint prickle as
the tattooist positioned his instrument, there came the searing
pain as he jabbed the needles in.

Blade's face
remained a mask, though inwardly he flinched. The tattooist removed
the instrument and studied his work, rubbing away the drops of
blood that welled from the assassin's skin. He took another needle
from his box and proceeded to prick Blade's skin with it, picking
out the shape of the teardrop. This seemed to go on for a long
time, but at last the tattooist finished his torture and picked up
the ink tin again, dipped his finger into it and rubbed the
stinging dye into the holes he had made. Blade endured it
stoically, even when the tattooist decided to make a few more holes
for good measure.

When at last
the fawning man stepped back with an apologetic smile, Blade looked
down at the rather smudged and bruised blood-red drop beneath his
tattoo. The sight of it seemed to release something within him. A
shackle fell away with an ugly clank, leaving him free at last.
Talon shooed away the tattooist and the two assassins with torches
while Blade was intent upon studying his new mark, raising a hand
to finger it. Talon came closer and clasped his shoulders, drawing
his attention away from it.

"Don't look at
it now. Wait until you're alone. The mark often brings forth
emotions that you wouldn't wish to display here."

Blade knew only
a vast emptiness within himself, mixed with a growing sense of
release that puzzled him. Talon pulled his collar closed and
buttoned it. He took Blade's arm and led him towards the edge of
the circle.

"Come, we need
not stand in the middle for everyone to gawk at now, it's over.
You're officially retired."

Talon guided
his charge to a section of the circle, and several youngsters
shifted aside to make room for them. Blade sat, hardly aware of his
surroundings. Within the circle, the elders gathered over a sheet
of parchment, calling out names as they summoned apprentices from
the crowd who would dance their initiation. Five boys walked to the
platform and took up assigned positions under the direction of the
elders. Archer came over to Talon and Blade, holding a sheet of
paper.

"Elder Talon,
you'll judge the nameless one who will call himself Slayer, and
Elder Blade will judge the one who will call himself Foil."

The elder
marched off, and Blade glanced at Talon. "Which one is Foil?"

"Second from
the right, in the front."

Blade spotted
his dancer and nodded. "What a name to choose."

Talon grinned.
"There are worse, like Blade."

"I thought it a
good name at the time. Better than Talon."

"Ah, well, we
must try to be original, but all the best names have been used.
Remember Sword?"

Blade nodded.
"He was also called the Butcher, for the way he used to hack up his
kills."

"And yet he was
quite popular, for there is much in a name. Look at the young fool
who called himself Death."

"That shouldn't
have been allowed," Blade muttered.

"I agree, but
the boy had so much work he couldn't cope, and was killed within a
few moons of his initiation."

Blade looked
around as the drum's first booms announced the beginning of the
Dance, and the five nervous boys froze in their starting positions.
At their initiation, the apprentices had to perform the Dance in
unison, sometimes as many as ten at a time. No additions were
allowed, and indeed these youngsters were incapable of doing more
than they had learnt.

As Blade
watched them go through the first movements of the Dance of Death,
he remembered his own initiation. Unlike others who failed many
times, he had only danced once to receive his tattoo. Now he could
not remember the names of the other two boys who had passed with
him, three out of seven on that occasion.

The dancers
sprang and spun, beating out the rhythm with uncertain feet, an
occasional misstep breaking the melody. Foil performed adequately,
Blade judged, for although he lacked technique and danced rather
rigidly, his arms at his sides, he did not falter. Halfway through
the Dance Talon shook his head and looked away.

"Mine has
failed. Twice he has missed his beat. Why do mentors enter boys who
are not yet ready?"

"I remember you
thought I wasn't ready."

"It's better to
err on the side of caution."

"But not too
far."

A boy at the
back stumbled, losing his rhythm, and quit the stage in shame,
vanishing into a crowd of his peers. Blade concentrated on Foil,
who had lost what little technique he possessed as he grew tired.
Now he did little more than hammer out the rhythm, his jumps
lacking height and landed heavily, yet he had not erred from the
Dance.

"Yours
persists," Talon muttered. "Yet you should fail him."

"He has not
erred."

"He has no
style, no grace. You'd do him a favour to make him learn it
better."

"He'll improve
himself even if he passes, but at least he will have the
encouragement of it."

"Ah, Blade, you
will make a foul teacher."

The Dance
ended, and two boys slumped with exhaustion as soon as they
completed it, the other two managed to stand. Talon stood up,
brushing grass from the seat of his trousers.

"Come, there's
no reason to delay. We must tell our dancers of our verdict."

Blade followed
him to the stage and watched him approach the hopeful, gasping boy
who wanted to be called Slayer. Talon shook his head as he walked
up to the youth, who sagged in disappointment even before the elder
put it into words.

"You've failed,
boy, you know you have."

"I completed
it!"

"You missed
your beat on more than one occasion. Learn it properly."

The boy turned
away, stumbling over to an elder who still had a youthful look
about him, and who glared at Talon.

Talon shook his
head. "Fire. No wonder, the man could hardly dance himself, even in
his prime. Come, Blade, put your lad out of his misery."

Blade looked
around for the panting Foil. The boy stood alone on the stage, not
yet judged and still hopeful, but nervous. One boy had passed, and
basked in his moment of glory, receiving congratulations from his
mentor and peers. Blade approached Foil, who gaped him, his eyes
fixed on the silver-patterned belt Blade still wore. Blade forced a
smile, which only made the youth cringe further.

"Rest easy,
boy. I've judged you as adequate, but you must improve your
technique a great deal."

The gangly boy,
who had a shock of dark brown hair and pimples, appeared on the
brink of tears. "T-truly? I've passed?"

Blade nodded.
"You have."

Foil's face
stretched in a broad grin, and he held out his hand, which Blade
stared at in puzzlement. The boy looked confused, and Talon
appeared at Blade's elbow.

"Have you
forgotten everything? It's customary to shake his hand."

"Oh, right."
Blade shook the boy's hand as cheers arose from his peers.

"I'm honoured
to have been judged by you, Master, truly honoured!"

"Good, fine."
Blade extricated his hand from the youth's sweaty grip and stepped
back. "Go and have some needles stuck in you, it's great fun."

Foil grinned
and dashed away to join his friends in a back-slapping contest that
almost pounded the wind out of him. Talon smiled and clasped his
hands behind his back.

"See all the
fun you've been missing?"

"What fun?"

Talon chuckled
and quit the stage, wandering away. "Now the fun starts as we watch
the challengers dance."

Blade fell into
step beside him. "We'll be here all night at this rate."

"True, but
assassins are nocturnal creatures, are they not?"

"Sometimes,"
Blade allowed. "Is there a limit to the number of challengers?"

"That's for you
to decide."

"Good, then
I'll allow no more than five. After that I'll be too bored to judge
them."

"And after that
you'll have to dance."

Blade groaned.
"I'm too old for this."

"Come, man,
you're never too old to dance. Even I take an occasional spin
around my garden, at my age."

Blade looked
around as one of the elders mounted the stage and called out for
challengers for the title of Master of the Dance. More than a dozen
stepped forward, and Talon grinned.

"You'll have to
select five from that lot then."

"How?"

Talon shrugged.
"Any way you wish."

Blade sighed as
they wandered over to the eager bunch, which comprised seasoned
assassins and expert dancers in their prime. Strike stood amongst
them, looking smug. Blade raked them with a gimlet eye when he
stopped before them.

"I'll not judge
more than five. I'm an old man who needs his bed." Everyone
chuckled. "I have a preference for those who are the kin of
warm-blooded beasts, the rest may step back."

Strike stepped
forward, scowling. "That's not fair! This is a test of skill, not
kinship!"

"Blade makes
the rules this night, not you," Talon said.

"I'll challenge
his choice as soon as it's made then!"

"That's up to
you."

Strike marched
off, along with six others, leaving seven behind. Blade studied
them.

"How many of
you are the kin of cats?"

Three stepped
forward, and he indicated that they would dance. He ascertained
that two of the remainder were the kin of wolves, one of bats and
the last of foxes. With a wry glance at Talon, he chose the two
wolves to compete with the cats, and the rest turned away,
disappointed. Blade went with Talon to a seat before the stage,
where they waited for the first dancer to strap on his steel
boot-caps. As soon as he mounted the stage, the drummer pounded out
the rhythm that started the Dance of Death, and the dancer began
his performance.

The first
dancer impressed Blade with his precision and endurance, but he
added nothing to the Dance. The second added several rather
inelegant moves that only detracted from the grace of the rest of
his performance. The third made some good additions but lacked
style, making no hand gestures, a failing he shared with Swift. The
fourth dancer impressed Blade, his additions were good and his
hands graceful, his feet fast and precise, yet his performance
would never have challenged Blade's. Still, when the fifth dancer
proved to be lacking in grace, although consummate in technique,
Blade had no doubt about his choice.

He turned to
Talon. "The fourth is my choice."

"A good one.
He's kin of cats, if I'm not mistaken, though his name escapes
me."

Blade rose and
walked over to the five sweating men, Talon at his side. He stopped
before the fourth dancer. "What's your name?"

The slender,
dark-haired man raised his chin and met Blade's gaze with blue eyes
so dark they appeared black. "I'm Flame."

"A good name.
And you're kin of cats. What's your method?"

Flame drew a
curved dagger from his belt and held it up. "I slit throats."

"Messy." Blade
held out his hand. "You're my choice."

Flame grinned
as he shook Blade's hand, his dark eyes glinting with pride. "I
have not had the privilege of seeing you dance. Am I as good as
you?"

Talon chuckled.
"Nowhere near!"

Blade shot him
a quelling look. "Let him have his pride, Talon. Would you bring
him down in his moment of triumph?"

"Perish the
thought; you'll soon do that yourself." He shook Flame's hand.
"Well done."

A few generous
youngsters applauded, and Flame turned to find a seat.

Talon gripped
Blade's arm and steered him away. "Now it's your turn."

"Must I?"

"You must."

Blade sighed.
"It serves no purpose."

"It gives them
something to aspire to. Good God, man, there's not one here who's
anything like as good as you. You wouldn't want Strike to think
he's better than you, would you?"

"But he is, for
I cannot finish the Dance, and I have no wish to expose my
weakness."

"You're
retired. It makes no difference now, and all here know that at your
age they probably won't even be alive, never mind able to complete
half the Dance. Strike will not sneer once he's seen you. I believe
he was absent when Swift challenged you, as was, it seems, Flame.
And you could still defend your title, for it doesn't involve
completing the Dance of Death. Why don't you really put Strike in
his place and accept his challenge?"

"A duel to the
death? Are you out of your mind?"

"No! That's
forbidden. He challenged you to that?"

Blade nodded.
"Perhaps he was jesting."

"Strike never
jests. Do it. I've seen him dance, he's better than Flame. He'll
have the belt within the time-glass if you don't, and that makes
your choice look foolish. Tell him that if you beat him he's not
allowed to challenge Flame, then we'll see how confident he
is."

"I have a mind
to throw the damned belt in the air and see who catches it. All I
want is to go to bed."

Talon looked
irritated. "Your successor must be well chosen; whoever follows you
must be worthy. Flame's good, but Strike will beat him. The belt
has not changed hands for eleven years; don't let it be fought over
like a bone in a pack of wolves. Other than Strike, I don't see
anyone challenging your choice for a while, but he'll do it this
very night."

"Then let the
elders forbid it. I really don't care, but I'm not dancing any more
duels. Let Flame hold the title until the next meeting of the guild
and profit from it. You know very well that the title brings
employment, for people know the Master of the Dance is the best
assassin in the guild. That's also why it makes no sense to allow
me to retain it once I'm retired."

"You're a
stubborn man. You always were, and you're still the best assassin
in the guild."

Blade smiled.
"Perhaps, but I'll still have a belt, in any case, the one I won
from Swift."

Talon sighed in
frustration. "Well, the decision must be yours. Then there's
nothing left but for you to prove your inability."

"Good. Let's
get it over with, then."

Talon signalled
to one of the elders who stood near the stage, and the man mounted
the platform to address the throng. "Let the Master of the Dance
come forward now and prove his inability to complete the Dance of
Death!"

Blade growled
as he unlaced his jacket and strode to the platform, shoving the
garment into Talon's hands when he reached it. Talon held out a set
of bladed boot-pieces.

"This is your
final performance. Do it properly."

"Is it
required?"


"Preferred."

"Not by me."
Blade took the knife-edged boot pieces. "I hope I don't do myself
an injury."

Talon chuckled.
"That would please Strike immensely."

Blade bent to
strap the knives on. "You always know how to make me do as you
want. It's a gift you haven't lost over the years."

"That's why I'm
a good teacher. Greatness is born from adversity and challenge,
without it we would all be soft and squeamish."

Blade
straightened and stamped his feet to settle the boot-pieces. "After
tonight, I'll be entitled to some softness and luxury." He plucked
the daggers from his belt and handed them to his former mentor,
retaining the ones in the wrist sheaths.

Talon gave a
nod of approval. "You plan to do it in its highest form, then?"

"As much of it
as I can. I'll never do it again."

"I'll have them
set up the target."

Talon left, and
Blade mounted the platform's steps alone. A hush fell as he walked
to the centre of the stage, the heavy boot-blades clacking. There
he stopped, myriad flickering torches and silver moonlight gilding
the glittering belt.

Blade surveyed
the sable sea dotted with pale faces, all awaiting the last
performance of the Master of the Dance. The boot-blades made the
Dance more difficult, something of which all present were aware,
especially Blade. Many never attempted to dance in the lethal
footgear, for it sapped the strength, a fact that would shorten
Blade's already abbreviated rendition. He stretched, loosening his
muscles before signalling his readiness to the drummer.

Once again, the
cadence for the Dance of Death boomed forth. As the final blow
fell, Blade tapped slowly, then leapt and spun, performing the
prescribed series of fast, precise steps that beat out a complex
rhythm. His steps were more than twice as fast as any of the other
assassins who had danced earlier, more precise, graceful and
apparently effortless. He made a prodigious leap, appearing to hang
in the air as he lashed out with stiffened legs, striking his boots
together before him in a shower of sparks as the sharpened edges
clashed.

Landing
lightly, he set off on a complicated dance of twisting, nimble
steps, using heels and toes to tap out a masterful tattoo, his
hands tracing graceful motions as his legs carried him easily. This
was a set piece of the Dance, but he added three high leaps,
flicking his legs back from the knee and clicking his heels
together at the apex of each jump. He then started a strenuous,
floating dance that carried him around the stage in a string of
leaping steps, kicking up his heels with a flourish as he stamped
out the rhythm.

The blades on
his feet flashed in the torchlight, whipping in deadly arcs that
would have disembowelled an opponent or slit his throat. Once again
he deviated from the Dance, adding a few sideways leg flicks and
graceful gestures. Sweat sheened his skin and a dull ache started
in his scarred lung as he gasped the cold night air. Knowing that
he could not do any more than he did in practice, he released the
daggers from their sheaths and let them fall into his hands without
breaking the rhythm of the Dance. He leapt and spun with stiffened
arms, slashing at invisible opponents who stood no chance against
his speed and agility. The watching assassins would almost see the
shadows of former foes falling to his deadly strokes.

The pain in his
lung became a burning agony, and steel bands seemed to bind his
chest, not allowing him to draw breath. He turned, using several
spinning leaps to reach the back of the stage, then leapt and spun
again, hurling a dagger that thudded into the centre of the target
erected some distance away. He repeated the feat, flicking the
second dagger, then gave a final leap, his stiffened legs crossing
in a flash of sparks, and fell to one knee, remaining motionless
for several seconds to signal the end of his performance.

A heavy silence
filled the circle of stones as more than a hundred assassins
watched him rise to his feet, clasping the side of his ribs where
pain lived like a beast chewing at his innards. A glance at the
target assured him that the daggers were impaled together at its
centre, almost sharing the same hole. With a savage grin, he
descended the steps and strode over to it, yanked out the weapons
and returned them to their sheaths.

Ignoring the
silence, Blade walked over to Flame and unbuckled the
silver-studded belt, holding it out. Flame took it almost
reluctantly, looking up from it to study Blade's pale, sweaty
features.

"It's hard to
accept this from a man who's so far superior to me. Are you certain
you cannot complete the Dance? You managed almost two thirds of
it."

Blade shook his
head. "That's my limit, any more would kill me. What I have in
experience and speed is countered by my lack of stamina. No
assassin who cannot complete the Dance of Death may be allowed to
ply his trade. That's the law." He clasped the younger man's
shoulder. "Improve your additions and speed. You lack nothing in
technique or grace. Do this within the moon phase, and you'll
defeat Strike."

"You haven't
seen him dance. He's better than I."

"He's a snake,
they lack imagination."

"Would you
teach me?"

Blade smiled.
"You're not an apprentice. But remember that you are the kin of
cats, as I am. This will be enough to ensure your success, so long
as you remember it. Call upon your familiar to aid you with your
speed, that's all the help you need."

Blade swung
away as the young assassin turned the belt, studying its glitter.
Talon stepped forward and started to clap slowly, an almost mocking
accolade that no others joined. He gestured to the silent crowd as
Blade bent to unstrap the deadly footgear.

"They are
stunned into silence by what they have witnessed. It's the highest
accolade you can receive. They're also, I think, very sad that
they'll never see such a performance again."

Blade shrugged.
"I'm just glad it’s over, now I can seek my bed."

Talon held out
Blade's jacket. "And now you have the duties of an elder, taking
apprentices and coming to meetings to judge and aid in the guild's
decisions. I'll expect to see a lot more of you in the future."

"I'll take an
apprentice, but I'll be retiring to my estate, which is some
distance from the city, so I won't be partaking in guild
business."

Talon turned as
an argument behind them grew in volume. Strike was embroiled in a
heated debate with two elders, both of whom shook their heads.
Talon smiled, accepting the bladed boot pieces that his former
pupil held out.

"Already it
starts. Strike may not challenge tonight, but he will at the next
meeting."

Blade turned
away, pulling on his jacket as he walked out of the circle. "Let
him. Now it's between the younger men to fight over the belt, my
time is done."

 


Talon watched
Blade stride into the darkness, which swallowed him up as if he was
one of its shadows. He shook his head, muttering, "You'll always be
the Master of the Dance, no matter who holds the belt, you
bastard."

 


By the time
Blade reached his room in the palace, the night was half gone and
he ached with tiredness. His lungs were tight and cold, and the new
tattoo smarted. Although he longed to sleep, when he sat down on
his bed a wave of desolation washed over him. He was no longer an
assassin. Pulling open his collar, he stared at the red tattoo
beneath the dagger. His trade was gone, and with it his purpose.
The future loomed empty and uncertain. He had not known that
retirement would be such a heavy burden, yet at the same time a
release. Like a bird kept too long in a cage, the temptation of
freedom beckoned, yet he did not know how to take it.

From the time
that he had become a Cotti slave, his life had consisted of danger,
fear and struggle. A life of desperation and hunger had replaced
his humiliating existence, then the harsh training an assassin must
endure, followed by the tension and danger of his trade. For
eighteen years he had been unable to relax, always on edge,
sleeping lightly, ever alert, watchful and wary.

Now all that
was gone, and the steel spring within him, which his life of peril
and death had wound over-tight, was uncoiling. Yet the shadow of
death that had always stalked him stayed with him still, an
unwanted companion that now clung to him only through the echoes of
his past. His gladness that the killing was over mingled with a
deep grief that nothing lay ahead but an empty road to old age. He
almost wished the night undone and the mark purged from his skin,
so he could continue his trade until it claimed his life. He was
tired of the killing though, and glad that it was over.

Blade bowed his
head, his eyes stinging, and wiped the moisture from his cheek in
surprise. The last eighteen years seemed to rise up and slap him in
the face, then ebb away like a receding wave, leaving him with the
raw emotions of a twelve-year-old boy stripped of his family in a
bloody battle. He slid off the bed and fell to his knees,
struggling with the agony of repressed emotions now fighting for
release, and covered his face as he strived to stem the sobs that
tore through him. Visions of his victims flashed before his eyes,
many peaceful in their beds, others with twisted faces in pools of
blood.

Always there
was blood, on the walls, the floor, his hands. Pools of it. He
lowered his hands to stare at them. Blood seemed to ooze from his
skin in an endless tide. With a wordless cry, he pulled off his
jacket and flung it across the room, struggling to unstrap the
daggers from his wrists. They clattered to the floor, but still he
could not escape the visions of horror. Alenstra's face, filled
with revulsion, the way she had looked at his hands, seeing the
blood that dripped from them.

Once his hands
had splinted the broken wings of fallen birds and nursed them back
to health. They had carried his sisters home from their play and
stroked the warm fur of his familiar. Now they had snuffed out the
lives of so many men. His tears dripped onto them, yet no amount of
tears could wash them clean. He groped for one of his daggers and
jerked it from its sheath, holding it against the inner skin of his
wrist, where his blood pulsed blue in his veins. Here was an end to
all his suffering, a way out of this empty world with all its
death. He started to draw the blade across his skin.

The door
opened, and Chiana stood framed in it, clad in a flowing
nightgown.

Blade swung
away. "Get out!"

"What is
wrong?"

"I said get
out, damn you."

She walked
closer. "There is no call to speak to me like that. What is
it?"

"Go away."

Chiana placed a
hand on his shoulder, leaning closer to try to see his face. She
spied the shallow cut on his wrist and cried, "What have you done?
What is wrong? Tell me!"

Grabbing his
wrist, she tried to pry the dagger from his hand, but he refused to
release it. Giving up, she knelt before him and gripped his chin,
tilting his face up so she could see it. Blade sighed and leant
back against the bed, meeting her eyes.

"You want to
see? Then look."

Chiana gazed at
him with a frown, then pulled him into her arms. Blade found his
face buried in the soft silk of her hair where it lay over her
shoulders, engulfed in its sweet scent. Her warm, wordless
compassion soaked into him, melting the hard knot of despair and
bitterness that sat like a stone where his heart should have been.
It reminded him of his mother's embrace, which had soothed his
bruised ego or skinned knees when his brothers' childhood pranks
had proven too much for him. He had been the softest of the three
boys, the one who always got hurt, even though he was not the
youngest. His throat closed as the memories rushed in, and he
released the dagger with a clatter to clasp her with strength that
made her squeak.



Chiana's eyes
overflowed as she stroked his shorn hair. For Blade to hold her so
tightly was something she had never thought would happen, and her
heart seemed to have grown too large for her chest. A lump blocked
her throat, and she clung to him, sensing the slight tremors that
ran through him and the tension that made his heart race. Gradually
the tautness seeped out of him and his arms loosened, allowing her
to breathe more easily. When he released her, she sat back and
studied him.

"You weep."

"Did you think
me incapable of it?"

"No, just
unlikely to. What has happened?"

He looked away.
"I think they put a drug in the ink."

"Why? What
ink?" Blade glanced down at the new tattoo, and she followed his
gaze. "What does it mean?"

"I am
retired."

"And that is
what you wanted."

"Yes. But
whatever they gave me brought on visions, and the realisation that
I am now nothing."

Chiana frowned.
"Why would they do such a thing?"

He shrugged. "A
test, maybe. Those bastards are always trying to trip each other
up. I thought Talon was unusually friendly tonight. They knew that
I would drink no wine with them, so they put it in the damned ink.
Bastards!"

"Maybe it was
good for you to face your feelings and feel remorse for all your
victims, a kind of purging."

He held up his
injured wrist. "You think so?"

"Surely that
could not have been their intent?"

"Perhaps only
for the weaker ones who could not face their guilt, but I have
killed more than most. If you had not come in..."

"Do not think
about that." She wiped the tears from his cheeks.

"You must think
me a fool," he muttered, gazing over her head. "Living so for long
without emotions only to have some damned drug throw them all in my
face."

"No, I do not
think you a fool. I am glad you have found your feelings."

"Only until
this wears off. Do not imagine it is going to last."

She sighed. "I
wish it would. It is strange to see you like this, but I like it.
You no longer look so harsh and stern, but younger and
gentler."

Blade snorted.
"Such qualities do me no good."

"But while you
have these feelings, can you tell me how you regard me?"

His sweet smile
tore her heart. "Poor Chiana, always wanting what you cannot have.
Why did you choose me? You and so many others, giving your
affection to one who neither deserves nor wants it." He stroked her
cheek. "I shall give you one last gift, if you wish. I promised
before that I would never do you harm. Now I shall add to that. So
long as I live, I will allow no one to harm you, and, should they
do so in my absence, I promise you vengeance."

Chiana blinked,
biting her lip. "Your words speak volumes."

"Do they?" His
smile broadened. "What do they tell you, little dove?"

"That you do
care for me."

"Do I? And this
brings you such great joy. How easily you are pleased. Empty words
from an empty man with an empty life ahead of him. Killing is the
easiest thing I may promise, but loving is something I will never
attempt. You must let me go, Chiana. Do not cling to a hopeless
cause. Do not suffer for someone who cannot share your pain.

"I am truly
nothing now. No longer an assassin, not even a man, certainly not a
husband and in no way a lord. I have riches with nothing to spend
it on but drink. Lands that have no interest for me but to walk on.
Titles that hold no value at all since they were earned through
bloody deeds. Tonight I lost the only things I valued, my trade and
my title as Master of the Dance, honourably learnt and earned, now
gone. What have I left?"

"You have
me."

He snorted. "Ah
yes, a wife."

"One who loves
you more than anything in the world. Who would avenge your death
without having to promise it."

"That you must
never do. You will promise not to avenge it. Chances are, the Cotti
will find me one day, and when they do you must do nothing, you
understand? You will start another war if you do, and more lives
than yours and mine are at stake."

"But -"

"Promise
it!"

She looked
away. "I do. But only if you promise to stay here for a while. Do
not leave straight away to your estate."

Blade groaned.
"Why must you torture yourself so?" He grimaced and shifted. "Damn,
this floor is hard; my backside grows numb from it." He levered
himself onto the bed, putting distance between them at the same
time.

Chiana settled
beside him. "It is not torture to have you near me; rather it is
torment when you are gone. If you have nothing else to live for
now, then let it be your purpose to bring happiness to one who
loves you."

His brows rose,
and he lay back with a sigh. "A high calling indeed, and one I
would fail miserably. But I shall stay awhile if you wish. I am now
a man of resignation. My situation means little so long as it is
peaceful and well supplied with good wine." His eyes closed. "Now I
am tired."

"You wish me to
leave?"

"I do not care
what you do, so please yourself in the matter. But if I kill you in
my sleep do not be surprised."

She hesitated,
uncertain of the seriousness of his remark. "Then put your daggers
out of reach."

"Ah, Chiana. I
do not need a dagger."

Blade rose and
walked over to the basin to splash water over his head and torso.
She watched, undecided, as he stripped off his boots and trousers,
climbing into bed clad in the baggy grey flannel shorts that hung
to his knees. When he blew out the lamp, she made her decision and
climbed in beside him, allowing herself the bliss of pressing
herself to him and holding him.


 


 


 Chapter Twelve

 


The warm summer
days passed too swiftly for Chiana, who spent every spare moment
with her reluctant, resigned husband. As the days passed, he
changed. The wine and ale he consumed by the flagon made his eyes'
growing dullness worse. He sat down to three square meals a day,
and soon a layer of fat smothered his lean contours. The ice in his
eyes died, leaving them a clear sharp grey, usually bloodshot, for
when he was not drunk, he was recovering from the previous bout.
Lirek watered his wine and Jayon dragged him into the gardens for
walks, which usually ended when Blade lay down under a tree and
went to sleep. Chiana tried to interest him in something, bringing
Kerra to visit him, whom he ignored, and challenging him to games
and contests, which he lost without concern.

Nothing seemed
able to drag him from his lethargy, and he made it more difficult
by vanishing into the vast warren of cellars to nurse bottles of
wine. Jayon tried to interest him in dagger-throwing contests,
which Blade no longer carried. He tossed the weapons with drunken
disinterest, missing the target by so far that he almost impaled
his opponent on several occasions. He burnt the letters that
arrived from the guild, and at night his tossing would have driven
Chiana to seek her own room again, if being close to him had not
been so important to her. This led to many sleepless nights until
she grew used to his restless squirming and muttering. She hoped he
would come out of his depression, but after a moon phase she sent a
message to the Guild of Assassins, asking to meet an elder.

Two days later,
one came to the palace, and was shown into her study. Chiana looked
up at the dapper, well-dressed man with a distinguished air and a
short beard streaked with grey, who bowed and introduced himself as
Talon with all the aplomb of a lord.

Chiana invited
him to sit and wasted no time in coming to the point. "You know the
assassin called Blade?"

Talon smiled.
"Who does not? But he's no longer an assassin, Regent."

"No, I suppose
not. What is he now?"

"An elder."

"Like you?"

Talon inclined
his head. "Yes, Regent."

"Since his
retirement, he has lost all interest in life. He eats and drinks to
excess and spends his days lying about in a drunken stupor. Why is
this?"

"Ah. This
happens sometimes, I'm afraid. I did fear that Blade would fall
foul of this ailment."

"You feared
nothing," Chiana said. "Rather, you hoped it."

"No, my lady.
Tell me, did he try to take his life?"

She frowned.
"Yes."

"And someone
prevented him."

"I did."

"A folly, I'm
sad to say. He shouldn't have been prevented."

Chiana's brows
knotted further. "You wish my husband dead? Is that why you put
drugs in the dye you used to mark him?"

"Ah. He's no
fool." Talon shook his head. "I didn't wish him dead, but for some
it's the best course."

"Why? What is
wrong with him? What can be done?"

Talon looked
unsettled, fingering his beard. "Blade has always been a driven
man, Regent. He fell prey to outside influences that shaped his
life, as you must know. Many assassins are made thus, but Blade
more so than most. Always he's been driven by hatred and a lust for
vengeance, which made him such a good assassin."

He frowned.
"Upon his retirement all this fell away, leaving him with nothing,
you understand? To put it bluntly, he has no will, my lady. None at
all. Without the things that drove him, he's like a ship without
wind, dead in the water. We all feel it to some extent when we
retire, but he's a eunuch, which makes his plight far worse.
Whereas most content themselves with wenching, a little drinking
and training apprentices, Blade has only drink."

"Then he needs
an apprentice," Chiana interjected, but Talon had clearly not
finished.

"That wouldn't
suffice. Blade was also the Master of the Dance, an office I urged
him not to quit, but he did. This was the reason I tried to
persuade him to keep it, for he's a legend in the Guild and I
didn't wish to see him destroy himself. Now he has nothing, and
anyone may push him hither and thither, he cares not."

"I noticed. But
what can be done?"

Talon sighed.
"It's a sticky problem, Regent. If not for your attachment to him,
I would say put him out of his misery." He raised a hand when she
gasped with outrage. "But there are other things that can be tried.
He may improve, but he'll never be as he was, you understand?"

She nodded.
"What are they?"

"I'll need to
speak to him first, but tell me, did he express a wish for anything
before he... gave up?"

"Yes, he wanted
to go and live on his estate."

"But you
wouldn't let him."

Chiana blinked.
"No."

"Also folly.
But you're blameless, of course."

"Why did you
put that drug in the ink?"

"It's always
done, my lady. It opens the mind and heart and lets out all the
torment that has been buried over the years. Without it he wouldn't
be able to stop killing. Sooner or later the thrill of the hunt
would lure him back, only then he would kill without a client and
fall foul of the law. Unfortunately some don't survive the
experience, and they're better off. But it's always the best, those
who have killed the most, who suffer worst of all. I had no great
hopes of Blade surviving. I expected him to be dead, in all
honesty. I sent letters -"

"Which he
burnt."

"Of course."
Talon shook his head. "May I see him now?"

"Certainly. You
will most likely find him in the cellar at this time of day. I
shall take you."

Chiana led the
elder assassin through the palace and down into the damp darkness
of the cellar that was now Blade's favourite haunt. They found him
in one of the many aisles, slumped across a table with a pile of
bottles at his feet. Jayon dozed nearby, but woke when Chiana and
Talon approached. She stopped and sighed at the sight of her
husband. He showed little signs of debauchery, since he had no
beard to neglect and still bathed regularly, but the skin around
his eyes had become puffy, making them narrower. She looked at
Jayon.

"Can you wake
him?"

The young
commander shrugged. "After that much wine, I doubt it."

"Perhaps some
cold water would help."

Jayon perked up
at the prospect. "I'll fetch some."

As he trotted
off, Talon sat beside Blade and shook him, evincing only a snort
and some grumbling. The elder shook him more forcefully, and Blade
promptly slid under the table. Chiana bit her lip, fighting her
tears. Talon glanced at her.

"Don't distress
yourself, my lady. He feels no pain."

"I know, but I
do."

"And it's for
your sake that I do this, not his. He will not thank me for it,
mark my words."

"I can
imagine."

Jayon returned
with Lirek and four buckets of icy water. Between them, they
dragged Blade out from beneath the table and proceeded to drench
him. He woke spluttering, and cursed as he climbed to his feet.
Staggering to the bench, he flopped down and glared at his
assailants.

"Drown me, why
don't you?" He spotted Talon and groaned. "Oh, no, not you."

"Blade, you are
a disgrace."

"Am I? Too
bad."

Talon stepped
closer. "You're an elder of the Guild of Assassins. A legend
amongst us, a celebrated hero. Yet I find you like a common beggar,
drunk in your own piss."

Blade glanced
down at himself. "It's water, I think."

"You have
duties to perform. Where's your apprentice?"

"Go stick your
head in a furnace, Talon."

The elder
loomed over him. "I'll have your mark burnt from your skin."

Blade tried to
stand, wobbled, and sat down again. "Try it, and I'll stick the
bloody poker up your arse."

"I doubt that
you could. Right now your wife could overcome you with ease."

Blade looked at
Chiana and chuckled. "Probably."

Talon sighed
and shook his head at her. "It's hopeless, I fear."

"Keep trying,"
she urged.

He turned to
Blade. "You have a challenger. Swift wants his belt back."

"Top drawer,
Chiana's dressing table." Blade slumped across the table,
yawning.

Talon walked
away. "He's too far gone, Regent. He doesn't care any more about
anything."

Chiana fell
into step beside him. "There must be something we can do."

"I've tried. He
doesn't respond, nor will he. If you wish, you may resort to a more
drastic action, but I cannot guarantee the results."

"I will try
anything."

Talon looked
pained. "You may not wish to do this."

"Tell me."

He stopped and
turned to face her. "You must deprive him of his pleasures, and I
don't mean argue with him. Take him to the dungeons and chain him
up."

"You jest!" she
gasped. "Do you know who he is?"

"Of course I
do, he has more titles than the Cotti King. Listen to me. You must
give him back what he's lost."

"Which is?"

"His anger and
hatred."

Chiana shook
her head. "I do not want him to hate me."

"He will not,
once he realises what you've done. But as soon as he recovers, you
must send him to his estate, or it will only be a temporary
reprieve. If you care about him, you must do this."

She gazed at
Blade, who had opened a fresh bottle of wine. "I care a great
deal."

"Then do it. I
can't help you any more than this."

Chiana nodded.
"I will. Thank you, Elder Talon."

He bowed and
walked away down the echoing aisles.

She turned to
Jayon. "Take him to the dungeons and chain him up."

Jayon gaped.
"On what charge?"

"Drunk and
disorderly behaviour."

"But -"

"Just do it,
Commander." Chiana spun away, not wishing to watch her husband's
undignified removal.

 


Jayon and Lirek
half carried, half dragged the assassin through the palace to the
dungeons beneath the barracks. Finding an empty cell, they ignored
the puzzled looks of the jailor and his sentries and shackled
Blade's wrists to the wall and his ankles to the floor. The cell's
thin straw pallet provided a place to sleep, and Blade was too
drunk to notice. He fell asleep before they left him, quite
content.

When Blade woke
the next morning, his headache prevented him from doing anything at
first, but when it wore off, he shouted for release. Only the guard
came, with half a loaf of bread and a cup of water.

 


Four days
passed before Chiana dared to enter his cell, her hopes high. Blade
looked up from his blank-eyed perusal of his feet, meeting her eyes
with a dull stare.

"Hello,
Blade."

"Ah, my wife,
the Regent. What happened to 'My Lord'?"

"How are you
feeling?"

He shrugged.
"The rats are good company."

"You are not
angry?"

"I stink. How
do they expect me to piss when my wrists are shackled to the
wall?"

Chiana sighed.
"I will come and see you again soon."

"What did I do,
snore too loudly?"

"No, you lost
yourself."

He looked down.
"I seem to be all here."

"It is not
you." Chiana turned and left, unable to bear the sight of his dull,
apathetic eyes.

Four days later
she returned, but little had changed. Blade had lost weight and
developed a habit of spitting half-chewed bread at a target on the
far wall. He smiled sweetly when she entered the cell.

"This won't
work."

"Why not?"

"If Talon
thinks this will make me angry he's mistaken. It's boring, I admit,
but little different from what I had before."

Chiana
shrugged. "At least you are no longer draining the cellar."

He stared at
her, looking puzzled. "I didn't think that was a crime."

"It is
not."

"How long do
you mean to keep me here?"

"Until you
recover."

He shook his
head. "I'm not sick."

"Yes, you are."
She left him, hiding her tears as she walked from the dungeon.

This time she
stayed away for eight days. Blade looked distinctly gaunt when she
saw him again, and his eyes had a bright, feverish glint to
them.

"Nice of you to
drop by," he sneered, and hope flared in her.

"You are
feeling better, I see."

"My clothes are
rotting and so are my teeth. When you haul me out of here you'll
have no prize."

She shrugged.
"I shall order the guards to brush your teeth for you."

"I'm getting
tired of this."

"Good."

Chiana left
him, ignoring his shouts, which followed her from the dungeons. The
next four days she spent in better spirits, for Blade was growing
angry. When she returned, his demeanour had changed drastically.
The cold light had returned to his eyes and his mouth had settled
in a familiar grim line.

"This has gone
on long enough, Chiana," he said.

"Has it? I am
not so sure."

"I know what
you're trying to do, and it's worked. Now release me!"

"No, I do not
think so, not yet."

Blade yanked at
the chains, glaring. "You have no right to do this. It's my life,
not yours, and I shall live it as I see fit!"

"You were not
living, you were dying."

"That is my
choice!"

"Perhaps, but I
think that you have much to live for. I will not let you throw it
away."

He snorted.
"Like what?"

"Think about
it."

Blade's furious
shouts followed her from the dungeons again, but she left with a
lighter heart, certain that next time she saw him he would be ready
to leave his chains.

Chiana wrote to
Talon to tell him of her success, and the next day he came to the
palace. Surprised, she offered him wine, but he declined.

"I've come to
warn you, Regent. You say Blade has found his anger, and rants with
it. You must not release him in this state."

"You speak as
if he is a rabid dog."

"In a way he
is. This anger must pass. You must allow him time to regain
control, or he will be very dangerous. When he's calm, then release
him, but not before."

"You seem to
understand him well," she commented.

"I do. I knew
him as a youth. When I found him, he was as he is now, filled with
an uncontrollable rage that made him murderous. He tried to kill me
several times for no other reason than I was alive. Over the years
he learnt to control it, and now he must find that control again,
or even you may be in danger. You remember how he was before his
retirement? When he's like that again, then release him."

"I see." Chiana
gazed at him. "It seems I need to understand him better than I do,
Elder Talon. Can you not spare the time to tell me more about him?
Will you sit, have some wine, a meal perhaps?"

Talon
hesitated, looking reluctant, then shrugged and sighed, lowered
himself onto the cushions and accepted a cup of wine. "Before his
retirement, I would not have spoken of his past, you understand? A
working assassin must necessarily be a mysterious fellow, or else
his ways would lead to his downfall.

"In Blade's
case a deeper understanding of him would definitely undermine his
abilities. So I've kept silent all these years, as a mentor must,
for the performance of his pupils reflects upon his teachings. If
they meet their end through his carelessness, the Guild will
chastise him. Even to the Queen herself I could divulge no details,
but now..." He shrugged. "What would you like to know?"

"What was he
like when you found him?"

"A killer, to
put it bluntly, my lady. He ambushed me in an alley and tried to
bash out my brains with a rock. He wanted my money, but, being an
assassin, though recently retired, I was a match for him. I knocked
him unconscious, and almost left him to die in the gutter, but
before I did I had to see who I had beaten. Imagine my surprise to
find him such a youth. He looked about fourteen, but in fact he was
then sixteen years old. I have to say, at first I thought him a
girl in boy's clothes.

"Thinking this,
I took him back to my rooms and revived him. He puzzled me
exceedingly at first, for his voice was too deep for a girl, or a
boy of fourteen. The first thing he did upon awakening was to try
to kill me again. Never have I seen such hatred in a boy's eyes,
such rage..." Talon shook his head and sighed.

"I had to tie
him up, and kept him bound for nearly two tendays. By that time I
had tired of his stench, and managed to talk to him a little,
although all he did was growl like an animal. I had started to
wonder if he was an idiot, when finally he condescended to speak,
and promised not to try to harm me." Talon smiled ruefully.

"Of course, as
we all now know, he's a consummate liar. Still, I released him and
persuaded him to bathe, gave him clean clothes and fed him. For two
nights he remained calm, then he attacked me again on the third. As
you may not know, I was not a dagger man. Close combat was not my
strength. It isn't for any assassin, and I used a crossbow when I
traded. He wounded me with a kitchen knife, but once again I
subdued him. I was younger then, and he was weak from
starvation.

"I tied him up
and spent time-glasses, no, days, talking to him, trying to
persuade him to become my apprentice. I had realised by then what
an excellent candidate he was. He didn't like the idea at first,
nor did he agree for several moons. During that time, he came and
went as he pleased. I fed and clothed him, still hoping to persuade
him.

"Finally he
agreed, and I began to teach him. He chose his weapon quickly and
spent all his time perfecting his skill, for he had no other
interests. Because of this, I also taught him the Dance early on to
give him something else to do. He excelled at both skills, and
spent all day doing one or the other."

Talon paused to
take a gulp of wine. "By then, I had realised what he was, and saw
a way to use it to his advantage. Even now, he's a handsome man,
but at sixteen he looked more like a woman, quite honestly. He was
furious when I made the suggestion. He ran away for a tenday, and
returned thin and dirty.

"I didn't
broach the subject again for some time, and when I did, he took it
more calmly and allowed me to experiment with face paint. But the
first time he saw the result in a mirror, he tried to throttle
me."

Talon shook his
head again. "Ah, Regent, you have no idea of the... confusion he
suffered from. What it must be for a boy of sixteen, on the verge
of manhood, to be robbed of it. To long for manly things, but to
have skin like milk and hair like silk... and to look so
captivating with just a little paint and powder. He hated it, he
hated himself, and me, and the Cotti. He hated everyone. I didn't
attempt to persuade him further along those lines. Seeing his need,
I made him exercise brutally, and I admit, sometimes overmuch.

"But when he
started to see the results as his shoulders broadened and his body
hardened, he pushed himself harder than I had. I trained him for
two years. Usually it takes four, but he was ready for his first
kill at eighteen, and got his tattoo just a few days later. For two
years after his tattooing, he shared his profits with me, as is the
rule. After the first year, he won the belt and became the Master
of the Dance, which gained him a great deal of work."

Talon drained
his wine cup and put it down. "I don't know when he started
disguising himself as a woman to make his kills. He never spoke of
it, and only I knew how he came to be known as the Invisible
Assassin. I was sad when he left my house. I missed him, although I
had another apprentice. He was special."

"He still is,"
Chiana murmured.

"Indeed, you'll
get no argument from me. But now perhaps you can see that I never
meant him harm, and when I wished him dead it was for his sake. You
have only known him recently. You didn't see the struggle he went
through to come to terms with what he is.

"I flattered
myself that he might have cared for me, but over the years I've
come to believe that he has not cared for anyone since his family
died. Unlike my other apprentices, who visit me often after they
become assassins, once Blade no longer shared his living with me,
he vanished. I didn't see him for years at a time, and then only
when he was forced to come to guild meetings and defend his
title."

"And you
believe that what he is going through now is the same as he went
through when he was sixteen?"

Talon shook his
head. "No, it's worse. Then he was young and headstrong, bent on
avenging himself upon any who stood in his way. Now he's had his
revenge, achieved his goals, lost his trade and title, and become
nothing. He has no future unless he takes an interest in his
estate, but here he has nothing to occupy him, for he cannot take
an apprentice while he dwells in the palace.

"With no
prospect of love or family... I beg your pardon, my lady. He's your
husband, of course, but... Assassins don't wed, but they do fall in
love and have families, especially after they've retired. I have
four sons and a daughter. I believe, due to his... condition, he'll
never allow himself to grow attached."

"He does care
for me, Elder Talon," Chiana stated.

"No, my lady. I
beg your pardon again, but I think not. He may care about you, and
is proud of you, I'm sure, but nothing more. You're a thing he
never thought to possess, yet he hates his inability to be a proper
husband. The Elder Queen, may God rest her precious soul, did a
wonderful thing when she made him a sacred Knight of the Veil. As
you may know, eunuchs often find attachment to other men, but Blade
had a mortal loathing of such a thing. I believe that's why he left
me when he could."

Talon coughed,
looking embarrassed. "It's a delicate subject, Regent. Let's just
say that he shuns all attachments for fear... not so much of
hurting others but of being hurt himself."

"But I would
never do such a thing." Chiana blinked. "Why would he fear it? What
could I do? I am his wife; I cannot leave him, nor spurn him."

"No, it's not
that which he fears. Doubtless he's certain of your affection, but
the slightest hint that you long for children he cannot father, or
the intimacy of which he is incapable, would injure him deeply, if
he cared. Assurances of the opposite he would discount as lies, for
he knows the ways of the world too well."

Talon frowned
at her sorrowful expression. "My dear lady, it grieves me to tell
you these things, but I must. You cannot win his affection, no
matter how hard you try. I would venture to say that he feels more
for me than you, and that's little enough."

She struggled
to control her expression. "He has sworn that he would defend me,
and avenge me if necessary, and that he would never harm me."

"That doesn't
mean he cares." Talon shook his head, looking pained. "He would
guard you as he would his estate or a prized horse... I don't mean
to insult you, but it's true. He looks upon you as a possession,
nothing more. Naturally he would not harm you, any more than he
would burn down his house or slaughter his horse. It's not love as
you would wish it."

"I see."

Talon studied
her. "I pray that you do, my lady. If the lady I love was killed, I
should not only avenge her, but mourn for the rest of my life, even
become sick with it, I'm sure. If you were killed, Blade would
avenge you and perhaps regret your loss a little, but it would not
touch him any deeper than that."

"Is there no
way to reach him?" Chiana hated to discuss such intimate details
with a stranger, but Talon seemed sympathetic and understanding,
drawing her further into the subject.

He sighed. "If
there is, I don't know it. Kindness, praise, or caring will not
suffice, for mine did little. In fact, he seemed to prefer it when
I was hard on him, and punished him for some wrong doing. Then he
would become friendlier, but whether or not it was an act I cannot
say. He's a complex man. Few would be able to understand him."

"Perhaps his
sister did. He found her in Cotti, one who survived, and she
rejected him because of his trade."

"I would guess
that to be very bad for him, my lady. Whereas he may appear to
thrive on harshness from those he doesn't care about, to receive it
from one he does care for would be painful for him."

Chiana stared
at her empty wine cup, her thoughts distant, and Talon waited for
her to return from her reflections. After a while, he murmured, "If
you're contemplating some sort of test to try to divine his
feelings, don't. You'll be the one who's hurt."

She raised her
head. "I was not. I am not a fool. I was merely pondering my
unhappy situation. I have kept you too long from your other duties,
please accept my apologies."

Chiana put down
her cup and rose, brushing at her skirts. Talon rose to his feet
and bowed. He hesitated, then dug inside his jacket and produced a
leather bag, opening the drawstring.

"I brought this
to give to you. I don't know what significance it has for Blade. It
was tied around his neck when I found him, and I took it from him
while he was unconscious. I felt that it was a source of great
anguish to him, so I didn't give it back."

He dipped his
hand into the bag and drew out a hank of glossy, tightly braided
black hair. One end was tied with a leather thong long enough to
encircle a neck. Chiana took it and studied it. The hank was a good
six hand spans long, and appeared to have been hacked off at one
end.

"One of his
sisters, perhaps?" she suggested.

Talon shrugged.
"I have no idea. Perhaps he'll tell you now, since it's so far in
the past, but I recommend that you delay until he's himself
again."

"I shall. Thank
you."

Talon bowed
again. "My pleasure, Regent."

After the elder
assassin left, Chiana contemplated the hank of hair for many
time-glasses, running it through her hands as she tried to imagine
where it had come from and why Blade had carried it with him from
the desert. It remained a mystery, however, for the assassin was
still confined to the dungeons, and would be for some time yet.

A further two
tendays passed before Blade stopped shouting and tugging at his
chains. During this time he found many ways to enrage and humiliate
his jailers, so much so that Chiana was afraid to visit him. Then
an icy calm descended on him, and his jailers found him sitting
quietly, not resigned, but coldly seething.

After one day
of this, Chiana ordered his release. He went straight to his rooms
and soaked in a tub for several time-glasses, scrubbing away the
layers of dirt. As soon as he was dressed, he started packing, and
was so employed when she went to visit him.

Upon entering
his room she received a cold glare, and she sank down on the bed
when she saw his occupation. "You are leaving?"

"What did you
expect?"

"I did not want
to do it, I had to. I would not do it again."

"You will not
get the chance."

"I am not going
to try to stop you going this time. I know now that it is better if
you leave." She noted the two daggers in his belt as he turned to
take another shirt from the cupboard and stuff it into the leather
bag. "Why do you not let Arken do that?"

"I can do it
quicker."

"I must talk to
you before you go."

He shrugged.
"So talk."

"I had to stop
you from drinking yourself to death."

"Why
bother?"

She sighed,
shaking her head. From his demeanour, he was beyond caring about
her opinion or feelings. "I asked Talon to help, and he told me
what to do."

"I should kill
that bastard, but I could not be bothered."

"He gave me
this." She pulled the hank of hair from the little bag and held it
out.

Blade stopped
to gaze at it, then swung away again. "I wondered where that went.
So he kept it all these years. I wonder why?"

"He thought it
was important to you."

"He was
wrong."

"Is it your
sister's?"

He paused to
stare at her. "What do you think I am, a ghoul?"

"Whose is it
then?"

"It is
mine."

Chiana
hesitated, confused. "Why?"

Blade stuffed
the last shirt into the bag and pulled the drawstring tight, then
walked over to her and took the hank of hair, running it through
his hands. "Keep it as a souvenir, if you want." He tossed it back
to her.

"Please tell
me, Blade. Why did you cut it off and keep it?"

Blade went to
the door to bellow into the passage for Arken. When the servant
appeared, Blade ordered a meal and a horse to be saddled in one
time-glass. He wandered over to the window and stared out.

"I should eat
before I go," he muttered. "It will make a change from bread and
water."

"Yes, you
should." She rose and approached him. "Tell me about the hair."

"It is none of
your business."

"What harm can
it do? I just want to know, that is all. I will not tell anyone
else."

He turned to
face her, leaning against the ledge. "You asked Talon about my
past, did you not?"

"Yes."

"And you cannot
guess what happened?"

"No."

He shook his
head. "And I thought you were clever."

"Please tell
me."

"Or you will
die of curiosity, I suppose?"

"I may never
see you again. At least tell me more about yourself before you
go."

The assassin
sighed, bowing his head. "I suppose you deserve the truth, though I
doubt you will like it. Perhaps it will sicken you so much that you
will give up this foolish infatuation you have for me."

He raised his
head and met her eyes. "They would not let me cut my hair in the
Cotti camp. At first I did not understand why, until they started
dressing me as a girl. Making fun of me mostly, but there was
something more to it than that. One night when they were toying
with me in that manner, I slipped away into the darkness and
escaped. I told you that I escaped the camp disguised as a woman,
and that is how it happened. Once I was free, I cut my hair off and
kept it to remind me of that night, that is all."

"Is that the
truth?"

He smiled. "You
were expecting something worse? Sorry to disappoint you, but Cotti
men, despite their failings, are not tempted by boys. They merely
found it amusing, entertaining, and perhaps fascinating that I
looked so much like a girl at that age. I was not the only one they
did it to; a lot of the castrated boys looked girlish. Talon
noticed it too. I am sure he told you."

"You said there
was something more to it. What?"

Blade's smile
broadened. "I think some of them... how should I put it? Found me
attractive? From recent experience I would say so. They must have
found it frustrating, for I was the wrong sex, even though I looked
tempting."

"Was that why
you were afraid when Talon suggested that you dress as a
woman?"

He chuckled. "I
was not afraid. I was furious and insulted. I had not yet accepted
what I was. I still searched every morning for that first hair
sprouting from my chin. Of course it never appeared, the Cotti
butcher did a good job."

Chiana stroked
the silken length of hair. "And when you went to Jadaya you cut it
off again."

"Only because I
had to glue a wig on to escape the city. I do not suffer from those
insecurities any more. I know what I am now. I find it quite
amusing that I can appeal to either sex, depending on how I dress,
do you not?"

"I have not
seen you disguised as a woman."

"But you would
like to."

She studied
him, trying to imagine the transformation. "I prefer you as you
are."

"I will wager
you do."

"Talon said you
tried to throttle him when he painted your face for the first
time."

He looked
thoughtful. "Yes, that is right, I did. But that was because of the
way he looked at me. I got the impression he was wishing very much
at that moment that I was a woman, and I left him in no doubt that
I was not."

"And you have
been proving it ever since."

"Very astute of
you. It certainly made my job easy, though. Men do not suspect
women. It is amazing how vulnerable and unguarded they are with
one, when they would be wary of a man. If ever there was a woman
assassin, she would be very successful."

A knock came at
the door, and Blade invited the applicant to enter. Arken came in
with a plate of steaming lamb stew on a tray, and Blade sat down to
consume it with relish. She watched him eat, trying to think of all
the questions she longed to ask him, but her mind was too filled
with the thought that he would be leaving so soon, and she longed
to beg him to stay.

"What will you
do on your estate?" she asked.

He glanced at
her and shrugged. "Run it, I suppose. Maybe grow some crops, hunt
in the woods, train a few apprentices."

"You will not
drink too much?"

"I probably
will, in your opinion."

"Will you come
and visit me?" She swallowed hard, struggling to hide her
despair.

"I hate
travelling."

"But would you,
if I asked you to?"

He studied her.
"I suppose I could if I bought a fancy carriage, but the roads are
not very good."

"I shall have
them repaired."

"I suppose you
will, Regent."

Chiana looked
down at her twisting hands, the prospect of his impending departure
making her eyes sting. He had to leave for his own sake, though it
tore her apart to let him go. Blade pushed aside his empty plate
and rose, picking up the bag.

"I hope my
horse is ready."

Chiana stood,
fighting the tears that threatened to overwhelm her. "You will
write to me?"

"I have never
been one for writing, apart from my memoirs, that is." At her
downcast expression he sighed. "I will, when I remember. I suppose
I shall have a lot of time on my hands."

He walked to
the door, and she fought the urge to run after him and drag him
back. As he pulled it open, she swung around.

"Blade."

He turned, his
brows raised.

"Do you forgive
me?"

To her horror,
he pondered the question. "For locking me in the dungeons? If I did
not, do you think I would be friendly now? I just wish you had not
bothered."

She slumped
with relief, and he turned to go. "Blade."

He paused
again, looking a little impatient this time. "What?"

Chiana walked
over to him, her legs like jelly, and looked up at him. "Will you
not say goodbye? Perhaps a kiss?"

He sighed. "For
God's sake, Chiana."

"Please, it
would mean much to me."

Blade smiled,
an expression that did not banish the coldness from his eyes. She
realised that Talon was right. He had changed, but she could not
quite fathom the nature of it. He allowed her to clasp his face and
press her lips to his in a bittersweet kiss that filled her with a
greater sadness than before. When she stepped back, he shot her a
final, mocking smile and turned to leave. It took all of her
resolve and willpower not to call him back again. She went to her
room instead and locked the door. Unable to watch him ride away,
she flung herself down on the bed and wept.

Later, Jayon
came to see her, and, soon after learning of Blade's departure,
left the palace also. He told no one where he was going, but Chiana
guessed that he had gone after Blade, and wished that she could do
the same.


 


 


 Chapter Thirteen

 


Jayon caught up
with Blade just outside the city, and reined in his mount beside
the assassin's. Although Blade did his best to ignore him at first,
Jayon's cheerful chatter eventually evinced a response, and they
rode companionably along the forest roads. Blade seemed not to be
averse to his company, going against old instincts that dictated
solitude, but, at the same time perhaps, curious about Jayon's wish
for his society. Jayon wondered if the assassin had ever known
loneliness, and whether this was his first experience of
friendship. Doubtless many had tried to befriend Blade over the
years, but none had succeeded, and Jayon hoped to be the first to
lay claim to the assassin's amity.

A few days into
the journey, Jayon could no longer keep silent about the change he
had noticed in Blade. Although the assassin carried his daggers
again, he no longer seemed so aloof and impatient, and listened to
Jayon's banter with good humour. Emboldened by his lack of
hostility, Jayon sought to satisfy his curiosity.

"You seem
changed. It's for the better, of course, but what has caused
it?"

"Didn't you ask
me this at the palace?"

"Yes, but you
only told me to fetch you another bottle of wine."

Blade smiled.
"Ah yes, and a fine vintage it was too."

"Will you tell
me now?"

"I'm retired.
Is it so strange that I should have changed?"

"No, but what
does it mean? Are you now capable of the feelings you claimed not
to have before, such as friendship?"

The assassin
shot him a wry glance. "I never said I was incapable, only that I
made no friends. Rest assured, I'm not so greatly changed. I have
merely put down the burden of my trade, which dictated that I
remain distant from others. Attachments are dangerous for an
assassin."

"How so?"

"Well, few wish
to be friends with assassins or to share their company, and those
who do are generally seeking some advantage through it. Some wish
only to partake in the tales of death an assassin can tell, but
others crave information they can sell to the families of his
victims. Some seek to ingratiate themselves to such an extent that
they then feel they can lay claim to some advantage by association,
such as protection.

"They think
that to be the friend of such a dangerous man will aid them in
their lives. They want to use it as a threat in business or to
shield them from their enemies. This cannot be. The services of an
assassin are sold, not earned through friendship. If they were, we
would be most popular, and very poor. From our side, a friend is a
potential victim we cannot refuse to kill, should we be hired to do
so."

Jayon nodded,
fascinated. "But how is it dangerous to you?"

"In many ways.
There's blackmail, for one. Any assassin who divulges the names of
his kills and clients is likely to find himself paying dearly to
keep it a secret. If he refuses to pay, his supposed friend may
sell the information to the family of his kill, who would seek
vengeance."

"But surely an
assassin could kill the blackmailer?"

Blade smiled
and shook his head. "No, we're forbidden to kill except when we're
hired to do so, or in self-defence. An assassin could hire another
to kill the blackmailer, but then he would find himself out of
pocket once more."

"But who would
know? If an assassin had no scruples, he could strangle his
blackmailer and throw him in the river. No one would be the
wiser."

"True, he
could, but he would be taking a risk. If ever it was found out that
he had done this, the Guild would strip him of his trade, and they
have many spies. When an assassin named Slash was killed in the
palace, before you came from the border, I was suspected of it and
called before the Guild. Fortunately they believed me, or I might
have had my mark burnt off that night."

Jayon's gaze
dropped to the base of Blade's throat, where his collar hid his
tattoos. "Why do you have the mark?"

"To prove our
occupation. Before the Guild was formed there were many killers for
hire, none with any training, and many who were inept. This led to
botched killings, woundings and complete failures where killers
were caught and tortured into divulging the name of their clients,
who then paid the price.

"People became
wary of hiring a man to do the job, but they made an even worse job
of it for the most part. The city guards spent all their time
trying to track down murderers, and quite often executed the wrong
men. So the Guild was formed, with all its rules and guidelines.
Assassins are highly trained. They seldom fail, and if they're
caught they never name their clients."

"But that
doesn't explain the tattoo."

Blade shot him
a smile. "If you wished to hire an assassin, how would you go about
it?"

Jayon shrugged.
"Find a likely looking man, I suppose, and ask him if he's an
assassin. Or maybe go to a place where assassins are known to be,
like a particular inn or taproom."

"And this man
you approach, who may claim to be an assassin, how would you know
for certain that he was?"

"Oh, I see. So
you show the tattoo to a potential client. But surely anyone may
have such a tattoo?"

"No." Blade
chuckled. "A few did try that, but the Guild hunted them down and
removed the tattoo rather painfully. The Guild doesn't look kindly
upon imposters stealing from them."

"But why don't
the city guards hunt down assassins and execute them as
murderers?"

"Because we're
not. The people who hire us are the true murderers, but an assassin
will never divulge their names. Assassins are therefore regarded as
tools, rather like a dagger or sword. Executing assassins would
merely force us into hiding or eliminate us, which would bring back
the old chaos. Also, a person who hires an assassin to kill a rival
or enemy is not the same as someone who murders for pleasure. It's
an imperfect system, but it works."

Jayon nodded
again, and for a while they rode through the sun-dappled woodland
in silence, then, to Jayon's surprise, Blade broke it.

"You seem
curious about my former trade. Is there a reason?"

"It's quite
fascinating. Anyone would be curious. Assassins are so secretive;
no one knows much about them."

"True. But
there's more to it than that. No one helps an assassin unless they
hope to profit by it. Most men would pass a dying assassin by, if
they didn't spit on him as well. You saved me in the desert, and
you've claimed nothing in return except my friendship, which you
didn't get. Why did you do it, truly?"

Jayon
hesitated, staring into the woods ahead. "I don't know, really. I
couldn't leave you to die, even though you were an assassin. You
were still Jashimari, and wounded by a Cotti."

"Very noble,
but there's more."

Jayon glanced
at him. "Yes, I suppose there is. My father was assassinated four
years ago."

Blade frowned
and looked away. "I see. Or rather, I don't see. Why would that
make you save my life?"

Jayon shrugged.
"I suppose I felt it was poetic justice to save a man who was of
that trade, and to have him indebted to me, or so I thought at the
time. I was also curious about you."

"So you thought
to earn my undying gratitude, and then what, find out who had your
father killed?"

"Yes, but I
soon realised my mistake."

Blade looked
thoughtful. "A fiendish plan. Save an assassin, give him your
father's name and hope that he would know who had hired his killer.
Then what, hire him to slay your father's murderer?"

"Something like
that."

"But when you
discovered how ungrateful I was, you didn't even bother to ask
me."

Jayon shook his
head. "I didn't think it would be as easy as that, so I sought to
befriend you."

"Because a
friend may help you where a stranger would not. You would have done
better to have made it your price for saving my life."

The young
commander looked downcast. "That would have worked?"

Blade smiled.
"No."

"Will you help
me now?"

"No."

"My father's
name was Pernal, and he was throttled with a thin rope."

Blade shot him
a hard look, frowning with irritation. "I've already said no.
Besides, I have no idea who hired the man who killed your father,
and the assassin's name would do you no good."

"But you do
know it?"

Blade's frown
deepened. "From his method, I would say it was Cord, but it could
have been Snare. Both use the same technique. That's all I know,
and even the elders wouldn't know who hired him. Only the assassin
knows that, and he won't tell you."

"But he might
tell you."

"No. Even if I
agreed to ask him, which I will not, he wouldn't tell anyone. He
would be breaking our laws."

"What if I paid
you to kill the assassin who killed my father?"

Blade chuckled.
"For one thing, I'm retired, so I'm no longer for hire. But even if
you tried to hire another, he would refuse. Assassins don't kill
each other, it's another law. Don't try it. The man you hire may
tell your intended victim, and he may make you regret it. When one
assassin is hired to kill another, they sometimes do this, although
the Guild frowns upon it. The assassin you wanted dead could break
every bone in your body. He's allowed to, so long as he doesn't
kill you."

"So it's
hopeless. I'll never find out who killed my father."

"I'm afraid so.
I couldn't help you even if I wanted to. You would do better to try
to find out some other way, if you're determined. Visit your
father's enemies, try to make them confess.

"That's how I
was almost killed. A feuding family hired me to kill the patriarch
of another. Of course, the offended family knew who had done the
deed. They not only tortured and killed several members of the
offending family in a bloody brawl, but learnt my name in the
process. It's not the assassin you want to kill; it's the man who
hired him."

Jayon looked
away, staring into the forest while the horses followed the winding
path that led through it. Blade left him to his thoughts, and they
passed the remainder of the day in silence.

 


The small,
muddy town of Bardim on Blade's estate seemed almost deserted. A
few people peered from doorways, and a couple of belligerent
looking men armed with rusty swords emerged to confront them. They
stood aside to let Blade pass, and he rode on towards the castle.
Burnt houses sagged beside the road, and the graveyard boasted many
new headstones. Frightened, hostile people cast them suspicious
looks, and women swept stray children from their path. Their
horses' hooves rang on the cobblestones of the castle's deserted
courtyard, and they had to stable the animals themselves.

The front door
hung drunkenly on its hinges, scarred by the signs of forced entry.
They wandered through the echoing halls to the room where Blade had
eaten his first meal on his previous visit. Most of the finery had
been torn down. Expensive tapestries were trampled and muddy, fine
furniture hacked and broken. Little remained of the glory to which
he and Lilu had restored it, and that which had not been broken had
been stolen. Blade sighed as he pulled off his riding gloves.

"Well, we have
plenty of work to do. Let's hope we can hire some people from the
village to help."

Jayon righted a
table with a bang and picked up a fallen chair. "Right now I need a
meal and a hot bath."

"You'll have to
get them yourself then, as will I."

"Where are the
kitchens?"

Blade led him
through a hall into the vast kitchens. The ovens were cold and long
disused, the pantry empty. He sighed again. "We'll have to ride
into the village for food."

"I'll go, you
light the fires."

Blade nodded,
then turned as a shape scuttled from the pantry and headed for the
door. Jayon leapt into the fleeing figure's path, and it veered
towards Blade, who snagged the imposter. He almost dropped her in
shock when he found himself holding a thin girl child who screamed
like a banshee. Blade struggled to retain his grip as she scratched
and bit.

"Look out!"

Jayon's shout
made him drop the child and whip around in time to grab the wrists
of a filthy, wild-haired woman who charged him with a cleaver.
Blade staggered under the force of her attack, holding her away
with difficulty. She dropped the cleaver and stared up at him with
wide, disbelieving eyes.

"Blade?"

He frowned at
her. "Lilu?"

Lilu flung her
arms around his neck in a throttling grip, weeping hysterically.
The assassin endured it as best he could, for her stench made his
stomach churn. Jayon came closer, looking puzzled, but Blade
signalled that it was all right. He tried to pry her away.

"For God's
sake, Lilu, let go!"

"I thought you
were dead!" she wailed.

"And I thought
you were too. My God, you smell like you've been sleeping with the
pigs!"

"I have."

Blade freed
himself and guided her to a chair, pushing her onto it. Lilu
covered her face and wept. He moved away, brushing at his clothes.
Jayon watched him with a frown.

"Your sympathy
is a marvel to behold."

"You haven't
smelt her."

Jayon shook his
head and stepped towards Lilu to offer her a spotless handkerchief.
She took it and wiped her face, blowing her nose. Blade spotted
four urchins peeping around the corner and groaned.

"I see that
your brood survived as well, Lilu."

"All but my
eldest boy. He tried to protect me from the Contara soldiers."

Blade caught
Jayon's look and bit back the cutting remark that leapt onto his
tongue, saying instead, "What happened?"

"The Contara
came, burnt, pillaged and raped, then the Cotti soldiers came and
drove them out."

"An admirably
brief account," Blade drawled. "Why are you still hiding in the
pigsty?"

"Bandits."

"Ah." He
frowned. "What sort?"

"Contara and
Jashimari deserters, hiding in the woods."

"No Cotti?"

"No." She wiped
her eyes and looked up at him. "I'm so glad you're back at last. I
heard you were dead."

"So did most
everyone it seems, but here I am."

"You brought
soldiers?"

"No."

She cast a
hunted look over her shoulder. "Then you must hide."

Blade's brows
shot up. "I have no intention of hiding."

"They'll kill
you."

He glanced at
Jayon. "I think we're a match for a few bedraggled Contara
deserters."

Lilu followed
his gaze. "Who's he?"

"Commander
Jayon."

"You can't stay
here. They come every night."

"What for?
There's nothing left to steal."

She pulled a
face. "For me."

"Ah. Well,
we'll just have to stake you out in the courtyard, then they won't
bother us."

"That's not
funny."

"I wasn't
joking."

Jayon snorted.
"Really, Blade, that's no way to treat a woman."

"She's a
whore," he said. "She just doesn't like to give it away."

"Even so, she
seems fond of you, and that's no way to speak to her, or about
her."

Lilu sniffed.
"It's all right. I'm used to him, it doesn't bother me. He would
never do what he says."

"I wouldn't
wager too much on it," Blade growled.

"How do you
know him?" Jayon asked.

Lilu forced a
watery smile. "I saved his life. I know him very well. He's the
greatest assassin who ever lived, and now a lord. He brought me
here out of kindness -"

"Is there any
food about the place?" Blade interrupted.

"I have a
little..."

"Good, we will
share it tonight, and tomorrow we'll buy more from the village.
Let's get the fires going and start cooking, light some lamps.
Jayon, we still have a little food in the saddlebags, why don't you
go and fetch it?"

The commander
smiled, pausing as he walked past Blade to mutter, "Kindness,
you?"

"No such
thing," Blade said. "I did it to get her out of the city and away
from me."

"Of
course."

That night,
Lilu cooked them a frugal meal, after which they waited for the
bandits to put in an appearance. As Blade had suspected, the feared
brigands turned out to be four scruffy, furtive men who crept into
the castle on heavy feet. Blade wounded two with well-aimed daggers
that impaled their thighs, causing a great deal of shouting and
confusion. They fled back into the forest, two limping. Lilu wept
with gratitude, praising Blade's goodness and generosity until he
told her to go and have a bath or sleep with the pigs.

 


Chiana looked
up when one of her advisors entered her study, carrying a roll of
parchment. In the two tendays since Blade had left, she had
resigned herself to his absence, keeping herself too busy during
the day to think about her loss. At night, when loneliness kept her
awake, she missed him terribly, and yearned to receive his first
letter.

Often she
longed for the freedom to follow him to his estate and be with him.
The attraction of high office paled to insignificance when compared
with her pining for his company. All that sustained her was the
prospect of his letters and the hope that she would see him again,
once he had solved the problems on his estate and agreed to visit
her. The advisor stopped before her and bowed, and she gazed at the
letter, hoping it was the one she craved.

"Regent. I have
just received disturbing news. Spies have seen a force of Cotti
soldiers moving through Jashimari lands to the north of the
city."

She frowned. "I
have had no notice of any plans from the Cotti. Are they coming
here?"

"Not if they
keep to their present course."

"Where are they
going?"

The advisor
shrugged. "We do not know. There are no cities on their route, only
forests and a few estates."

"Who leads
them?"

He glanced at
the parchment. "Prince Armin."

"What would
Armin be doing roaming around the countryside to the north of the
city?"

"Perhaps
hunting Contara deserters?"

She shook her
head. "That is not his concern, and besides, it does not take a
prince to run down a few deserters. Why did we not know of this
earlier? To be north of Jondar, he must have crossed the border
some tendays ago."

"He has avoided
all the towns along the way. He keeps to the forests, and by the
account we received, he moves fast, with only mounted troops."

"Have we any
troops in the area?"

"No, Regent.
The Contara overran and looted the towns in that region during the
war. All the forces we had there were either slaughtered or
withdrawn by Queen Minna-Satu."

She looked
thoughtful. "Where exactly is the Prince now?"

"At the last
report, he was a tenday's ride to the north, moving west."

Chiana rose and
walked over to the vast map hanging on the wall, tracing Armin's
route. Her finger came to rest on a name, and her heart went
cold.

"Oh, God."

"What is it?"
the advisor demanded, clearly alarmed by her pallor.

"He is going to
my husband's estate. He is going to kill Lord Conash." She swung
around. "Send a message at once! Find me a man or woman of ravens,
crows, hawks, anything that can fly at speed!"

"Yes, Regent."
The man fled, and Chiana grabbed her desk as her legs threatened to
buckle. Mustering her strength, she forced herself to walk to the
door and shout for Captain Redgard to attend her at once. When the
captain arrived, panting from his run, she had resumed her seat at
her desk, her legs shaking too much to support her.

He had barely
completed his bow when she said, "Take a company of men, no, a
battalion. Ride at all speed to Lord Conash's estate at once. You
will lead them yourself, and make sure you take only the best
soldiers and the swiftest steeds. Prince Armin goes there to murder
my husband. You will arrive before him and defend the estate, do
you understand? No harm is to come to Lord Conash, or I will
execute every last man of your battalion."

Redgard held up
his hands. "Calm yourself, Regent. Where is Prince Armin now?"

"I do not know
exactly. A tenday's ride to the north, moving west."

"Lord Conash's
estate is a tenday's ride away, seven days if we ride half the
night as well. What must I do if Prince Armin arrives there
first?"

"Save my
husband!" Chiana banged on the desk.

"At all
costs?"

"Of
course!"

Captain Redgard
licked his lips. "What if we are too late -?"

"Make sure you
are not."

"Regent, we
cannot fly, much as we would like to. If we arrive too late to save
Lord Conash..."

She raised her
chin. "Kill them all. Execute Prince Armin, if he does not die in
battle."

"Yes, Regent."
Redgard bowed. "May I say how pleased I am to learn that Lord
Conash still lives?"

As he turned to
leave, she remembered Blade's words on the night that she had sworn
to avenge his death. She struggled to disobey them, but the wisdom
and truth of them could not be denied. If she attacked Armin, the
Endless War would start again, and thousands would die.

"Wait."

Redgard turned,
looking surprised. "Regent?"

She drew
herself up, forcing her words through stiff lips. "If my husband is
already dead..." She gulped. "You will do nothing."

"Nothing?"

"You will not
impede the Prince in any way. Only if Lord Conash is still alive
have you permission to recover him. If he is not, you will do
nothing." She looked down. "Only bring his body to me."

"But attacking
a Jashimari lord of such high rank is unpardonable. He must be
avenged."

"Lord Conash is
charged with the deaths of four Cotti princes, Captain. To attack
Armin in revenge is to start the war again."

Redgard's face
became blank. "Then we will save him."

"See that you
do. Fail me and you will face execution. Now go!"

Redgard marched
out, and Chiana composed a letter to Kerrion, asking him to declare
Blade safe in Jashimari and to prevent Armin's action with a
message to the Prince. She hinted that it would be seen as a
hostile act if Blade was murdered on Jashimari soil, and severely
damage relations between the kingdoms.

Chiana forced
herself to be objective, for if she allowed her emotions to rule
her, she would have threatened Kerrion with war if her husband was
harmed. She handed the missive to the man of hawks whose familiar
would carry it to the border, where a messenger would have to ride
across the desert to deliver it to the Cotti King. At the same time
as the hawk set out for the desert, a rook winged away in the
opposite direction, carrying a warning to Blade. Chiana gripped the
edge of the balcony as she watched the bird fly away, praying that
it would reach Blade in time. Even by air, his estate was four
day's journey for the bird.

Below, men
shouted and horses neighed as the battalion prepared to ride out,
forming up into ranks under Captain Redgard's gimlet eye.
Packhorses laden with provisions huddled together with their
handlers, each carrying a load that it could bear at a gallop and
for a long distance.

No carts or
wagons would slow the battalion, and the seasoned troops knew how
to move fast across country, especially Captain Redgard. A spurt of
pride shot through her as she watched them. They were caparisoned
in the finest armour, their steeds glossy with health and prancing
with eagerness. The cream of the Jashimari army, these warriors had
fought and survived many battles. They knew the cost of war, and
how to win it.

Horns blew,
signalling the battalion's readiness to ride out, and bright
pennants were raised on lances. The Queen's colours, her own, the
battalion's, its commander's and Blade's, given to him by the Queen
in his absence, a black dagger on a crimson field trimmed with
silver. All but the battalion's and its commander's were trimmed
with gold or silver, glittering as they snapped in the wind.

The precious
trim denoted the high rank of the banner's owner, and this
battalion carried two royal pennants and one noble, when few could
boast a noble one. The palace gates swung open, and the soldiers
thundered into the city. The populace hurried out of the road to
let them pass, gaping at the stern-faced cavalrymen. Chiana sent
another prayer after them, that they would find Blade alive and
bring him safely to the palace, but she did so with a heavy
heart.


 


 


 Chapter Fourteen

 


The rook flew
on swiftly beating wings, the urgency of her friend's wishes
driving her onward. For three days she had hardly eaten, pausing
only once to feed on a rabbit carcass left by a wandering fox. From
dawn till dusk she flew, taking advantage of rising thermals to
rest her aching wings, avoiding rainstorms and winds that might
injure her or drench her feathers.

The rook tried
to veer as a shadow stooped out of the sun, but the talons of a
wild hawk struck her in a cloud of black feathers. By the time the
hawk settled in a tree to feed, the rook's twitches had ceased.

 


In the Queen's
palace, a terrible pain struck the rook's bondsman down and robbed
him of speech in the moments before he fell into a deep
unconsciousness. The next day, the healers who examined him
pronounced that his familiar was dead. Chiana ordered another bird
sent with the message, this time a falcon. Her heart grew heavier
though, for the falcon was a slower bird, and would hardly arrive
at Blade's estate before her troops did.

 


Blade wiped
sweat from his brow and left his perch atop the roof to accept a
cup of water from Lilu's young daughter. His smile made the girl
blush and look away, which amused him. As she ran off with the
empty cup, he returned to his task of sawing through a half burnt
beam in one of the castle's many ruined rooms. Fire had ravaged the
roof, destroyed part of it and damaged the rest. The burnt beams
had to be replaced, and new roofing set atop them, an urgent job to
be done before the first snows came.

Three men had
come from the village to help, glad of the money to feed their
families now that the gold mine was closed. Blade intended to
reopen it before the villagers moved away, or else he would be the
only resident of these remote wooded hills. A relaxed, jovial
atmosphere pervaded the castle. Lilu kept up a cheerful banter with
Jayon and the other men, her smiles and honey cakes lifting their
spirits. She called them to lunch, and Blade quit his precarious
perch and washed his sooty hands and face in the water bucket
provided.

Settling into
the circle of men around the feast Lilu had prepared, he helped
himself to some roast pork. The broken-nosed harlot beamed as she
watched him in the way a proud mother watches her favourite son.
Although almost of an age with Blade, Lilu had settled into a
motherly role, chiding him for his lack of appetite and well
pleased when it increased.

The assassin
had filled out a little, losing the gaunt look he had acquired in
prison, but did not indulge himself too much. He would have enjoyed
wine with his meal, but the Contara invaders had emptied the
castle's cellar. As yet, he had not had time to restock it,
although it was high on his list of priorities. With the help of
two women from the village, Lilu prepared wonderful meals for Blade
and Jayon.

Lilu nodded her
approval of Blade's appetite and turned to Jayon. "He always was a
poor eater, even when I had to nurse him back to health. He turned
his nose up at the food I brought, grumbled and complained
endlessly. It was only my diligence that saved his life, you
know."

Blade pulled a
face. "And you'll never let me forget it, will you?"

"Why should I?
I had to bribe the healer to treat you. He refused to help an
assassin at first."

Jayon grinned.
"He's a terrible patient. I know from my own experience of
him."

"Ah, but he
wasn't so badly wounded then, only a hole in his lung. When I had
him, he had broken bones and bruises all over him, cuts and wounds
everywhere. He moaned and groaned something awful, howled when I
changed his dressings."

"What did you
expect?" Blade retorted. "I was in agony, and you gave me nothing
for the pain. You pushed and pulled me around with a broken leg and
ribs."

"Most men would
have gritted their teeth and borne it, but not you. Oh, no, you
made enough noise to wake the dead. The neighbours thought I was
killing a pig."

"Now you're
exaggerating." Blade shook his head with a smile. "I complained,
yes. I saw no point in grinding my teeth to stubs when you could
have been a little less rough."

"Rough? I
handled you like a baby!"

He glanced at
Jayon. "Some baby. She cleaned my wounds like she was scrubbing a
floor."

"Now you're
exaggerating." Lilu pouted. "I had to keep them clean, or you'd
have died."

The assassin
shrugged. "So I don't like pain. Who does?"

Jayon chuckled.
"When I had him, he demanded a bath."

"Agh, no." Lilu
shook her head. "He got no baths with me. He couldn't walk, and
there was no bath in my shack. I used to wash him with a sponge."
She grinned. "All over."

Blade studied
his cake. "And she takes every opportunity to tell everyone about
it."

"Then he became
a lord, and brought me here."

"She wanted me
to marry her." Blade turned to Jayon. "Can you imagine? I had to
get rid of her somehow."

"Well, she did
save your life," Jayon pointed out. "You owed her."

"Don't you
start that too."

"But it's
true," Lilu protested. "Without me, you..."

Blade held up a
hand, turning his head to listen as the faint clatter of horses'
hooves came from the courtyard. Jayon frowned, looking puzzled as
he rose to go and see who it was. Blade set aside his food and went
to the window, ignoring Lilu's alarmed look. He scanned the forests
around the castle with narrowed eyes, his brows drawing
together.

Jayon returned,
looking pale and agitated. "Cotti soldiers! It looks like a whole
company! They must be looking for you, Blade. We have got to get
out of here."

Blade continued
to peruse the forest. "It's too late for that. There are soldiers
in the forest. We're already surrounded."

"Then what are
we going to do?" Jayon demanded.

"There's no
'we'. They're not after you. Take the others and go."

"What do they
want?" Lilu asked, looking confused.

Jayon ignored
her. "I'm not leaving you."

Blade turned
from the window, his face grim. "They won't let me escape, and you
will do me no good here."

"I'll fight
them with you."

"What do they
want?" Lilu demanded again, belligerently.

Blade glanced
at her. "Me."

"Why?" She rose
and came over to gaze up at him.

The assassin
looked away. "To execute me, once they've tortured me. I've
assassinated three more Cotti princes."

"We can hold
them off until help arrives," Jayon interjected.

"What help?"
Blade shook his head. "I don't expect any."

"They couldn't
have come so far in Jashimari without being spotted. All we have to
do is keep them at bay until help comes."

Blade opened
his mouth to refute this when Lilu cried, "I'll help you! Just give
me a sword! I can fight as well as a man."

He scowled at
her. "You're both fools if you stay here. Why die when you don't
have to?"

Jayon bristled.
"I've never run from a fight in my life, and I'm not about to start
now. You're a Jashimari lord. I cannot abandon you, for my honour's
sake." He hesitated. "Nor can I leave a friend to die alone and
undefended."

"Friend!" Blade
snorted. "You'll die before I do, anyway." He turned to Lilu.
"Surely you have more sense? You've got children, take them and go
now, before it's too late."

"They'll manage
without me if they have to, my oldest girl -"

"Lilu, don't be
an idiot! Take your children and go." Blade glared at her. "That's
an order!"

She drew
herself up. "I don't have to listen to you."

"And I'm
staying too," Jayon added. "You can't send me away."

Blade groaned.
"Why am I cursed to be surrounded by such stubborn, stupid
people?"

"Loyal and
brave," Lilu corrected him, scowling.

Blade glanced
around, running a hand over his hair. The villagers had fled,
leaving him with four children and the two people who had saved his
life. He swung on her. "Stupid, brainless harlot!"

Closing the gap
between them, he gripped her throat, his fingers slipping into
well-trained positions. Lilu gasped and went limp. Blade lowered
her to the floor, then straightened to meet Jayon's astonished,
horrified eyes.

"You killed
her?"

"No." He shot
the young commander a scathing look. "What do you take me for?
She'll sleep for many time-glasses. I've repaid my debt to
her."

Blade picked up
a length of rope and bound Lilu's hands and feet, then beckoned to
her oldest girl, who came forward, her eyes wide. He put a hand on
her shoulder.

"Look after
her. Feed her and give her water, but don't let her go until the
Cotti soldiers have gone, you understand? Lock this door after
we're gone and stay here, quiet as a mouse. Can you do that?"

The girl
glanced her mother. "If you want her to be quiet, you'll have to
gag her."

"Good point."
Blade pulled out his handkerchief and gagged Lilu, then carried her
to a corner and propped her against the wall.

Ignoring Jayon,
he loped through the castle to the room in which he had slept since
his arrival, and the young commander followed. The assassin
stripped off his sooty, sweat-stained grey shirt and flung it on
the bed, then went to the wardrobe and took out his leather
assassin's clothes. When he was dressed, Blade dug in his bag and
pulled out a pair of boot-blades, which Jayon eyed with much
puzzlement. Strapping on the wrist sheaths, Blade armed them and
tucked four more daggers into his belt and two into his boots. As
he quit the room and strode towards the main hall, banging echoed
through the castle from the main doors.

"I just fixed
those damned doors," Blade growled.

Jayon glanced
around when they entered the main hall, looking irritated. "What
are we doing here? We need to find a place more easily defended. A
narrow stairway where we can have the higher ground and build a
barricade. We have no chance here. We'll be surrounded."

Blade bent to
strap on the deadly footgear. "Then go, find such a place to make
your stand. I'm not a soldier, and there's no point in trying to
hold them off. We can expect no reinforcements and no reprieve. We
can only fight as long as our strength holds out, and that won't be
long against so many. I intend to take as many of the bastards with
me as I can, and for that I need space."

"You can't just
accept this. We can still hide."

"They'll find
us and drag us out like rats. They must know I'm here. Do you think
they'll leave without finding me? You go, there's no need for you
to die as well."

Jayon's face
twisted. "I will not leave you, damn it!"

"You truly want
to help me?" Blade walked closer, reaching for Jayon's shoulder,
but the young commander stepped back.

"You're not
doing that trick to me."

Blade smiled,
nodding, then pulled a dagger from his belt and pressed it into
Jayon's hand. "If you want to help me, then kill me now." He guided
the point of the dagger to his chest and positioned it over his
heart. "There, the perfect spot. Just push. I haven't the strength
to do it. I'm a coward, always have been -"

"No!" Jayon
wrenched his hand free, and the dagger fell with a clatter. "How
can you ask me to do such a thing? I will not! I cannot!"

"You can."
Blade retrieved the dagger. "End it for me, before the Cotti do.
It'll be a quick, merciful death instead of a torturous one."

"No!" Jayon
backed away, glaring at Blade with bright eyes. "I can't kill you.
You're my friend!"

"I'm an
assassin," Blade said. "I would have killed your father, had I been
paid to, with no more feeling than I had for any of the others.
I've killed so many I've lost count." He tugged open his collar.
"I'm a cold-blooded killer, remember? I would kill you without a
second thought. Now is your chance to avenge your father, kill an
assassin."

"No! I don't
care what you've done or what you could do. I'm not going to murder
you." He shook his head, his face filled with despair. "Even if you
had killed my father, I couldn't kill you."

"Do you know
what they'll do to me if they take me alive?" Blade demanded. "And
believe me, they will try. They want to torture me. They want the
name of my client, the one who ordered the deaths of the Cotti
princes."

"Queen
Minna-Satu is dead. What does it matter?"

The assassin
hissed, frowning. "Do you want to see me tortured? Do you know how
the Cotti torture prisoners? Their most popular method is
impalement."

Jayon looked
anguished. "I cannot do it. Don't ask me, please!"

"You would be
doing me a great service, one that only a friend could do. I'm
asking you as a friend."

The crash of
splintering wood echoed through the castle, followed by shouts and
pounding feet, mixed with the jingle of armour. Jayon's eyes locked
with the assassin's icy gaze. "Don't call upon our friendship now,
when you scorned it before. Don't defile it by asking me to do such
a thing in its name."

Blade looked
away, remaining silent for several moments while he wrestled with
himself. "No, you're right, it's too much to ask. I must meet my
fate. I suppose it cannot be avoided. I can't ask you to do what I
have not the courage to do myself."

Jayon gripped
his arm. "If we run, we might still elude them."

Blade jerked
free. "Not me. The only way out now is through the kitchens, and
I'm certain they'll be waiting there. Even if we got past them, how
far do you think we would get on foot, surrounded by mounted
soldiers? You go, they will let you." The assassin turned to face
the door as the clatter of running feet drew closer. "Go, save
yourself. You can do nothing for me now."

The young
commander bowed his head, staring at the floor. When he looked up,
his expression was grim, as if he had finally accepted Blade's
decision. "If you won't flee, then neither will I. It will be an
honour to die at your side, Lord Conash."

Blade looked
away. "Bloody idiot."

A Cotti soldier
appeared in the doorway and stepped into the room. Jayon drew his
sword with a hiss of steel. Blade stood with his hands at his sides
while more soldiers entered on the heels of the first. They stayed
near the wall, well out of reach of the two Jashimari. When more
than a dozen men had entered the room, a tall, gold-armoured man,
resplendent in a tunic of pale blue and silver, strode in. He
stopped just within the portal and eyed the assassin, removing his
plumed helmet.

Blade had seen
enough of Kerrion's brothers to know that he faced another of them,
an older one, only a little younger than the King. This one bore a
pronounced likeness to Shandor in his size and blunt, brutish
features. Pale hair framed his coarse visage, and a short beard of
a darker hue hid his chin. Dark brown eyes raked Blade from under
blond brows. His animal kin, Blade recognised at a glance, was the
same as his father's, the great brown bear. Like it, he would be
stubborn, pugnacious and somewhat short-sighted.

"Prince Armin,"
Blade guessed.

"You are well
informed, assassin." Armin stepped closer, eyeing the daggers in
Blade's belt. "And well-armed, I see. Perhaps we can dispense with
the ugliness and settle this in a gentlemanly manner."

"How so?"

Armin glanced
back at several robed, skull-capped men who had entered behind him.
"These men are judges and advisors. All I want from you is the name
of the man who hired you to kill my brothers. Speak it before us,
and you may go free."

"Really." Blade
smiled. "You think me such a fool. Even if I was to tell you who
hired me, you cannot let me live. My execution for your brothers'
deaths is sanctioned by the King himself, is it not?"

"It is, but we
could overlook that. Perhaps we could offer you a pardon in return
for your co-operation, just as you received when you spoke at
Kerrion's trial." He glanced at the judges, who nodded. "There, you
see? Speak his name and you will both go free."

"I wish I
could, but this discussion is pointless. I was ordered to speak at
Kerrion's trial by the Queen, who was then my employer. I have no
such instructions now."

Armin stepped
nearer. "I know it was Kerrion who ordered my brothers' deaths, you
have only to confirm it."

"Was it?"
Blade's smile broadened. "A pleasant thought, I must say.
Certainly, I could tell you that it was Kerrion, but I could be
lying. How would you know if I was telling the truth? Perhaps Queen
Minna-Satu ordered their deaths before her own."

"The woman
called Minna-Satu is still alive, as you well know."

Jayon gasped,
glancing at Blade, who shrugged. "So perhaps it was one of your
other brothers. They are all quite murderous, even the
youngsters."

"It was
Kerrion. Tell the truth, assassin."

"Once armed
with this information, you will overthrow him and take the throne.
A cunning plot, much like Lerton's. I cannot tell you who did order
your brothers' deaths, but I can tell you it was not Kerrion."

"You lie!"
Armin stepped closer again, and Blade's hand sought the hilt of a
dagger. The Prince noted the movement and retreated. "No one but
Kerrion has reason to kill my brothers."

"They are his
brothers too. Why would he wish them dead?"

"They were a
threat to him."

Blade shook his
head. "He is the King."

"He has taken a
Jashimari whore to be his wife. His sons will be half breeds; the
Cotti will not stand for it."

"His daughter
will rule Jashimari."

"Which we could
have conquered, if not for the scheming of your foul Queen. She
saved her people from slavery, but Kerrion insults his ancestors
with his foolish liaison."

Blade cocked
his head. "So you want him out of the way, understandably. And what
easier way than to charge him with treason, thereby clearing the
way for your ascension? I hope your judges are taking note of this,
for plotting against the King is treason too, is it not?"

The judges
remained stony-faced, but Armin reddened with anger. "Do not try to
twist my motives. I seek the murderer of my brothers, whoever he
is."

"Well, then."
Blade looked thoughtful. "It was a man named Pernal, a fine
Jashimari lord who wished your brothers dead and paid me handsomely
for it."

"You lie! Do
not toy with me!"

Blade shrugged.
"Whatever I tell you will be discounted as a lie unless it is what
you want to hear, whether it is the truth or not. So, if I tell you
that it was Kerrion, I am free to go, right?"

Armin turned to
the judges, but they shook their heads. The eldest said, "If he
lies to save himself, it will not stand up in court."

Blade remarked,
"Of course I will lie to save myself. I do not want to be
tortured."

Armin growled,
"Then torture will make you tell the truth." He started to turn
away.

Blade's eyes
narrowed. "This was not part of our bargain, Armin."

The Prince
swung back. "What bargain? What are you talking about?"

"The one we
made in Kerrion's camp just after he took me prisoner. Do you think
I will let you torture me without telling your judges the truth?
That is folly, just like not paying me the second half of my fee
was a mistake. I have earned it. All three that you asked for are
dead. All that was left for me to do was to blame it on Kerrion,
and your plot would have been complete.

"That is how
you explained it to me, remember? With him executed for treason,
you take the throne with your brothers dead and no one to plot
against you in turn. But now you demand my compliance without
paying me what you owe. Why should I tell your lies when I have not
been paid the agreed upon amount? I never trusted you, and now you
try to double-cross me to save yourself some money. Did you think I
would keep silent?" He looked at the judges. "Take me to Jadaya,
and I will testify in court to Prince Armin's treachery in return
for amnesty."

"You lie!"
Armin roared, yanking his sword from its scabbard.

Blade's hand
sought a dagger hilt again, but one of the judges held up his
hands, shouting, "Hold! Wait, Prince Armin!"

The Prince
turned to glare at them, the naked sword dangling in his fist. "You
cannot believe him. He is lying to try to save his life. I never
made any such bargain with him. I have never met him before!"

"Come now, do
you really think you can lie your way out of this one?" Blade
drawled. "Even if you kill me now, and all these witnesses, someone
will find out about it. Pay me what you owe, grant me a full
pardon, and I shall swear it was Kerrion just like we agreed."

"We agreed to
nothing! I have never seen you before today, other than at
Kerrion's trial, and then I did not speak to you. You cannot
blackmail me with lies. I will torture the truth out of you."

Blade smiled.
"I am sure you will, but it is not the truth you want. You think I
will trust you to release me when I speak Kerrion's name?" He shook
his head. "You thought to double-cross me and execute me once you
had what you wanted, thereby silencing me forever and saving
yourself a great deal of money."

The eldest
judge stepped forward. "Is this true, Prince Armin?"

"It is a damned
lie! Why would I entrust such a damning plot to a Jashimari
assassin? I would not trust him with my life."

"Who else could
do it for you?" Blade enquired, noting the judges' uncertain looks.
"No Cotti would kill his princes, so you had no choice but to come
to me. You found me open to persuasion, being, as I was, Kerrion's
prisoner and bound for his gallows. Part of the deal was your
arranging for my escape from Jadaya, a plot that worked well. Your
minions did their part admirably, I have to say."

"You must not
believe him!" Armin yelled at the judges. "He lies to save
himself!"

"It sounds
plausible, Prince Armin," the eldest judge stated. "What have you
to refute it?"

"My word as a
Cotti prince! I swear upon my honour, and my life, that he is
lying. I have never plotted against the King."

"Very
convincing," Blade sneered. "But why do you not try to explain to
them why Kerrion would assassinate his brothers? They were no
threat to him once he took the throne. Why would he have them
killed?"

"Because they
were plotting to kill the Jashimari whore he has taken to his
bed!"

Blade snorted.
"A Cotti, kill his brothers to protect a woman?"

"She has
twisted his mind! He no longer thinks straight. His emotions rule
him."

"The woman who
ordered his father's death, who captured and humiliated him, held
him prisoner? You would have us believe that she is anything but a
prize to him, a prisoner to be raped and humiliated in turn out of
revenge? Would you have us believe that your king is such a
weakling as to love the woman who triumphed over him?"

"Yes! It is
true! He treats her as if she was still a queen. Now that she is
his wife, he even makes others bow to her. He swears he will take
no other wives or concubines."

"Ah." Blade's
eyes narrowed as he pondered his blunder. Prince Armin, it seemed,
was better informed than he had expected, and things in Jadaya had
changed since he had left. "Does he now?"

Armin waved his
sword at the assassin. "And if your accusations are true, then tell
me this. Why did you not name Kerrion when I offered you a pardon?
If that was our bargain, why did you refuse to take what I
offered?"

"Because I grew
suspicious when you came here with soldiers and judges. That was
not part of our bargain. I was to have come to you when the time
was right and offered you the information in return for a pardon,
after I had received the rest of my payment. But I am still waiting
for it, so I knew you were going to double-cross me when I had told
these judges what you wanted.

"I am no fool.
I quickly realised that I stood a better chance of staying alive if
I told them the truth. Kerrion is a more honourable man than you.
He would pardon me in return for the knowledge of your
treason."

"I am sure he
would! Your lies would rid him of the last of his brothers old
enough to stand against him."

"As yours would
rid you of the only man who stands between you and the Cotti
throne."

Armin rubbed
his brow, apparently trying to clear his mind, which Blade seemed
to have successfully confused. "If what you say is true, why would
I double-cross you? Why would I come here and risk you telling the
judges what you have? I would not be so stupid. I would have paid
you the money I owed and gained your testimony against
Kerrion."

"You thought I
would accuse Kerrion in return for a pardon if you threatened me
with soldiers and torture. A far cheaper option for you,
considering the vast sum you promised me for my services."

Armin shook his
head. "You are a cunning man, assassin. Your story has a ring of
truth to it that has confused even the judges, yet it is all
lies."

"You were the
cunning one. You thought I would not reveal your name, bound as I
am by the assassin's code, which forbids me to name my client. You
also know that I harbour a great hatred for the Cotti, and what
greater triumph than to be the instrument of another Cotti king's
death? When you came to me with your offer, you knew that would
tempt me to accept it, and it did. You should have honoured our
agreement."

"We had no
agreement!" Armin swung to face the judges. "He is lying! I swear
it by all that I hold sacred."

The eldest
judge shook his head. "There is only one way to find out the truth,
My Prince. We must torture him."

Blade said, "Do
that, and I will speak your name with my dying breath, Armin. You
will go to the gallows. Leave this place now. Execute these
witnesses and you will save yourself. Your soldiers are loyal to
you, only the judges will tell Kerrion what has passed here."

Armin
hesitated, his face a study of confusion and indecision. The judges
glanced at one another, finding guilt in the Prince's uncertainty.
Armin smiled. "I have it! You have condemned yourself with your own
words. You accuse me for that very reason. Your code does not allow
you to name your true client, who is Kerrion."

The assassin
sighed, a faint smile twisting his mouth. "My code of honour binds
me deeply, it is true, but not when my client double-crosses me.
Why should I protect you when you are the one who seeks to execute
me for the killing you paid for? Accusing Kerrion would be easy. I
would gain a swift execution and spare myself the torture, but I
refuse to be so misused. I will not let you get away with
this."

The judges
glanced between the two, trying to assess which one was telling the
truth. Armin pondered the problem again, seeking some way out of
the situation into which he had blundered. The more he racked his
brain without success, the angrier he became, his fury showing
itself in the paling of his lips and the flaring of his
nostrils.

He turned to
the judges. "I see no other recourse here. If you believe him, then
he must be tortured until he tells the truth."

"But if he
cries Kerrion's name to escape the pain, how will we know that he
is not lying then, since he knows he will gain a swift end for
accusing the King?"

The elder judge
shook his head. "The issue is now so confused that we need other
witnesses to these deeds. The King was camped outside Jondar for
only a few time-glasses, My Prince. Where were you when this
assassin says you were making this arrangement with him?"

"In my
tent."

"The whole
time?"

"Yes."

The judge
nodded. "Alone?"

"No." Armin's
expression brightened. "I was speaking to a Jashimari advisor who
came to meet me. A man named Mendal."

"Mendal!" Blade
gave a bark of laughter. "No greater liar lives! He is a true
snake, siding with whoever serves his cause or pays his way. He
will testify to anything you wish, naturally. Undoubtedly he knows
your plans, and will provide you with an alibi. One look at his
shifty eyes will tell the judges that he is not a man to be
trusted."

"Is he here?"
the judge asked Armin.

"No, he is too
old to ride with an army."

The judge
sighed. "Have you another witness who is here?"

Armin shook his
head.

"Take me to
Jadaya," Blade recommended, "and I will call upon my witness."

"And who would
that be?" the judge enquired.

"Your king.
Kerrion walked up as Armin was leaving the wagon where I was
imprisoned, and he stopped to ask what Armin was doing there. I
recall the Prince saying that he had come to gloat over me."

"That is a
lie!" Armin burst out. "I did not even know that the assassin was
Kerrion's prisoner at the time. I only found out later, through
letters from friends in Jadaya, that my brothers had been murdered
by a Jashimari assassin. It was the Jashimari advisor, Mendal, who
told me that it could only be the work of one man, an assassin
named Blade, this assassin. And he told me where to find him, here
on his estate."

"My, hasn't
Mendal been busy?" Blade sneered. "You expect the judges to believe
the testimony of a man who betrays his own people?"

The judge shook
his head, trying to rid himself of the glazed look that had come
over him with so many accusations and counter accusations flying
about. He looked at Jayon.

"Who is this
man?"

"I am Commander
Jayon. I am his -"

"Bodyguard,"
Blade finished for him.

"And what have
you to say on this matter?"

Jayon shrugged.
"I witnessed nothing, nor did My Lord Conash tell me anything about
his employer. He would not break his code of silence without good
reason. All I can say is that he is a man of honour who would not
lie."

"Unless he was
paid to," the judge drawled, losing interest in the fresh-faced
youngster, discounting him as naive. He glanced at the Prince. "We
have an impasse, My Prince. Each of you accuses the other of lying,
and we have no witnesses to corroborate either of your stories. You
came here to arrest this man and make him admit to working for the
King. Instead he has accused you of hiring him to kill your
brothers and falsely accuse the King, acts of high treason."

"You would
believe a Jashimari assassin over your own prince?"

"We must try to
be objective, Highness. His story is sound, and he calls upon the
King himself as a witness."

"Of course he
does, Kerrion is his employer!"

"So you say. I
believe that torture is the only way to ascertain the truth. Yet he
knows that crying Kerrion's name will end his suffering, so it
cannot be trusted. But if he dies with your name upon his lips,
Highness, you will be arrested for high treason."

Armin paled,
shooting Blade a furious look. "Then let us torture him. I do not
believe he can maintain his lie until the end. He is a beardless
gelding, a half man who dresses up as a woman to kill his victims.
I am not his employer, so who else could it be but Kerrion? He has
more reason to want his brothers dead, and laying the blame at my
door is probably his idea too. If I am convicted of treason, he
removes the last threat to his foul liaison with the Jashimari
slut."

The judge
shrugged. "True, but if the assassin maintains his accusation under
extreme duress, it must be believed, otherwise there is no point in
torturing him."

Armin turned to
Jayon with a nasty smile. "Perhaps we should torture his bodyguard
first. The sight of what awaits him may make him tell the
truth."

Jayon drew a
shocked breath, glancing at Blade, who gazed at the Prince, his
expression deadpan. "Go ahead, it merely delays my suffering.
Perhaps until the Jashimari troops that Regent Chiana has
dispatched arrive. She is, after all, my wife, and a dutiful one
too. I can assure you, however, that the sight of another's
suffering has no effect on me. I have seen and done enough of it to
know that."

"Even of a man
you know, a friend?" Armin asked.

"Assassins have
no friends."

The judge
frowned. "You say the Regent knows of our presence here?"

"Yes, she has
dispatched troops to our aid. We expect them at any time," Blade
lied. "And if they find you torturing her husband, I daresay that
she will take a dim view of it. Do not forget, I am no longer
merely an assassin, a trade from which I have now retired, by the
way. I am also the Lord Protector of Jashimari, a sacred Knight of
the Veil, and husband of the Regent, the highest office in the land
apart from the infant Queen herself. Your king will not thank you
for stirring up trouble in his daughter's kingdom."

Armin snorted.
"Kerrion himself issued the order for your execution."

"My employer,
you would have us believe," Blade scoffed. "Yes, he did, in Cotti.
In case it has escaped your notice, we are in Jashimari. Tell me,
did he order you to hunt me down?"

"No. Having
assured your escape from Jadaya, I am sure he does not wish you
caught, lest the truth be wrung from you."

The judge waved
his hands. "This argument serves no purpose. My Prince, if you mean
to arrest and torture this man, then we should do it before we
drive each other insane with this endless haggling."

"You are
right." Armin sheathed his sword and walked back to the doorway,
the judges and advisors retreating before him. Within the portal,
he turned to his soldiers.

"I want the
assassin alive. The other one you can kill."

Blade glanced
at Jayon, whose colour had drained at these words. The young
commander gripped his sword in a white-knuckled hand. "I will see
you in the Everlasting, Blade."

"Take as many
of the bastards with you as you can."

"I will."

The dozen Cotti
soldiers split into two groups as they approached Jayon and Blade.
Eight of them moved towards the assassin, empty-handed, the other
four closed with Jayon, their swords drawn. As they fanned out
around the lone swordsman, Blade jerked two daggers from his belt
and flung them at Jayon's attackers, each weapon finding its target
with unnerving accuracy. The men fell, each impaled through the
throat by a hand-span of cold steel. Jayon glanced at the assassin
in surprise, a smile tugging at his lips as he faced the two who
remained.

The Cotti
hesitated, then another two drew their swords and moved towards
Jayon. The commander, seeing his foes about to double in number,
growled and charged the nearest, swinging his weapon. Blade,
startled by Jayon's foolhardiness, flicked two more daggers at the
commander's opponents, reducing the odds by two once more. Jayon
engaged the other pair, and the assassin bent to jerk the daggers
from his boots as the six unarmed soldiers charged him.

The first to
reach him died of a slashed throat, spraying blood over the
assassin. The next tried to tackle him around the legs, but Blade
leapt aside and lashed out with a blade-tipped boot that opened the
man's face from nose to ear. His screams added music to the tapping
of Blade's steel-shod feet as he leapt and spun. Two Cotti charged
together with shouts of rage. One died as Blade's dagger found his
throat, the other fell with a slashed chest.

The last two
split up, one circling behind the assassin while the other remained
in front. Blade grinned savagely and lunged at the man before him,
feinting with a dagger, then impaled him on a bladed boot as he
dived aside. He spun to meet the charge of the man behind him,
slashed the soldier's throat and leapt aside. The man blundered
past and collapsed. The assassin bent to finish off the wounded
man, silencing his screams, then entered the fray with Jayon. The
commander killed one man, and Blade stabbed the other from
behind.

The pair stood
panting amid the sprawled forms of twelve dead Cotti, and Blade
retrieved his daggers as Armin turned to shout for more men. Jayon
picked up a sword and flung it to the assassin, who caught it on
reflex, then shook his head and dropped it with a clatter.

"I don't know
how to use a sword."

"You should
have learnt."

"Too late now."
Blade faced the door as soldiers boiled through it.

Armin took no
chances now, and a veritable tide of men flooded into the room.
Scores headed for Jayon and an equal number attacked Blade. They
charged in a mass, yelling a blood-chilling battle cry meant to
freeze their foes with fear. Blade retreated as he flung the four
daggers from his belt, then drew the two from his boots and flicked
them at the advancing Cotti. Six men fell, and he released the last
daggers from the wrist sheaths and let them slide into his hands,
turning to run. Jayon vanished behind a wall of soldiers, the clash
of steel ringing from the melee. The Cotti raced after Blade,
spreading out as bolder men outstripped their less courageous
comrades.

Blade put some
distance between himself and his pursuers before he turned to face
them. He lashed out with razor-tipped feet and hands in a desperate
bid to cut down as many as he could before they overwhelmed him.
Many fell with grunts or recoiled with yells, wounded by his
slashing feet and daggers. He spun away once more, cutting the
hands that strived to grab him. A soldier caught Blade's arm, and
he almost fell when his feet slipped, but kept his balance and
stabbed his assailant through the throat.

The Cotti
slowed their advance, the room so full of them now that there was
nowhere left to run. Blade glanced around, as unwilling to be
caught and trussed as a wild wood cat to which he claimed kindred.
The soldiers advanced warily, none brave enough to tackle him
alone, each waiting for another to take the initiative. Blade
raised his head and looked at the smiling Prince who stood by the
door.

"You are the
one, Armin! I name you as my client! You are a traitor, you Cotti
bastard!"

With a powerful
overhand throw, he flung a dagger at the Prince. The distance was
more than any man could throw a dagger accurately, yet the weapon
bounced off Armin's breastplate with a clang, making him curse and
recoil.

Blade spun, his
heart hammering with desperation and resolve, his metal-shod feet
scraping for purchase on the floor, making him almost lose his
footing. Regaining his balance, he raced towards the wall at the
back of the hall, where several windows let in beams of slanted
light. Reaching it at a dead run, he hurled himself through the
nearest.

The glass
shattered in a spray of glittering shards, slicing his skin in an
explosion of pain. Blade cried out as the cold air hit him in a
frigid wall, throwing out his arms. He seemed to hang in the sky,
then he fell. A glance down assured him that the drop was too far
to survive, a full three storeys above the ground. He plummeted
through the cold air, his legs instinctively bent to absorb the
coming impact.

The ground rose
in a blur and hit him like a giant bludgeon. One leg snapped like a
rotten twig as it crumpled under him. He hit the earth so hard that
he bounced, but by then he was senseless, and knew no pain.


 


 


 Chapter Fifteen

 


Jayon turned at
the crash of shattering glass, still on his feet, mostly due to the
fact that the Cotti were toying with him, but badly wounded. As
good a swordsman as he was, he stood no chance against so many.
Blade's cry reached him as he swung around, and he caught a
fleeting glimpse of the assassin as he leapt to his death.

"Blade!" Jayon
shouted, despair clutching his heart. He gasped as something struck
him from behind, and looked down at the length of steel protruding
from his chest. His face twisted with sorrow, and he coughed blood
as his legs buckled. He fell to his knees, his eyes rolled back,
and he crumpled.

 


By the door,
Armin looked up from his perusal of the scratch on his armour at
the crash of shattering glass. His mouth fell open as he witnessed
Blade's leap, stunned by the assassin's suicide. The soldiers
froze, and Armin glanced at the second Jashimari man when he
shouted. A soldier ran him through, and he collapsed, dead before
he hit the ground. The Prince started to turn away, then his eyes
widened as a shimmer appeared in the air above the slain
bodyguard.

A faint pop
heralded a flash of colour and a buzz of wings. A tiny, sparkling
creature appeared, hovering above Jayon. The advisors behind Armin
drew in harsh breaths as the radiant dragon flew down to land on
the bodyguard’s chest. Waves of glorious colour ran over the
animal's skin, and its delicate wings became transparent as they
ceased to beat. It lowered a narrow head and gazed at its friend
with liquid eyes, its tiny white claws gripping the dead man's
tunic. Armin stared at the magical beast in stunned horror. Wirryne
were legendary, so rarely seen that they were more myth than
fact.

The radiant
dragon lay down on Jayon's chest and stretched out its head to lick
his chin with a blue tongue. It keened in soft, musical notes, its
scintillating form luminous. Gold and silver glowed on its muzzle
and tail; fiery red edged its delicate wings and legs. Its
sorrowful dirge rose and fell in a series of sweet, fluting notes
that hung in the air in multiplying echoes, each one sweeter than
the last. The song was sadness, and its magic filled the dusty room
and its occupants with desolation so intense that battle-hardened
warriors blinked tears from their eyes.

Jayon's skin
glowed with soft golden light as the radiant's song rose to a
melodic climax of intense purity, gilding its former friend with
its last, magical gift. Grace. The lament lasted only for the two
minutes that it took the tiny dragon to die. Some said that wild
wirryne lived for only a few days, others maintained that they were
immortal. Judging by how swiftly this one perished, Armin decided
that the former was the truth.

The radiant's
eyes closed, and its head sagged onto Jayon's chest. It shivered,
and its wings spread as it went limp. A stunned silence followed,
then the soldiers muttered and moved away from the corpse, shaking
their heads. The wirryne's death atop its friend ensured that no
one would touch the corpse, for as the radiance of its colours
faded to grey, it became lethal to touch. Armin gazed at the beast
as the glowing embers of its brilliant hues went out and its skin
flaked away. Within a time-glass the creature would be dust.

Slaying wirryne
kin was forbidden in Cotti, Contara and Jashimari, and, had he
revealed the magical nature of his beast kin, Jayon would have been
spared. Some said that wirryne kin did not know they were bonded to
the radiant dragons, which only made their presence felt in strange
dreams. Others claimed that such men and women saw their familiars
only when they were alone, and that wirryne familiars were the only
ones that lived long enough to procreate. No one knew for certain,
however, save dragon kin themselves, and they never spoke of
it.

 


In a distant
cave on a lonely mountainside, an old man looked up from his pot of
herbs and sighed. The trees nearby whispered, and a series of pops
preceded a multitude of bright flashes as dozens of radiant dragons
appeared and vanished in an instant, leaving behind soft fluting
notes of sorrow. Shamsara bowed his head and folded his hands,
joining their sorrow as they mourned and rejoiced at the passing of
one of their kin.

The Idol of the
Beasts closed his eyes, and recoiled as a vision of carnage filled
his mind. A great war raged across all the Kingdoms of Chasym, from
Jashimari and Cotti to the distant burning lands of Mentath and
Endralon, far to the east. Something had changed. He cast about for
the reason for it, and a vision sprang clear in his mind's eye. A
black-clad man leapt through a sparkle of shattered glass.

Shamsara
grimaced, shook his head and rose to his feet, abandoning the pot
of herbs. He did not have much time. A hawk sailed down to alight
upon his shoulder as he raised a hand and gestured. The trees
before him parted, revealing the path he must take, and a mighty
grey stallion galloped up, snorted and reared. The Idol approached
the wild beast, which calmed at his touch and bowed its head.
Shamsara sprang onto its back with litheness at odds with his aged
appearance, and the stallion reared, then leapt into a gallop
through the avenue of parted forest.

 


Shaking himself
from his stupor, Armin swung to find the judges staring at him with
cold eyes.

He turned to
his men. "Quickly, find the assassin! See if he still lives!"

Several
soldiers ran out, and the elder judge stated, "No one could survive
that fall. He has leapt to his death, and he named you again with
his last words."

"He was a
coward! He was afraid of torture."

"But not afraid
to die. That does not slander his courage so very much. Torture is
humiliating, no warrior wishes to endure it."

"He was not a
warrior! He was a spineless assassin." Armin pushed the judge
aside. "Out of my way, I want to see what happened to him."

"It will not be
a pretty sight, My Prince," the judge called after him as he
marched away.

Outside, Armin
found a knot of soldiers standing around a sprawled form and
hurried up to them, pushing his way through.

"Is he
dead?"

A man who knelt
beside the assassin straightened. "He still lives, My Prince. See,
the deep grass here cushioned his fall a little, so his head was
not shattered, but he is senseless."

"Fetch the
healer at once!"

A soldier raced
away. Armin gazed down at the assassin, who lay on his back, one
leg twisted at an unnatural angle, his skin streaked with blood
where the glass had sliced it. His survival was nothing short of
miraculous. Rocks poked out of the grass all around him, yet he lay
on a bed of thick spongy growth.

A trickle of
blood crept down his cheek from the corner of his mouth. In one
hand he still held a dagger, its blade buried in the soil. Armin
glanced around as the young healer hastened up and knelt beside his
patient, running his hands over Blade. He felt the back of the
assassin's skull before looking up at the Prince.

"He is gravely
injured, My Prince. His leg is broken, and some of his ribs, but he
might live, unless he is injured inside, which is likely after a
fall like that. His head is not broken, at least."

Armin smiled.
"Good, then his plan did not work. He has not escaped me after all.
Wake him up. We will start the torture now."

The healer
looked shocked. "Prince Armin, I cannot be party to torture, even
of a Jashimari."

Armin growled
and pushed the healer aside. "Get out of my way then. I have no
qualms about it."

Straddling the
assassin, he gripped Blade's collar and shook him, causing his head
to snap back and forth. "Wake up, you bastard! You will not escape
me so easily. You will tell the truth before you die, damn
you."

The judges
arrived, and Armin turned to glare at the gawking soldiers. "Don't
just stand there, fetch some water!" Armin glanced at the
stern-faced judges. "He will tell the truth, I swear it."

"Have a care
that you do not kill him in your zeal, My Prince. A dead man can
tell no truths, and his last words will stand."

"He will not
die yet," Armin snarled. "God is on my side, otherwise he would be
dead already."

The judge
turned to the healer. "What say you on the matter?"

He shrugged.
"By rights the fall should have killed him, so if he can survive
that, a little shaking will not hurt him."

The soldier
returned with a bucket of water, and, at Armin's nod, poured it
over the assassin's face. Blade coughed and grimaced, raising his
free hand in a warding gesture. The soldier stepped back, and Armin
leant forward to drag the assassin up by his collar.

"Who ordered my
brothers' deaths? Tell me now, or I will have your eyes put out and
stakes driven through your limbs. Speak the truth and you will
receive a swift and painless end. Lie, and I will ensure that your
suffering continues for days."

Blade's eyes
opened, and he gazed at the Prince. His lips moved, fresh blood
trickling from his mouth. "Go to Damnation, you Cotti bastard."

"You are the
one who is going to Damnation, but you are going to speak the truth
before you do. Your cowardly attempt to avoid torture has failed,
and now you are at my mercy."

The assassin
smiled and whispered, "Not quite."

His right arm
whipped up, driving the dagger into Armin's side between the pieces
of armour that sheathed his torso. The Prince recoiled with a yell,
plucking the dagger out as he retreated.

Armin clutched
the spreading stain that oozed from beneath his armour, his eyes
bulging with shock and horror. The healer rushed to his side, and
an officer helped to unbuckle the breastplate and pull it off,
exposing the wound in Armin's flank. The healer examined it, then
cast Armin a reassuring look.

"It's not
mortal, My Prince."

Armin managed a
rictus of a grin, glaring at Blade. "You failed again, assassin. It
is just not your day, is it?"

Blade coughed,
and more blood oozed from the side of his mouth. "Do not be so
certain of that."

Armin glanced
at the healer, who shook his head. "It will heal."

"It had
better."

"You must not
exert yourself," the healer warned. "You must be calm and rest
immediately. You cannot ride, and you must keep the wound
bound."

Blade groaned
and grimaced. Armin smiled, enjoying the assassin's suffering while
the healer smeared his wound with salve and bound it. When he
finished, two officers helped the Prince to his feet, and although
he growled at the indignity of it, he accepted their aid. He
scowled at the supine assassin.

"Take him to
the castle and begin his torture."

An advisor
stepped forward. "My Prince, if the assassin spoke the truth
earlier, Jashimari troops may be on their way to rescue him. We
should not linger here."

"Bring him
then. We will torture him on the way. If he lives, we will take him
to Jadaya to be executed for his crimes. His attack on me ensures
his death." He glared at the judges. "And he will tell the truth
before he dies."

 


Two soldiers
gripped Blade's arms and dragged him to the castle's courtyard,
where the Cotti's horses and supply wagons waited. An officer ran
ahead, shouting orders that sent men scuttling into the castle in
search of supplies. They emerged with bags of grain, which they
stacked in the front of the wagons, piling haunches of smoked meat
on top of them. Others brought blankets and cushions to place at
the back of one wagon for the Prince to lie on. The work took less
than a time-glass, during which time Blade was left to lie on the
cobbles while Armin sat on a barrel.

When the wagons
were loaded, an officer helped the Prince aboard his, with the
healer ensuring his comfort. Blade was bound and thrown into the
back of the other wagon, and the soldiers delivered a few kicks
before they jumped down and ran to their steeds. As the company set
off, the Cotti healer joined the assassin and sat beside him,
cutting away his jacket and shirt to treat his wounds.

The assassin
watched him with dull eyes, and the healer, noting his gaze, leant
closer to mutter, "Don't think I'm doing this for your sake,
assassin. You must survive for your torture and execution in
Jadaya, as the law dictates."

Blade closed
his eyes and turned his head away, unwanted visions of the
mutilated bodies of the Jashimari soldiers he had seen in King
Shandor's camp flashing through his mind. As a prisoner of the
Cotti, whose cruelty was well known to him, all he could hope for
was death. Silently he cursed the finely tuned survival instincts
that had saved his life. Had he hit the ground head first, or even
face down, he would certainly have died, but his legs had cushioned
the impact sufficiently to save him, at the expense of one. Now he
was destined to end his days at the hands of Cotti torturers, the
very fate he had sought to avoid.

The Cotti
tugged at his legs, straightened the broken one and bound it to a
length of wood. The assassin gritted his teeth and struggled not to
cry out. The healer removed the boot-blades and examined them
before setting them aside. His tasks accomplished, the young Cotti
sat at the end of the wagon and regarded Blade, glancing at the
passing scenery. Blade stared at the branches above, trying not to
think of the horror that lay ahead.

At the end of
the first day, the healer returned to the Prince's wagon to tend
him, leaving Blade alone and, for the most part, unattended. He
slept little that night, kept awake by the dull throbbing of his
injuries. The next day he endured the wagon's rattling and jolting,
which provoked an endless tide of pain from his broken leg and
ribs.

The rough
wooden floor chafed the bare skin of his back, adding to his misery
by causing sores that oozed blood and grew larger each day. His
bonds cut into his wrists, making his hands swell until the healer,
on one of his daily visits, noticed and loosened them before the
assassin lost all sensation in his extremities.

Blade opened
his eyes when the wagon halted, and shouting came from the front of
the column. Moments later, the wagon rumbled forward again, veering
off the road onto the forest's rough ground. He groaned as it
bounced over rocks and crashed through streams, the cruel jolting
redoubling his suffering. The wagon stopped once more, and Blade
sighed as the pain abated. More shouting came from the front of the
column, and he wondered what was happening.

 


Armin scowled
as the commander made his report, his disbelief mixed with chagrin
that his plan to avoid a confrontation with the Jashimari on the
road had failed. According to the officer, another company, maybe
more, blocked the way ahead.

"Get me into my
armour," he snarled at the healer, levering himself from his
bedding.

"This's not a
good idea, Highness. Your wound -"

"Just do as I
say, damn you! I will not lie around like an invalid for the enemy
to see."

The healer
enlisted the help of an officer to strap the Prince's breastplate
on over the bandages. Armin groaned as he eased himself from the
wagon and the officer helped him onto his horse. He kicked the
beast forward, brushing aside attempts to lead it. Arriving at the
front of the column, he glared at the rows of heavily armed
Jashimari troops who blocked the way, seated on sweating steeds.
Plumes of steam rolled up the horses' flanks, and their muddy legs
and hanging heads betrayed days of hard riding behind them. Armin
turned his attention to the man who rode forward to confront him, a
burly officer with a sharp lupine face. He halted before the
Prince, his hard green eyes unwavering.

"Prince Armin.
I am Captain Redgard of the Queen's Guard."

Armin scowled.
"By what right do you impede my troops?"

"By order of
Regent Chiana. She believes you have captured or killed her
husband, Lord Conash."

"Does she?"
Armin sneered. "Then she is wrong. I have never heard of this man,
why would I want to kill him?"

"Then you will
not object to a search of your wagons."

"I will! I have
said that I do not know this man, and that should be enough. How
dare you harass a Cotti prince?"

Redgard leant
forward. "If you have nothing to hide, then why object?"

"Because it is
an affront. Now get out of my way!"

Redgard's eyes
narrowed. "I am afraid I must insist, Prince Armin. You are on
Jashimari soil and therefore subject to our laws. I have an entire
battalion deployed in the forest around you, and I will use them if
necessary."

Armin's eyes
darted, and an advisor near him hissed, but he waved away the
advice with a jerk of his hand. "I have a Jashimari prisoner, but
he is certainly not a lord. I am taking him to Jadaya for torture
and execution, not least of all for an attack upon myself."

"Let me see
him."

Armin gestured
to his officers, and several men ran back along the column towards
the wagons. The Prince fumed at the humiliation of being obliged to
answer to a Jashimari captain, but he had no intention of allowing
them to take the assassin.

 


Blade was
surprised when two soldiers took hold of his legs and dragged him
out of the wagon, ignoring his gasps as fresh pain washed through
him in a mighty tide, threatening to rob him of consciousness. The
soldiers shook him as they hauled him through the halted column. As
they neared the front of it, Blade looked up.

The forest in
front of the Cotti column bristled with hundreds of Jashimari
cavalry, their lances resting in their stirrups, their eyes cold
and hard as they glared at their former enemies. Hope flared in
Blade, but he thrust it aside, refusing to allow himself the luxury
of it. Whatever the Cotti planned to do, they would certainly not
hand him over.

The Prince
glanced at Blade when he was brought alongside, then turned back to
the Jashimari officer who faced him, and Blade recognised Captain
Redgard. The soldiers who supported the assassin pressed daggers to
his ribs, and Redgard's eyes glittered as he took in Blade's
battered, bloody appearance, his brows lowering further.

Armin smiled at
his foe. "This is all we have, a dirty assassin, nothing more.
Surely this is not your Lord Conash?"

 


Captain Redgard
nodded, his expression guarded. "That is Lord Conash. Release him
now, and you are free to go."

"Release him?"
The Prince's smile vanished. "We are taking this assassin to Jadaya
to be executed for the murder of Prince Ronan, Rigal and Targan, as
well as an attack upon myself."

"That I cannot
allow. I have explicit orders from the Regent to save her husband
at all costs. If he is to be executed in Jadaya, then I will take
him from you now, by force if necessary."

"If you try, he
will die," Armin pointed out.

"Then it makes
little difference, other than to shorten his suffering." Redgard's
hand caressed the hilt of his sword.

"Wait!" Both
men looked around as the elder judge rode forward, frowning. "This
is foolishness." He shot the Prince a hard look. "It will
accomplish nothing, Highness."

To Redgard he
declared, "Captain, we seek the one who hired this assassin to kill
Prince Rigal, Ronan and Targan. If we are furnished with this
information, we will be willing to release him. The assassin blames
Armin, but the Prince protests his innocence, and nothing can be
proven. If you wish him returned alive to the Regent, then you must
give us what we want."

"Blackmail,"
Redgard spat. "I do not know who hired him."

"No, but I
would guess that your Regent does."

Redgard glanced
at Blade, who watched him with calm eyes. "My Lord, if you would
just..."

Blade shook his
head. "Do not do it, I am -"

The soldier
next to Blade punched him in the jaw, and the assassin sagged in
their grip. The hiss of Redgard's sword mingled with a rattle of
armour as his soldiers lowered their lances. Several moved forward
as their warhorses responded to the growing tension in the air,
scenting the possibility of battle and champing at their bits.
Blade's guards dragged him upright and pressed their daggers to his
ribs once more.

"Gag him!" the
Prince ordered, turning to Redgard. "Put away your weapons or he
dies now."

Redgard thrust
his sword back into its scabbard. "If he is harmed -"

"He is alive,
for the moment. If she wants him to stay that way, your Regent will
have to tell us what she knows."

"And if she
knows nothing?"

Armin glanced
at the judge, who smiled and shook his head. "She knows, I am
certain of it. But if not, she will have to persuade her husband to
speak the name of his employer if she wishes him to live."

"If she does
not know, and Lord Conash will not talk, she will not allow you to
take him any more than I will," Redgard stated.

The judge shook
his head again, looking patient. "She cannot stop us. Any action
against Prince Armin will be taken by the King as an act of
war."

Redgard
gestured to the assassin who sagged in the Cotti soldiers' grasp.
"Kidnapping the Lord Protector of Jashimari, a sacred Knight of the
Veil and husband of the Regent could also be taken as an act of
war."

"He is nothing
but an assassin," Prince Armin growled.

The judge held
up a hand. "Jashimari cannot afford to revive the war, Captain, but
Cotti can. You would stand no chance against us now."

"And you think
your king will make war upon his daughter?"

"Certainly he
would not endanger her, but his lords and advisors would demand
reprisals if her troops slaughtered his soldiers. He will depose
your Regent and replace her. Your choice is simple, Captain. If you
try to take him now, he will die. If we go to Jondar, he may live.
What will it be?"

Redgard glared
at the judge. "You leave me no choice."

Armin looked
smug. "Jashimari have ever been cowards. It seems you have changed
little since you lost the war. Anyway, I have a yen to meet my
niece, your new Queen."

Redgard spat on
the ground to show his contempt for the Prince's jibe. "My healer
will see to Lord Conash's wounds before we move on, he seems
gravely ill."

Armin shrugged.
"As you wish, but the prisoner remains in my camp."

 


The soldiers
dragged Blade back to the wagon and threw him into it, the pain
making him grind his teeth. A few minutes later, a Jashimari healer
and Captain Redgard arrived, climbing into the wagon to kneel
beside him. Armin and his cronies watched from a short distance
away, muttering amongst themselves. The healer removed Blade's gag,
then examined the assassin's injuries.

Redgard looked
concerned. "My Lord, are you all right?"

"No I am not,"
Blade snarled. "Whatever possessed you to agree to his terms?"

"I had no
choice. Regent Chiana ordered your rescue at any cost."

"Of all the
damned stupid things to do. Why let them take me to Jondar? Rather
attack now, let them kill me and be done with it."

"My Lord?"
Redgard looked shocked.

"Do you not
see, Captain? Chiana does not know who hired me, and I will not
talk. If you let them take me there, she will just have to watch
them drag me away again, or start a bloody war trying to stop
them."

"That will be
her decision, My Lord. I promised to bring you back alive, and so I
shall. If I precipitate your death by attacking Armin, she will
have me executed."

"Just worried
about your own skin, Redgard?" Blade sneered. "Ever heard of
self-sacrifice?"

"I follow
orders."

"No matter how
stupid they are." Blade scowled, then winced and cursed when the
healer tugged at his broken leg. "Leave the bloody thing alone,
man, it is broken."

He turned back
to Redgard. "Listen to me. You will tell Chiana that the man who
hired me was Armin, you understand? Go to her before they bring me
in; tell her to say that I told her it was Armin when I returned
from Jadaya. It is imperative that she obeys me in this. It is an
order, understand? If she wants me to live, she must do this."

Redgard nodded,
looking relieved. "Of course, My Lord, a good plan. Then you will
be released and Armin will be executed."

"That is the
idea, but I do not put too much faith in it. Armin is too sly to be
out-manoeuvred so easily. I suspect he has another plan up his
sleeve." A cold smile twisted his lips. "Not that it will do him
any good. He does not know it yet, but he is dying."

"Because of
your attack?"

Blade nodded.
"Trouble is, it is a bit slow."

Redgard glanced
at the Prince. "He seems well enough."

"For the
moment."

"Is it a
poison?"

"No..." Blade
fell silent as Armin limped to the back of the wagon and glared at
Redgard.

"Get out of the
wagon, Captain. I did not say you could remove his gag. I will have
no plots hatched under my nose."

Redgard obeyed,
shooting the Prince a scathing look that spoke volumes of his
opinion of Cotti. The healer remained a little longer to smear
fresh salve on Blade's wounds and change the bindings on his leg,
then gave him a draught for the pain. Before he left, he wrapped
the assassin in a blanket, cushioning him against the rough floor
and easing his discomfort considerably with this simple act. As
soon as the Jashimari left, Armin returned to his wagon, pale and
sweating after his excursion.

 


Armin beckoned
the elder judge over. "I want the assassin tortured before we reach
Jondar. You may think the Regent knows his employer, but I do not.
Assassins never reveal their client to anyone, unless they are
tortured. It is doubtful that we will be able to take him to Jadaya
now. As the captain said, his wife will try to stop us, and she may
apply to my brother. So he must be tortured while we have him. I
want the truth from him, and I do not care if he dies."

The judge
nodded. "I will see to it, My Prince."

Armin gestured,
and the column set off once more, escorted by the Jashimari
battalion that rode in ranks on either side, shadowing them amongst
the trees. The Prince found their presence unnerving, though not as
worrying as the strange stiffness that invaded his limbs or the
terrible headache that plagued him. The healer could offer no
explanation, only empty words of comfort and reassurance.

 


For the rest of
the day, Blade endured the unrelenting pain of his injuries,
although the draught dulled it somewhat. When the wagon stopped,
the healer roused him with slaps to feed him broth and water. The
young Cotti clearly resented being made to tend a Jashimari
assassin, and vented his ire on his patient at every opportunity.
Blade could not retaliate even with words, for the gag silenced
him, and when the healer removed it to feed him, he had to swallow
or choke. When the healer had finished his unwanted task, two
soldiers dragged Blade from the wagon and propped him against a
tree. The elder judge squatted before him.

"Tell me the
name of your employer, and I will have you taken to the Jashimari
camp right now."

Blade licked
dry lips. "Armin."

The judge stood
and beckoned to a burly soldier, who stepped closer and knelt
beside the assassin. He held a nasty looking metal instrument that
Blade recognised as a device used to crush fingers and toes, an
extremely effective method of low-grade torture practised on
prisoners too weak to withstand harsher methods. The torturer took
hold of Blade's left hand and tried to fit the instrument onto one
of his fingers. The assassin yanked his hand free and lashed out in
a double-fisted blow that bowled the man over with a grunt. The
reprieve was short-lived, however, and only afforded him a little
satisfaction.

A soldier bound
Blade's hands to his waist, and the torturer proceeded with his
grisly duty. Before he started, the soldier gagged Blade again, so
his cries would not bring the Jashimari troops, who were camped
within earshot, to his aid. He struggled with all his remaining
strength, kicked at his tormentor and writhed in a futile bid to
escape the pain.

Periodically,
the torturer would stop and the judge would remove the gag and
repeat his question. Each time Blade's answer was the same, other
than a few occasions when he spat in the judge's face. When Blade
passed out, the soldier roused him with water and the torture
continued. The torturer concentrated on Blade's left hand, crushed
the ends of four fingers and broke two in his zeal.

The judge,
seeing that this was ineffective, ordered the torture to be
changed. The torturer heated irons in the fire and placed against
Blade's chest. With the gag muffling his screams, he could only
writhe and chew the cloth. Finding the assassin still resistant,
the judge ordered the torture stopped and resorted instead to a
beating that two Cotti soldiers inflicted with great zest. Blade
coughed and groaned as the air was punched from him. Blood oozed
from his mouth and nose, but he cursed and spat at the judge until
the man gave up and went to report to the Prince.

Blade lay where
they left him, the pain that now lived in every part of him dazing
him, his chest burning with each breath as his broken ribs grated
together. The world seemed distant and muted, and a cold sweat
broke out all over him as he went into shock. He was barely aware
of being thrown back into the wagon, or the rumbling of its wheels
as the column set off again the next day. Even when he recovered
from the shock, he remained unmoving, feigning unconsciousness to
avoid more torture.


 


 


 Chapter Sixteen

 


The Cotti
company rode into Jondar five days later, its escort of Jashimari
cavalry surrounding it. The crowded streets cleared before the
double phalanx of mounted troops, and people muttered darkly at the
sight of Cotti soldiers in their city. After a brief challenge at
the palace gates, the Jashimari battalion and Cotti company were
admitted, with the wagon that bore Blade. Armin rode ahead,
fighting the insidious, creeping stiffness that still plagued him,
at times making it difficult to speak. His judges and advisors
accompanied him, followed by his honour guard.

 


Chiana watched
from a balcony as the troops dismounted and formed up in the
courtyard below. Prince Armin's figure was unmistakeable, his pale
blue surcoat sheathed in a glittering golden breastplate, a plumed
helmet covering his blond hair. She searched for her husband, her
heart pounding. Since Redgard had left fourteen days ago, she had
received no news from him, and wondered why he had brought the
Cotti Prince to the palace. The falcon she had dispatched had
returned with the message still tied to its leg, so she knew that
Blade had not received it.

A knock at the
door distracted her, and she turned as a servant entered, bearing a
missive. He bowed and held it out. "The Cotti Prince demands an
audience at once, Regent."

Chiana took the
scroll and unrolled it, paling as she read it. "Take him to the
throne room. I shall be there shortly."

The servant
bowed again and left. Chiana crumpled the scrap of parchment as she
stood irresolute, then clapped her hands to summon her attendants.
Within a few minutes, she was garbed in a rich gown of heavy green
velvet trimmed with lace, its high fish-spine collar sewn with tiny
seed pearls. She fought to slow the wild racing of her heart while
she stood still for her attendants to lace and tuck her regal
garments, determined to show no sign of her emotions.

Many moons of
practice had allowed her to mask her feelings with a bland,
inscrutable expression, but the prospect of seeing Blade again made
this difficult as tears of joy and anxiety stung her eyes.
Redgard's message told her that her husband was alive, and that,
for the moment, was all she needed to know. When she was ready, she
went to the throne room, followed by the two handmaidens who always
accompanied her.

As she entered
through the small door at the back, traditionally used by the
Queen, she became aware of the tension within the vast chamber.
Captain Redgard stood to one side with four of her guards, scowling
at the Cotti Prince who had taken his ground at the centre of the
room, in front of the throne. Behind him, three black-robed judges
watched her with calculating eyes, and two white-clad advisors
stood behind them. At the rear of the group, four Cotti officers
waited, two gripping the arms of a man she barely recognised. He
sagged in their grip, his head hanging.

Chiana veered
away from the throne and walked down the three shallow steps that
brought her to Armin's level. Ignoring him, she moved towards her
husband, forcing Armin and the others to step aside. Stopping
before Blade, she allowed her eyes to roam over him, taking in,
with stunned horror, the bruises on his bare torso, the ugly red
welts of torture on his chest and the blackened fingers of his left
hand.

His left leg
rested on the ground, but he put no weight on it, and it was bound
with a splint. His hands were tied before him with thin leather
thongs, and a gag cut into his mouth. Her heart raced as rage
coursed through her in a cold tide, the blood draining from her
impassive features. When he did not raise his head, Chiana turned
to Armin, her eyes raking his visage as she spoke in a cold
tone.

"Who has done
this to my husband?"

The Prince
straightened. "I have. You may call him a lord, but he is an
assassin, and I charge him with the deaths of my three brothers as
well as an attempt upon my life."

Chiana forced
herself to remain calm, stemming an impulse to slap his smug face.
"Really? How strange that is, coming from the man who hired
him."

The judges
stiffened at her words, glancing at the Prince, who smiled, his
eyes hard. "So, he managed to send a message to you. Or perhaps he
lied as a matter of course."

"My husband
would not lie to me, Prince Armin."

One of the
judges asked, "He told you Prince Armin was his client when he
returned from Jadaya?"

"That is
correct." Chiana nodded. "He told me of the entire plot,
naturally."

"I do not
believe you," Armin snarled. "Assassins never reveal their clients.
You, like him, seek to bring me down with false accusations. He to
save his life, and you to avenge his suffering."

"I am not a
liar, and since you have obviously tortured my husband, there can
be no doubt as to the truth of his words. You will release him at
once."

Armin raised
his hands in a helpless gesture. "I am out-manoeuvred." He nodded
to the soldiers. "Let him go."

The men stepped
away and let the assassin slump to the floor. Redgard and two
guards rushed forward to untie Blade's hands and remove the gag.
Chiana blinked back tears as they helped him to his feet, her heart
aching at his soft gasps of pain. Anyone else in his state would
have been groaning with it, and for all his prior protestations of
cowardice, she admired his courage now. The assassin raised his
head, and his gaze rested on the Prince with such deep loathing
that she shivered.

Armin ignored
Blade, addressing Chiana once more. "Since that is now settled, I
have a request before I go. I wish to see my niece."

"Impossible,"
she snapped, noticing, out of the corner of her eye, Blade's eyes
narrow.

"I must insist.
I am still a Cotti prince, and your young Queen's uncle. If I am to
be executed for a crime I did not commit, I require to see her
first."

"You did commit
the crime, and traitors do not demand such privileges."

"I am not yet
judged, and until then I still command the full power of a Cotti
prince. Bring me my niece!" Armin winced and rubbed his jaw,
frowning. He seemed to have trouble speaking, and she noticed that
his movements were jerky at times.

She glanced at
the judges as the eldest stated, "He is right, you must obey him,
Regent. He is not yet condemned. Only the King can do that."

Chiana raised
her chin, her heart thudding with anger. The last thing she wanted
was to delay his departure for a moment longer, when every fibre of
her being cried out to call a healer for her husband's pain. "Very
well. But once you have seen her, you will leave."

Armin inclined
his head and smirked. "With pleasure."

She clapped her
hands, and a servant trotted out to summon the Queen's
entourage.

Chiana turned
to the Cotti. "The soldiers will leave."

Armin nodded,
gesturing to his men, who marched out. He seemed to be too easy
with the situation, too smug for one who had just been accused of a
crime he had not committed, and his protestations of innocence had
been too quickly curtailed. Chiana glanced at Blade, longing to
embrace him and summon a healer to care for his injuries, but
protocol constrained her.

The assassin
watched the Prince with deep suspicion, the slight wheeze of his
breathing the only sound. Now that he had lifted his head she was
able to see his face, and pain stabbed her heart. One side of his
jaw was swollen and blue, and dried blood crusted his nostrils. He
swayed on the leg that supported him, and she wondered why he did
not seek a healer now that he was able. His eyes never left the
Prince, and the rage that burnt in their depths far exceeded any
she had seen there before.

The door at the
back of the room opened to admit the Queen's attendants, three
maidens clad in silk and lace, the tallest bearing the infant
Queen. Kerra-Manu gurgled, waving chubby arms as the girl bore her
towards her uncle. Armin straightened when he spied the satin
bundle, a smile twisting his lips. The maidens stopped before him,
and Armin stepped closer to gaze down at his niece.

"She has
Kerrion's hair," he murmured. "How small and fragile she is. A mere
scrap of life."

 


Blade tugged at
the officers who supported him, muttering, "Get me closer."

Chiana did not
appear to notice the assassin's slow approach, her gaze fixed upon
Armin. Blade gritted his teeth, pain shooting through him with
every movement. The officers helped him to within a few feet of the
Prince, then stopped. The tableau seemed frozen in time as the
Cotti prince leant over the gurgling infant. Chiana watched him, as
indeed, everyone in the room did. The moment was tense, but no one
was more aware of it than Blade, who was as tight as a coiled
spring as he waited for the movement he was certain would come.

Armin's hand
dropped to his belt, and Blade spied the glint of metal as he
lifted it. The assassin launched himself at the Prince, taking the
officers by surprise as he leapt from their support. His good leg
provided the strength to throw himself at Armin, but his broken leg
buckled and he hissed as he crashed into the Prince, thrusting the
maiden who held the Queen aside.

Armin's
jewelled dagger, scything upwards to impale the Queen, struck Blade
in the chest. Chiana gasped as the assassin gave a coughing grunt
and fell, almost dragging Armin down with him. He did not have the
strength to hold onto the Prince, and Armin twisted free.

Blade hit the
floor hard and sprawled. Armin swung away, his eyes wild as he
sought a way to escape while the rest of the people in the room
stood frozen with shock. Blade raised his head and tried to focus
on Armin, his vision blurred. Pulling a second dagger from his
belt, Armin sprang at the Regent. One arm whipped around her neck
while his other hand held the dagger to her breast.

"Stay back!" he
bellowed. "Or she dies!"

The guards
froze in the act of leaping forward, and Redgard frowned at the
Prince. "Harm the Regent, and you will be executed right here in
Jondar."

The Prince gave
a wild cackle. "What difference does that make to me now? If I am
to die for something I did not do, then I will take her with me.
Imagine the chaos that will follow! A kingdom without a Regent,
ruled by an infant Queen whose father is the Cotti King. Civil war
will tear your land apart."

"You cannot do
this, My Prince!" a judge cried.

"Be silent,
fool!" Armin snarled. "If you had not believed their lies, I would
not be in this situation." He tightened his hold on Chiana. "You
lied! Admit it! Tell them I did not hire that damned assassin or
you die!"

"You just tried
to murder the Queen," she gritted.

"'Twas the
maiden I struck at. The Queen was to have been my hostage, not you.
I demand justice! I demand the truth!"

Blade rolled
onto his side, blood bubbling around the dagger in his chest. His
vision dimmed, and bright spots danced in his eyes, yet he levered
himself onto one elbow. With a great effort, he reached up and
pulled the dagger out with his right hand, hissing through clenched
teeth.

Raising his
head again, he focussed on Armin. Chiana shielded his torso,
leaving only his head as a target. Armin, intent on Chiana, was
unaware of his danger. Blade raised the dagger in a trembling hand.
His strength ebbed and time ran out as his life leaked away with
the blood that bubbled from his wound. Gripping the jewelled
weapon's blade, he flicked it at the Cotti Prince and slumped onto
his back.

 


Armin stiffened
as the dagger struck him in the eye. His weapon cut a thin red line
across Chiana's throat as he fell backwards with a crash of armour
on stone. Chiana tottered when he released her, and Redgard rushed
to her side. Without a glance at the dead Prince, Chiana ran to the
assassin and fell to her knees.

Blade's eyes
were closed, and he breathed in shallow, rapid gasps, blood
staining his lips. Chiana gave a cry of anguish and clamped her
hands over the wound to try to stem the blood. Blade opened his
eyes and gazed at her blankly for a moment, then they filled with
concern.

"You are
bleeding..." he whispered.

"It is nothing,
a scratch."

He swallowed,
his eyes roving over her face. "Chiana..."

Chiana tried to
plug his wound with trembling hands, becoming frantic when her
efforts failed and the blood ran across his skin in warm crimson
lines. Behind her, confused shouts arose as Redgard bellowed for a
healer and soldiers sprinted to summon one, clattering from the
room.

Chiana's voice
cracked with anguish. "Please... do not die."

A faint, sweet
smile twisted his lips. "Sorry, little dove."

She sobbed, and
tears ran down her cheeks. "No! Do not leave me, Blade."

The assassin
coughed blood. "Forget me."

"No.
Never."

Blade's hand
crept up to take hers in a gentle clasp, and she gave a choked cry
at the sight of his blackened, mutilated fingers. Bowing her head,
she kissed his broken hand, unable to imagine the pain that this
simple gesture caused him, her tears salting his skin with her
sorrow. Raising her eyes to his face, she sobbed as fresh pain
lanced through her heart. Tears welled from his eyes and ran into
his hair.

"Blade..." Her
throat closed, choking off her words. Yet nothing she could think
of to say seemed relevant at that moment. All she wanted to do was
cry his name over and over again as if that would hold him here.
His breathing grew more laboured, a painful wheeze as he struggled
to draw air into lungs that were filling with blood. He swallowed
again, blinking, and mouthed silent words, then grimaced.

Chiana wiped
the blood from his lips as his eyes closed. With a cry of utter
desolation, she slid an arm around his neck and pulled him into her
arms. She held him to her, his cheek pressed to the soft velvet of
her gown, the blood that oozed from his lips staining it with vivid
scarlet. Blade relaxed, the last of the tension ebbing from him,
and Chiana wept without restraint.

Redgard knelt
beside her, scowling at the assassin. "I have summoned a healer,
Regent."

Chiana shook
her head. "It is too late... call the High Priestess." Her voice
strengthened. "He is a sacred Knight of the Veil; he must be
attended by the High Priestess!"

"Regent..."

"Are you blind,
Captain? Call her at once!"

Redgard
bellowed the order at his men, then laid a comforting hand on her
shoulder. "The Queen is unharmed."

"Good. Leave me
be." She drew back to gaze down at Blade's still, pale face, the
lines of suffering smoothed from it at last. Redgard rose and moved
away, giving her privacy for her remaining moments with her
unconscious husband.

"You saved her
too, my love," she whispered. Her tears dripped onto his skin,
mingling with his. "My beautiful, valiant husband. You did not
deserve the scorn that was heaped upon your head." Chiana sobbed
and gulped. "I love you, Conash."

Blade's soft
gasps were almost inaudible, yet a thread of life still held him.
Verdan ran in, summoned despite Chiana's order. He hurried to the
assassin's side and sank to one knee, but a glance at his patient
made him pale and recoil, meeting Redgard's eyes. The old healer
shook his head and stood up, gazing down at the Regent who cradled
her dying husband in her arms.

"I cannot help
him."

Redgard stared
at him, horrified. "Is there nothing...?"

Verdan shook
his head. "Not this time. Even Lord Conash cannot survive a wound
like that."

Redgard turned
away, clearly unable to bear the sight of his Regent's sorrow, or
perhaps his lord's demise. Chiana pulled Blade closer and bent to
kiss his brow, then rested her cheek against his as she whispered
soft words of love, begging him to live even when she knew he would
not.

A commotion at
the back of the throne room signalled the arrival of the High
Priestess. The slap of sandaled feet hastened closer until they
stopped beside Chiana. She looked up at the granite-faced
priestess, uncaring of the tears that ran down her cheeks.

A flicker of
remorse crossed the old woman's features. She knelt beside Blade
and held out her hands for the grey vestment worn in the ritual of
death. One of her maidens handed it to her, and she draped the
gold-edged cloth around her neck. The rustle of her robes was the
only sound in the vast room until she spoke into the hush.

"I hereby
commend this man's soul into the loving arms of Tinsharon, our
great lord. Let him find peace in the Everlasting. Let Tinsharon
embrace him in his infinite forgiveness, as he passes from this
life to the next. I absolve him of all wrongdoing. May God hear my
words." She took a golden cup from a priestess and dipped her
fingers into it, anointing Blade's brow with holy water in the
sacred sign of Tinsharon. "Go in peace, Sir Conash."

The High
Priestess rose and gestured to her priestesses, who joined her next
to the wall. They would wait for the assassin to die, then begin
the chants of death while he was shrouded. Redgard, apparently
desperate for something to do, ordered his men to remove the Cotti
judges who stood in the centre of the room. They herded the judges
out and dragged Armin's body in their wake, leaving Redgard to wait
by the door with two guards. Verdan lingered, gazing at the Regent
and the assassin she held so tenderly to her breast, his blood
staining her rich dress. Behind the throne, the three maidens
huddled around the swaddled bundle of the Queen. Strangely, the
earlier ruckus did not appear to have bothered Kerra, though she
seemed a little subdued.

Chiana murmured
to Blade in a choked voice, telling him of her love while there was
still a chance he might hear her. His hold on life was slipping
away, his breaths quickening in the final struggle as he slid
towards the dark abyss of death.

The great
double doors at the far end of the throne room flew open with a
bang, almost unhinged by the force of the blow that propelled them.
Two guards stumbled in ahead of a white-bearded man who strode past
them without pause, his eyes sweeping the room before coming to
rest on the kneeling Regent. A grey wolf followed him, and a hawk
swooped through the doors after him, alighting on the throne with a
piercing cry. Redgard turned to gape at him, and the soldiers
inside the doors belatedly bowed. The clutch of priestesses fell to
their knees. Chiana looked up, tears blurring her vision. The old
man came to Blade's side and knelt, his eyes raking the assassin's
pale countenance.

Chiana gasped.
"Shamsara!"

The Idol of the
Beasts frowned with deep concern. "This is wrong. He cannot die. He
must not."

"What do you
mean?"

Shamsara closed
his eyes, grimacing as if in pain. "Blood. I see nothing but blood
in the future if he dies. He is the instrument, and his course is
not yet run. His destiny is not fulfilled."

"Can you save
him?"

He hesitated,
his frown knotting his seamed features. "Yes, he must be saved, or
Jashimari is doomed." His hands fluttered above the assassin. "But
there is too little time. I have no other choice." He glanced up at
the ceiling and made the sign of Tinsharon, muttering, "Forgive
me."

Shamsara drew a
knife from his robes and pricked one of the fingers of his left
hand, then leant forward to press it to Blade's wound, bowing his
head. The contact lasted just long enough for his blood to mingle
with Blade's, then he sat back. Chiana gazed at her husband,
expecting to witness a miraculous recovery, but the assassin
appeared unchanged. He still struggled to breathe, his visage
ashen, a cold sweat beading his brow. Shamsara bowed his head
again, and when he raised it, his expression had cleared, a look of
relief brightening his eyes.

"He will not
die. The blood is gone, the future safe."

Joy filled
Chiana, and fresh tears coursed down her cheeks.

Shamsara placed
a hand on her shoulder. "Weep not, child. All is now well."

Chiana cradled
Blade, wiping the blood from his face with trembling fingers. "What
have you done?"

"The right
thing, I pray."

Shamsara stood,
and Verdan came forward to stare down at the assassin with
confused, disbelieving eyes. "His wound is mortal."

The Idol shook
his head. "He will live. Do your best for him. He will be ill for a
very long time. The wound is grave indeed, and should have killed
him. Fortunately I arrived in time to save him."

"Thank God,"
Chiana whispered.

"Indeed."

She gazed at
him, puzzled by his unhappy tone. "What is wrong?"

Shamsara
sighed. "In order to save him, I have given him many years of my
life. I doubt that he will thank me for it. Best that you do not
tell him, I think. I fear his reaction will be adverse."

"How did you
get here in time?"

"I saw the
future change many days ago. I made all speed here to avert
it."

She stroked
Blade's cheek. "Thank you."


 


 


 Chapter Seventeen

 


Shamsara
returned to his cave the following day, refusing Chiana's offer of
hospitality with a sad smile. For a tenday Verdan held vigil at the
assassin's bedside, on hand to tend to his slightest need. He kept
Blade drugged, not allowing him to awaken fully until the pain of
his injuries was less intense. In this state, the healer's
apprentices were able to change Blade's dressings and feed him
nourishing broth to speed his recovery. Chiana visited him every
day, but Blade was too drugged to notice her presence, rousing only
sufficiently to swallow what was spooned into his mouth. At the end
of the tenday, Verdan reduced the drug's dosage and allowed Blade
to slowly regain full consciousness, thereby lessening the shock of
his first awakening.

Two days later,
Blade woke. His first action was to try to strangle the young
apprentice who was feeding him soup, but he was too weak. The
uproar brought Chiana at an unladylike run, and she arrived to find
Blade in the act of hurling the bowl of dortil soup at the
terrified youth. The apprentice ducked, and hot soup splattered the
room in a brown rain as the bowl bounced off his shoulder.

Chiana
recoiled, wiping it from her cheeks. She surveyed her husband with
a strange mixture of elation and annoyance. The apprentice fled,
leaving her to deal with the irate assassin. Blade lay twisted on
the bed, propped up on one elbow, his right hand dangling from
throwing the bowl. He glared at Chiana with eyes as frigid as a
midwinter storm, hatred flaring in their depths.

"What have you
done, woman?" he growled.

"I have done
nothing, and this outburst is -"

"I was
dying!"

"Apparently you
were not," she said, lifting her chin.

"Do not lie to
me." He pushed back the covers and tried to lever himself from the
bed, but his splinted leg held him back and he groaned as his
broken ribs grated together. Chiana hastened to him and pushed him
back, then regretted straying within his reach when he grabbed the
front of her gown and yanked her closer.

"Tell me the
truth."

She tried to
pry his fingers from the lace of her bodice. "I do not know what
you mean."

"You do!" He
attempted to shake her, but lacked the strength to do it with any
force. "What happened?"

"Let me
go."

Blade thrust
her away and sank back onto the mound of pillows, a fit of coughing
gripping him. When it subsided, blood flecked his lips, and she
braved his proximity to wipe it away with a damp cloth. This time
he merely watched her with venomous eyes.

"Why am I still
alive?"

She shrugged.
"You survived, that is all."

"You are lying.
Shall I tell you how I know?" He paused, watching her wring the
cloth. "Apart from the fact that you look as guilty as sin, that
is. I have killed more men than I care to remember, and watched
most of them die. I know what is a fatal wound. I learnt well how
to inflict them." He glanced down at his bandaged chest. "I was
stabbed in the lung, an effective, if slow method, but always
fatal. So why am I alive?"

"You survived
when you were shot with a crossbow, also in the lung."

"I almost died
from that, but that was a bolt, a round piece of metal no thicker
than your smallest finger. It is possible to survive that, but not
a dagger thrust directly into the chest. You know I am right, so
tell me what happened."

She sighed,
knowing that he would not be content until he knew. "If I tell you,
will you rest?"

He shrugged,
wincing. "Doubtless you will have Verdan feed me drugs to ensure
that I do."

"It would seem
prudent, considering your state of mind."

He cocked his
head, clearly annoyed by this. "What state of mind? Are you
implying that I am mad, perhaps?"

"No, of course
not, only angry to the point of doing yourself an injury."

"Yes, I am. So
would you be if you found yourself alive when you wanted to be
dead."

Chiana sank
down on the edge of the bed, stunned by his harsh words. "But you
cannot be allowed to die."

"Ah, now the
truth comes out. Who has decided this, hmm? Tinsharon himself, I
hope."

"As a matter of
fact -"

"Do not try to
spin some stupid tale!"

She shook her
head. "How else could you have survived? As you said, your wound
was fatal. You were dying. Shamsara saved you. He said you must not
die, or the future would be filled with blood."

Blade frowned
at her. His exertion had increased his pallor, and sweat dampened
the tendrils of hair that clung to his brow. His silence alarmed
her, and she fought the impulse to take his good hand in an attempt
to comfort him. Doubtless he would only rebuff her.

"He said that
you would not thank him for it," she offered lamely.

He sighed,
turning his head to stare into space. His anger had left him, and
now he seemed resigned. "He was right."

Chiana took his
right hand, braving his displeasure, but he ignored her. "He said
that you still have a destiny to fulfil."

"More people to
kill."

"Maybe
not."

"So, now I know
why I was not killed in the raid that took my family, and did not
die of the disease in the desert nor starve after I escaped. This
is why Talon rescued me from the gutter, and Lilu saved me when I
should have died. Even Kerrion... did not kill me, and Jayon..." He
glanced at her. "He is dead, is he not?"

She nodded. "He
was buried on your estate."

"I could not
even kill myself, and when fate failed to save me, the damned Idol
of the Beasts rushes here to do it. All for what? A bloody
killer?"

"You have saved
my life twice and now Kerra-Manu's twice as well, Kerrion's too.
Shamsara said that if any of us die, the future will be steeped in
blood. So perhaps you will save us again, and that is why you must
live."

He let his head
flop back and stared at the ceiling. "Wonderful."

Chiana smiled,
tightening her hold on his hand. "I am glad you will be here to
look after us."

Blade pulled
his hand away. "I will wager you are, but I am not." He frowned.
"What makes Shamsara think I will do it, anyway?"

"He says it is
your destiny."

"Destiny has
ill-used me, and I am sick of being its pawn. If I can, I will slip
its leash, perhaps by getting as far away from here as I possibly
can."

Chiana went
cold. "But what if we need you? Will you leave us to die if that is
what lies ahead for us?"

"Why should I
care what happens to you? I am not your keeper or your watchdog,
and I only became your husband at the Queen's command. I did not
kill King Shandor out of patriotic zeal. I did it for revenge, and
the riches and lands Minna offered. As fate would have it, that was
a mistake, and one I intend to rectify now that I have the
chance.

"I will not be
part of your damned plotting and subterfuge any more. If my estate
is not far enough from Jondar to stay out of harm's way, then I
shall take myself off to parts unknown, where no one will ever find
me. There is much to be said for anonymity, and I intend to reclaim
it. I have had my fill of this damned lordship farce."

"How can you be
so ungrateful after what Shamsara did for you?"

He glared at
her. "What did he do for me? Saved my worthless life, just when I
had thought to be free of it. You, who put such store in life, and
cling to it with such fervour, would never understand what a burden
is to someone who does not want it."

"You did not
seem so eager to die -"

He thumped the
bed with his good hand. "I wept for joy, you stupid girl."

Chiana stood
up. "Then go! See if you can find death, if Shamsara or destiny or
whatever it is, perhaps Tinsharon himself, will let you. But you
have only to look beside you to find it. That is where it walks, in
your shadow." She spun away and headed for the door.

"I know that!
It is the only friend I have!" He tried to sit up, but sank back
with a groan. "Damn it woman, do not turn your back on me! I am
speaking to you. Chiana!"

She turned at
the door. "What do you want? Would you like me to poison your
soup?"

Blade glared at
her, then his lips curved into one of his most beautiful,
heart-rendingly sweet smiles. Chiana looked away, and he chuckled.
"At times you do show a little fire. I suppose you could do that,
if you want to give Shamsara a lot of exercise. But I doubt he will
be very pleased."

She looked down
at her hands, waiting until his mirth subsided, then raised her
head. "Why must you be so horrible?"

Blade studied
her, looking thoughtful, then crooked a finger at her. "Come here,
and I will tell you."

Chiana walked
over to the bed, curious and confused by his sudden mood swing. She
warned herself that when Blade seemed to be friendly, he was
usually at his most dangerous. He held out his hand, and she took
it, a chill running through her at his touch. He continued to smile
sweetly, his angelic expression making her shiver.

"Come closer.
Sit beside me."

Chiana sank
down on the bed, her eyes fixed on his face. She prided herself on
her lack of fear of him, but found her breath quickening with
unease. His proximity made her skin prickle and her heart race, and
she fought the insane impulse to throw herself into his arms. He
watched her, but his smile did not reach his eyes. He slid his hand
up to her wrist, gripping it.

"You want to
know why?" His voice was so soft that she had to lean closer to
hear him. "Because I am denied so much of this life, and it treats
me ill at every turn. I can never have what others do, but am
condemned to deal out death instead. Death is my only friend. It
has made me rich and filled me with hate." He pulled her closer,
meeting her eyes with a chilling gaze. "So you see, it is just the
way I am, and you will never change me, try though you might."

"But -"

Blade released
her wrist and pressed his fingers to her lips, then slid his hand
up to caress her cheek. She trembled at the cold seduction of his
expression, longing to press her lips to his, her breath catching
in her throat. His soft voice made her shiver.

"How much do
you wish that I loved you? What would you give to hear those words
from me?"

"Anything.
Nothing could make me happier." She leant closer, pressing her
cheek to his hand and lifting hers to hold it against her skin as
tears stung her eyes.

His smile
widened. "Ah, Chiana, what a little innocent you are. How naive...
and stupid." His voice hardened on the last words, and his hand
slid behind her neck, then flashed up to grip her hair. She found
herself trapped in a painful hold, and gasped in shock and outrage
at his betrayal of her trust.

"Now tell me
how Shamsara saved me."

"Let me
go!"

"When you tell
me."

"Damn you,
Blade!"

"Tut, tut." He
shook his head. "Such language from a lady. How did he save
me?"

"He gave you
his blood."

"And what did
he say?"

She gasped,
trying to pry his fingers from her hair. "Nothing!"

"Do not lie to
me." He twisted his hand, making her whimper. "What did he tell
you?"

"Please let me
go!" She squeaked as he jerked her hair, the pain making her eyes
water.

"Tell me what
he said to you, and I will let you go."

"He told me not
to tell you what he said."

"Did he? But if
you want me to let you go, you will have to."

Chiana aimed a
slap at his face, and Blade's left hand flashed up to block the
blow. He grunted when her hand struck his broken fingers, releasing
her to grip his wrist as if trying to stem the tide of pain flowing
up his arm. Chiana jumped out of reach, her anger turning to
remorse. He grimaced, biting his lip as sweat popped out on his
brow.

"I am sorry. I
did not mean to hurt you," she said.

"Get out," he
snarled.

"I am
sorry."

"Out!"

Chiana walked
to the door, then turned to face him again. "Shamsara said that he
gave you many years of his life when he healed you. You will live a
long time."

Blade grabbed
the water jug on the bedside table and hurled it at her, making her
duck as it whistled past her head and smashed into the wall beside
the door, spraying water. She straightened, brushing moisture from
her sleeve.

"You cannot
frighten me, Blade. I know you too well now."

"Get out."

Chiana left,
closing the door behind her, and leant against it while she waited
for her legs to stop shaking. Her words had not been a lie, for it
was not fear that made her tremble. Her love for him burnt within
her like a flame, at times flaring up to sear her wounded heart.
The emotion that filled her when she was near him threatened to rob
her of her self-control and make her beg him once more for some
small gesture of affection.

Only her pride,
and the knowledge of the futility of such a plea, kept her from
making an utter fool of herself. She closed her eyes with a sigh,
relishing the memory of that precious moment of closeness, the
powerful seduction he had unleashed to ensnare her as he had done
to so many of his victims. Pushing herself away from the door, she
went to find Verdan and send him to Blade with a pain draught. She
tried to sort through the astonishing turmoil of emotions that
filled her. Now she wished she had not told him of Shamsara's gift,
for it would only bring him sorrow.

 


Blade stared at
the ceiling, his teeth gritted. His hand throbbed with vicious
intensity. How long was he doomed to live for now? The prospect
appalled him, and he cursed the Idol of the Beasts. He recalled
Chiana's last words and smiled. She was right, she knew him too
well. He was surprised she had bothered to duck; she knew he had
not aimed to hit her with the jug. If he had, ducking would not
have saved her from a painful bruise. If nothing else, he had to
admit that his wife was courageous, sometimes even intelligent,
though gullible. Verdan came in with a cup, and he sighed at the
prospect of sweet oblivion.

 


For the next
tenday, Verdan kept Blade drugged to dull the pain, and he slept
most of the time. When he woke, he made everyone's life miserable
with his ill temper and cutting tongue, so much so that even Arken
lost patience with him. Chiana spent all her free time at his
bedside, but the affairs of state left her only a time-glass or so
each day, and Blade showed no appreciation for her company. He
occupied his time reading, taking little interest in life outside
his room, and Chiana feared that he would slide back into his
depression.

Denied access
to the cellars due to his immobility, however, he retained his icy
aloofness. There was a sham of an enquiry into Prince Armin's
death, a formality soon swept under the rug. Kerrion evinced little
remorse at his half-brother’s demise, and Armin's attack on the
Queen condemned him anyway. Blade was weaned off the pain draughts
as his wounds healed, and his temper grew worse as boredom set
in.

An entire moon
phase passed before he was able to exercise with the aid of a
stick, a terrible limp hampering him. The bones of his leg healed
straight, and Verdan claimed the assassin's recovery to be a great
triumph of medical science. Chiana thought it more likely to be the
result of Shamsara's gift. The fingers of Blade's left hand also
healed perfectly, and no trace remained of the terrible injuries
the Cotti torturer had inflicted. His handicap continued to sour
his mood, however, and this time Jayon was not there to tend him.
Blade never spoke of the young commander, nor showed any remorse at
his death.

A tenday later,
Chiana woke to find a white shay flower on the pillow beside her.
She did not need to go to Blade's room to know that it was empty,
nor question the grooms to discover that a horse was gone from the
stables. She clasped the delicate, spidery bloom to her as tears
ran down her face and splashed onto its petals. Her love for the
strange, enigmatic man would never die, but shay flowers were used
at funerals, and it was his way of telling her to mourn him as if
he was dead, for he would never return.


 


 


*****

 


The tale continues in Book IV, Knight of the Veil, Book V,
Master of the Dance, and
Book VI, Lord Protector. Then get the two prequels, Dead
Son and God
Touched.
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