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G and Master | ooked even ol der than the
Squire, but he had a hard trinmmess that age had
not softened, as if he would still be deadly with that
sword he wore. There was a ferocity in his gaze
that the boy had never seen before in any nman's; so
he forced hinself not to flinch when those terrible gray
eyes turned on him neeting the stare as
i npassi vely as he could, determi ned not to show any
sign of the tunmult in his belly. Wiile the tw
men di scussed him he stood in silence, clutching
his cap in both hands. He had never seen the
Squire be so nost-wondrous polite to anyone
before, fawning at G and Master the way the goose
wife did to him
The boy had expected the fanmous |ronhal
to look like a castle, but it was just a cluster of
buil dings all alone on barren Starknoor,
bl ack stone walls and black slate roofs. The
i nsi de was even bl eaker: bare walls, plank
floor, wooden ceiling; a cold wind sighing in
one ungl azed, barred wi ndow and out another. Two
big chairs, a table, a shelf of books, a
grate so clean that it was hard to believe any
fire had ever burned there--no prison cell could
be grimrer. If this was Grand Master's room
how did the boys live?
"Vicious!" the Squire said. "Intractable.
Don't suppose even you can neke a man out of
such trash." He had been telling everything--the
boy's entire life fromhis shameful birth out of
wedl ock fourteen years ago to | ast week's
attenpt to run away and the subsequent whi pping,
wi th not one prank or nisdeed overl ooked. That was
no way to sell a horse. After that catal ogue
of w ckedness there could be no chance at all of his being
accepted. He was going to be sent hone
to Di npl eshire nost-wondrous fast.
Grand Master drained his wine and repl aced the
goblet on the table. "You will withdraw, please,
while | speak with the lad."
The boy wat ched uneasily as the Squire
rose, bowed |l ow, and departed. Wiat was the use of
prol ongi ng the matter? Why not throw them both out and
be done with it? The iron-studded door thudded shut.
He was not invited to take the vacant chair.
He met the gaze of the terrible gray eyes and
steeled hinmself not to twitch, fidget, or
even swall ow. After several long mnutes, G and
Master said, "Wiy did you steal the pony?"
"It's mne. My nomgave it to me before she
long tinme ago."
The old man smiled grimy. "If it was
only this high, couldn't you have wal ked faster on your
own two feet?"
The boy shrugged. "They'd al ways caught me on
foot. Thought it m ght confuse the dogs."
"Wrth a try," Gand Master admtted.
He reached his left hand into his doublet and brought out



a bag. It clinked. Now what? "You don't
get to keep this noney--1 take it back. Put
your cap on the table."
The boy obeyed suspi ciously.
"Go back to where you were standing. Catch!"
The boy caught the coin. Mst-wondrous!
"Can you throw it into your cap? Good. Ready?"
Anot her coin.
The boy caught it and tossed it beside the first. The
next throw went wi der. Then hi gher, so he had
to junp--and there was another com ng al ready and he was throw ng
and catching at the same time. Soon he was going in
four directions at once, grabbing and throwing with
bot h hands.
The barrage stopped. He had put every one in the
cap.
"That was inpressive. Very inpressivel™
"Thank you, ny lord." It wasn't bad.
Ki ds' stuff, though.
"Call me Grand Master. Your grandfather was
certainly correct when he said you were agile. But
he did tell ne one untruth, didn't he,
al t hough he uttered no deliberate fal sehoods?
VWhat is the real story?"
The boy resisted a need to lick his lips.
Wul d he rather be thought w cked or stupid? The old
man rmust be using some sort of conjurement to detect
lies, so stupid it would have to be.
"The girl, Grand Master. That one was not ne."
The ol d man nodded. "I guessed that from your
reaction. The rest don't matter--only signs
of a spirit caged. Violence against wonen is
ot herwi se. Yet you took the punishment w thout
prot est ? \Wy?"
Because | amstupid! "He's a serf's son.
They' d have hanged him She was only scared, not
real hurt."
"And suppose the next tine he does rape
someone? Wn't that be your fault?"
"I don't think he's truly evil,
G and--"
"Answer ny question.
The boy thought for a noment. "Yes.
"Do you regret your decision now?"
"No, Grand Master."
"\Why not ?"
"Because | don't think he's truly evil,
G and Master."
"You have confidence in your own judgnent. Good.
Vel |, the choice is yours--not nine, not your
grandfather's. Yours. If you wish to stay, |
accept you. If you do not, then | shall tell your
grandfather that | refused you. | warn you that you will be
enbarking on a whole new life, a life of
conpl ete obedience. It will be made a hard life,
deliberately, for we have no use for the soft. For the
first few weeks you will not even possess a hane; you
will be only the Brat, the | owest of the low You will be
free to leave at any tine--and nany do--but what



happens to you then will be no concern of ours. You wll
wal k out of the gate with nothing and never return.
"On the other hand, if you survive your
training, you will have achieved a position of sone
honor in society. You will very likely live at
court, one of a very select brotherhood, the finest
swordsnen in the known worl d. Again, you will be enbarking
on a life of conplete obedience. You will serve
your King or whonever el se he decrees. You will
have no say in the matter. Indeed, this decision you
take nowis in a sense the |ast decision you will
ever make of your own free will."
And the first one, too. The boy had not expected
to be offered a choice.
Grand Master said, "Have you any questions?"
"Who picks my new nane?"
"You do, usually fromthe list of forner Bl ades,
al t hough ot her names are sonetines accepted.”
That was fairer than he had expected. If he
left, he would never know whether he could have been
man enough. Being the Brat in Ironhall could not
be much worse than being a bastard son in a
famly with very little noney and no soci al
i mportance. The alternative was to be
apprenticed to some craftsman or merchant, a
nobody evernore. He would not be the Brat for
long. "I wish to stay, Grand Master."
"Don't be too hasty. There are many things you
do not know. Ask nore questions or just think about it. You can
have five minutes."
"No, Grand Master. | wish to stay."
"To make such a decision lightly can be taken
as a sign of folly."
"I have confidence in ny own judgnment, G and

Mast er . "
The dread eyes narrowed. "If you were already a
candi date, that remark woul d be treated as insol ence.”
The only safe answer to that was, "l understand,
G and Master."
The ol d man nodded. "Very well. You are

accepted. Brat, go and tell the man waiting
out si de that he nmay go now "

HARVEST



"Treason," Kromman whi spered. He
repeated the word, nmouthing it as if he found the taste
pl easi ng: "Treason! Your treachery is uncovered
at last. Evidence has been |laid before the
King." He snmiled and licked his w zened |i ps.
Hurman wood- | ouse!
Rol and consi dered drawi ng his sword and sliding it
into Kronman until the blade would go no farther
then taking it out again--by another route, for variety.
That woul d be an act of public service he should have
performed a lifetime ago, but it would create a
serious scandal. Wrd would flash across al
Eurania that the King of Chivial's private
secretary had been nurdered by his lord
chancel l or, sending courtiers of a dozen capitals
into fits of hysterical giggles. Lord Rol and nust
behave hinself. It was a pl easing fantasy, though
Meanwhi l e, the winter night was falling. He still
had work piled up like snowdrifts, a dozen
petitioners waiting to see him and no tinme to waste
on this black-robed human fungus.
Patience! "As you well know, Master
Secretary, such runors go around every coupl e of
years--runors about me, about you, about many of the
King's mnisters." Anbrose probably started
nost of the stories hinmself, but if his chancellor said so
to Kronman, Kronman would tattle back
to him "H s Majesty has nore sense than
to listen to slander. Now, have you brought some business for
ne?"
"No, Lord Chancellor. No nore business for
you." Kromman was not hiding his enjoynent; he was
up to sonething. Even in his youth, as a Dark
Chanber inquisitor, he had been repugnant
--spyi ng and snoopi ng, prying and plotting,
mal i gni ng anyone he could not destroy. Now, wth
age-yel l owed eyes and hair trailing like
cobwebs fromunder his black biretta, he had
all the appeal of a corpse washed up on a
beach. Sonme days he | ooked even worse. Even
the King, who had few scruples, referred to him
in private as rat poison. Wat secret
j oy was he savoring now?
Rol and stood up. He had al ways been taller
and trinmmer than this grubby ink slinger, and the years

had not changed that. "I won't send for the Wtch
["I'l throw you out nyself. | have no tine for
games. "

"Nor |I. The games are over at last."

Kromman slithered a letter onto the desk with al
the glee of a small boy waiting for his nmother to open
a gift he has wapped for her. Definitely
up to sonet hi ng!
Over by the door, Quarrel |ooked up fromhis
book with a puzzl ed expression. No voices had
been raised yet, but his Blade instincts were
detecting trouble.
Rol and' s face had gi ven away nothing for
thirty years and would not start doing so now.



| mpassi vely he took up the packet, noting

that it was addressed personally to Earl Rol and of
Wat er by, Conpani on of the Wiite Star, Knight

of the Loyal and Ancient Order of the King's

Bl ades, et cetera, and closed with the privy

seal, yet it bore no mention of his high office.

That odd conbi nati on warned hi m what he was going to find
even before he lifted the wax with a deft twist of his
kni fe and crackl ed the parchment open. The

ornately lettered nessage was terse to the point of
brutality:

is therefore comanded to divest ... will absent hinself
from busi ness of our Privy Council ... will

hol d hinmsel f avail able to answer certain grave

matters.

Di smi ssal !

Hs first reaction was sweet relief that he could
now t hrow down all his worries and go hone
to Ivywall s and the wi fe whom he had never been
all owed tinme enough to | ove as she deserved. H s
second t hought was that Kromman, here designated
hi s successor, was an unthi nkable choice, totally
i ncapabl e of handling the work.

He | ooked up blandly, while his mnd raced
through this deadly jungle that had suddenly sprung
up around him He should not be surprised, of
course. Anbrose IV tired of ministers just as
he tired of mistresses or favorite
courtiers. The King grew weary and sought new
begi nni ngs. He woul d hope to shed sonme of his current
unpopul arity by blam ng his own m stakes on the
man who had faithfully carried out his policies.
Loyalty was better to receive than to give.

Wth the silent grace of an archer drawi ng a
| ongbow, Quarrel rose to his feet. For nost
of the last two days, the poor kid had been
sl ouched on the couch by the door, |eafing through a book
of romantic verse, bored out of his mind. He
woul d have registered that the latest visitor was unarned
when he entered and then |lost interest in him Now he
had sensed sonet hi ng ani ss.

"Your treason is uncovered!" Kromman said
agai n, gloating.

Rol and shrugged. "No treason. \Watever
forgeries you have concocted, Master Kromman, they

wi Il not withstand proper exam nation."
"W shall see.”
They stared at each other for a nmonent, |ifelong

foes harnessed too long together in service to the
sane nmaster. Rol and coul d never consider hinself
guilty of treason under any reasonable definition
of the word; but treason was a slippery concept, a
mre he had seen trap many others--

Bl uefi el d, Cent ham Mont pur se.

Especi al |y Mont purse. He had organi zed

Mont purse' s destruction hinmsel f. To be dragged
down by the odi ous Kromman woul d be excessive



i rony, though. That would hurt nore than the
headsman' s ax.

Agai n he found hinself contenpl ating mnurder
and this time he was not altogether joking with hinself; this m ght
his |l ast chance to slay the vermin. Alas, the
revenge he shoul d have taken years ago woul d now be
seen as an admission of guilt, so he would die
al so and | eave Kronmman as post hunbus wi nner of
their long feud. Better to stay alive and fight,
face down the deceit and hope to wi n, however
unli kely that mght be--Kronman was very sure
of himsel f.

Meanwhi l e, the dusty files on the desk and the
garrul ous petitioners in the waiting roomcould
equal ly be forgotten. Lord Roland coul d wal k away
fromthemall with a clear conscience and head hone a
day earlier than he had pl anned. Tomnorrow woul d be
soon enough to start worrying about treason and a trial
and the al nost inevitable death sentence.

"Long live the King," he said calmy. He
wal ked around the desk, lifting the weighty chain from
his shoulders. "This is not gold, by the way, only
gilt. Chancery knows that, so don't try accusing
me of enbezzl enment.”

Wth a leer of triunph, Kromman bent his
head to receive the chain. It rattled around his feet |ike
a gol den snake as Rol and rel eased it.

"Put it around your neck yourself, Master
Kromman, or have the King do it. The wit does
not require me to bestowit."

"Ch, we shall teach you hunbl er ways soon!"

"I doubt it." Then Roland recalled the wording
of the warrant and the authority it granted to his
successor. "Or are you contenplating i medi ate action
agai nst ny person?"

The new chancel l or's anber-toothed snile was
answer in itself. "Indeed, |I shall now have the
pl easure of conmpleting a task | was prevented from
conpl eting many years ago." Meaning he had a
squad of nen-at-arms waiting in the anteroom
to escort the prisoner to a dungeon in the
Bastion, probably in chains. What sweet
triunph that would be for him

But he was still unaware that there was a third person
present. He had conme scurrying in with his m ncing,
pi geon-toed wal k and gone right by the w tness beside the
door, too inpatient to notice his victims
guardi an. As quiet as mist, Quarrel had
crossed the roomto stand at the inquisitor's
back--tall and supple and deadly as a spanned
crosshow. He could be Lord Roland's twin
brother, born forty years too | ate.

For the first tine Roland | ooked directly
at him "Have you net Master Kronmman, the
King's secretary?"

"l have not had that honor, nmy lord."

Kromman twi sted around with a gasp

"It is no honor. He plans to have ne
arrested. Wat say you to that?"

be



Quarrel smiled at this sudden inprovenent

to his day. "I say not so, ny lord." One hand
rested on his sword. He could draw faster than
a whi p crack.

"I thought you mght. This is Sir Quarrel
Chancellor. | deeply regret that | shall be
unabl e to accept your gracious invitation
voluntarily. | hope you brought adequate
forces?"

Kromman' s jaw hung open. Quarrel's
hose and doubl et had been outrageously
expensive, his jerkin and pluned hat even nore so,
but they could be matched on a score of young dandi es
around the court. It was not his athlete's grace or
his darkly sinister good | ooks that proclai ned him
unm st akably as a Bl ade, nor yet his
sword, for his hand conceal ed the distinctive pomel.
Perhaps it was his bearing. There could be no doubt that
even if he were one against an army, he would litter
the floor with bodies before he let anyone lay a
hand on his ward.

Kromman had a probl em he had not
anti ci pat ed.

"Where did you get hinP" he squeaked.

"On Starknmoor, of course."™ Roland should have
guessed that sonethi ng unexpected woul d happen right after
he went back to Ironhall. Every visit he had
ever made to that gl oony keep had nmarked a turning
point in his life.

As Durendal raised his wineglass to his
lips, |oud booing broke out at the far end of the
hal I, which could only mean that the Brat had cone
in. An inmedi ate cheer announced that he had been
tripped up already. The kid scrambled to his
feet in a shower of crusts and chop bones, and was
promptly tripped again. He had a | ong way
to go, because he was not past the sopranos' table yet
and nust still run the gauntlet of the beansprouts, the
beardl ess, and the fuzzies before he reached the
seni ors. Undoubtedly Grand Master had sent
himto sunmon Prine and Second to a
bi nding, and it was his m sfortune that they happened to be
at dinner.

It was a rough gane, but sone of the ganes were even
wor se; and everyone started out as the Brat.
Durendal had endured that ordeal |onger than
nost, beginning right after the suprenely joyous
nmonent when he had been able to tell his grandfather to go
back to Dinpleshire and stay there. Spirits! Had
that been five years ago? It was hard to believe
that he was Second now and the Brat was headi ng for
hi m Most - wondr ous!

He gl anced at the high table to confirmthat G and
Master's throne remai ned unoccupi ed. Master of
Horse and Master of Rapiers caught his eye and
sm | ed knowi ngly. Nothing but a binding woul d be keeping



the old man away on Ironhall's nost
i mportant night of the year, the Feast of
Durendal , the | egendary founder whose nane Second
hi rsel f had assuned in a nad act of defiance.
Toni ght the seniors were allowed wi ne. Soon the
Litany of Heroes would be read out and speeches
made. For Grand Master to be absent required
somet hi ng epic afoot. Possibly the King hinself
had arrived.

Dur endal had been Second for |less than a
week. He had not expected to make the | eap
to Prine just yet. He glanced at Harvest beside
him but Harvest was arguing so intently with Everman
that he had not even noticed the disturbance.

Five years, and soon it would be over--
possi bly as soon as tonorrow night, if the King
wanted nore than one Bl ade. Manhood in
pl ace of adol escence; farewell to Ironhall.
Feeling his mind strangely concentrated by this sudden
nost al gi a--and possibly al so by the wi ne, he
realized--he scanned the great hall, as if
to fix it nmore tightly in his menory.

Servants hastened back and forth fromthe kitchens,
striving unsuccessfully to keep platters heaped
agai nst the onsl aught of voraci ous young
appetites. Candlelight flickered on scores
of fresh faces at the long tables and reflected
on the famus sky of swords overhead--a
hundred chains slung fromwall to wall, with a
sword dangling from al nost every link, nore than five
t housand bl ades. Visitors and newconers
notoriously lost their appetites when offered their
first neal in the hall, especially when it was
acconpani ed by vivid descriptions of what woul d
happen if just one of those ancient chains
shoul d break. Residents soon |l earned to ignore
the threat. The ol dest of those swords had been up
there for centuries and would probably remain there
for along time yet. The oldest of themall hung
alone in a place of honor on the wall behind
Grand Master's throne, and that was Nightfall, the
sword of the first Durendal, which had been found so
i nexplicably broken after his death.

Soup sprayed over the Brat as he passed the
beansprouts' table.

There were seventy-three candidates in
Ironhall at the nonent. Second was
responsi ble for keeping themall in line, so he
had that nunber branded on his heart. There ought to be
a hundred or so, but there was a new King on the
throne. In his first year Anbrose had repl aced
nore than a score of his father's aging Bl ades.
He had slowed the pace a little since then, but
|ately he had been gifting Bl ades to his
favorites. The candi dates considered that
Anbrose |V was being profligate with his
preci ous swordsmen, although they were hardly
unbi ased observers. How nany did he want
toni ght? Harvest was Prine, and candi dates



invariably left Ironhall in the same order
t hey had entered.

The Brat arrived at last, panting and well
spattered with gravy and fragnments of sal ad. He
stared in dismay at Harvest's back, hesitant
to interrupt the awesonely exalted Prinme while
he was tal king; but all the seniors except
Durendal were still arguing at the tops of their
voi ces, blissfully unaware of the drama. The
hall hushed as the audi ence realized what was
happeni ng and waited in amused suspense. The
di stant sopranos had clinbed up on their
benches to watch.

Young Byless was in full throat. "And | say
that we're the nost deadly collection of
swordsnen in all Eurania.!" He
apparently meant the seniors, including hinself. This
was certainly the first time in his |ife he had ever
tasted wine, and it showed. "We'd be a match for a
whol e regi ment of the King of Isilond's
Househol d Sabreurs. We ought to send them a
chal | enge. "

" Shinbones!" said Harvest. "W'd be
massacred! "

Byl ess turned an unsteady gaze on him
"What if we were? We'd have created a
| egend. "

"Besides," said Felix, "I think they're a
ot nmore deadly." He gestured over his shoul der
at the tables behind him

He was maki ng better sense. That was where the
mast ers and other knights sat, those Bl ades who
had pl ayed out their game and retired to teach another
generation. There were bald heads and |iver spots and
m ssing teeth there. Some were truly ancient, but not
one of themwas fat, senile, or even stooped; and
by and large they were all still functional. Bl ades
m ght rust, but they did not rot. Anbng them were
some unfamiliar faces, visitors enjoying the
nostal gia of a Durendal Ni ght. Knights who
had completed their stint in the Royal Guard m ght
be anything from doorkeepers for rich nerchants
to senior mnisters of the Crown. The only one
Dur endal recogni zed there toni ght was G and
W zard, head of the Royal College of
Conjurers. They were all having as much trouble as the
juniors in suppressing their |aughter

Red-faced, Byl ess drained his glass and went
on the offensive with a I oud burp. "Uk! Then?
They're old! There isn't one of them under
thirty."

Durendal decided it was time to stop his friends
maki ng fools of thenselves. He scowl ed at the
Brat, who was a smartish ni pper and had been
Brat | ong enough to know that the current Second was
no danger to him

"M serable lowife!" he shouted.

"Bottom f eedi ng, snot-nosed, festering slug,
you dare to creep in here and nmar the nerrinent of your



betters?"

The Brat shot hima wary gl ance. Harvest
| ooked around, gaped in horror for a nmoment, and then
made a fast recovery. "Scuml Bed-wetting
trogl odyte!" He swung a bl ow at the
Brat's head, but it was well signaled and
failed to nake contact.

The Brat spraw ed realistically to the floor
and grovel ed appropriately. When he had been
Brat, Durendal had found groveling the hardest
duty required of him He had | earned, of
course--oh yes, he had | earned! The hal
whooped in approval. They had all been there
once, every one of them down on the floor, butt
of all Ironhall.

"Honored and glorious Prinme!" the kid
squeaked. "Mbst noble, nost illustrious
Second, Grand Master sent ne to sunmon you!"

"Liar!" Harvest boomed, tipping his
wi negl ass over the lad. "Get out of here, you
human pestilence. Go and tell G and Master
to eat horse dung."

The Brat sprang to his feet and fled,
runni ng the gauntlet of flying food and extended
feet again. The knights joined in the laughter as
if they had not wi tnessed such scenes a thousand tines
bef ore.

Tumult died away to an excited nurnur.

"That was good," Durendal said.

""Bed-wetting trogl odyte" was good!"

Prime tried to hide his apprehension and
failed mserably. "You suppose there mght be
somet hing i n what he said?"

"I't's your blood, brother," Durenda
decl ared confidently.

It would not be his blood, not tonight. Only
Prime was going to be bound, or G and Master would
have sumoned nore than two. They rose together, bowed
to high table together, and headed side by side to the
door. An ominous hush settled over the hall.

Most - wondr ous!

Durendal cl osed the heavy door silently and
went to stand beside Prine, carefully not |ooking at
the other chair.
"You sent for us, Grand Master?" Harvest's
voi ce warbled slightly, although he was rigid as a
pi ke, staring straight at the bookshel ves.
"I did, Prime. Hi s Majesty has need
of a Blade. Are you ready to serve?"
Candl es flickered. Durendal had not been in
this chanber since the day he caught the coins,
five years ago, yet he could see no change.
The grate had never been touched by flane, the
same stuffing was still trying to escape fromthe chairs,
and even the wine on the table was the sanme deep red.
O course Grand Master's eyebrows were thicker



and whiter, his neck nore scraggly, but Durenda
had wat ched those changes coming day by day. He hinsel f
had changed far nore. He was as tall now as Grand
Mast er .

He renenbered how, that epic first day, he had
gone to report to this same Harvest and seen his
face light up with ecstasy. Three nonths
| ater, Durendal hinmself had reacted the
same way when his own replacenment had appeared
Three nonths of hell--and yet those three
nmont hs had been not hi ng conpared to what had foll owed
right after, when the ex-Brat had insisted on taking
the sacred nanme of Durendal. Master of Archives
had warned hi m what woul d happen if he defied a
tradition hallowed by three hundred years
observance. Well, they hadn't broken him He
had survived, struggled to be worthy of the great
nane, won the grudgi ng respect of the masters and his
peers. And he was worthy--the best of them all
By tonorrow night he would be Prime and Byl ess
Second. Byl ess wouldn't be able to handle the
juniors.

Not Durendal's probl em

VWhat was his problemwas Harvest's appalling
silence. He nmust have been expecting the question, because
he had been Second when Pendering was call ed.
What choice did he have? Did any man ever
refuse? Presunmably he still had the choice
all candi dates had, the dismal election of walking
out of the gate forever; but to contenplate surrender after
so many years of effort--it was unthinkable, surely?

The only sound in the roomwas a faint
crackling as Grand Master crunpled a sheet of
parchnent in his massive fist. The wax of the royal
signet broke off in fragments. After five
years of learning to read Grand Master's noods,
Dur endal knew that now they were proclaimng
hurricane! Enforced absence fromthe feast m ght
expl ai n sone stormness, but not so much.

Harvest spoke at |ast, al nobst inaudibly.
"I amready, Grand Master."

Soon Durendal woul d be saying those words. And
who would be sitting in the second chair?

VWho was there now? He had not | ooked. The edge
of his eye hinted it was seeing a youngi sh man, too
young to be the King hinself.

"My lord," Grand Master said, "I have the
honor to present Prinme Candi date Harvest,
who will serve you as your Blade."

As the two young nen turned to him the anonynous
nobl e drawl ed, "The other one | ooks nuch nore
i npressive. Do | have a choice?"
"You do not!" barked Grand Master, col or
pouring into his craggy face. "The King hinself
t akes whoever is Prine."
"Ch, so sorry! Didn't mean to tw st your
dewl aps, Grand Master." He sniled
vacuously. He was a weedy, soft-faced
man in his early twenties, a courtier to the



core, resplendent in crinson and vermlion
silks trinmred with fur and gold chain. If the
white cloak was truly ermine, it nust be worth a
fortune. His fairish beard came to a needle
poi nt and his mustache was a work of art. A fop.
Who?

"Prime, this is the Marquis of Nutting, your
future ward."

"Ward?" The Marquis sniggered. "You nmake
me sound |ike a debutante, G and Master.

VWard i ndeed!"
Harvest bowed, his face ashen as he
contenplated a lifetinme guarding ... whon®? Not the

King hinself, not his heir, not a prince of the bl ood,
not an anbassador traveling in exotic |ands,
not an inportant |andowner out on the marches, not a
senior minister, nor even--at worst--the head of
one of the great conjuring orders. Here was no ward
worth dying for, just a court dandy, a parasite.
Trash.

Seni ors spent nore tine studying politics than
anyt hi ng el se except fencing. Wasn't the
Marqui s of Nutting the brother of the Countess
Morni cade, the King's latest mstress? If
so, then six nmonths ago he had been the
Honorabl e Tab Ni |l way, a younger son of a
penni | ess baronet, and his only claim
to inportance was that he had been expelled fromthe
same wonb as one of the greatest beauties of the
age. No report reaching Ironhall had ever
hinted that he m ght have talent or ability.

"I am deeply honored to be assigned to your
| ordshi p," Harvest said hoarsely, but the spirits did
not strike himdead for perjury.

Grand Master's displ easure was now expl ai ned.
One of his precious charges was being thrown away
to no purpose. Nutting was not inportant enough to have
enem es, even at court. No man of honor
woul d | ower his standards enough to call out an upstart pinp
--certainly not one who had a Bl ade prepared
to die for him But Gand Master had no choi ce.
The King's will was paramnount.

"We shall hold the binding tonorrow m dnight,
Prime," the old nman snapped. "Mke the
arrangenents, Second."

"Yes, Grand Master."

"Tororrow?" protested the Marquis querul ously.
"There's a ball at court tomorrow. Can't we just
run through the rigmarole quickly now and be
done with it?"

Grand Master's face was al ready dangerously
i nfl amed, and that remark made the veins swell
even nmore. "Not unless you wish to kill a nman, ny
lord. You have to learn your part in the ritual. Both
you and Prine nust be purified by ritual and
fasting."

Nutting curled his lip. "Fasting? How
barbaric!"

"Binding is a major conjuration. You will be in



some danger yourself."

If the plan was to frighten the court parasite
into withdrawing, it failed mserably. He nerely
muttered, "Ch, |'m sure you exaggerate."

Grand Master gave the two candidates a
curt nod of dism ssal. They bowed in unison and
left.

Harvest clattered quickly down the stairs and
strode off along a corridor that |led to nowhere
except the library. Durendal, with his |onger
| egs, had no trouble keeping up with him If the
man wanted to be al one, he could say so; but if
he needed support, then who el se should offer it but
Second?

The gl ow of a | anp appeared ahead as soneone
approached the corner. Harvest muttered an oath
and noved into a wi ndow enbrasure. Leaning on the
stone sill, he thrust his face against the bars, as
if trying to fill his lungs with fresh air.

"You go back to the hall, Second.

Take--" Hi s voice cracked. "Sit in ny
chair. So they'll know. "

Dur endal thunped a hand on his shoul der. "You
forget that | have to fast also. Look on the bright
side, warrior!" You can al ways cut your throat,
which is what | would do. "You might have been gifted
to some tinpot princeling in the Northern Isles.

As it is, you'll live at court, romancing
all the beautiful naidens. \What a sinecure--
wenchi ng, dancing, hunting, and not a worry!"

"An ornament ?"

"Along, quiet life is better than a
short--"

"No, it isn"t. Never! Five years
|'ve slaved here, and |I'm bei ng wast ed.

Uterly wasted! "

This was so obviously true that
Durendal found hinself at a |oss. He turned
hopefully to the | anp approaching and saw that it was
being carried by Sir Aragon, who was even ol der
than Grand Master. He contributed nothing
to Ironhall these days except a glorious
reputation, for he had been Bl ade to the great
Shoul rack who had pacified Nythia for
Anbrose I11. He was reputed to have been the
general's brains as well as his personal sword
and shi el d.

"Leave ne," Harvest how ed to the sky. "For
spirits' sake, Second, |eave nme, go away, and
let me weep like a crazy wonan. Like that
di ssol ute, usel ess nanby who is going to own ny
soul . "

Dur endal stepped back. Aragon cane
shuffling closer with his lanp in one hand, a cane in
the other, and a thick book under his arm He was
frail, but he had not lost his wits. He took



in the situation at a gl ance.

"Bad news, |ad?"

When Harvest did not answer, Durendal said,
"Prime is a little shocked, sir. He has
been assigned to the Marquis of Nutting."

"Who, by the eight, is he?"

"The brother of the King's current mstress."

The old man pulled a hi deous face, al
wri nkl es and yell ow stunps of teeth. "I trust
you are not inplying that a private Blade is in
some way inferior to a nenber of the Royal
Quard, Candi date?"

Huddl ed in his cloak of m sery, Harvest
munbl ed, "No, sir."

"It is a rare honor. There are a hundred
Bl ades in the Royal Guard all going mad with
boredom but a private Blade has his work
cut out for him a lifetime of devotion and
service. | congratul ate you, ny boy."

Proppi ng his cane against the wall, he held out a
gnarl ed claw t hat woul d never again draw the sword
hangi ng at his side.

"Congratul at e?" Harvest shouted, swi nging around
but ignoring the proffered hand. Two red Iines
fram ng his face showed where he had been | eani ng on
the bars. "Nutting is a nothing, a bag of
dung! What need has he for a Bl ade?"

"The King nust think he has need, Candi date!

Do you presune to overrul e your King? Do you know
t hi ngs that he doesn't?"

Ni ce try, Durendal thought, but it
woul dn't console him were he in poor Harvest's
hal f - boot s

Prime shuddered and made an effort to contro
hi nsel f, although he was obviously close to tears now
"The King knows what he is doing! G and
Master's told himI'mnot good enough for the Royal
Guard, so he's palmng ne off on a worthl ess
buf f oon, a panderer. He isn't even a genuine
nobl e. "

Aragon's shock seemed genui ne enough. "You
are raving, Prine, and you know it! Neither G and
Mast er nor anyone el se ever passes judgment
on the candidates |ike that. Anyone who fails
to measure up is throwmn out |ong before he becones
a senior--you know that, too. I amwell aware
that you can't fence |ike Durendal here. Who can? That
does not nean that all the rest of us are usel ess!
The reason the King always takes the first inline is
because even a bel ow average Bl ade is fields
ahead of any ot her swordsman anywhere. It
doesn't matter how you rank in lronhall,
you're first-class by the world's standards. Now stop
maki ng a fool of yourself." The rheuny eyes
gl anced briefly at Durendal. "If G and
Master were to hear of this exhibition, he m ght
i ndeed change the assignnent--but he would do it
by striking you off the roll completely!"

Then Durendal woul d have to take his place, but



he was nore concerned for his friend than he was for
hoped he was. Harvest's trouble was that he
wasn't quite ripe. He did not have his enotions under
adult control yet. He needed to do sone nore grow ng
up.

He had twenty-four hours to do it.

Durendal said, "You' re an Ironhal
Bl ade, the deadliest human weapon ever
devi sed--1oyal, fearless, and incorruptible.
How | ong since anyone died in a binding, Sir

Aragon?"
"Before my tine. Sixty years ago, at
| east."
"There you are. You're not afraid, are you?"
Harvest flinched. "Curse you, no! |'m not
a coward!"
"It's beginning to look like it."
"Nol

"Well, that's all right, then." Durenda
laid a friendly but powerful armaround Prine's
shoul ders and propell ed himbodily al ong the
corridor.

Aragon stared after themw stfully.

The secret, sacred heart of Ironhall was
the Forge, a vast and echoing crypt watered by its
own spring. The eight hearths around the walls--
each with its own bellows, anvil, and stone trough
--were where the magnificent cat's-eye swords
were made; but the focus of power was the coffinlike
slab of iron in the center, for there the hunman
Bl ades were tenpered. Puberty al one woul d have
transformed the boys into men, but few of them would
becorme the superb swordsnen who graduated. The
King's Blades were all stanped with the sanme die
--lean, well-nuscled athletes. Wen Harvest
had st opped grow ng too soon, conjuration had
coaxed his body into another effort. When
Durendal had been in danger of grow ng too
big, then he in turn had lain on the anvi
while Master of Rituals invoked the
appropriate spirits to come to his aid. The fina
drama, the binding of a Blade to his ward, mnust
i nevitably be consunmated anong the fires of the
For ge.

On the day of a binding, the echoing cavern was
relinquished to the participants, who were required

hi nsel f--or

have

to neditate there, starting before dawn. By the end of a very

| ong day, Durendal was still not sure he had

succeeded, because neditating wasn't sonething he'd ever

tried before; but if boredom was the nmeasure of
success, he had done splendidly. Harvest

sat and chewed his fingernails to the el bow, while the

Mar qui s paced, fretted, and whined about hunger
Once Master Arnmorer cane in and asked

Har vest what he wanted to nane his sword
Harvest nmuttered, "Haven't decided." The



man shrugged and went away.

At sunset Master of Rituals appeared and
ordered the three of themto strip and bathe in four of the
ei ght troughs, in a particular order. After poking
a finger in the icy spring water, the Marquis
squawked and refused so vehenently that a pathetic
smle briefly warned Harvest's pal e face.
Al as, offered alternatives of calling off the
bi ndi ng or being forcibly stripped and dunked by four
smths, Nutting decided to cooperate; but he
must have set a record for the shortest bathing on
record.

Close to midnight, the knights and the rest of the
candi dates filed in to begin the ritual

Bright flanmes frolicked in the hearths, but the
shadows of six score men and boys nade the
crypt dark and creepy. As the chanting soared
am d strange acoustics and the nmetallic beat of
hamrers, Durendal sensed the spirits gathering. Somne
spirituality always lingered there, for any forge sustained
all four of the nmanifest elenents--earth fromthe
ore, fire fromthe hearths, air fromthe bell ows,
wat er from the quenching troughs. O the virtua
el ements, the swords attracted spirits of death and
chance, while tine and | ove were essenti al
ingredients of loyalty. Binding was a very potent
and conpl ex conj urati on.

Hi s fast had | eft himvaguely Iight-headed,
yet he was buoyed up by the surging powers. Hard
to believe after so long that his life in Ironhal
was al nost over. Soon he, also, would be bound and
stride out into the world behind his ward, whoever that m ght
be. He could not possibly draw a shorter
straw than poor Harvest had.

The procedure was very familiar. He had first
played a role in a binding on his third day in
Ironhal |, because one part of the ritual was
assigned to the Brat. As the spirits of chance had
caused himto remain the Brat so |ong, he had
assisted no |l ess than eight Blades at their
bi ndi ngs, which night be a record, although a petty
one to be proud of.

Now he had energed fromthe chorus to play a
maj or role once again, gathered with the other
partici pants inside the octogram The |ocations
were obligatory: Prime stood at death point,
directly across fromhis future ward at | ove and
fl anked by Second at earth and Byl ess, the next
nost senior candidate, at air. Chance point was
al ways given to the Brat. The three who perforned
nost of the conjuration took the remaining points--
Master of Rituals as Invoker at fire,

Mast er of Archives as Dispenser at water, and
G and Master as Arbiter at tine.

Di spenser chanted the bani shnment of death, casting
grain across the octogram grain being a synbol
of life. Banishing all death spirits when there was a



sword present was an inpossibility, of

course; and the element of chance was fickle

by definition. When he had conpleted that second
revocation, |nvoker began summoning spirits

of the required el ements. The onl ookers joined in

the triunphant dedication song of the Order, a

paean to brotherhood and service that nade the

Forge throb like a great heart. Al though the chanber was
stiflingly hot, Durendal felt the hair rise

on the back of his neck

G and Master went forward to scatter a handful of
gold coins on the anvil. He peered at their
di stribution and seenmed satisfied that they hinted at
no bizarre inprobabilities afoot. As he
gat hered them up again, he nodded to the Brat, who
strutted forward to play his small role. So fast
was the King calling for Blades now that this Brat
had done it three tinmes already. He was still a |long
way behind Durendal's record, if it was a
record. Piping out the dedication in his reedy
soprano, the boy laid the cat's-eye sword
on the anvil. Harvest had never touched or even
seen that sword before, but the skilled arnorers of
Ironhall had wought it to be a perfect fit for
his hand, his arm and his favored style.

Everythi ng was going as it should, yet Durendal was
worried by the two principals. Neither seenmed quite
right, somehow. Mst Prines approached their
binding with a glow of excitenent and fulfillnent, but
Harvest | ooked mi serable and unsure. The
Mar qui s's air of contenptuous bored anusenent
m ght be an acceptable affectation at court but was
no way to approach a dangerous el ementary
ritual. He still seemed to expect some meani ngl ess
f akery.

Master of Rituals nodded to Byl ess, who
stepped over to remove Prine's shirt for him
Only a week ago, Durendal had done that for
Pendering. If Harvest was a borderline
Bl ade, young Byl ess needed at |east a year's
training yet. Surely Grand Master nust soon
advi se the King that the supply of ready
candi dates was running out? And in that case, if they
wanted to keep at |least one in reserve for
ener genci es, how | ong m ght Durendal have
to wait for his own call?

Prime turned. Durendal went to him
smling cheerfully and trying to ignore the pale
lips and eyes stretched too wide. Ch, |et
that only be an illusion of the firelight! He
put a thunb on Harvest's hairl ess chest
to |l ocate the base of the sternum although all the
bones were clearly visible. He made a mark with a
pi ece of charcoal directly over the
heart. He went back to his place at earth
poi nt .

Harvest stepped forward and took up the sword,
barely sparing it a glance. He junped up on the
anvil and raised the blade in salute as he



swore the oath--to defend Nutting agai nst al
foes, to serve himuntil death, to give his own
life for his ward's if need be. Wrds that should have
rung through the Forge like glorious trunpet notes
canme out as a nmunble. Durendal disliked what he
saw on Grand Master's face.

Prime sprang down and knelt before the
Marquis to offer the sword--which Nutting accepted
with an air of bored indifference--and then backed
away and sat on the anvil. The Marquis
followed to aimthe point of the sword at the
snudge of charcoal. This was the cul mi nation of the
ritual, but even now he seened to be expecting
some sort of trickery. Durendal and Byl ess
closed in to assist. Harvest took several deep
breaths, raised his arnms. Durendal took a
firmgrip on one and Byl ess on the other, together
hol di ng him steady for the thrust. The Marquis
hesitated, glancing around at G and Master as
i f suddenly realizing that what he had been told
nmust happen was not sone el aborate joke or
f ake.

"Do it, man! Don't torture him" G and
Mast er snarl ed.

The Marqui s shrugged and spoke his three words
of ritual: "Serve or die!" He poked the
sword into Harvest's chest.

No matter how good the conjuration, that nust hurt.
Al Blades admitted that the binding had hurt,
al though briefly. In this case, the prospective
ward did not strike very forcefully, for the point
failed to emerge from Harvest's back, and yet the
spurt of bl ood was much heavier than usual
Wth a faint noan, Harvest let his head droop
He did not wench back at the friends supporting
him whi ch was what Pendering had done the previous
week. Instead he pulled forward, causing them
to stagger off bal ance. He pulled harder and harder
as if he was trying to double over. What was the foo
pl aying at? Had he fainted? Durendal and
Byl ess resisted, took the strain, then stared at
each other in horror as the awful truth dawned.
Three knights ran forward to help them | ower the
body to the floor. Nutting screaned shrilly and
dropped t he sword.

The conjuration had fail ed.

Now it was Second's turn to try.

The candi dates were warned early in their training that
bi nding could kill, and there were even records of
Second dying as well. The conjurers blamed such
failures on mistakes in the ritual, but
Durendal had wi tnessed a hundred bi ndi ngs now and
was certain he would have noticed any deviation from
standard procedure. He assuned the probl em had
been lack of will. Harvest had been rel uctant
to serve, Nutting skeptical and indifferent.



Harvest had distrusted his own ability, while
Nutting had wanted a Blade as a plune in his
hat to flaunt around the court, not as a vita
def ender. Two unent husi astic principals had
conbi ned to create disaster

Durendal 's first concern was to | ook at the wound.
The charcoal mark he had nade had been blotted
out by the blood, but the hole in poor Harvest was
exactly where it should be, so the error had not been
hi s.

Then, while knights and seniors mlled around,
renovi ng the body and maki ng ready for the next
attenpt, he headed for the Marquis, who was down
on his knees near the door, mserably retching
between frantic protestations that he could not
possi bly go through all that again. Gand Master and
Master of Rituals stood over him bl ocking
any further effort to flee, lecturing himbefore he
had even recovered his wts.

"Wth so many spirits assenbl ed, we have raised the
potential to | evels where discharge of the el enental
forces--"

That sort of talk wouldn't work on a
pseudo-ari stocratic pinp.

"Excuse ne." Durendal el bowed the two
kni ghts aside in a way he would not have believed
possi bl e even five nminutes ago. Detecting the
prelimnary intake of breath that woul d becone a
roar from G and Master, he said, "This is ny
problem " He hoisted the Marquis to his feet
by his padded jerkin, spun him around, and steadi ed
hi m bef ore he toppl ed over

Nutting rolled his eyes in honor when he
saw who was nmanhandling him Even in the ruddy
light of the Forge, his cheeks were green. "No! Not
you, too! | can't, you hear? | can't.

The sight of bl ood nauseates nme." His boots
scrabbl ed on the rock, but he did not go anywhere
wi t h Durendal hol ding him

"You prefer to die?"

"Argk! WIIl-what do you nean?"

"You killed one of our brothers. You expect
to wal k out of here alive?"

The aristocratic vapidity nade a croaking
noi se. Master of Rituals opened his nouth
to protest, and Durendal ainmed a cow kick at
hi s shin.

"You only thought you needed a Bl ade
yesterday, ny lord. You nost certainly need one
tonight. Wthout a Bl ade you can't possibly |eave
Ironhall alive. Do you want ne or not?"

"Leave him Prime--we'll let the
juniors have some sport with him" G and Master
had caught on. Master of Rituals, who had
not, |ooked as if he were about to have a seizure.

"Pl ease?" whi npered the Marquis. "I need
protection! I'mno good with a sword."

"Come then, ny lord." Durendal hustled him
t hrough the crowd of sullen watchers to a trough where



water trickled endlessly fromthe rocky wall
"Ri nse your nouth, drink, conmpose yourself." He
gestured at the onl ookers--the dismayed and the enraged
--waving for themto | eave. He ducked Nutting's
head, pulled it up, and wi ped the splutters
away with his sleeve. By that tinme the others had noved
nore or |less out of earshot. He put his nose very
close to Nutting's.

"Now listen, nmy lord! Listen well. The King
wants you to have a Blade and now | am Pri ne.

My nane is Durendal, in case you've

forgotten, a nanme revered for nore than three hundred
years. | chose it so | would have to live up to it
and | did. | amthe best to conme through Ironhal

in a generation. If you want nme, | amyours."

The Marqui s nodded vi gorously.

"I would rather see you die to avenge poor
Harvest," Durendal said truthfully, "but I
won't feel like that after |I'm bound. | can get you
out alive if | have to fight our way out, and
probably not even Grand Master could say as
much." He wondered if he was flying too high
now, but Nutting seemed to be believing every word of this
rubbi sh.

"What went wrong?" he npaned.

"Mostly Harvest wasn't quite ready. |
am" Was this human chi cken even capabl e
of playing his part in the ritual? He was shaking |ike
a broomout a window. "And you did not strike
hard enough."

"What ?"

"You didn't strike as if you neant it, ny
lord. Next tine--when you put the sword in ny
heart--remenber you are fighting to save your own
life. Ramit all the way through, you hear? That's
how the King does it. Push till the point cones
out of my back."

Nutting nbpaned and began to retch again.

Sonehow | ove point seemed i nappropriate
for the still-sniveling Marquis, but he was back there.
Now Dur endal stood opposite, at death.
He was flanked by Byl ess and Gotherton. He
wondered if they woul d be strong enough to restrain hi mwhen
his reflexes took over, and if a man could cut
hinself to shreds fromthe inside out. The singing was over.
The Brat had trilled the dedication, whey-faced
and staring at Prine with owish eyes, as he laid
anot her sword on the anvil.
Master of Rituals had invoked the spirits, and
ei ther he had sunmoned far nore than before or el se
Durendal was just nore attuned to them He sensed the
haunt ed chanber quivering with power. Spirituality
fizzed in his blood. Strange lights dancing
over the stonework made every shadow num nous. Hi s hand
itched to take up the superb weapon gl eam ng on the
anvi l .



The Marquis had shrunk till he | ooked like
a shivering, cowed child compared to the awesome G and
Master. Could a real nman serve such a craven
nothing all his life without going crazy? Coul d
Durendal endure to be only an ornanent, as
poor Harvest had put it? Yes, by the spirits! This
was what he had ainmed for, worked for, struggled
for--to be one of the King's Blades. If his ward
was useless in hinself, then he would still have the finest
protector in all Chivial. Perhaps a nman
m ght make sonething out of that worthless human rag
if he tried hard enough, or perhaps the King had sone
secret, dangerous mission in mnd for him Wth
real luck, there would be a war, when a young nobl e woul d
be expected to raise a reginent and his Bl ade
could go into battle at his side.

The invocation ended. At last it was his nove, his
monent, his triunph--five years he had
worked for this! He turned to summon Got herton
forward, felt Gotherton's fingers shake as he
unbuttoned the shirt. He wi nked and al nost | aughed
al oud at the disbelief he saw fl ood over the
boyi sh face. In that oppressive heat, it was a
relief to shed the garment, to flex his shoul ders, and
spin around. He w nked at Byl ess al so when he
cane, and this time was rewarded with a stare of open
admration. Wiy were they all so worried? Things
only went wrong once every hundred years or so.
He was not poor Harvest! He was the second
Durendal , conme into his destiny. He felt the
thunb press on his chest, the cool touch of
char coal

Now for that sword! H's sword. Oh,
bliss! It floated in his hand. Blue starlight
gl eaned and danced al ong the bl ade and a bar of gold
fire burned in the cat's eye cabochon on the
pomrel . He wanted to whirl it, caress it with a
strop until it would cut falling gossaner,
hold it in sunlight and admre the damask- - but
those |l uxuries nust wait. He sprang up
onto the anvil.

"My lord Marquis of Nutting!" The echoes
runbl ed and roll ed--wonderful! "Upon ny soul
|, Durendal, candidate in the Loyal and
Anci ent Order of the King' s Bl ades, do
irrevocably swear in the presence of these ny

brethren that | will evernmore defend you agai nst al
foes, setting ny owmn life as nothing to shield you
fromperil, reserving only ny fealty to our lord the

King. To bind me to this oath, | bid you plunge
this my sword into nmy heart that | may die if
| swear falsely or, being true, may live
by the power of the spirits here assenbled to serve you unti
intine | die again."
Then down to the floor and down on one knee.
Sall ow and trenbling, the Marquis accepted the
sword, seeming ready to drop it at any nonent.
Durendal rose and stepped back until he
felt the anvil against his calves. He sat.



Grand Master pulled the Marquis forward. He
needed both hands to raise the sword this tinme. It
wavered, flashing firelight, and the point made
uncertain circles around the target--idiot! It
woul d do no good if it mssed Durendal's heart,
no good at all. He waited until the
terrified noble | ooked up enough to neet his eyes.

Then he smiled encouragingly and rai sed his arnmns.
Byl ess and Got herton pulled them back,

braci ng them agai nst their waists. He nust try not
to thrash too hard when the shock cane. He

waited. He could hear Nutting's teeth chatter

"Do it now" he said. He was about to add, "Do
it right!" but the Marquis shrieked, "Serve or
die" and thrust the sword. Either he renenbered
Durendal 's instructions or he lost his footing,
for he stunmbled forward and the steel razored instantly
t hrough ruscle, ribs, heart, lung, nore ribs, and
out into the space beyond. The guard thudded agai nst
Durendal ' s chest.

It did hurt. He had expected pain at the
wound, but his whole body exploded with it. Through that
furnace of agony he becane aware of two
terrified eyes staring into his. He wanted
to say, "You nust take it out again quickly, my lord,"
but speaking with a sword through his chest proved
difficult.

Grand Master hauled Nutting back bodily.

Fortunately he remenbered to take the sword wth
hi m

Dur endal | ooked down to watch the wound heal
The trickle of blood was astonishingly small,
but then it always was--a heart could not punp when it
had a nail through it. He felt the healing, a
tickling sensation right through to his back, and also a
huge surge of power and excitenent and pride.

Byl ess and Gotherton had rel eased him The Forge

t hundered with cheers, which seenmed |ike an unnecessary commoti on
al t hough he'd al ways cheered for others in the past. A

bi nding was routine, nothing to it.

He was a Bl ade, a conpanion in the O der.

Peopl e woul d address himas Sir Durendal, although that
was only a courtesy title.

"You didn't need us!" Gotherton gasped.

"You barely twi tched!"

They could be thanked later, and the Brat, the
arnorers, and all the others. First things first. He
rose and went to recover his sword before the
gl azed- | ooki ng Marqui s dropped her. Now he
could inspect her properly. She was a
hand- and-a-hal f sword with a strai ght bl ade, about
a yard long, the longest he could wear at his belt
wi t hout tripping. She was single-edged for two-thirds
of her |ength, doubl e-edged near the point. He
adnmred the grace of the fluted quillons, the
delicate sweep of the knuckle guard, the finger
ring for when he wanted to use her as a rapier, the
fire of the cat's-eye pormel that gave her her
bal ance, which of course was perfect, neither



too far forward for thrusting nor so far back that he
woul d not be able to slash. The arnorers had created a
perfect all-around weapon for a swordsnan of
unusual versatility. Had they laid her anong
a hundred others, he would have picked her out as
his. He admired his own heart's bl ood on
her, then slipped her through the loop on his belt.
He woul d nanme her Harvest--a good name for a sword
atribute to a friend who'd been treated badly
by chance.
Byl ess was fussing, trying to help himinto his
shirt, Grand Master was congratulating him while
he was still trying to think of all the people he nust thank
before ...
Suddenly his attention was caught by the Marquis,
that green-faced, shivering pinp in the background.
How strange! It was as if that
pseudo-aristocratic ninny was the only
illumnated thing in the room wth everyone and everythi ng
el se in darkness. Nobody, nothing else
mattered. The turd was still a turd,
unfortunatel y--the binding had not changed that--but now
he was obviously an inportant turd. He
nmust be | ooked after and kept safe.
Most - wondr ous!
Sir Durendal wal ked over to his ward and
nodded respectfully. "At your service now,
nmy lord," he said. "Wen do we ride?"

The Marquis did not ride, he travel ed
by coach--but that cane later, in the nmorning. First
there was the customary small-hours dinner in the
hall, when the new Bl ade and his ward sat with the
kni ghts, when juniors went quietly to sleep
with their heads anong the di shes, when nmen nade
fool i sh speeches. Harvest's death should have
cooled the nerrinment this tine, but it did not seem
to.

"W were all so sorry for him" Mster of
Archi ves expl ained. "Two weeks is

average. | only had to endure a coupl e of
days of it nyself. But here, this poor little fellow-"
The hall guffawed in unison. "--th

unfortunate nmite had been the Brat for three
whol e nonths! And he really wasn't good at it.
He couldn't grovel. He cringed badly. H's
whi ni ng was just appalling. But, finally, at long Iast,
somet hing craw ed in the door, somnething that
Grand Master could in reasonably good consci ence
accept. No, | don't nean Candi date
Byl ess; he cane later. So the Brat was
al | oned back into the human race. He cane
to see me to choose a nane. "No," | said,
"you can't have that one. It's special." And he
said, "But you said ...""

And so on. If it kept the children happy,
Sir Durendal could smile tolerantly. It



had been the sopranos who had hung that nanme on
hi m and he had turned the tables on them by keepi ng
it.
Master of Rapiers was next to rise up on his
hind | egs. " not true that he could beat ne
on his second day in Ironhall. Absolute
nonsense! It was the third day."
More how s of mirth. It had been two years,
and three before Durendal had been able to do it
consi stently. He sipped his w ne--and al nost choked.
"What in the nane of the evils is this piss?" he

whi sper ed.
Mast er of Sabers chuckled as if he had been
waiting for that. "It's an excellent vintage."

O her faces were smling.

"It tastes like--"

"Yes, but only because you're on duty,
Bl ade. One glass is your limt now "

Dur endal gl anced at his ward, who was pouring the
stuff down his throat |ike a dairymaid washi ng out
a churn. He | ooked at the anused G and
Master on his throne and then at all the other
grins.

"When am | off duty?"

"Probably about forty years fromnow, " said
Mast er of Horse

The Marquis's coach bore his arns in
cobalt enanel and gold: azure, two
squirrels adorsed or. It had padded | eat her
seating, was drawn by eight matched grays, and
represented a splendid exanple of the benefits
to be gained by being brother of a woman the King
wanted in bed--dinda N Ilway, now
Count ess Mborni cade, the greatest beauty of the
age. Cossips whispered that she had enhanced her
natural charnms with conjuration, but they could not
expl ai n how she m ght have smuggl ed an enchant nent
into court without the sniffers detecting it. Not only
a great beauty, she was also a shrewd
negoti ator, who had won titles and
estates for all her relatives. A couple of
her uncl es served the King as minor officials.

Her brother was controller of naval provisions and
made weevil s seem whol esone.

Two hours after |eaving Ironhall
Durendal had not raised his opinion of his ward
at all. The man wapped in ermne was a
smal | - m nded, vainglorious nonentity. His
gossip was pointless, his humor spiteful, and his
general conversation utterly lacking in tact.
"Can't you grow a beard yet?"

"Never tried." But he'd been shaving every day
since he ate at the beansprouts' table. Hs chin
grew stubble Iike marble-cutters' grit.

"Try. That's an order. H s Majesty sets
the standard for the court, and at the noment it is
nust ache and full beard."

Yest erday, while wondering what to nmeditate



upon, Durendal had decided to I et his beard grow
in. Now, clearly, he would have to keep shaving it
of f.

"I's your hair naturally wavy, or do you
curl it?"

Spirits preserve nme! Curl it?

"l asked you a question, boy."

"I heard it."

Nutting fell silent, |ooking puzzled. He
could not remain silent |ong. Soon he | aughingly
nmentioned that a Bl ade had been his sister's idea.
"She persuaded the King to make out the warrant and
gave it to nme at ny birthday banquet | ast
week--such a lovely surprisel™

Up until then Durendal had hardly
spoken, being intent on viewi ng the world he had not
seen since he was fourteen, but at that news he
felt a sort of high-pitched twang, like a string
shapping on a lute.

"My lord, I amnot your servant. | amthe
King's. He has decreed that | shall serve him
by defending you to the death, so that is what | shall do.
How | do it is entirely up to ne. | don't
need to pander to your whims. | ama Bl ade, not a
gift froma harlot to a pinp."

Nutting's jaw dropped. "You can't speak
to me like that!" he screeched.

"Yes, | can. | won't do it in public
unl ess you provoke ne."

"I will have you fl ogged!"

Durendal chuckled. "Try. 1'll bet you

| drop six of thembefore they lay a hand
on me." Three for certain and why not six?

“I"1l report youto ... to ..."

"Yes?"

"To the King!"

"He can bring me to heel, | admt. But I
shall be with you when you tattle, because fromnow on |I am
al ways going to be with you. | advise you not to have too

many ot her wi tnesses."
The rest of the journey was nore peaceful

Still the coach continued to bounce and rattle through
fields and pasture, with no sign of G andon.
Just as Durendal realized it was not going to the
capital at all, a bend in the road reveal ed
gates ahead and a high stone wall that stretched
al nost out of sight. Over it showed glinpses of
fine trees, gable roofs, innunerable tal
chi mey pots. A Blade should be a
saturnine, silent, menacing sort of person, but
there would be tine enough for that |ater. Not today.
"This's the pal ace?"
"ddmart Pal ace." The Marqui s shrugged.
"It's better than nost. Newer, for one thing."
"The King's in residence?" Flames and
steel! He was babbling Iike a child. Wiy el se would
t hey be going there?
Hi s lordship curled his shapely nustache in a



snheer--he had been conpl ai ni ng agai n of the grand bal
he had mi ssed | ast night. "Today he's hosting a
reception for the Isilond anbassador. It will be

a very august affair."

A man could relax, then. He would not be
invited to ... but where the Marquis went, his
Bl ade went. Mustn't ask. Didn't have to.

"Of course,"” said the turd, "correct
protocol requires a new Bl ade arriving
at court to be presented to His Mjesty as
soon as possible. | imgine even the Lord
Herald will not object if | change first. Can't
do much about you, though. It is regrettable that you have
not hi ng decent to wear."

Dur endal gl anced down at the smart new
hose, doublet, and jerkin lIronhall had
provided for his departure, much as a nerchant
nm ght package an expensive purchase | eaving
his prem ses. "These are the finest garnments |'ve
ever worn, ny lord."

"Bah! Rags! Disgusting. Those sl ashed
sl eeves went out two years ago. As ny
Bl ade, you will have to be suitably
arrayed, but we can't help that today."

“I'f I may presune, nmy lord ... you could
take me into town, dress nme, and present ne
tonorrow. "

"No! It must be today."

Qovi ously the Marquis could not wait
to flaunt his new synbol of greatness before the
court. Durendal sank back on the bench in
si | ence.

An hour or so later, he followed his ward
down marbl e steps and out into the pal ace grounds.
Ironhall had taught himthe basic skills
he woul d need for court--protocol, deportnent,
etiquette, and even how to tread a reasonabl e
m nuet or gavotte. This was all real, so why
did he feel like a child playing make-believe?
He surveyed acres of |lawns and fl ower beds and
little ornanmental |akes, all divided
by wai st-hi gh hedges and paved paths, with striped
mar quees and bright flags in the distance.
Orchestras played under the trees. It was
grandi ose and fairy-tale, but it was real. The
wei ght at his side was Harvest, a real sword,
hi s own personal sword.

Hi s eyes picked out other Blades right away,
the distinctive blue and silver livery with a royal
[ion enbl em over the heart, the uniformof the
Royal Guard, which he would give all his teeth
to belong to and now never woul d. Soon he was cl ose enough
to recogni ze sone of those who had been ahead of him
in the school and others who had acconpani ed the King
on his visits there. Two of the former noticed him
and beaned a wel cone from a distance. They must know t he
man he was wardi ng. Wuld he have to live with their pity
all his life?



There were al so nmen-at-arns hol di ng pi kes, wearing
hel mets and breastpl ates, probably secul ar
al t hough he nust never assunme that a possible
opponent was not spiritually enhanced. There seenmed to be
nore servants than courtiers. The wonmen in white,
wearing high white conical hats trimed with
musl i n--those nmust be the Wite Sisters, the
sniffers.

Nutting plunged straight ahead through the throng
of silks and satins, jewels and erm ne, ruffs and
gold. He sniled and waved and cried out
greetings to those he deemed worthy of his notice.
Heads turned, which was the whol e idea. Had he
no shame, no sense of rightness? Had he
never heard of subtlety? The better Durenda
came to know him the worse he seened.

As the Marquis led his Blade through a gap in
the final hedge, entering onto the | awn where the
royal party stood, he brushed past two
nmen- at - arns, undoubtedly w thout seeing them Even
Durendal assuned they were cerenonial, for they were
chatting earnestly with a sniffer, but suddenly she
shout ed, "You--stop!" and there was an energency.

The nen-at-arnms began to | evel their pikes
to chal |l enge, but Durendal had already thrust the
Mar qui s asi de, drawn Harvest, and was just about
to spit the first man through the eye when the wonman
screaned

"No! Stop! Stop! It's all right!"

He managed to halt the sword about an inch from
its target and retain his balance too. Which was good.

The sniffer waved both hands at the guards, who
had not finished reacting to her original shout. "I
made a mi st ake. "

Fortunately there was no one el se cl ose enough
to have noticed. Even nore fortunately, the woman
had retracted her chall enge extrenely quickly.

Now came reaction, analysis, reproach--he

had erred. He had been too quick. There had been

no threat to Nutting, only to him but he had al npst
slain two of the King's nmen-at-arns on the King' s

| awn.

"My | ady, your m stake was nearly
fatal!" He slid Harvest back into her
scabbard, noting with unworthy pleasure that his
potential opponents had both turned al nost as
white as the stupid wonman's anti que cl ot hing.

She was about thirty, old enough not to make such
dangerous errors. Her face was pleasantly
pl unmp, the scarlet blush of enbarrassment
intriguing. The towering hennin nade her seem nuch
taller than she actually was.

The Marqui s had begun to splutter
predictably. "Wat is the meaning of this
outrage?" He kept trying to dodge around
Durendal , and Durendal kept moving in front
of him

"My lord, | apol ogize!" she said. "Your
Bl ade is very recently bound, ny [ord?"



"What of it? Confound it, boy, get out of ny
way! "

"The snell of the Forge on himis very strong,
ny lord."

The Marquis flustered like a nad
duck. "That's no excuse! Don't you know who
| an? You dare accuse ne of practicing
conjuration, and against His Majesty at that? You al nost
provoked a nmmj or scandal, sister!"”

"I was nerely doing ny duty, ny lord, and
what | al nost provoked was a | ot worse than
scandal . "

CGood for her! She was not going to take any
nonsense fromthe turd, even if she had nade
unpl easant all egati ons about Durendal. She
nodded stiffly to him "M apologies to you al so,
sir knight."

He bowed. "M ne to you for startling you, sister."

"I shall conplain to Mother Superior!"™ Nutting
snapped. "Now cone al ong, Blade, and |l et us
have no nore enbarrassing scenes.”

He strode off huffily. Durendal risked
a wink at the sniffer and followed his ward

He had seen the King often at Ironhall
al t hough to the King he woul d have been just one of dozens of
faces. He would not have known the Queen from any
other well-dressed lady in the |and. He took
note of her features, realizing that they were
singul arly nondescript and someday he mi ght
nmeet her by chance in a hallway. Codel eva was
a sl ender wonman, but she might not have seened so
frail and colorless had she not been standi ng next
her vibrant, dom neering husband. |In eight
years of marriage, she had not yet brought a
baby to term which might explain her air of
worry and sorrow.

But the King ... Anbrose IV was
thirty-four and had reigned for two years already.
He was taller than any other man around him
monolithic in his sunptuous attire of fur and
brocade and jewels, blazing brighter than the
rosebushes behind him H's hair was tawny, the
cropped fringe of beard closer to red. He
br oke of f what he was saying to frown at the
Mar qui s' s brash intrusion.

Nutting could bow gracefully, give himthat.
But he did not wait to be acknow edged.

"My liege, | have the great honor of
presenting the Bl ade Your Majesty so generously
assigned to me. Sir Durendal has--"

"Sir Who?" The royal bellow could be heard
all the way to the hollyhocks. Every head turned.

The Marquis blinked. "Durendal, sire.”

Anbrose |V stared at the young man kneeling
before him "Stand up!"

Dur endal rose.

"Well!" The fanmous anber eyes raked him
up and down. "Durendal, hnm? A
descendant ?"



"No, Your Majesty. Just an admirer."
"We all are. Welcone to court, Sir

Dur endal .

"Thank you, sire."

"Very inpressive! | don't believe," the
King said loudly, "that | intended to be quite so
generous."

Am d the thunderstorm of |aughter, the Marquis
turned redder than the geraniuns. A royal
jest like that one would linger around the court for days, I|ike
a bad snell.

The Marquis, surprisingly, had a marquise
he had not thought to mention. She was even younger than
Dur endal - - al t hough not younger than he was feeling
by then, which was about seven. She was another gift fromthe
Ki ng, having been a ward in chancery, but her
husband seened genuinely fond of her. She was very
pretty, inpeccably well nannered, incapable
of rational thought. Her famly tree was as
tangled as a briar patch and blighted by inbreeding;
and her only serious interest was clothing.
In the Marquis's absence, his establishment had
been noved to a vast new suite in the nmain w ng
of the palace. He preened at this additiona
evi dence of royal favor, ignoring his wife's
conplaints that the servants were | aughing at her for not
havi ng enough gowns to fill all the closet space.
She told her husband's Bl ade to stand there. And
there. And there. Look at the w ndow Perfect.
When company cal l ed, woul d he please | ean agai nst the
mantel with his left profile to the door. She
assuned she was giving an order, so he did not
need to answer the question
He thought he coul d detect invisible hands at
work on his behal f, though, because the new quarters had
obvi ously been designed with security in mnd
havi ng but a single entrance and wi ndows accessi bl e
only to bats. Any m dni ght intruder nust
pass through the outer rooms, where he would be. The
servants were billeted el sewhere. There were ropes
avail able in case of fire. Wuat el se need
he worry about ?
Two things. The first was that no assassin
in the world had the slightest interest in harmi ng Tab
Ni | I way, Marquis of Nutting. The second
was that Durendal knew that and could no nore stop hinself
behaving like a real Blade with a real ward than a
sheepdog coul d resi st herding sheep
Fortunately on this, his first night on the job,
hi s ward announced t hat he was incredi bly exhausted
by the hardships of his visit to Ironhall and was
going to bed early. The Marquise went with him
val et and rai d departed. Durendal | ocked and
barred the door, checked every cranny for conceal ed
nmurderers, and then settled into a confortable chair in
the outernost sal on. There he chewed over his



probl em whil e he stropped Harvest into the sharpest
sword in the known world.

As he had not been warned of all the side
effects of a binding conjuration, he nust be expected
to work themout for hinself. He already knew he coul d not
drink nore than one glass of wine. Now, after two
ni ghts without sleep, he felt as fresh as a
new | aid egg. Bizarre! Bl ades were
normal |y assigned in pairs or |arger groups,
and he shoul d have realized that sooner. He was al
al one, but he already knew that he could not bear to |et
t he unspeakabl e Marquis out of his sight. How were the
two of themgoing to stand each other for the next thirty
or forty years? How was he ever going to take
exerci se, nmake friends, and even enjoy a little
romance?

He must have advice. The | ogical source was
t he Royal Guard, but how could he consult thenf?
Even now, when his ward was as safe as he could ever
be, Durendal could not walk out and | eave him not
if that door had a hundred | ocks on it.
During the day, he would be in constant attendance.

He was going to go crazy.

An hour |ater, when the tap cane, he had
guessed the answer. Even so, he had Harvest in
hi s hand as he opened the door a crack on the chain
and peeked out. There were two of them and one of them was
Hoare, who had left Ironhall only two
nont hs ago. The ot her was Montpurse hinself.

"You're late," he said brashly and | et them
in.

They were both typical Bl ades--1|ean
chi sel ed men who studied the world intently and noved
i ke cats--but Hoare had not yet lost his
di stinctive juvenile nonchal ance, an insouci ance
that gave hima permanent air of know ng sone
secret joke. He was about a nonth
into an ill-advised beard, nmuch fairer than his
hai r. Montpurse was cl ean shaven, with hair |ike
flax and eyes the blue of buttermlk. Hs
babyi sh conpl exi on nade hi m seemten years
younger than his conpani on, but he nust be in his mddle
twenties now. WAs it an advantage to be al ways
underestimated? Did it anuse the King to have a
per manent adol escent in charge of his Guard?

"Brother Durendal, Leader," Hoare said,
cuing Durendal to call him"brother" and
Mont pur se "Leader." Hands were cl asped

"I"d never have forgotten that name," Montpurse
sai d. "You rmust have been after my tine."

"Yes, Leader." Not quite, but Durendal would not
say Sso.

Then the m st-blue eyes lit up. "No! You
were the Brat! You gave nme ny sword!"

"And you cane and thanked ne afterward. You have no
i dea what that neant to ne!"

"Yes, | do," Montpurse said firmy
"Now, you nust have questions."

Dur endal renenbered his manners and bade his



visitors be seated. He apol ogi zed for not
havi ng refreshnents handy.
Mont purse settled onto a chair like a
falling leaf. "You can get anything you want
by pulling that bell rope. Don't bother now,
t hough. "
"First question, then. How do | guard a nman
twenty-four hours a day?"
For a nmonent the Commander reflected Hoare's
secret smile. "You can't. You'll find that the
urgency wears off in a couple of weeks. As you
| earn the ropes you gain confidence. You stay out of the
bathroom is how we describe it. In the
Guard, of course, we take turns; and whenever
your ward is in the palace we can spell you off
also." He cut off Durendal's thanks.
"No, we do it for any single. W regard it as
part of our job. There are far too many of us just
to guard the King, and it would be no advantage to him
to have crazy Bl ades running around."
Durendal had guessed right, which was sati sfying.
"Do | ever sleep?"
This time the snle was broader. "You may doze
in a chair for an hour or so, but you'll waken every
time a spider sneezes. One gets used to it.
Take up a hobby--study law, finance, or
foreign tongues. Helps to pass the time. Even
Bl ades age, you know. You can't be a
crack swordsnman forever."
Dur endal thanked hi m again. There was sonet hing
exhilarating in this frank, brotherly talk with
two nmen he had admred for so |long. Hoare had
been part hero, part friend, permanently ahead of him
al t hough Durendal had been the better fencer for
years. Al the candi dates worshi ped
Mont purse in absentia for his | egendary
swordsmanship and neteoric rise in the King's
service
"I's there any reason | don't know why the
Mar qui s needs a Bl ade?"
Awkwar d pause.
"Not that | am aware of," Montpurse
admtted reluctantly. "The King will refuse
t he Countess nothing. But don't feel slighted.
Look on the sunny side--your assignnent will
stretch you to the limt. W guard the King, but
there's a hundred of us. Most of the time we're
bored silly."
That was Sir Aragon's Rationalization to Confort
Unf ortunat e Col | eagues.
Hoare |l eered. "Tell himabout wonmen!"
"You tell him you | echerous young beast.’
"I hope one of you will," Durendal said
frankly. They knew how i nnocent he was.
They' d been there.
"Ch, they're overrated. They always drift
off to sleep.”
Mont purse rolled his eyes in disbelief.
"You wear them out, you mean. That's part of the |egend,



Durendal , one of the best parts.”

“I'"1l find you a good tutor," Hoare said

thoughtfully. "Let's see ... Blondie?

Ayne? Rose? Ah, yes ... married to a

royal courier, so she gets lonely and won't

chatter or start dream ng of pernmanent arrangenents
bonny, bouncy, eager "

"He knows a hundred like that," his comrander said
scornfully. "I won't let himplay
tricks on you."

Dur endal gul ped and said, "That's kind of you."

"Now, how about | eaving our philandering friend here
to guard your gate and coming for a stroll with nme?"

Every muscle tensed in alarm "Not tonight, if you
don't mind. I'd love to, but it just feels a
little soon, if you understand?" He could see that they
had expected that response and were trying not to |augh
at him But he couldn't! No matter what they
t hought of him he just couldn't.

"I give you ny oath, Blade to brother,"

Hoare said, keeping his face as solem as it could
ever be, "that I will guard your ward until you
return.”

"It's very kind of you, but

Mont pur se chuckl ed and stood up. "The King
wants you."

"What ?"

"You heard. The King wants to speak with you
Com ng?"

That nmade a difference! He was a King's
Bl ade. "Yes, of course. Um 1|'d
better shave first."

"You'll only nick yourself," Montpurse
said. "Cone! We don't keep himwaiting."

There could be no nmore argunent. Although Durenda
heard the bolts and chains closing behind him he stil
felt unsettled as he headed off along the
corridor with Montpurse

"Li ke ants wal king all over you, isn't it?"

t he Conmander said. "But it does wear off, |
prom se you. Or you get used to it."

They clattered down a long flight of marble
stairs. The palace had fallen silent; the
corridors were dimas the candl es burned | ow

"I"'ma King's Blade bound to a subject.

How does divided | oyalty work?"

"Your binding is to the Marquis. He's first, the
King second. If they ever come into conflict, you wll
have a serious problem™

That seened |ike a good cue for a very tricky question
and the middl e of a huge, deserted hallway a good
place to ask it. "Why would the King give a
val uabl e property like a Blade to a nman who
has no eneni es?"

"I thought | told you that."

"Tell me again."

"Are you questioning the royal prerogative?"

Mont pur se opened an i nconspi cuous door
to reveal narrow fieldstone stairs |eading



downwar d.

"I would not want to think nmy sovereign was a
fool, Leader."

The Conmander closed the door behind them and then
caught his conpanion's armin a steely grip.

"What do you nean by that?" The pal e eyes were
i ce- bl ue now.

Durendal realized that he was being held under a
| anp, where his face was clearly visible. How had
he managed to stumnble into quicksand so soon?

"I'f the King had doubts about a man's loyalty
--perhaps not now, but his loyalty in future--
wel |, conspiracy would be very difficult with a
Bl ade around, wouldn't it? And he woul d nake a
good touchstone. If he suddenly goes insane,

i nvestigate."

Hard stare. "Ch, cone, Brother Durendal
You don't suspect your little marquis of
treasonous anbitions?"

"No, not at all. But His Majesty couldn't
pl ant Bl ades only on the doubtful, could he?

He woul d have to spread sone dumm es around too."

A longer stare. Faint sounds of nale
| aughter canme drifting up fromthe cellar. "I do
hope you won't spread such crazy notions around,
brot her."

Spirits! That meant yes! "No, Leader.
won't nention them again."

Wthout seemi ng to nove a muscl e,

Mont pur se shed about ten years and was a boy again.

"Good. Now, one thing nore. If H's Majesty should

choose to try a little fencing with you--about three tinmes
in four, understand?"

"No. "

"Any |l ess than that and he gets
suspi cious. Any nore and he may be a little
resentful. It is foolish to upset the m ghty,
brother." He led the way downstairs.

Puzzl ed, Durendal followed.

The cellar was rank with odors of ale and
sweat, plus the eye-watering stench of whale oi
from | anmps hangi ng | ow overhead. There were no
chairs or tables, only a row of barrels and a
basket containing drinking horns. O the thirty nen
standi ng around | aughing and chattering, at |east
twenty-five were Blades in the blue-and-silver
livery of the Guard. The rest were al nost certainly
Bl ades of other loyalties or just out of uniform
--all but one, the |largest man present, who was the
center of attention. Judging by the rel axed din,

Bl ades of f duty had no problemdrinking their
fill and this was their private haunt.

The King conpleted a story that sent his listeners
into peals of mrth. What a king! After only two
years on the throne, already he had reforned the tax
system ended the Isilond War, and gone a |ong



way to master the great |andowners who had so

defied his father. Yet here he was, one of the
greatest nonarchs in all Eurania, roistering with

his Blades as if he were one of them making them

| augh and--nuch nore inportant--bellow ng with

| aught er hinmsel f when they responded. This was the man
Durendal had been created to serve, not that

wr et ched Marqui s of Nothing now snoring away

upstairs.

Anmbrose swung around to stare over heads at
t he newconers. Although his face was flushed at the
nmonent and sequi ned with sweat, the gold eyes were
cl ear and steady. Durendal offered a
t hree-quarter bow that he judged appropriate
to a first personal audience set in an informal
at nosphere.

"I have heard sonme inpressive tales, Sir
Durendal ," the King booned.

“Your Majesty is nost gracious."

"Only when | want to be!" He gl anced at
hi s compani ons to trigger another |augh. Then he
frowned. "Wat happened to Harvest?"

The roomstilled instantly. It al so seened
to grow rmuch colder, in spite of the stuffiness.

"I amnot qualified to judge, sire." That
was not good enough. The King knew that. "But, if you
are asking for ny opinion, | believe he was not
ready. He | acked confidence in hinself."

The royal brows frowned. "Cone over here."

He | ed Durendal to a dark corner. Backs
turned and the rest of the room becane very noi sy again.
Not hi ng was | ess visible than a nmonarch
i ncognito, but the King's personality at close
guarters was an experience akin to being trapped in a
cave by a bear. It was a long tine since
Durendal had needed to | ook up to anyone.

"It was unfortunate."

"Yes, sire." Ch, yes, yes, yes! But
a man should nmourn a lost friend for the friend s sake, not
for what that death had cost hi m personally.

"Who's next? G ve ne your assessnent of the
next six."

That would be tattling. Oficially even G and
Master did not pass such information on to the King,
al t hough no one believed that. Conflicting loyalties
how ed in Durendal's mnd--loyalty
to lronhall, to the men who had trained him to his
friends there. But the Order was the King's, and a
conpanion's fealty was to the sovereign

"My liege. Candidate Byless is Prine
now, excellent all-round nmaterial, but
he's only seventeen--"

"He |lied about his age?"

Byl ess told tal es about a sheriff after him and
Grand Master rescuing himfroma hangnan's
noose, but no one believed them "I expect
so, sire. He needs at |east another year--
better two." Three would be better yet, but who
woul d dare say so to this inpatient King?



"Candi date CGotherton is very sound, probably
better at thinking than he can ever be at fencing, but
not at all below standard. Candi date Everman is a
year older than me. He's superb
Candi date--"

"Tell me about Everman." The King listened
intently as Durendal raved about Everman. Then

he said, "Is he as good as you?"
Trapped! A man should fall on his sword.
"Not yet."
"WIIl he ever be?"
"Close, I'd say."

The King smiled, showing he was aware of the
feelings he had provoked. "Good answers,
Bl ade! The ancients taught us: Know thyself!
| admire a man who can assess his own worth.
| also appreciate honesty. It is a quality
rul ers treasure above all others--except
| oyalty, of course, and | can buy that. G and
Mast er agrees that Everman is exceptional, but
he still ranks himwell bel ow you."

Durendal ' s nout h opened and cl osed a few
times. He could feel hinself blushing like a child. He
had never dreamed that the King foll owed the progress
of the school so closely. "Your Mjesty is very
kind."

The King pouted. "No I'mnot, |'m
ruthless. I have to be. Just now | have an urgent
need for a first-rate Blade. | wanted you."

Bl ood and steel! Harvest's death had thrown
Durendal away on the turd, and the King's
reaction at hearing his nane today had not neant what
he thought it did.

"Byl ess and Got herton--can they endure binding?
Wul d they snuff out Iike Harvest?"

Durendal held two friends' lives in his hands
and wanted to scream He took tine to think about his
answer. Mouth dry, he said cautiously,
"Sire, they're good nmen. | think they' Il do
it."

The King smiled. H's breath reeked of ale and
garlic. "Well spoken. Repeat this
conversation to no one, ever. Now, |'ve heard so
much about your ability with a sword ... |'m not
wi thout nerit nyself, you know "

Thi s ni ght was going strai ght down and accel erati ng.
Oh, to be back on Starknoor! Even to be the
Brat again would be better than this.

"Your Majesty's prowess is |egendary, but

| am supposed to be an expert. | hope you
will not humiliate me in public, sire.”
"Well, let's see about that! Fair match

now- - honesty, renenber? No pandering to ny
feelings. Sir Larson! Where are the foils?
Rapi ers, | think. The rapier is ny weapon.
Even | would hesitate to try this brawny | ad
with a broadsword. What do you thi nk?"

A Bl ade Durendal did not know had al ready
produced foils and masks, apparently from



nowhere. "I am sure Your Mjesty would
massacre himw th a broadsword. "
The King guffawed. "Be a shane to end his
career so soon, yes?"
W1 ling hands hel ped Durendal out of his
jerkin, doublet, and shirt as the audi ence cl eared
back to the walls. OGoviously this reeking cellar
had a | ong history of Blades, ale, and
fencing. Fair match? Did the King al ways order
what he really wanted? How coul d he possibly
hope to nake a show ng agai nst a Bl ade?
Mont pur se' s baby face was shooting nore
war ni ngs.
Aha! The new boy was bei ng hazed, of
course, and the King was in on the joke. Perhaps hazing
was a tradition for all greenies, but the bright new
star who could thrash all the fencing nmasters at
Ironhall would be an irresistible target. The
famous expert was going to flounder against a nere
amat eur and woul d never hear the end of it.
No, he wasn't! If H s Mjesty had
ordered a fair match, then a fair match he
must have. A nman could never go wong obeying his king.
Surely very few nmonarchs woul d shed their dignity so
willingly just to play childish games with a band of
guards. But it was with this kind of understanding that a great
man i nspired unquestioning |oyalty anong his
fol | owers.
Stripped to the waist, the contestants raised
foils in salute. Durendal scuffed his feet
in the sawmdust to test the footing.
"On guard!" cried Anbrose IV, King
of Chivial and Nostrima, Prince of
Nythia, Lord of the Three Seas, Fount of
Justice, and so on, who was |arge and sweaty, wth
too much fat under his skin and a pelt of tawny
hair outside it. The nost fanmous face in the
ki ngdom was hi dden behi nd the chain mesh of a nask.
Ri ght foot forward, left armup, the King
advanced and lunged like a three-1egged cow.
Deciding to play along for a nonment or two,
Durendal parried, riposted well wi de of the
mark, parried again, and al nbst struck the King
by acci dent on the next |unge. The man was sl ower
than a watched pot. He was trying to use the
Ironhall style and he didn't know Lily from
Swan. Parry at WIllow, riposte
to Rainbow. It was a ballet of tortoises.

Enough.

"A touch!"

"Ha!" said H's Majesty in a tone that sounded
convincingly like displeasure. "It was indeed. Well

good luck is a valuable attribute in a
Bl ade. Let us see how you fare on the next
pass, Sir Durendal ."

Durendal went to Swan agai n.

"Have at you!" cried the monarch

Eagl e, Butterfly--"Another touch ...
sire."



The King growl ed realistically, but he nust be
grinni ng hugely behind the mask. Mont purse
made frantic gestures in the background. If
the victimhad not seen through this jape, he would be
getting very worried about now.

"Again, sire?"

"Agai n!"

Better spin this one out, just for good nanners.
Eggbeater. Stickl eback. Ch fl anes!
Cockroach. He hadn't really neant to do that quite
so soon. The King uttered another grow and
swi shed his foil up and down a few times as if
he were truly surprised and angry at the way the
mat ch was goi ng. He was a marvel ous actor. They
all were. Peering through his mask, Durendal could
not see one surreptitious snile in the room

Three-nothing so far. Three times out of four
Mont pur se had said, so the next pass would show
themthat their pigeon had snelled the cuckoo.

"By the spirits of fire, nmy liege, the lad is
on form™" shouted a voi ce sonmewhere

The note of desperation in that voice was so
amazingly realistic that it froze Durendal's
sweat. Fire and death! Had he
m sunderstood? Did the King really think he could
fence worth a pot of spit? Surely nen like
Mont purse woul d not prostitute their honor
by indul ging his crazy fancies?

This had to be a jokel

Didn't it?

Suddenl y his new apprehensi on switched
to anger. If this was a prank, then it was in stinking
bad taste. If it wasn't, then he had al ready
shown the King up as a del uded buffoon, which was
probably high treason, and Montpurse as a
boot |l i cker, which neant that all the generous aid
prom sed to the newconer would fail to appear

"Now, by death!" Snharling, the nonarch charged his
foe, and Durendal poked himon the belly.
Four out of four.

"Again!" roared the King, and the button of
Durendal 's foil flicked himagain in exactly
t he same pl ace

The royal chest was turning red, as if all the
hair m ght start snoking soon. "By the dark
["lI'l not quit till I have laid steel on this
whel p! On guard again, sirrah!" That was a
threat. This was no friendly test of swordsmanship,
it was rank intimdation

"It is spirituality, Your Mjesty!" shouted
one of the onlookers. "He is too fresh fromthe
Forge for any man to beat him"

Anmbrose ignored that ingenious invention. He
took eight hits before he adnmtted defeat and
haul ed off his mask. Inflanmed and i ncandescently
furious, he glared around the roomas if searching
for the least trace of a snile. The King was a
st unbl ebum swordsnman, and the Royal Guard were a
gang of sycophants.



Dur endal saluted and renoved his own nask.
"Permission to wthdraw, Your--"

"No! Put that on again, boy! Mbntpurse,
| et us see how you can fare against this supernman.”

Sendi ng Durendal a | ook that should have nmelted his
bones, the Conmander began to strip. O course there
could only be one ending to the comi ng match--he woul d have
to lose alnost as dramatically as his King had | ost.
Anyt hi ng el se woul d be a public adm ssion that he
was a liar and a toady.

The new Bl ade could win at fencing, but he had
lost a lot of powerful friends on his first night at
court.

The next day it was the Marquis's turn again.
He called in the tailors. His wife assisted
the discussion with the air of a child given a new dol
to dress. Durendal stood patiently while they
draped swatches over him trying to match his
hair and eyes. When bi dden, he went off and
returned in various absurd apparels. And when
the final decision on cut and col or had been
made, he said, "No."
"What do you nean no?" Nutting snapped.

“I will not wear that, my lord."
"You are under oath to serve ne!"
"Yes, ny lord. | have al so been enchant ed

to serve you. But you do not buy a bulldog and harness
it to a plow You set it on bulls. M

purpose is not to look pretty but to defend you

and | cannot fight in those garnments.”

"Bah! You will never be required to fight. You
know t hat."

"Yes, ny lord. Sadly, | do know that. But
t he conjurement does not, and it will not let ne

swaddl e nyself in a gabardine mattress cover."

"I nsol ence!" snapped the Marqui se.

"Don't let himtalk back to you like that,
dearest."

"I will follow you naked, ny lord, before | wear
that tabard." Seeing that defiance was going to be
stal emat e, Durendal added, "My |
presune to advi se?"

"What ?" Nutting grow ed.

"Something nore like the livery of the Royal Guard.
It is serviceable and appealing."

The turd considered the suggestion, tugging his little
beard. "You know, that idea has nmerit! My
colors are blue and gold. Dearest, why
don't we specify exactly the same design
but with gold instead of silver?"

The Marqui se cl apped her hands. "Wy, he
will look beautiful in that, my dear!"

Fire and death! Durendal had been
tal ki ng about the cut, not the heraldry. The Royal
Guard woul d have a hundred apoplectic fits.



Mont pur se was furious enough al ready, as Hoare
reported that evening--but Durendal knew that fromthe
t ongue-1 ashi ng he had received the previous night,
after the King's departure. He thought he would carry
the scars to his grave.

But the Commander was not a vindictive man,
Hoare said. His offer of help still stood, which was why
Hoare had appeared at the Nutting suite after
m dni ght in the conpany of a beautiful child naned
Kitty. He departed quite soon, but she remained.

Dur endal di scovered that she was not a child, and she was
beautiful in ways and places he had hitherto
only i magi ned.

Later in that first menorabl e week, things began
to i nprove. Even the black glares that greeted
t he appearance of the Marquis's Blade in his new
livery came to a sudden end. The Guard's
acceptance of the upstart was pronoted by the King hinself.
It happened at the Birthday Reception
Bl ades at official functions, |ike the
frescoes on the ceilings, were invariably
present and universally ignored. Thus
Durendal stood by the wall on the far side of the
hal | and watched as the Nuttings waited in line
to pay their respects to the nmonarch. The ot her
Bl ades present, both royal and private,
had gathered in small clunps; but he was al one and
likely to remain so
The Queen was not there. Runor whispered that she
was with child again. The Countess was in evidence, but she
could not stand at the King's side on such an
occasi on. He was attended on the dais only
by Conmmander Mbntpurse, Lord Chancell or
Bl uefield, the forbidding Gand Inquisitor, and
an inposing matron in white robes and hennin,
who must surely be Mther Superior of the
Conpani onshi p of Wite Sisters.
There were other sniffers present, of course.
About the end of the first dull hour, Durenda
observed the Sister who had accosted himon his first
day at court, standing by herself not far fromhim He
eased unobtrusively in her direction; but before
he reached her, she | ooked around, frowning. He
strolled the rest of the way quite openly and bowed to her,
bi ddi ng her good norrow.
Her response was barely civil. "What do
you want ?" She eyed the gol den squirrel over
his heart with distaste, which neant they had at |east one
thing in comon.
"I came for reassurance that | no | onger
reek of the Forge quite so strongly, Sister."
"W resent being referred to as sniffers, young
man. Your question is both vulgar and insulting.”
It was she who had begun the tal k of
sni ffing by accusing himof having a bad snell.
"I beg pardon, then. 1 give offense through
i gnorance, being but a newforged Bl ade, fresh from



the coals. How does one detect a
conj ur ermrent ?"

"The sensation is indescribable. At the nonent
| feel as if | amrequired to sing a very
difficult song and you are standi ng besi de me hunm ng
anot her one loudly in the wong key. Does that
make matters clearer?"

Somewhat. He tried one nore snile,
probably a rather desperate one. "And what will you
do if you detect the handiwork of an evil conjurer
Si ster?"

"Call on the King' s Bl ades, of course.™
She tossed her head so sharply that no secul ar
power shoul d have been able to keep her tall hat from
falling off, but it didn't. She stal ked away.

A qui ck glance around the hall told himthat
Bl ades and Wiite Sisters nowhere stood together
so he had | earned sonet hing new by of fendi ng soneone
el se. He went back to watching his ward's
progress, a process duller than breeding
oak trees.

VWhen, at long last, it was the turn of the
Mar qui se to curtsey and the Marquis to kiss the
royal hand, he prepared to nove with a sense of
relief, although he knew that he was merely about
to exchange this ordeal for another, even |onger one
in the banquet hall. Then the King | ooked up
The bright anber eyes scanned the room and fi xed
on Durendal as if they were measuring himfor a
coffin--one that came up to his shoul ders m ght be
adequat e.

The Ki ng beckoned.

Bl ood and steel! Was this the end? Exile to sone
hyper borean desert? Durendal hastened across
mles of oak floor, conscious that heral ds and
pages were heading to bl ock himand stopping as they
i ntercepted gestures telling themthere had been a
change of plan. He arrived at the dais
unchal | enged and contorted hinself in a full court
bow.

"I have a question, Sir Durendal!"

The Nuttings turned back to see what was going
on

"My liege?"

The King pouted dangerously. "After our little
fencing match the other evening ... did you by any

chance have a further exchange with Comrander
Mont pur se?"

FI ames and deat h!

I f Montpurse had a weakness, it was that his
babyi sh conpl exi on could color very easily, and
now it colored very nmuch. The King ought to be able
to feel the heat of it on the back of his neck

"Yes, sire," Durendal said. "W did
try a few nore passes.”

For about an hour, with both rapiers and sabers,
wi t hand wi t hout shields or parrying daggers.

"And who won that tinme?"

"He did, Your Majesty." Not by very much,



t hough.

"I ndeed? Isn't that very peculiar, considering that
you had given himsuch a drubbing earlier? He fared
no better against you than | did."

"Um well, these things can happen, sire."

"Can they?" The King turned to | ook at the
Conmander. Then back at Durendal. Very slowy,
the royal beard twi sted around a grin.

Abruptly Anbrose |V burst into enornous

bel | ows of laughter, startling the whole court.
He sl apped his great thighs in mrth; tears ran
down his cheeks. He thunped Montpurse's

shoul der, and Montpurse blistered Durendal wth
anot her of his bone-nelting glares.

Still unable to find words, the King waved
di sm ssal . Durendal bowed | ower than an
Al kozzi and beat a hasty departure, nore or
| ess dragging the startled Marquis with him And
t hen, of course, he had to explain, which neant
admtting that he had del egated his
responsi bility, shaned the King, antagonized
the Guard, and | aunched a scandal, for now the story
must come out. The Marqui se becane al nost
hysterical and insisted that her husband dismiss his
errant servant. She refused to believe that he
coul d not be dismi ssed.

The worst part of being a Bl ade, Durenda
deci ded, was that he could not sinply di sappear down
a rabbit bole when necessary. Perhaps other Bl ades,
| acking his genius for causing trouble, never felt the
need.

The reception ended at last and the court sat
down to eat the King's health at a
t wel ve- cour se banquet. Bl ades stood around
the walls again, but this tine Durendal attached hinself
to a group of them They were civil to him no nore.
They made little jokes about nmen who wore gold
uni forms, although they were careful not to make
t hem about squirrels or upstart pinps who
i nvented such unifornms, because that sort of talk m ght
trigger Durendal's still-tender binding. They cane
and went, visiting a buffet in the next room
Since none of themoffered to spell himand he was
determined not to ask for relief, he did not
expect to eat at all.

Mont purse drifted into the group, acknow edgi ng
t he problem Bl ade with a curt nod.

About two minutes after that, a dimnutive
page appeared in front of Durendal, bowed,
handed hi ma box of polished rosewood bearing the
royal arns, and departed.

"You have your |unch delivered?" Montpurse
stepped cl oser to see. The others gathered around.

"I don't know anything about this!"

"Then you'll have to open it, won't you?"

Anyt hi ng but that! But he had no choice. He
opened it. On the red velvet lining lay a
sword breaker of antique Jindalian design
--a dagger with deep notches al ong one side.



Its hilt and quillons were inlaid with gold,
mal achite, and what appeared to be real |apis

lazuli. At a guess, it was worth a duke's
castl e and change. The card bore a brief
nessage:

For himwho broke the King's sword
A

"Fl ames and death!" Durendal slammed the
lid before anyone could steal the contents. He hugged
the treasure to his chest in both arnms and stared at
hi s compani ons with a sense of panic.
Mont purse' s pal e eyes were tw nkling.
"Been robbing the crown jewels, have you?"
"No! No, no! | don't understand. \What do
| do?"
"You wear it, you flanming idiot. If the King
is watching, as | expect he is, then you bow
now. "
He was, his grin visible right across the hall
Dur endal bowed.
"Right. Then--here, let ne help."
Mont pur se hung the marvel on Durendal's
belt over his right thigh and said, "Ch, that's very
nice! 1'mjealous. Wat do you think, [ads?"

A few days after that, an excited Byl ess
turned up at court, bound to Lord Chancell or
Bl uefield, who already had two Bl ades. Then
Cot herton was reported to be in G andon,
assigned to Gand Wzard of the Royal
Col I ege of Conjurers, who had three and ought to have
| ess need of themthan anyone in the kingdom

Al t hough the Guard had nunerous well-informed but
ill-defined sources, there were sone secrets it could
not penetrate. When word cane that Candi date
Ever man had been bound to a certain Jaque
Pol ydi n, gentl eman, no anount of prying could
di scover anything at all about him except that
Bl ade and ward toget her had vani shed off the face
of the earth the follow ng day. Even Mnt purse
clainmed to have been kept in ignorance. Men
whi spered | ongi ngly about hi gh adventure and secret
agents traveling in foreign |ands.

Durendal wanted to screamw th frustration and
wing his ward's neck. H's self-contro
prevented the first and his binding the second.

It becane official: The Queen was with child. The
Ki ng showered wealth on every el ementary order that could
provide her with appropriate charns,
amul ets, and enchantnents.



Over the next couple of nonths, Durenda
adapted to his strange double life in court.
By day he was bored to insanity, follow ng the
Marquis fromparty to ball to reception to sal on
to dinner, and alnost to bed. Al suggestions that his
| ordshi p should take up riding or hawking or fencing
or anything at all interesting fell on deaf
ears. Besides, such pastimes would all incur a
slight element of danger, and thus the binding
conj urenent inpeded Durendal's efforts
to pronote them He tended to stutter and devel op
a headache.
Boredom was not the worst of it, though
Nutting's official duties for the navy occupied
about ten minutes a week, when he signed the
docunents that his staff prepared and brought to him
Unofficially he ran a thriving business of his
own. Much of it was dealt with through cl andesti ne
correspondence--letters he burned as soon as he
had read them -but sonme of it required
face-to-face negotiations. During those
nmeetings with various savory or unsavory
persons, he would order his Blade to stand at the
far end of the room so he could not eavesdrop. The
details did not matter. Durendal was soon
able to work out that his lordship was taking kickbacks on
contracts, accepting bribes to overl ook
defects in the supplies delivered for the
unfortunate sailors, and selling access to the
Ki ng himsel f by passing petitions on to his sister
It was all nauseating, but there was nothing Durenda
could do about it. He could never endanger his ward in
any way at all.
By night he flew free. One of the Guard woul d
relieve himas the palace went to sleep, so he
could join the others in their revels. Two horns
of ale was his limt, but one satisfied him H's
body absol utely demanded exerci se, so he
fenced. Wien there was noonlight he went riding in
mad chases over the fields or joined
bacchanal i an swinmng parties in the river. He
i ndul ged in quick romances, having no trouble finding
willing partners.
He | earned how to beat Montpurse wth
sabers, if not with a rapier
He wore the royal sword breaker everywhere
except in bed.
The King never indulged in fencing now, and for that the
Guard was duly grateful to Durendal
He saw the King frequently. Even if they
just passed in a hallway, when the King had
acknow edged the Marquis, he would always greet his
Bl ade by nane. It would be very easy to fal
victimto that fanpus charm-and what it would be to be
bound to such a man!
Al as, fickle chance had decreed ot herw se.
However great his swordsnmanship, he knew he was
stuck with the job of guarding the obnoxi ous Marquis
for the rest of his days. Never would he serve the king



he revered, never ride to war at his side or
save his life in |l ethal anbush, never battle
nmonsters, unmask traitors, rise to high
office, travel on secret mssions in far
domi ni ons. --never be anything at all except a
usel ess ornanent around the court.

Even the greatest of swordsnen can be a | ousy
pr ophet .

NUTTI NG
Il
"Very well!'" Kromran spluttered. "You
may | eave. You will remain at your residence
until you are sunmoned." He was scarlet with

fury.

"Let go your sword, Sir Quarrel,"
Rol and sai d, edging between the two nen.

But Quarrel was a very newl y bound Bl ade,
and the new chancell or very obviously a danger to his
ward. For a nmonment it seened as if that order would not
be enough. Then the white-faced boy made an
effort and released the hilt he was hol ding.

"As you wish, nmy lord." He glared hatred at
Kr omman

Wth a silent sigh of relief, Roland headed
for the door. Quarrel arrived there before he did and
opened it to peer out, as a well-trai ned bodyguard
shoul d.

Rol and whi spered, "Mask!" It was an old
Ironhall warning, a reminder that in real contests
a man's face was not hidden from his opponent's
Vi ew.

"My lord." The boy's nouth smiled as he
swung the door wide. The angry glitter in his
eyes renai ned, but none of the watchers would be
cl ose enough to notice that. Few of them would even be
astute enough to realize that the new Bl ade's face
m ght not be as uncomunicative as his ward's
notoriously was. It was the principle that
mattered, for serenity woul d deceive no one tonight. The
King's Secretary had arrived posthaste from
court and gone into the Chancellor's office; if
Lord Rol and then enmerged w thout the chain of office
he had worn for twenty years, was the conclusion so
hard to draw?

Hal f a dozen nen-at-arns were standing in a
bored and puzzl ed huddl e. Cbviously
Kromman had not told them what he had
expected themto do, for they sprang to attention at
the sight of the forner chancellor and nade no effort
to block his departure. Six? Even Quarre
m ght have had trouble with six--but of course Roland
woul d have been there to help him He was gratified that
Kromman had thought six m ght be necessary to arrest a
man of his years.



The first ordeal would be just to stroll across this w de
ant echanber, crowded with nmen and wonen
waiting to see him sone of whom had been there for
days. Now none of them had reason to see hi mand
nost woul d prefer not to be seen anywhere near him
lest his fall fromfavor prove to be infectious,
as it so often did.

He watched the news flash through the room ahead
of him-the startled gasps, the exchanged gl ances,
the cal cul ating | ooks. Who was smling, who
frowning? It did not matter! He had no friends
now, only enemies.

"They say," Quarrel remarked, "that the Earl
of Al dane is already clear favorite to win the
King's Cup this year."

Ah, the disgraced mnister still had one friend! Even
royal disfavor could not alienate a Blade fromhis
ward. "Too early to tell, my lad! Don't
lay any bets yet. |Is he another of the
St eepness school ?"

"I believe so. Steepnessians are fast, |
under st and. "

"Lightning with diarrhea." The onl ookers were
wat chi ng, listening, but now none canme crowdi ng forward
to clutch Lord Rol and' s sl eeve.

"What do they use--air and fire?"

"Plus a hefty dose of tine, | imagine.

That's what's dangerous. The subjects rarely
live to see forty. The present duke, his father, was

one of theirs, although he is still hale, last I
heard. | fought agai nst hi monce, when he was the
earl." The great |out had never forgiven himfor that

day.

"Ch, | have heard tell of that bout, ny |ord!
It is one of the | egends of Ironhall."
Quarrel babbl ed nore appropriate nonsense, his
yout hful face di splaying pure innocence. He was
doi ng splendidly, and his ward nust tell himso as
soon as they were alone. They would first go around by his
personal quarters and collect a few
keepsakes. After that, the gauntlet would continue
down the great staircase ... on and on, unti
he coul d clanber into the coach, |eave G eynere
Pal ace forever, head honme to Ivywalls. There
he woul d await the King's pleasure. The King's
di spl easure woul d be a nore apt description

VWhat was he going to do about his Bl ade, though?
The ex-chancellor's troubl es suddenly seemed very
m nor as he contenplated Quarrel's. He had
brought di saster upon the boy only three days after his
binding. If the King tried to arrest him Quarre
woul d resist to the death. No matter how
hopel ess the defiance, he would have no choice.

A Bl ade whose ward was accused of plotting
agai nst the King--Lord Roland knew that dilema from
per sonal experience.



Sunl i ght shone on the brilliant array of
wat chers massed in the stands |ike flowers in boxes.
The wi nd snapped bright-col ored pennants and
flapped the brilliant awnings; it ruffled
striped marquees. The court was assenbled in a
great display of tabards and bl aring trunpets,
heral di c banners and fair ladies in
sunpt uous gowns.

C ank, clank went the arnor as
Dur endal pl odded over the muddy grass. The
broadsword in his hands al ready wei ghed as nuch as an
anvil and woul d soon feel |ike an overwei ght
horse. He could swing it convincingly if he did
not have to keep up the effort for long. In a few
m nutes, a nmuch | arger man than he was going
to start smashing at himw th an even | arger sword,
and the two of themwould chop away brutally unti
one of them went down. Encounters in full arnor
i nvol ved very little skill, only strength and endurance
--and quite often serious injury. He was not | ooking
forward to the contest, but he had only hinself to bl ane
for this predicament. He had nmade a m stake that
nmorni ng and rmust now pay the price.

Curse Anbrose and his stupid
br oadswor ds!

Al t hough the King no longer fenced, he had not | ost
his interest in fencing. Each year he sponsored a
great tournanent nodel ed after the jousting of olden
days before advances in conjuration nmade arnored
kni ghts an absurdity and trial by conbat
unnecessary. Each year he donated a gold cup
worth a hundred crowns, enough to attract
contestants fromall over Chivial. The first
King's Cup had been won by Montpurse and the
second by Durendal hinself, so he was now def endi ng
his title. He had reached the semifinals wthout
troubl e. This norning Montpurse had | ost
to Chefney, another Blade, so tonorrow the finals
woul d pit Chefney agai nst either Durendal or
Al dane, that mountain of netal now thunping forward
to meet him

The Duke of Gaylea was a smallish nman but
rich enough to have had his son's growth enhanced.

He must have paid well, because at sixteen his little
boy now stood a full head taller than any
Bl ade and was nuscled like a bull. He | ooked

nore fearsone stripped than he did in plate

arnor. lronically, this young giant had

devel oped anbitions to be a fencer, which was
absurd for one of his size; but wealth could al ways
find a way. The Steepness school specialized

in quick results for aristocrats unwilling to waste
years in secular learning; it substituted spiritua
speed for skill. As a fencer, the Earl of

Al dane was technically crude and
unbel i evably fast for his size--for any size.
Durendal had lost to himthat norning at
rapi ers, which he should not have done. He had then won
at sabers; and perhaps that success counted as a



second mi stake, for under the King' s elaborate
rules it forced a deciding match with two-handed
br oadswords. Few contests had gone so far

and the crowmd was buzzing with anticipation. At
br oadswords, when strength was vital and skil

uni mportant, Al dane had an al nost insuperable

advant age.
Ri ght foot forward, left foot forward, right
foot forward ... every nove was a conscious effort.

Arrmor was ridicul ous stuff. The paddi ng stank as
if soneone had lived in it day and ni ght since the
Fat herl and Wars. It was al ready growi ng unpl easantly
hot. H s right knee squeaked. Wen he | owered his
vi sor, he would peer out at the world through a slit,
which turned fighting into a mndless brawl with no art
what soever. Unlike the rapier and saber
mat ches, this bout woul d be decided by a single round,
when one contestant could not or would not fight |onger
Contrary to popul ar belief, it was possible for a
man who fell down in plate arnmor to get up
again without help, but not if sonmeone el se was beating
on himwith a six-foot sword.

One of the red-and-gold unpires gestured for
Durendal to come no closer. He stopped and
cl anked around to face the royal box, noticing
at once that the Queen was there now. She was
reported to be expecting another child, although
Princess Malinda was still a few days short of
her second birthday. The Countess was rarely
seen at court anynore. Gossip had it that she
woul d soon be bani shed conpletely.

A trunpet stilled the crowd, sounding
unpl easantly nuffled inside Durendal's
padded hel met. The unpires bowed to the
King. The contestants raised their swords in
sal ute, which seenmed no small concession
consi deri ng what they wei ghed. He turned hinself
to face his opponent, seeing again the kid's
confident smirk frominside the cave of stee
encasi ng his head. The bigger they are the harder they
fall.

The harder they hit, too. Durendal's
shoul der still throbbed fromthis norning' s saber bout, where
a padded plastron had not conpletely absorbed the
Earl's vicious blow. The broadswords were
blunt, but his arnmor would crunple Iike parchnent when
Muscl e Brat started beating on it. Because a
Bl ade could not guard his ward if he were injured,
Durendal ' s spiritual binding mght conpel him
to escape the dilemma by |osing the match. He nust
ganbl e everything on a very quick win.

This was not a fair fight.

"My lords, prepare!" cried the senior
unpire. Aldane raised a gauntlet the
size of a bucket and cl osed his visor.

Dur endal di d not hi ng.

"Prepare, ny lord!"

“I"1l fight like this. It's hot in here."
Fighting with an open visor was rank insanity, but



it was also a bluff. Al dane would be sorely
puzzl ed, wondering what exotic technique his
I ronhal | opponent knew that he did not.

The unpire hesitated, glanced at his
col | eagues and even across at the King' s box, and
t hen shrugged.

"May the spirits preserve the better man. Do
battle!"

The unpires scuttled out of the way. The
contestants | unbered forward over the grass.
Durendal ainmed his sword like a | ance and tipped
hinself forward into a near run. Al dane copied him
at once, for if they collided he would
contribute twi ce Durendal's wei ght and
knock himdown like a skittle. Soon he was
sprinting in full arnor, an awesone display of
strength. He raised his blade, aimng at that
temptingly open visor.

O course, he could not see very well. He nust
have been sorely puzzl ed when his opponent
di sappear ed.

Dur endal dropped to hands and knees in front
of him That act al one was reckless, for arnmor was
no place to try gymastics and he m ght
injure hinself before taking a single blow
As a tactic, it was insane. If he failed
to trip the Earl, he would be at his mercy. If
both of them were knocked prone, he woul d have gai ned
no advantage. Its only nmerit was that no one
had ever done that before.

Al dane pitched headl ong over him striking the
ground like a falling smthy. Fortunately his
wei ght neither toppled Durendal nor came down
on top of him-it just tried to push the Earl
into his own hel net. The bout was reduced to a question
of which man could regain his feet first and start
hamreri ng the other into scrap nmetal. As Al dane
was at |east monmentarily stunned, Durendal had
no difficulty in clanking hinmself erect and
setting a foot on the kid' s back. He put
the point of his sword at a suitable gap in the
ar nor .

"Yield, miscreant!" he decl ai ned.

The unpires went into a hurried consultation.

The crowd's jeering was a constant roar, like a
nountain torrent.
Al dane began screanming, "Foul!" and tried

to rise. Durendal poked himin the kidneys with a
dull edge--a fairly dull edge. After that the
nobl e earl just lay and beat nmailed fists on the
turf, still yelling nuffled protests.

The unpires waved a flag to declare a
victory. The crowd becane even noi sier

The contestants clattered side by side toward
the royal box with their helnets tucked under their
arnms. Al dane was dempnstrating a virtuoso



conmand of indecent | anguage.

"Did they teach you those words at Steepness?”
Durendal inquired sweetly.

The kid glared down at himw th the begi nnings of
two lush bl ack eyes. H s nose had not stopped
bl eedi ng yet, and his purse would bl eed even harder
to pay for all the expensive healing he woul d need.
"Did they teach you to cheat at Ironhall?"

"Look, you've got another twenty years
ahead of you. Making the semifinals at your age
is a wonderful feat."

"Losing the match doesn't natter, you oaf!

It's the flam ng noney!"

Not being a ganbling man, Durendal had
forgotten that side of the tournament. "Wat odds?"

"I was taking thirty to one at
lunchtinme," the Earl admitted.

It was very hard to sound sincere. "That's a
shane. "

"There are hundreds of |osers out there. You'l
be lucky to | eave the pal ace alive, you
bl ackguard peasant!"

Not so funny.

The King was not amused either. Wen the contestants
cane to halt in front of the royal box, he
| eaned back in his chair of state and glared at
Durendal . At the King's side, the
di m nuti ve Duke of Gayl ea was an al arm ng
gray color. How much had he wagered on his
baby boy? I ndeed, nost of the nobles present
seemed to have bet on the favorite, but Bl ades
i n the background were grinning |ike pike.

The Marqui s was there, being guarded by Hoare.
He was sniling, which was sonething he did only in
public now. He had been seated three rows behi nd
the King, alnobst in among the baronets, and likely
woul d not have been adnmitted at all had his Bl ade
not been fighting, because the entire Mrnicade
fam |y was seriously out of favor at the nmoment.
He had been dismissed fromhis naval office; his
uncl es and cousins had all |ost their sinecures
and privil eges.

"You di sapprove of broadswords?" the King
i nqui red menaci ngly of Durendal

Tricky! "I do prefer rapiers, Your
Maj esty. "

"My liege!" Al dane bleated. "I
protest the decision!"

The royal glare was turned on him "W
did not address you."

The Earl nmde unpl easant noises, as if
gargling bl ood.

The King | ooked back at Durendal. "And
what is it you prefer about rapiers?"

"Um | suppose it is the greater el enment of
skill, sire."
"I see. Well, we saw no evi dence that

brawn triunphed over brains in this instance." The
anber eyes had begun to tw nkle.



"Your Majesty flatters nme."
"You won a duel without striking a blow You have
created another legend. It seems to be a
habit of yours. Congratul ations."
Rel i eved, Durendal nanaged a small bow
wi t hout falling over.
"And as for you, ny lord, | applaud
your remarkabl e showi ng in our tournament. You and your
honored father will dine with us tonight, of course.™
Al dane stepped forward to the barricade. The
King rose and hung a ribboned semfinalist's
star around the giant's neck, even he having to stand
on tiptoe to do so. Everyone el se was upright also
of course, applauding politely.
The Marquis had not been invited to dine. \Wen
the royal party had left, he cane down to the
barri cade and beamed at his Bl ade, undoubtedly
for Hoare's benefit. He had grown plunp in
the two and a half years Durendal had known him
He was sel dom sober.
"Well done, ny nman! How soon can you get
out of that bear trap?"
Di splaying his habitual cryptic snile
Hoare said, "I will be happy to attend his |ordship
until you are ready, Sir Durendal."
"About ten mnutes, my lord."
"Hurry, then. | have business to attend to.
Meet ne at the coach yard."
As Durendal trudged off to the marquee, the
crowd began booi ng agai n.

Nutting was waiting beside his carriage with the
footnmen and driver already in place. \Wat
busi ness could be so urgent? H's only occupation these
days was supervising the decoration and furni shing of the
grandi ose mansion he had built, and his wife
i nvariably overrul ed his decisions. He drank
excessively and wandered the halls at night.

Dur endal nodded his thanks to Hoare, who
rolled his eyes synpathetically, bowed to the
Mar qui s, and strode off. Nutting scranbled
aboard. The carriage began to nove as
Dur endal followed himin.

"That was very well done!"

"Thank you, ny lord. | should not have lost to himthis
nor ni ng, though."

"Yes, but you will be pleased to hear that | had
faith in you. It has been a nost lucrative
afternoon for me."

It mght prove less profitable if an
angry crowd was waiting outside the pal ace
gates. As it happened, the few spectators
there confined thensel ves to booing. The Marquis did not
seemto notice, and the carriage runbl ed
unnol ested into the cranped and dirty streets of
G andon.



After several minutes of idyllic silence, he
said, "Unfortunately, the odds will be |ess
favorable on tonorrow s match. You are the
favorite, at four or five to one.”

"I do not deserve so nuch. Sir Chefney is
a brilliant fencer."

"Um yes." The Marquis chewed his lip for a
nmonent. "l hate to nention a subject as
sordid as money, Sir Durendal ..."

The title was neani ngl ess, but he had never used it
before. Durendal felt a sharp stab of worry.

What was com ng? He had absolutely no noney of

his own. He was given his board and his clothes but

never wages. He sponged his recreations off the

Royal Guard--horses and ale. The only

pur pose for which he would have liked to have sone cash was
to give presents to wonen, but pride forbade him

to ask for it. They had to be satisfied with the

| egend, which fortunately they always seened to be.

"My lord?"

The coach rattl ed over cobbles, making sl ow
progress through the crowded streets. It seened
to be heading for a very seany part of the city.

"Nutting House has cost considerably nore
than | anticipated, you see."

“I'f I win the cup tonmorrow, then of course it
bel ongs to your lordship, as ny patron." As he
had taken | ast year's, the skinflint.

"Yes, but ..." The Marquis's eyes wandered
shiftily, not nmeeting his Blade's. "I'm
afraid a hundred crowns is a drop in the
gutter. My winnings today are in the thousands and
have staked themall on the finals."

Death and flanes! "Am 1 to infer, ny
lord, that you are counting on w nning tomorrow? | am by no
means certain that | can beat Sir Chefney.

He trounced Comrander Mont purse very
convincingly."

"I was pleased to see-- VWhat | am
suggesting, Sir Durendal, is that you should lay a
bet of your own."

"I have nothing to wager, mnmy lord."

Nutting pointed at the sword breaker on his
t hi gh.

"No!" Seeing his ward flinch in alarm he
drew a deep breath. "I mean, | cannot in
honor hazard losing a gift fromthe sovereign
ny lord! He would nost certainly
notice its absence.”

"Bah! He will never know. You don't wear it
to fence. You need only part with it until the match
is over. | have a friend willing to advance six

t housand crowns against it."
"It's worth ten times that!"
"Only as an outright sale, boy. This is
nerely a short-termloan."
"And if | fail to win the match, what then?"
The Marquis sniffed plaintively. "Your
task is to defend ne, yes?"



"Of course. But only--"

"Does debtors' prison rank as a
specified peril? If | cannot raise certain
amounts within days, Sir Durendal, then that is
where | will be. | presume you nust accomnpany
nme."

"You poxed pig's bastard." Durendal did
not raise his voice--shouting was unnecessary when stating
facts. "You nean your harlot sister can't wing
any nore noney out of the King?"

Nutting's eyes glittered for a noment, then his
air of dejection returned. "As you say. And
no one will pay ny debts, so we shall rot in
jail for the rest of our lives. Men die quickly in
Drain Street, Blade. WIIl you defend ne
agai nst the coughi ng si ckness?"

"By the eight, I ama healthier man than you
are! When you die, | can walk free--free of
you and free of the worst duty ever laid upon an
honor abl e swordsman. "

"As you please. W have arrived. |Is that your
final decision?"

The carriage had stopped in an alley,
gl oony and stinking and so narrow that nen could barely have
squeezed by. As if the visitors had been
expected, a door opened in the wal
al ongside, revealing a fat, bald man, who
smled to show bl ack and broken teeth.

Dur endal di scovered that he was trenbling
violently. Never had the binding been so at odds
with his personal inclinations. He wanted
to strangle this human toad beside himand stanp his
corpse into mud

"The King gave it to ne!"

"And you shall have it back."

"Don't you trust me?" Hi s voice cracked.

"Do you fear | won't try my best?

swear, my lord, that I will fight tonorrow as if your
life depended on it. | don't need

talk of debtors' prison to keep me honest!"”

"But it is true. My life is at stake--
indirectly, | admt, but very surely. |
nmerely ask to borrow that thing on your belt for a
day. Is that so much to ask of a man bound to defend
me against all foes? Decide. Shall | signa
t he coachman to proceed?"

It was true that life expectancy in
debtors' prison was a matter of weeks. The
bi ndi ng ni ght ignore a danger so indirect, but
Durendal had sworn an oath. Sick at
heart, he detached the sword breaker from his belt
and handed it over.

Smiling, the Marquis passed it down to the man
waiting in the doorway, receiving a roll of
vellumin return. He scanned it quickly,
nodded his assent, and rapped on the wi ndow to the
driver. The carriage clattered into notion. Not a
word had been sai d.

How had the turd arranged all this without his



Bl ade knowi ng? O course Durendal had spent
much time fencing in the |last few days, |eaving his ward
in the care of the Guard. There had been nore letters com ng
and goi ng than usual, so he should have suspected
somet hing evil was afoot. Wat difference would it have
made? He coul d not oppose his ward in anything that
mat t er ed.
"You realize," he said, his mouth dry, "that if
I lose and the King asks ne what happened to the

breaker, | shall tell himthe truth?"
The Marquis of Nutting smiled slyly. "You
will |ose, dear boy, and he won't noti ce,
because it will not be mssing. W are betting on Sir
Chef ney, not on you. | can get odds of five
to one and he will win. You nust |ose to get your

sword breaker back."

The autumm eveni ng was fading into night when the
Marqui s arrived back at Nutting House, but
he at once proceeded to inspect the gardens,
conplaining loudly to his Blade that the arny of
wor kmen had | eft wi thout achieving anything during the
day. Indoors, it was the same story. Al those
painters, artists, carpenters, and plasterers had
obvi ously been idling since dawn, wasting his
noney.

My nmoney, Durendal thought. The King's
noney.

The Marqui se had been dispatched a few days
previously to visit her parents, so the
hal f - conpl et ed house was enpty except for the
fifty-two servants. Nutting screamed for his
val ets, demandi ng a shave and fresh cl ot hes--
bat hi ng was a danger he sel domrisked. Wile
the | ackeys tended his noble carcass, Durenda
prow ed restlessly around the grandi ose dressing
room

There was sonet hi ng wrong, sonething that shoul d be obvious
but remai ned naddeni ngly out of sight. Foul as the
turd' s expl anati ons had been, the whole truth
must be even worse. He had, in retrospect,
di smssed his wife very brusquely; she had not
wanted to visit her famly, but he had insisted.
That was a reasonable precaution if he expected
to be arrested, so it could not be the mssing clue. A
man facing financial ruin ought to be trinming his
construction costs and househol d expenses,
surely? Well, perhaps not. Courtiers were
notoriously lax in paying tradesmen and
donestics, and any hint of econony m ght
spook his creditors. The turd probably did
not know what econony was, anyway. He could
no | onger swi ndl e noney out of the navy or sell
his sister's influence with the King. Fixing fencing
mat ches ni ght be a lucrative sideline, but
he was up to sonething nore. \What was com ng next? He was
demanding full evening wear, as if planning to go to a



ball or banquet. Nobody invited himto those
anynor e.
VWat el se was he up to? Why was he not nore
nor ose? That was what was wong! Ever since he
cane hone, he had been snirking. Six thousand
crowns at odds of five to one nmeant, um
thirty thousand. Was that enough to save himfromruin? O
was there sonme other foulness in the w nd?
The Marquis ordered dinner and ate in
satisfied silence with his Blade sul king at the
other side of the table. Then, instead of calling for his
coach, he denmanded a cl oak and boots.
Apparently he was going out for a walk--in the
dark? This was utterly unprecedented, conpletely
out of character.
Dur endal spoke for the first time since he gave
up the sword breaker. "Were are we going, ny
| ord?"
H's ward smled nysteriously. "Wiit and
see."

There was noonlight, but for a gentleman to wal k
the ill-reputed streets of Grandon by night was a
rashness that set his Blade's binding jangling |like
bells. It was his clear duty to prevent such
folly, even by force if necessary. Against that,
Durendal was so exhilarated by the thought that his
skills mght possibly be required at | ast
that he suppressed his wiser instincts. Thus he
found hinmsel f escorting the devious Marquis through
noi sone, sinister alleys without even a lantern
between them He quivered with joy |like a racehorse
at the gate, praying for someone to |l eap out of the
shadows at them Fortunately or
unfortunately, no one did. Once or tw ce
he thought he detected footsteps sone di stance behind
them and cursed hinmself for a nervous ninny.

The Marqui s obviously heard not hing. He
knew where he was goi ng, although he seened to have
| earned the route by rote, for he nmuttered to hinself
at every corner. Then he began counting doors, but
when he found the one he wanted, it was clearly
defined by an octogramsign that glowed wth
enchanted light. A conjuring order that hid itself in
a slum nust specialize in very nmurky
conjurations, and supplicants who canme in the
m ddl e of the night nmust have very nurky needs. Two
footnmen in inposing livery adnmtted the callers
and led themto a sal on whose decor of jarring reds and
purpl es, sal aci ous paintings, and contorted
erotic scul ptures reveal ed exactly what
sort of enchantnent was available. Soft nusic
pl ayed in the distance and the air was fetid with hot,
nmusky odors. Shanefully, Durendal felt
his flesh responding to the sensual nood.

O her conspirators had already arrived. The
el derly man was easily recogni zabl e as the
Earl of Eastness, forner governor of Nostrim a
and the elder of Nutting' s notorious uncles. The



worman was veiled, but her identity could be in no
doubt .

She sprang up in alarm "You fool! Wy
did you bring himhere?" Even her voice was
unforgettable. The pal e hand she pointed at
Durendal was | ong-fingered and gracef ul

The Marquis | aughed and strolled across to her
He lifted her veil back and ki ssed her
cheek. "I can't shake himoff. He sticks |ike
a birthmark. Besides, he is an idea
acconplice. He wouldn't betray me under
torture. Wuld you, Sir Durendal ?"

Durendal ignored the nockery and tried
to ignore the loveliest face in the kingdom as

wel | . "What foul ness are you plotting, my |ord?
You nust renmenber that | ama servant of the
Ki ng. "

"But | come first! And I stand or fall with ny
acconplices here, so you can betray none of us."
Smirk, smrk, smrk!
Anyone el se who provoked Durendal like this
woul d be dead al ready, although he had never drawn his
sword in anger and had believed he never woul d.
"I cannot betray you, so | must stop you. It is
obvi ous that you are planning to use conjuration agai nst
H's Mpjesty, and that is a capital offense.”
His logic was | eading himto an unbearabl e concl usi on
Nutting glanced briefly at his sister and his
sel f-confidence wavered. "Ilndeed? Just how do you
propose to stop ne?"
Durendal , too, |ooked at the Countess.
She shrank back, anger turning to fear
He said, "You are plotting to restore the whore
to royal favor. | cannot harmyou, Tab
Ni | I way, but she is not so favored." Could he
really slay a wonman in cold bl ood? Yes,
if his ward's safety demanded it. Perhaps
mutilation would suffice, but that night be even harder
to do and would be |l ess certain. Disfigurenent could be
cured. Death could not.
The Countess gasped and made a dive for the
door. She stopped with Harvest's razor edge
before her face like a rail. Eastness roared an
oath and reached for his sword.
"Don't be a fool, Uncle!"™ Nutting

snapped. "He'll filet you before any of us can

nmove an inch. You are too late already, |ad.

You cannot possibly hope to kill a countess and not

have the crinme discovered. The inquisitors will question

us, perhaps even put one of us to the Question--you, nost
like, as you are not of the nobility. Qur intentions wll
reveal ed, and intentions are enough in cases of
treason. There is nothing you can do."

A carillon of conflicting enmotions cl anored
in Durendal's mnd. Hi s voice canme out
hoarse and shaky. "It is still a better chance than
letting you attenpt an inpossible crine."

"A very possible crime. Put up your sword
and | shall explain."

be



"No. Say what you nust and be quick."
The Count ess backed away fromthe sword, and
he I et her go. Whatever was com ng, he
knew t hat he had | ost.
The Marquis, al so, seemed to have realized that,
his oily snoothness fl owed back. "A candl e,
only a candle. Quite harmess. It will be attuned
to ny sister's body. Wen it burns and the King
i nhal es the fumes, his desire for her wll
return, stronger than ever. He will reinstate her

at court; ny fortunes will be restored also. | was

not |ying about debtors' prison, Sir
Durendal . The King will take no harm"

Dur endal shuddered. "Qthers may be affected
al so. "

"What matter? Hundreds have lusted for her in
their time. Only one counts."

"You cannot hope to bring such a conjurement within reach

of the King."
"No? You underestimate ne. The Queen has
retired to Bondhill for her confinenent.

Anbrose al ready has the place so stiff with
enchantnents that no sniffer can go near it. He
visits her there regularly. W have nade
arrangenents. "

It sounded all too horribly plausible, just
the sort of slimy trick the turd would think up

And, no, there was nothing Durendal could do to stop

him Treason! Were was honor now? Where were the
bri ght hopes of his youth? \Were ..

"A dramatic scene,"” said a new voi ce.
In the doorway stood a wonan dressed all in
scarlet. Only an agel ess pal e face was
visible within the wi nple that encl osed her head,
irises of her eyes were red, also. Rich robes

of the sane shade cascaded from her shoulders to the

rug. Her bearing left no doubt that she was in

charge of the elementary and the order that ran it.

The Marquis bowed. "It had its nonments, ny
lady, but I think ny young friend has seen
reason. "

The Prioress turned her nightmare gaze
on Durendal. "Do you think we are unaware of the
dangers? Wuld we undertake this venture lightly?
I f you misbehave, young man, then none of you will
| eave these precincts alive. W have ways of
di sposi ng of evidence."

He hesitated even then, wondering if he could
slay that foul creature as well. The need
to keep his ward fromharmrestrained him for
obvi ously an order that dealt in such evils would
have strong defenses. The Marquis knew he had
won, snirking already. The Countess was
recovering her anger. The old uncle had shrunk
back into unwilling despair.

Dur endal sheathed his sword. Truly, he had
no choice. He must carry on as normally as he
coul d, being a perfect acconplice, trustworthy

to death itself. Tonorrow he would even throw the fina

and the

bout



of the King's Cup in a denonstration of his shame and
failure. H's binding would not let himkill hinself.

He watched in sick self-hate as the
Mar qui s paid over the money that had come fromthe
sword breaker, the King's gift. The prioress
scanned the scroll with satisfaction and then led the
way into a chapel that was itself an octogram a
tall chanber of white marble with sixteen walls
defining eight points. Each of these al coves was
in sone way--nostly very obviously and crudel y--
dedi cated to an el ement. One was enpty,
representing air, with a ewer of water opposite,
a sword to portray chance, and so on. Fire's
brazier provided the only light in the big
chanber. Durendal considered nuch of the synbolism
guestionable or just in bad taste, like the skull for death
or the huge gold heart for love. It set his
teeth to scraping, but perhaps it inpressed the sort
of customers such a place attracted. Al though he
could sense the presence of spirits strongly, here they
did not give himthe conforting feeling of support that
he had experienced at Ironhall. Here they
unsettled himand felt wong.

The four supplicants were joined by three nore
conjurers in scarlet gowns--two nen and anot her
worman. All eight were then placed in position
by the prioress. Durendal was ordered to stand before the
bl ack pedestal from which the skull grinned down, so
he was at death--which felt very appropriate in his
present nood. It was the standard octogram so
he had air on his left and earth on his right.
Nutting was at chance, his uncle at tinme, and the
Count ess, of course, was |ove, opposite
Dur endal .

VWen the conjurer chanting the role of D spenser
began bani shi ng unwanted el ements, Nutting, his
uncl e, and Durendal were required to turn their
backs. That was their only participation in the
ritual, but Durendal could nmake out enough of the
chanting to guess roughly what was going on behind him
Standing in the place of death he should be |ess
i nvol ved in the proceedi ngs than any of the others, and
yet--to his utter disgust--the erotic spirits roused
himto panting, sweating, trenbling |lust.
The only consol ation he was able to wing fromthe night's
events was that he was not forced to watch the
obsceniti es being performed upon the naked body of the
nost beautiful woman in Chivial

It was near dawn when the Marquis returned

to Nutting House and demanded his val et be wakened

to put himto bed. Durendal just paced--up and down
stairs, through conmpleted roonms and roons still being
pl astered, along corridors, past piles of

furniture in dustcovers. Even for a Bl ade,

it was no way to prepare for an honest fencing match
but perhaps a good way to prepare for a match he nust



throw It mght be the start of madness. He
| ooked back with contenpt on the idealismof his
youth, the time before Harvest's death had seal ed his
fate. He marveled at how far he had fallen
fromthose dreans, how fast he had becone a cheat
and a traitor.
He could still hope for the conspiracy to be
uncovered, yet he could do nothing to expose it.
He woul d cheer with the best of them when the headsnman
rai sed the Marquis's head for the crowds to see
even if his own neck was to be next on the
bl ock. He hoped it would be. A ward's death
was al ways a shattering bereavenment for his Bl ade; when
the ward died by violence, the Blade rarely
survived. Beheading definitely classed as
vi ol ence.
A clatter of hooves at sunrise roused
himfrom his brooding. He sprinted downstairs and
slithered to a halt at the front door just ahead
of the porter, a former sail or named Pi ewasher,
who had regal ed hi mduring many a |ong night with
i mprobabl e tales of travel, foreign ports,
foreign wormen, and children of various shades. Before either
of themcould say a word, a stave thundered agai nst the
panel and a voice demanded that it open in the King' s
nane.
Pi ewasher gasped with di smay, then stared
bl ankl y at Durendal who was | aughi ng.
So! The fox had been tracked to its lair
already. The jig was up. Now it had happened, he
had no doubts about what he nmust do. He spun
Pi ewasher around. "Go and tell the Marquis!
Qui ckl y!"
Sailors did not question orders. The old man
scurried off across the hallway at the
best speed he coul d nuster
The Marquis's only hope of escape was the
servants' stair at the back. The chance that any
exit fromthe house had been | eft unguarded was very
slim but Durendal's duty now was to give his
ward the | ongest possible start. He could die with his
sword in his hand.
He waited for the second denand, then snapped
open the spy hole cover. He saw a gaunt and
bl oodl ess face framed by | ank, mousy | ocks and
topped by a black biretta. That and the bl ack
robes were the uniformof His Majesty's Ofice
of General Inquiry. Behind the inquisitor stood
at | east a dozen men-at-arnms of the Watch
"His lordship is not at hone."
"That is alie."
The prospect of action had lifted the burden
and set all Durendal's nuscles tingling. "I
did not nmean it literally. It's a social
fiction. You can't possibly believe that | would
be so foolish as to try to lie to an inquisitor
can you? No, | was merely presenting the customary
excuse the gentry use whenever they do not w sh--"
"You are trying to delay us." The young nan had



a harsh, unpl easant voice

"I amattenpting to further your education
Now, it is possible that his |lordship m ght consent
to receive visitors if he were--"

The inquisitor gestured w thout taking his
gl assy stare off Durendal. The nearest
man- at-arns slamed the butt of his pike against
t he door and bell owed again, "Open in the King's
name! "

Even a marquis did not rate nore than three
war ni ngs. Durendal shut the peephol e and narched
across the hallway, detouring past the fireplace
to pick up the poker. He nourned the absence of his
sword breaker in what would be his first and final rea
bl ood-on-the-fl oor fight, but the poker m ght
defl ect those heavy pikes better. It was a
pity, too, that when her |adyship insisted on a
mai n staircase of pink granite, her grandiose
taste had required it to be of such width that it
required at least three nmen to hold it
adequately. Way hadn't she thought of that? The
def enses coul d be inmproved, though. On high
pedestal s at either side | oomed pretentious
creany nmarble statues of nythical figures. The
Mar qui se had been very excited when these two
eyesores were delivered a week ago,
but she would not grudge themin a good cause.

The lock on the front door clicked open
The chain rattled | oose of its own accord.

Bolts slid. Inquisitors had ways of
enteri ng anywhere.

The statues required a surprising effort, but
they toppled, one after the other, setting echoes
rolling and spraying fragments of stone across the
tiled floor. That woul d make the footing a little
trickier for the opposition, while Durendal could
stand on the steps. Mreover, the noise would bring
fifty or so servants running, which m ght del ay
the invaders a little.

The inquisitor led in the Watch. Hi s bl ack
robes shoul d have made hi m an omi nous figure, but
he had a comical in-toed strut |ike a rooster
crossing a farnmyard. He hesitated when he
reached the scattered debris. H's nen cane to a
halt behind him

Hi s fishy gaze fixed itself on Durendal
"You are under arrest."”

Durendal smiled. "Talk is cheap."

Sounds of voices and running feet overhead
nmeant that the back stairs would be full of
servants, at least for a few nmonents. If the
Mar qui s had reacted fast enough he night be down
in the kitchens now, or even the cellar, which had an
exit to the alley.

"Your cause is hopeless.”

"Of course.”

The gl assy eyes did not change expression
"We know everything you have been up to: how you
pawned your sword breaker, how you went to Werten



House--"

"Was that its nane?" Durendal itched with
eagerness for the action to start, but delay was the gane.
He adm red his opponent's unw nking sharklike
stare, wi shing he could keep his face inpassive
like that. "I needs nust defend ny ward, you know. "

"You have already betrayed him It was you our sniffer
was follow ng."

Quch! He must not let hinmself be rattled, although
he was trained in swords, not words. "Then ny
obligation is all the greater.™

Startled faces were appearing at doors and
bal ustrades as the servants flocked to witness this
confrontati on.

"Sergeant, arrest that man."

The sergeant | ooked at the inquisitor in
disbelief. "He's a Bl ade! Can't
you enchant him |ike you did that door?"

"No. Try to take himalive."

The nen-at-armnms exchanged worried gl ances.

None of them noved.

"I won't be taking prisoners,” Durenda

said, feeling sorry for them They were only doi ng

their duty, like him and he would certainly fell sone
of them before they overpowered him "Il nquisitor,
regret this. |I hope you catch themall and chop
of f their heads, but I will do everything | can to stop
you. "

"You are being illogical. Wy throw away your

life on a hopel ess cause?"
"You can't understand, pettifogger. The only
cause a Bl ade knows is the defense of his

ward. What he's up to doesn't matter--1 will
die here and wite my nanme in the Litany of
Heroes. My sword will hang in the place of

honor at Ironhall forever."

"You fool, Kromman!" Mbont purse
shouted. Wth Chefney at his side, he cane
striding around the Watch to accost the inquisitor
"How dare you start before we got here?"

Dur endal had not seen them cone in the door, and
his heart dropped solidly into his boots, for
he had absolutely no chance agai nst those two
together. But at |east now it would be quick and he woul d not
be butchering secul ar nmen-at-arnms. Harvest | eaped
from her scabbard in a flash and hiss of beautifu
steel. He | aughed joyously. "Cone on, then
Let's get it over with. Both of you!"

No one paid any attention to him

"Normal rules for dealing with Bl ades do not
apply in this instance,"” said the inquisitor's
hoarse voice. He dragged a scroll from somewhere
i nside his robes. "The warrant nanes this one as a
conspirator, not just as witness. Qur readings
regi ster himas a danger to H's Majesty."

"You can take your reading and stuff it down your
throat. The King will pardon him"

"He is not pardoned yet. He goes to the
Bastion with the others.”



"Cone on!" Durendal shouted fromthe stair.
"What are you waiting for? Are you scared?" The
tal k of pardons was terrifying. Far better
to die quickly doing his duty than | anguish as a
failure, an enotional weck, an outcast
unable to hold up his head anong nen. If the
Marqui s wasn't safely out of the house by now,
he never would be. Tine to die.

He was ignored. The others continued to discuss
himlike a troubl esome danp patch in the plaster

"Don't be a fool, Kronman!" That was
Chefney. "You can't lock up a ward and then
expect to treat his Blade |ike any other
prisoner. He'll go nmad."

Mont pur se spared Durendal an apprai sing
gl ance. "He's gone already."

The inquisitor shrugged blandly. "W can put
madmen to the Question, Commander. They often seem saner
afterward. And we shall see how he behaves now we have
his ward under restraint. Stand aside, up there!

Let themthrough."

Durendal heard muttering and whi spers above and
behi nd him up anong the servants at the top of the
stair, but he was too close to Chefney and
Mont purse to take his eyes off them He
backed up a couple of steps. It was probably
atrick. It nust be a trick. The
alternative was that all the tine he had been thinking
he was distracting the inquisitor, the inquisitor
had been di stracting him No! No!

"You idiot, Kromman!" Montpurse said.

"Ch, you flam ng nmoron!"

Dur endal backed up another step, still not daring
to turn his head.

"Look up, Sir Blade!" the inquisitor
shout ed. "Your cause is hopel ess. Throw down
your sword."

"Death and fire!" said Montpurse
"Hoare, bring the net! Quickly!"

Durendal risked a quick gl ance above and behi nd
him The goggling servants had been cl eared away
fromthe top of the stair. Now the Marquis was
stunbl i ng down between two nen-at-arns, barefoot and
pathetic, his red wool |l en nightcap askew, his
creany silk nightshirt torn and spattered with
bl ood, al though apparently only from a nosebl eed.

A length of chain connected his ankles, his hands were
tied behind his back, and the left-hand guard held a
sword under his chin. There were six nore nen-at-arnms in
the squad, but they were all coning behind the prisoner
That was foolish of them

Durendal went up the pink granite
staircase much faster than he would normally have
dared go down it. He cut the left-hand guard's
t hroat before the man could even pull his sword
away fromthe Marquis's chin. The nman on the other
side tried to draw and di ed. Durendal pushed his
ward aside so that he could get at the
three on the next step. He pronptly



hanstrung two of them but either his shove or the
falling bodi es caused the bound prisoner to | ose
hi s bal ance. The superhunman refl exes of his
Bl ade mi ght have saved hi meven then, had not
Mont purse and Hoare at that nonent envel oped
Durendal in the net. Wth a thin shriek of
terror, the Marquis tripped on his ankle
chains and fell headlong. He rolled all the
way down his pink granite staircase and arrived
at the inquisitor's feet with a broken neck
Durendal screaned. He went on screan ng
The Guard bundl ed himin enough stout henmp to rig
a galleon. He still held his sword, of
course, and they did not try to renove it, know ng
what that would nean to a Bl ade, but they slid
Hoare's scabbard over it so he would not cut either
hi nsel f or the mesh in his struggles.
Chefney took his feet and Montpurse his
shoul ders. They carried himout like a roll of
carpet and |loaded himinto the coach. They took the
west road, to Starkmoor. He still screaned.

Bei ng both ward and suzerain, the King could
rel ease his own Blades fromtheir binding just by dubbing
them kni ghts in the Order--that was how the conjuration
wor ked. For private Blades, with their divided
loyalty, the only way out was a reversion
ritual, which rarely succeeded. \Wen the ward was
al ready dead, and possibly by the Bl ade's own hand,
there was no ready answer at all

The group that assenbled in the Forge that night
i ncl uded no candi dates. The innocent slept in
their dormitories, unaware that a Bl ade who was
al ready one of their heroes had been returned in a
seriously danmaged condition. A couple of the
smths had been recruited to help with the dirty
wor k, but many of the nasters and other knights refused
to attend. Knowi ng the odds against a reversion
succeedi ng, they were unwilling to endure the ordeal of
wat chi ng this one.

After a whol e day of scream ng, Durendal had
at last fallen silent, unable to force another
sound through his battered throat. He lay on the
floor in his rope cocoon, unresponsive
to all queries or entreaties, although sone
gi bbering corner of his mnd registered the horrible
t hi ngs happeni ng. He was knotted with cranps; he
had foul ed hinself. He cared for nothing except the
fact that his ward had di ed by viol ence and he had
done that terrible thing hinself.

"I don't suppose we can do it w thout untying
hi n?" Grand Master nunbled. He wal ked with a
cane now and was seriously deaf. He was well
over eighty.

Master of Rituals ran fingers through hair that



resenbled a field of seeding dandelions. "No.
W need his sword first." He had brought a
bundl e of scrolls fromthe library, but he knew
the ritual by heart. He had al ways been aware t hat
one day he might need it and the need woul d be urgent.
"He must be chained. That is essential. Even
if he were in his right mnd, he would have to be chained."
Mont purse said, "How could he be in his right
m nd? Let's get started.”
"Wait a nmonent," suggested Master of
Archives. "Can we get his sword out first?
don't like the idea of himloose with his sword."
"That's a good idea."
"Let's try that. ..."
No, they discovered, they could not free the hilt
fromDurendal's grip while he and the sword were
all wapped up together. There was a delay while
Master of Arnms went off to the armory and returned
with sonme steel gauntlets and a couple of shields.
Then Mont purse cut the knots. As the ropes
fell away, Durendal began to draw Harvest
free of the scabbard. Chefney and Master of
Hor se managed to grasp the blade with the
gauntl ets before the madman could wield it. Four
men pried his fingers off the hilt. The shields were
not needed. It took eight men to hold hi mdown
while the smiths fettered his wists and ankl es;
t hen Mont purse and Hoare cut away his cl ot hes
and dunked himbodily in one of the troughs, then
towel ed himdry. He was trying to scream agai n.
The ritual was Iong and conplex, for all the
el ements that had been invoked in the binding nmust be
i nvoked again. Through it all, Durendal |ay chai ned
on the anvil, nostly in silence now, although he
cried out when his sword was plunged into the coals.
Two nmasters worked the bell ows.
Prol onged roasting on charcoal will ruin a
bl ade, making the iron brittle.
At the end of the invocation and revocation, when the
sword had been quenched, the
partici pants sang the dedication song, for that was
what the texts demanded, although it seened
i ncongruous to include part of a ritual in its own
reversal. Then Master Arnorer, a bull of a
man, took the sword Harvest and swung her
bringing her down with all his mght across the
subject's heart. As he saw the bl ow coni ng
Dur endal screamed one last tine.
The bl ade shattered, the body did not. The
ritual had apparently succeeded.
"Can't even see a mark on his skin," G and
Master said cheerfully, leaning forward on his cane
to peer. "Sir Durendal ?"
"He's unconscious!" Mont purse said.
"Wuul dn't you be? Let's get those flam ng chains
of f the poor beggar and put himto bed."



VWen the need for a privy becane unendurabl e,

Dur endal opened his eyes to admt that he was
consci ous. Mont purse cl osed his book

instantly; he had been | ounging on the w ndow seat
for the last three hours or |onger, apparently
readi ng. Perhaps he had been faking, too.

"How do you feel, brother?"

Wi sper: "Sore throat."

“I'"'msurprised you have any throat left."

The roomwas |arge and well furnished, finely
panel ed. The bed al one woul d have stabled two oxen
the draperies were of rich velvet--faded in
pl aces, originally good stuff. The scenery beyond the
wi ndow resenbl ed the usel ess, rocky hills of
Starknmoor, but there was no chanber like this in
[ ronhal I .

"Wher e?"

The Commander rose, his smile beconming visible as
he moved away fromthe light. "Back hone in the
Hall. This is the royal suite. The ki ddies
never get to see it. Is this what's on your
m nd?" He reached under the bed and produced the necessary
recept acl e.

The ensui ng procedure took all of
Durendal ' s strength--NMntpurse had to help
hi m stand up and steady him He fl opped back on
the bed again like a | anded fish. Mntpurse offered a
water flask so he could drink

"Roast veni son? Pease puddi ng? Chi cken
br ot h?"

Durendal closed his eyes in
silence. It was al nbst three years since he'd had
a good sl eep.

The battle of the Royal Guard versus Sir
Durendal went on for three nights and three
days. They never |eft him al one--NMNont purse,
Hoare, Chefney, and others, taking turns.
They brought trays of steaning dishes. They
| ectured. They bullied. They pl eaded. Hoare
even wept. They sent in Gand Master and ot her
kni ghts. They showed himthe royal pardon, and his
sword breaker, and eventually even Harvest
reforged to prove to himthat she was as good as new agai n,
and now she had her name engraved on the blade in
these neat little letters near the top, see? Nothing
wor ked.
He woul d not speak. He would not eat. He
drank water and passed it and slept. That was
all. H's face grew ever thinner under its stubble.
As anot her night was falling, the door flew
open and the King marched in. He barked, "Qut!" and
Mont purse departed |i ke a hare. The King
sl ammed the door behind him shaking the building to its
roots.
H s Mpjesty strode to the bedside, put his
hands on his hips, and said, "WlIl?" He
seemed to fill the room
Dur endal whi spered, "No."



The King swelled like a bullfrog, filling the
roomw th his anmber glare. "I don't accept that
word fromany nman. So Tab Nillway is dead?

He woul d have di ed anyway on the bl ock.
Perverting a Blade is a capital offense in
itself. Utter trash!"”

H s Bl ade had killed him Nothing el se
mattered, or ever woul d.

The royal gl owering darkened. "Wy should you care
now what happened to that traitor? You' re free of
your bindi ng now. "

He did not feel free.

"Wl | ?" Anbrose boonmed. "Where's your
loyalty to ne, mP"

"Long live the King," Durendal whispered.

"You think that pus-face Nutting defeated you?
No, you defeated him He thought | gave hima
Bl ade because he was inportant, but | was marKking
hi m as dangerous. Ml d like himcreeps under the
furniture and rots things unseen, but he couldn't
be unseen when he had you at his heels. You
bl azed. The whol e court noticed you
wherever you went. And | always renenbered that | had
mar ked Master Tab Nillway as dangerous. "

That was a lie. Durendal had been assigned
to the Marquis because a sniffer could follow a
Bl ade in the dark. He had been a double
traitor, betraying both ward and sovereign

The King waited for a response that never cane.
Seeing that |oudness wouldn't work, he tried | ouder
like a rising thunderstorm He kicked the table beside the
bed. He threw a scroll on the covers.

"There's your pardon. |'Il make you a kni ght
in the Order, and you can put all that fencing skil
of yours to work teaching, here in Ironhall. Well

what do you say?"

To live out the rest of his days in these barren
hills? To be a permanent horrible exanple
of a failed Blade, pointed out to all those
youngsters, and helping to trap them as he had been
trapped? It was unthinkable. "No."

"Thought not." There was a dangerous glint of
satisfaction in the King's cunning stare.
"Well. | didn't ride all day on an
enpty stomach just to pander to a self-pitying
nanby- panby. You're interfering with the business of the
ki ngdom You're an al m ghty nuisance, but |'m
going to try another binding on you."

"What? WIIl that work?"

"Probably not. The conjurers say it will kill
you. I"'mgoing to find out.” A royal bellow
rattl ed the casenent. "H s Mjesty has need
of a Blade. Are you ready to serve?"

Dur endal shook his head.

The royal yell ow eyes flashed dangerously.
"You refuse our comrand?"

Maki ng a great effort, Durendal said,
"Binding is evil. It steals a man's soul . "

"Steals it? It gives himone, you nean. If



your past had had any future in this world, boy, you
woul d never have been brought to Ironhall. A

Bl ade has pride, status, and above all a

sense of purpose. He matters. His life

matters. His death may matter even nore. And you
certainly don't look as if you've got any

future at the noment. Serve or die!" The

King raised a clenched fist. "But | won't be

a | aughi ngst ock, even for you. Can you stand on your own
feet? WIl you say the words?"

To clinb up on the anvil or lift a
sword in his present state would be an inpossible
effort. "No."

"Very well. | take back the pardon." The
King did, crunpling it into a pocket. "Now you
have a choice. You can either be put to the Question, stand
trial, and then have your head chopped off, or you can
get a sword through your heart tonight. Wich is it
to be?"

Since he couldn't just will hinself to death, the quicker
way was the nore appealing choice. Besides, it would
make fat Anbrose do his own filthy
executi ons.

"All right. I'll say the words."

"Then get out of that putrefying bed and bow to your
sovereign lord."

"I haven't any clothes on."

"I won't scream Up!"

Durendal forced hinself upright. The covers were
made of |ead, but he heaved them aside and put his
feet on the floor. He stood, swayed,
strai ght ened.

"Go on, man! W are waiting!"

Durendal began to bow and col | apsed.

"I didn't say grovel, | said bow" The
Ki ng took hi munder the arns and hoisted himto his
feet like a doll, big as he was. For a |ong

nmonent they stared at each ot her

Then the King pushed, and he fell back on the
bed like a dirty shirt.

"Cet dressed. We'll start as soon as
you're ready. Cold baths conme first." The door
sl ammed behi nd t he nmonarch. The buil ding trenbl ed
agai n.

"For the last time," the King roared, rousing
| ong- sl eepi ng echoes, "I am not going
to meditate. Not five minutes, not one minute.
| have neditated all day on a horse to get
here. The candi date has neditated in bed for even
| onger. | am hungry. Begin now "

Ei ght hearths flickered in the deep stillness
of the hold. More than a hundred men and boys
held their breath in the spirit-sanctified gl oom

Master of Rituals cringed. "My liege!"

Candi dat e? Yes, Durendal was a candi date
again. He was as weak as a newborn babe agai n.



Even standi ng wit hout swaying was an effort, and there were
all those shocked young eyes staring at him Young!
It wasn't even three years since he had been
one of those appl e-cheeked kids, but they
had not | ooked so innocent then, surely? Could those
be seniors? Wien he'd agreed to go through with this,
he had forgotten there would be an audi ence. He was
the celebrated, the fanmous, the renowned Sir
Durendal , who'd taken the King's Cup away
from Mont purse | ast year and just a few days ago
had won a broadsword duel without striking a
blow. He nust | ook like a geriatric paralytic
to these adol escents, ruining all their dreans. Every
one of themwas going to have to go through the ordeal in the
next few nmonths or years, and seeing their King
stri ke the fanmous Durendal dead in front of
their eyes would give all these kiddies
ni ght mar es.
There was Mont purse, shining Iike a gold
figurine in the firelight, going to be Second
for himin the ritual. Poor old G and Master,
failing fast--soon another sword would hang in
the hall. But Harvest was going there even sooner
because Sir Durendal was going to die tonight, and good
ri ddance to all of them and the whol e stinking world.
Mast er of Archives was Di spenser, just as he had
been the last tine. He hadn't shut out death for
poor Harvest. There was the other Harvest, the
remade sword, and a badly undernouri shed Brat
stunbling his way through the dedication.
He felt the spirits rally and his skin pucker
Weak, weak! Wiy did he have to be so weak?
Three days without food shouldn't make his knees
shake like this. He staggered in to join hands with the others
around the anvil. The singing soared erratically,
hal f the Forge trying to stay in one key and the other
half trying to follow the King as he bell owed out the
words in several. But the song still worked. Tears
blurred the firelight. He wondered if the
ot hers noti ced.
He didn't really want to die. It was just that
life wasn't worth |iving anynore.
He made it back to his place and Hoare
arrived to renove his shirt. Wiy was he leering |ike
that? Was he | ooking forward to Durendal's death?
Oh, perhaps he was trying to appear cheerful. Then
cane Montpurse's thumb on his chest ... and a
frown on Mntpurse's face as he realized
how far off-target the scar was. It felt as if
he put the mark where it ought to be, one rib | ower.
Back to the center for the sword. Wy had they
made Harvest so heavy this tine? And the anvil
seened a foot higher than he renenbered. He
clinmbed onto it, straightened up, and
swayed. The King put a foot forward, then
st opped.
Deep breath. "My Sovereign Lord, King
Anbrose |V, upon ny soul and w thout
reservation, |, Durendal, conpanion of the



Loyal and Ancient ... defend you, your heirs

and successors, against all foes ... bid you
plunge this nmy sword into nmy heart that | may
die. ..." Last time he had shouted. Now he

had no cause to shout, but he did not nunble, either
He very nearly fell headl ong getting down off
the anvil, and he did twist his ankle. He
linped over to the King and di sposed of the sword. It
was a great relief to be able to sit down. This was
it, then. Tine to die. Al over
The King put the point to the charcoal
They stared hard at each other
WIl you live?
WIl you kill me?
Hoare and Montpurse were waiting to take his
ar ns.
Wy |ive? Was being a Bl ade purpose
enough?
Wel |, perhaps it was better than nothing. Show the
fat toad! Show themall. On sudden inmpul se
--just as he'd once trounced the King at fencing,
and just as he'd dropped in front of Al dane's
charge--he put his hands on his thighs and lifted his
chin. "Do it now"
"Serve or die!" The King was fast, but then
he'd done this fifty times or nore. The guard was
al nost touching Durendal's chest before the awful
expl osion of pain cane; then it was all over, the
sword was out again, and he felt that rush of life and

heal i ng.

Marvel i ng, he rose. Sweat cold on his
skin ... crazy, hysterical cheering ... the King
returning his sword and cl apping a hand on his
shoulder ... Life! He had a life to live.

Beami ng as proudly as if he'd been on the
ot her side of the gruesome ordeal, the King shouted
over the tumult, "Ready to ride, Sir
Dur endal ?"
Sli ppi ng the bl oody sword through the | oop on
his belt, Durendal gave fat Anbrose his
own treatment--the steady stare first. "Agai nst whom
Your Maj esty?"
The King's fist clenched, but he did show a
trace of doubt. "Against all foes, of
course!"
Then the smile. "OF course, ny liege."
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At |ast the great door and the snowy steps beyond- -
Lord Rol and was about to | eave Greynere for the | ast
time, venturing out into a very unpl easant-I| ooki ng
winter's night. Never would his own fireside
seem nore wel cone.

The King came and went from pal ace to pal ace:
Nocare, Greynere, Wtshore, O dmart, and
others. Court was where the King was, but governnent
was where the paper was; and the clerks and counters,
| awyers and | ackeys, |abored year-round in the
capital, Gandon. Even now, when the King had
shut hinmself up in Fal consrest for Long N ght,
the pens still scratched busily in Geynere
chancel l ery. Carriages were held ready day and
ni ght for the conveni ence of senior officials.

The weat hered, square-faced head porter had
borne the grandiose title of Gentlenman Usher
for I onger than anyone coul d renenber, perhaps even
hi nsel f. Rol and had bid hi m many t housands of good
norrows and good evens. Now the old man | ooked
ready to nelt like the slush on the cobbles.

Al he could say was, "l got ny orders,
nmy lord." There was a coach and four in clear sight
sheltering under the arch, awaiting his hail, but he had

his orders. He probably had hopes of a
smal | pension fromthe King if he continued to behave
hi nsel f for the next couple of years--and did not die
of misery in the next few mnutes. He had his
orders.

Lord Rol and had never owned a coach of his own,
unl ess one counted the one his wife used. He had
rarely in his life carried noney. He did not
even have a horse of his own at the pal ace just now,
but he needed to proceed honme with as nmuch dignity as
possi bl e, and a two-hour wal k through the streets and
out into the countryside in his chancellor's robes would
not be dignified. Kromman wanted to hurt, but
t hen Kromman had been nursing his hatred for a
gener ati on.

Quarrel's eager young face seened
dangerously inflamed under the rushlights. He was
practically quivering. Roland gestured him forward
and took a step back

"CGent |l eman Usher," he said from behind his



guardi an's shoul der, "this is very enbarrassing for
me. My Blade, Sir Quarrel, has not
been with ne | ong enough to |l earn how things are done in the
pal ace. Thus, when | sent himon ahead
to order a carriage, he did not understand that the
ensui ng probl em was not of your devising. | amsure
he woul d not really have hurt you, but--"
Quarrel's sword hissed fromits scabbard.
Gent | eman Usher | ost his | ook of despair.
"Ah, noble Sir Blade! Pray be not hard
on a poor old man or deprive his fourteen
grandchil dren of their bel oved grandfather!™
"Verily!" Quarrel said. "Dost thou not
sumon yonder carriage full speedily and
direct it to a place congruous to ny ward's
desires, then | shall expeditiously slit thee
into el enentary eighths."
"Forsooth? Hold it under ny chin, lad--it'lI
| ook better. Coach! Coach!"
As Rol and clinmbed into the carriage, he could
hear Gentleman Usher directing the driver, still
at sword point. Wen the horses began
to nove, Quarrel swung ninbly aboard and
cl osed the door. The team pulled out of the pal ace
gates, clattering into the night-filled streets.
Farewel |, Greynere!
"Thank you, Sir Quarrel. That was
a very nice piece of highwaymanship. And
congratul ate you on your verbal feinting earlier."
"My pleasure, ny lord." He did not
[ augh, but his smle was audible.
VWhat was Rol and going to do about this boy, trapped
in a fatal allegiance? Binding only worked one
way, but a man's instincts and standards insisted that
| oyalty nust be a two-edged sword. Long
ago, he had survived a reversal conjuration
unscat hed, but he knew of only one other who
had. He would drag Quarrel with himin his
downfall, and that was unjust.
As he woul d drag down nmany ot hers, no doubt.
What, for that matter, of his wife? H's shaneful
di sm ssal would upset her if he were upset, but
she woul d be very glad to have himto herself at |ast. She
had never cared for court life, all glitter and
sham How | ong woul d they have together before Kronman
sent the inquisitors?
VWhat sort of a fool would expect
gratitude froma nonarch?
The clattering and jingling of the coach was overridden
by a voice fromthe darkness opposite. "My |
ask a question, ny lord?"
"You are trying to stop ne brooding,
presume?"
A chuckle. "OF course. But | do want
to know the answer."
"Ask then. Ask questions anytinme. The old can stil
be useful as sources of information."
"WIl you tell ne about the tinme you saved the King's
life?"



Oh, that! They always wanted to know about that.

"I wish | could. You really ought to ask the
King. He sawit all, and he was the only one
who did. Absolutely as cool as an
icicle." He heard hinmself sigh. Those had been
t he days! "It happened back in 355--in
Nyt hia, of course. Qutside the walls of
Wat er by, about the third week of the siege, |
think. It was a foggy norning. And there was a great
deal of snoke and dust about, too."

And noi se, of course--deafening thunderclaps as
Destroyer Ceneral and his men tried to bring down the
wal I s, and the defenders retaliated with conjurations
of their own. The King would never listen to reason
He wandered the canp in full view ignoring
arrows and flying rocks and expl osi ons of el enental
power, driving his Blades insane with the risks he
took. They crowded around himlike swarm ng
bees until he cursed at themto give him
roomto breathe. Yet sonmehow, that norning, for just the
critical few nonents, there was only one.

Rol and remenbered he was supposed to be
telling Quarrel this story, not reliving it. He
pul I ed hinsel f back fromthat m sty norning, from golden
yout h and hi gh adventure, back to G andon's
bl eak wi nter, the swaying carriage, shame, and
dismissal. AOd age. This was 388 al ready. Where
had the years gone?

"I just chanced to be walking with the King and no ot her
Bl ades close. | don't know why. It nust have
been conjuration, | suppose.”

"I thought our bindings were spirit-proof?"

"So did we. If the rebels had that nuch
control, you'd have thought they would have bl asted the King
directly. The conjurers at the Coll ege never
could explain it, although they specul ated that my double
bi ndi ng ni ght have nade ne nore resistant than the
others; or it may have been fickle chance. W were
goi ng through marsh and | ow scrub, so we tended
to spread out, avoiding puddl es and so on. The
ot hers had wandered farther off than they realized. The
King and | were discussing horses, anmbling along Iike
blind turtles.

"As to what actually happened--1 don't know,
| really don't know. Four arnmed men junped out
of the bushes.” Not nen, just boys. "The next thing
| recall is being alittle short of breath,
bl ood on ny sword, four bodies on the
ground. Then Conmmander Mbntpurse arrived at a
scream You never heard such | anguage! Hi s
Maj esty laughed at him calmas mlk."

Yes, those had been the great days--days of youth
and | ove and war, the days when he had been a
sinmple Blade in the Royal Guard, wanting
nothing nore in the world, when |ife had been pl easure
fromdawn till dawn.



"You missed an interesting display of
swor dsmanshi p, Conmander!" The King was enjoying his
Guards' collective dismay. "Another
Durendal |egend, | fancy."
"Take it, ny liege!" Montpurse was on
his knees in the mud, offering up his sword.
"Take it. Cut off ny useless head if you
want, because | certainly--"
"Stand up, man! Keep your sword.
You won't escape that easily. Well, perhaps
| need to borrowit for a mnute."”
A near by copse expl oded with an
earth-shattering roar, hurling branches and rocks
everywhere. The King ignored it, although sonme of the
debris went dancing past his feet. The river
pl ai n was pockmarked with craters, nost of them now
full of water. The honey-col ored walls of
Waterby were in worse shape, with half the towers
in ruins; but archers on the battlements had been
sending arrows this far. Not accurately,
fortunately. Another thudded into the turf close
to Chefney, who junped.
Bewi | dered, Durendal was exam ni ng Harvest.
That was fresh bl ood on her and those were dead nen on
the ground, but the last few m nutes had vani shed in
a confused blur of |eaping and sl ashing and parrying.
Four ?
"What was your family nane, Sir
Dur endal ?"
"Famly ... Roland, sire." He had not
spoken the word in a dozen years. He al nost had
to think to renenber it. O course a King could ask
guestions that others nmust not, but what on earth was
Anbrose after now?
The King frowned. "The Rol ands of
Mayshi re?"
"Who? Ch, no, sire. Dinpleshire, very
m nor gentry. My grandfather held lands in
tenancy-in-chief fromthe Priory of
Goodham " Why ask? And why was Mont purse
pressing a hand on his shoul der so heavily?
Then realization--the Commander was signaling him
to kneel. Mystified, he dropped to one knee and
then to two as full understandi ng cane. Ch, no!
He felt the rmud cold through his hose.
Oh, yes! The bl ade cane down on his
shoul der. Then on the ot her
"Arise, Baron Roland of Waterby."
He arose. Montpurse grabbed his hand and
punped it, hugging himwith the other arm The rest of the
Bl ades started a cheer and gathered around to thunp
hi m on the back.
"My liege! I--1 thank you, Your
Maj esty. But | do not deserve--"
"Deserve?" Hoare bell owed. "Four dead
men and you don't deserve? The rest of us ought to be
hung, drawn, and quartered--every day for a nmonth."
One of the towers of Waterby dissolved in a
ball of stones and dust that floated



| eisurely to the ground. Everyone | ooked quickly
to the battery where the conjurers of the Royal Ofice
of Demolition were at work, to see if they had al
survived, because sonetinmes they bl ew thensel ves out of the
octogram as well as the shot. Then cane the
sounds--first the distant cheering of the arny, second the
roll of thunder over the plain.

Durendal turned back to face the King's
smug smile. "But, Your Mjesty ... |
trust that this does not nmean ... that | don't have
to ..." How could a peer belong to the Royal
Guar d? Unt hi nkabl e!

Chuckl ing, the King returned Mntpurse's
sword to him "Not unless you wish. W grant you
| eave to retain your present style at your own
pl easure."

That was honor indeed! He could retire at wll
and be a lord. Not that he ever would, of course. A
nobl e must live nobly, which required vast anmounts
of money.

Anot her expl osi on showered nud and pebbl es. They
al |l ducked, and one or two swore at being
struck.

"They are finding the range, sire!"
Mont purse said angrily.

"True. Well, let us proceed to the
battery and hear how Destroyer General views
his progress.” The King set off at a
| eisurely stroll, anxious not to appear to be
retreating. Wth much relief his Bl ades
acconpani ed him

Hoar e edged cl ose to Durendal to whisper
"My lord, may | kiss your backside?"

"No. You aren't worthy."

"I know that. | was just hoping."

Baron Rol and of Waterby. Meaningl ess,
really. He could never afford to use the title,
even if he would ever want to.

That evening, as the new peer was whetting Harvest
to renove a few recent nicks, a herald
cane to the tent and presented himw th an offi cial
noti ce from Chancery. The honor and | ands of
Peckrmoss in Dinpl eshire had been estranged
fromthe royal denesne and granted in freehold
to Baron Rol and of Waterby; said | ands woul d be
henceforth adnministered to the avail, benefit, and
profit of the said baron, pending his further
i nstructi ons.

He was rich. It didn't matter

He was nore worried about getting the bl oodstains
of f his jerkin.

Those were the great days. In the four years between his
second and third visits to Ironhall, he was
never far fromthe King. O the hundred or so
Bl ades in the Royal Guard, five or six



were especially favored; and Sir Durendal was
one of them conpanion at both work and play.

Anbrose was a ferocious horseman still, in
spite of his ever-increasing size, and rode in nmad
hunts. He hawked and foll owed hounds. He
danced and attended masques. He went on
progresses through town and country, while the
crowmds roared their loyalty. Seldom if ever
had Chivial |oved a nonarch as nmuch as this one.
He repaired hi ghways and built bridges,
fostered trade, wenched notoriously, and kept the
nobility under control. He had managed
to conclude a treaty with Bael mark, ending a war that
had dragged on for fourteen years, so now the
coasts no longer lived in dread of Baelish
rai ders. Alnobst the only conplaints ever heard in
Par | i ament concerned the |ack of a male heir, so
when the King divorced Queen CGodel eva and
married the Lady Sian, the country rejoiced and his
popul arity soared even higher. From any
vi ewpoi nt, he looned larger than life. The
fickle spirits of chance were his handmaids in those days,
and Durendal was there to share in the glory.

VWhen the King did not need him he never | acked
for recreation. There was Rose, soon after he
joined the Guard, but Rose's father disapproved and
married her off to a man of better breeding.

There was |sol de. They spoke seriously of
marriage until the rebellion in Nythia
called hi maway. He had thought they had an
under st andi ng, but on his return he found her betrothed
to anot her.

That summer of the Nythian Rebellion was perhaps
the finest tinme of all--living with the arny, fighting a
war. Apart fromthe vague few m nutes when he
earned his barony, he experienced little rea
battle, for the days of kings in arnor |eading charges
had | ong gone. Only very hard tal king
by Mont purse kept Anbrose out of several
skirm shes, though; and even Mont purse coul d not
stop himon the day Kirkwain fell.
Then the King rode through the breach directly behind the
vanguard with his Blades around him Four were
killed, a dozen wounded, but they gave nore than they
took. Harvest al one avenged the four, and the
| egend of the second Durendal crept a little
closer to the |l egend of the first.

Then there was Kate.

He had seen her around the pal ace many tinmes, but
never close. He took a long tine to find the
resol ution to address her, for he feared rejection
--not from nost wonen, for he knew his abilities,
but from her--because he still renenbered the last tinme he
had presunmed to approach a Wite Sister. One
eveni ng, while he was considering whomto invite to a
masque, he saw her on the terrace, admring
the swans. Her robe and tall hat were the sane
snowy white as they, and the bl ossons overhead
matched as well. ... Alittle rejection would not



kKill him

He wal ked cl oser and cl oser and cl oser, and
she did not sniff inquiringly and turn around
to glare. She just watched the swans. He saw t hat
she was smaller than he had realized; the tal
henni n was deceptive. Size did not matter when
everything el se was perfection. Wien he judged the
di stance to be about right--interest, but not threat--he
rested his forearnms on the stone balustrade, to bring
his eyes nearer to the level of hers.

"Ugly brutes!" he said.

She turned her head with a frown. "I think
they' re beautiful."

"You're not standing where I am"”

He had al ways been puzzled by the fact that he
could never predict a person's |laugh until he
heard it. The largest nmen might titter and the
smal | est wonmen guffaw. She had a wonderfu
[ augh, like birdsong.

"You are flattering ne already, Sir
Dur endal !

"You know ny nane?" He pretended surprise,
al t hough everyone knew hi s nane.

"You have quite a reputation.” She had a | ovely
smle, too, and eyes of cornflower bl ue.

He presuned her hair would be the same gold as
her eyebrows, but it was hidden by her veils and
hat .

"What sort of reputation?”

"I don't think we should both indulge in
flattery. It mght be dangerous."

"l spurn such danger." He
proved it by nmoving cl oser

"That's part of the reputation.”

This was definitely pronising, but before his hopes
soared any higher he must discover if his binding
made hi mrepugnant to her. "I have been told
that Wiite Sisters can detect Bl ades at a
consi derabl e di stance. "

"Thirty paces or so. Less in a crowd.”

"Upwi nd or downw nd?"

She | aughed again. "Any wind. | could
detect you behind a wall, too, or in the dark
Your binding is a powerful enchantnent.”

"Detect how? You really sniff?"

She smiled. "That's an old superstition. Not
by smell nor sight nor touch nor sound, and yet
by all of those. Explain color to a blind person.'

"I asked you first. What does a Bl ade
| ook Iike, otherw se than other nmen?"

She considered, head tilted cutely. "Mre
intense. A Blade in a group seems nore

solid, nore inmportant, | suppose.
Detecting conjurements is nmy duty, after all,
and ny skill. A dagger in a box of kitchen
kni ves. "
"This is very interesting. And hearing? You can tel
by ny voice?"

"Even when you are silent. Al the tine. Like the



hi ghest note on a trunpet, very high, very

clear. ... That sounds unpl easant, but it
isn"t. Sort of rousing."
" Rousi ng?"
"In amlitary sense," she said hastily.
"And as for snell, you know that dry sort of odor

fromvery hot iron?"
"The snell of the Forge, | expect." He
laid a hand on hers. "And how do | feel?"
She stiffened. He feared he had noved too
soon, but she did not snatch her hand away. She
turned it over, so that they were palmto palm
"Strong. "
"So a Blade is not too horrible to be w th?"
"One could get used to it."
"Wul d you begin by acconpanying me to the masque
t onor r ow?"
She | ooked up in astonishnment. "Ch, | should
| ove to! You nean it?"
They parted an hour |ater, when he had to go on
duty. He had forgotten to ask her name. He
knew it by the end of the masque the next night, and
he al so knew that this was a fish he wanted
to land. He nust play his line very carefully.

Kate had other ideas. On the afternoon follow ng
the masque, as they strolled hand in hand under the
spring bl ossons, she said, "This dramatic
swor d-t hrough-t he-heart ritual, does it |eave a
scar ?"

"Two--one front and one back. | have
four."”

"l should like to see those."

Earth and firel

He led her to his quarters--a small room
poorly lit and cranped by an oversize bed.

He | ocked the door, for the Bl ades had i nformal

ways anong thensel ves, but she did not protest. She
turned to peer at the lithographs on the wall

whil e he went over to stand in the |light under the

wi ndow. As he renoved his doublet, then his shirt,

he could feel his heart pounding as it had not pounded
for a woman in years. Then she turned. He

hel d out his arnms; she cane to them

She ignored his scars conpletely.

He knew very soon that she had no experience of
| overraki ng. He did, though. He was skilled
and, in this case, extrenely careful. And
extrenely successful .

Later, as they lay entw ned, he said many things,
but one of them was, "You astonish me. W have
only known each other for two days."

She snuggl ed even deeper into his enbrace.

"I have |l oved you for nonths. For weeks | have
been putting nyself in your path and you never seened
to notice ne."

"I did notice you. | was always frightened that you
would think ... that you nmight find a Bl ade
unpl easant at close quarters."



"Very pl easant."

"Trunpets and hot iron, daggers ... what
am | now?"

"M?" She stroked the hairs on his chest.
"Li ke being in bed with a sword."

"A naked Bl ade, you nean?"

"Exactly."

"Mont hs, you say? Then | have a | ot of
catching up to do."

She sighed and stretched her body against his.
"Begi n now. "

He was on duty in the antechanmber the follow ng
day with Parsewood and Scri npnel
surreptitiously rolling dice on a cushion
so they made no noise, while pointedly
i gnoring disapproving stares fromthe officials who
wai ted endlessly in the big brocade chairs and
understood perfectly that the Bl ades woul d not
m sbehave like that if there was anyone of real
i mportance present. Dusk was falling, pages
were lighting the |lanmps, the Chanberlain fussed with
papers at his desk. Fromtine to tine a secretary
woul d shuffle in and out again.

The ant echanber was boredom i ncarnate.
Eavesdr oppi ng on what went on in the King's
presence could sonmetines be interesting. At |east one
Bl ade was nornal ly present when the King granted
audi ence, but at that noment he was receiving G and
I nqui sitor, and not even Bl ades overheard her
reports.

The outer door opened a handbreadth to admit a
pi nt-si zed page, who scurried over to Sir
Dur endal and handed hima note, thus pronpting
sarcastic whispers about billets-doux fromhis
i nsubor di nat e subor di nat es.

Must see you. Very urgent. K

It had better be urgent! Cataclysmc!

Ignoring all the curious and di sapprovi ng
stares, he went over to the door and peered out. She
was right there, with the two nen-at-arnms scow ing at her
Mont pur se woul d have hi mracked for this, but his anger
nelted as he saw her pallor. She woul d never
weep, but sonmething was very w ong.

"Qui ck!"

"I've been reassigned!" she whispered.
"First thing in the norning."

"No!" Then quieter, "To Cakendown?"

"No. To Brimarde. It's a new posting."

"How | ong?"

"Probably forever."

To | ose her so soon? It was unbearable. "WII
you marry me?"



"What ?"
"They won't transfer you if you're married.

Marry nme."
"But, but ... but we can't! There isn't tine.
It takes days, weeks. ... | need

pernission from-"
Par sewood coughed. Durendal gl anced around and
saw t he door to the council chanber already opening.

"No, it doesn't. I'll ask the King
to declare us man and wife. Then it'l|l be done. You
agree?"

She gasped, took one breath. ... "Ch
yes!"

"l adore you!" He cl osed the door and
nmoved away fromit, aware of amused grins from
Scrinpnel and Parsewood and wondering what the
nmen- at - arns t hought .

Grand | nqui sitor backed out of the counci
chanmber, making a final curtsey with one hand on
t he doorknob and the other clutching files. Her
age was a state secret, for a black gable
headdr ess conceal ed her hair and her pal e noon
face bore no winkles. She turned and began
to cross the anteroomin the shuffling,
flat-footed wal k of the grossly fat, black
robes whi spering around her ankles. Her fishy
gaze swam from face to face as she went, noting
exactly who was present and who sat next
to whom No one would |l ook her in the eye except
t he Bl ades, who stared back col dly--a point
of honor, to prove they had nothing to hide.

The Chanberl ai n gat hered up nore papers and
hastened in to learn H s Majesty's pleasure.
Dur endal headed for the desk

Words whirled in his head: Your Myjesty,
| crave a boon. Utterly ridicul ous!
Sire, may | hunbly beg a favor?
Better. The King would certainly consent. Married
by royal prerogative!--it would anuse him
He loved to flaunt his power, especially if the
denonstration did not cost the Exchequer anything.
Durendal was, after all, one of his
favorites. Montpurse should have been advi sed
bef orehand, but woul d understand. Married! To Kate! No
doubts, no hesitation. What a wonman! But
first, of course, he must get by the Chanberl ain.
"I seek a brief audience with H's Mjesty
concer ni ng personal business." Personal business
m ght take nonths! He certainly nust not try
to bring it up when it was his turn to stand guard in the
council chanber itself. That would call down royal
t hunderbol ts, even on him

The Chanberl ai n energed, but he hung onto the
handl e and peered shortsightedly around the
anteroom "Ah, Sir Durendal
Thought you were here. Just the man. His Myjesty
wants you."

Even for a Bl ade who prided hinself on his fast
refl exes, this afternoon was noving a little too quickly.



He strai ghtened his doublet and his shoul ders, then
wal ked into the inner sanctum

The council chanber was a square room
poorly lit by mullioned wi ndows at the far
side and nade gl ooy by paneling of black
wal nut and a dozen dark | eather chairs set around
the walls. One of themwas piled with an untidy
heap of red dispatch boxes and a snowdrift of
spil Il ed docunents. The two high firepl aces
were white marble, but neither was lit.

The chairs were sometines offered to foreign
anbassadors. Everyone el se--mnisters,
officials, petitioners; high and low, male or
femal e--remni ned standi ng because the King did.
Hoare, the Cuard hunorist, maintained that if the
King sat down, you tried to renmenber when you had
| ast updated your will, but if he began to pace it
was too late to worry. He was an erratic
worker, driving his mnisters to desperation by refusing
to look at a single paper for weeks, then working
them for days and nights until they were half dead of
exhaustion. He could snatch the substantive
points out of a |ong-wi nded report |ike a sparrow
hawk taking sparrows. His nmenory for detail was
| egendary, his tenper even nore so, his tenacity
infinite. He nade the policies. Hs mnisters
found ways to carry themout. O were carried out
t hemsel ves, Hoare said.

The | anps had not been lit. He was brooding
by the wi ndow, peering out at the sunset and darkening the
room | i ke a hay wagon. Durendal wal ked to the
center of the room bowed to that nassive royal
back, and then waited. Never before had he been nore
than a single pace fromthe door

The King swung around and grunted as if
surprised. He pointed vaguely at a group
of chairs. "Sit. | need to think."

Fire and death and nore fire! Durenda
obeyed, although his scalp prickled. He could not
recall anyone sitting when the King stood.
I nvalids, no one el se, not ever

The King put his hands behind his back and began

to shuttle--door, w ndow, door. "I nade a
nm st ake once. Now |'m going to nake
anot her."
Sil ence was the only possible conment.
W ndow, door ... "l suppose |I'm just

pi gheaded. Hardest part of being a King--being any
sort of leader--is knowi ng when to quit. You' ve
wounded the quarry, you've tracked it all day, and
now night is comng. Do you give up and go hone?
Lose all that effort? O do you push on, know ng
you'll have to spend the night in the woods and may
gai n not hi ng? Hm®? How do you deci de?"

He seemed to be speaking to hinself, but he
suddenly stopped and peered at his uneasy
Bl ade.

"Hmm? Wl | 2 Wi ch?"

"I'"ve never known Your Majesty to give up



when there was any hope at all."

Grunt. "Pigheaded, you mean. You're
probably right. If | send you, can you go?"

"Huh? | nean--"

The King snarled inmpatiently. "You will be gone
some time. Can you stand it, or rnmust | rel ease you
first?"

Rel ease? Durendal shivered. Bl ades
notoriously resisted being rel eased fromtheir
bi ndi ngs, al though npbst of themwere very relieved to be
free of them afterward. Unexpectedly faced with that
dread prospect, he felt a surge of
panic. O course, he would then be able to snatch
up his barony, marry Kate, do all sorts of
things with his life. ... No, unthinkabl e!

The alternative, though, seened to be to be
absent fromhis ward for an extended period, and that
m ght be torture unendurable. But at |least it
woul d be tenporary, and the other permanent. He

wi ped sweat out of his eyes. "I think I can
trust Commander Montpurse to take care of you
ny liege."

The Ki ng beaned. "Good nan! Renenber
Ever man?"

It took a nonment. It had been six years.
"Candi dat e Everman? Three behind nme at

Ironhal | ."

"That one. The one who got the job | wanted
you for."

No reply was required except a faster
hear t beat .

"He's still alive," the King said. "W have an

agent in Samarinda. Sends reports in every few
years. This tine he reports that there's a
Chivian-- You don't know any of this, do you?"
He peered suspiciously at Durendal
Fortunately, it was possible to answer
as truthfully as if he were being put to the Question
"Nothing at all, sire. There were runors that he
had been bound to a mysterious gentl eman whom no
one had ever heard of and they both di sappeared. Not hing
nore."
"Master Jaque Pol ydi n, merchant,
adventurer, perhaps a trickster." The King cl eared
his throat uneasily. "It's a long story.
Grand Inquisitor will provide you with the
details. There were reports that the knights of
Samari nda owned the phil osopher's stone--the
gadget that turns lead into gold and |lets you
live forever. If you ever breathe a word of this around
court, ny boy, I will have you shortened by a head!"
"I understand, sire." The King had been younger
then, and every man was entitled to a few youthfu
follies. He'd been ol der than Durendal was
now, though.
"Grand Inquisitor will explain. |I assuned
they were both dead, but apparently Everman is stil
alive, fighting as sone sort of gladiator. O
course, the news is tw years old, so he



may be dead now. But | won't have it, you hear?
I won't have one of mny Blades turned into a
perform ng bear! Go and get hi m back."

"Yes, sire." Durendal rose to his
feet, but he felt as if he were falling.

VWat el se could a man say when the bottom
dropped out of his world? It was the chall enge of a
lifetime. Where was Samarinda, that news took
two years to arrive? Not even in Eurania.

Oh, Kate! He could not refuse an order from

his liege. He could protest and expl ain, but

somet hing as strong as the binding prevented that--pride.
Wiat a fool Kate had been to fall in |ove

with a Bl ade!

The King studied himfor a nonent and then smled
grimy. "Or at least find out what happened.
Create another |egend! | don't want
to lose you, but I can't think of any other man
to choose. Only you. See Grand Inquisitor
in the nmorning. She'll assign one of her own nen
to acconpany you. And Privy Purse will
provide all the noney you need. May the spirits
favor your cause."

Di smissal--so easily may a prince send a
retainer to his death.

How? When? Where? Who el se? Take
what? All those matters were being left to his
di scretion. It was Anbrose's way.

M nd racing, Durendal said, "One question
sire?"

"Ask Grand Inquisitor."

"Your orders, sire? AmI| to bring him
back whether he wants to conme or not? And further

what about the phil osophers' stone?"

The King opened his noputh and seened to think better
of what he had been about to say. "Use your own
judgrment. | can't make decisions at the other
side of the world. That's why | picked you. It's
your enterprise; do what's best. Ch, yes, before
you go ..." He stalked over to the paper-littered
chair and began to runmage in a flurry of
vel | um and parchnent.

Kate, Kate, Kate ...

O her side of the world?

He could resign! He had a barony in his
pocket, and the King had given himthe right to claim
it at any tinme. No, his binding would not let him
exercise that right, as the King had known all al ong.
And to nention Kate now woul d seem|ike cowardice and
weasel i ng out.

"Ha!" The King had found what he wanted
down on the floor. He heaved hinsel f upright again.
"I keep meaning to anmend the Ironhall charter
Al'l ow ng boys of fourteen to choose their own nanes
is utter ... Ahem Nothing personal, you
understand. Nothing wong with your nane, and you have anply
lived up to it. You may be the Durendal by the tine
you' re finished."

"Your Majesty is gracious."



"Sometines. When | have ny foot in nmy nouth,
| am But what about Sir Snake, for
exanpl e? Now we have Candi date Bul | whi p.
Young idiots! The current Prime is
Candi date Wl fbiter."
Durendal had planned to be Bl oodhand if
they wouldn't let himbe Durendal. "I believe
there are precedents for all those names, sire.”
"Yes, or Grand Master woul dn't have all owed
them Anyway, G and Master says this
Wl fbiter is the best thing they' ve produced
since you. |'ve been saving himfor something
special. Now he's turned twenty-one and
he's tearing the walls down."

Hardly surprising! "I ook forward
to meeting him"

"Well, you will. Here." The King thrust out a
parchnent sheet bearing the personal signet.
"He's yours."

Dur endal bowed and cl osed the door. For a
nmonent he just stood there, staring at the oak pane
in front of his nose, sick with the thought of what he
had done. Oh, Kate, Kate, Katel
He had given the king the best six years of his
life and owed hi m nothing nore. By any sane standard
he shoul d have demanded his rel ease then and there and carried
hi s bel oved off to whatever that estate of his was called
to happily ever after. The know edge that his binding had
overrul ed his own desires and judgnent was no
consol ation at all

But what was done was done. He turned and
beckoned the nearest page. He bent to whisper
into a none-too-clean ear. "CGo and find two
Bl ades. | want them the first two you see.
Say please if one of themis Commander
Mont pur se, otherw se don't."

The | ad bowed and hurried off, inpressed with his
sudden ability to give orders to Blades. The
Chanber | ain bustled away into the King' s presence.
Durendal sat down at his desk, ignoring al
the curious and di sapproving faces. He sel ected
a bl ank sheet of parchnment and wote out his will,
| eaving everything to Kate. Mst Bl ades woul d have
not hi ng to bequeath, but he owned a manor he had
never seen. He had no idea what it was worth.

Then he took anot her sheet.

G and Master:

You are hereby authorized and requested
to prepare Prine for binding on the night of the
fifteenth instant.

Done by ny hand and in the King's nanme this
fourteenth day of Thirdnoon, in the three
hundred and fifty-seventh year of the House of
Ranul f.

Dur endal , conpani on



He fol ded the papers, held wax in the candle
flame, sealed themwi th his ring. He wandered over
to rejoin Scrinmpnel and Parsewood, enjoying
their baffled stares and hoping his own face was not too
scrut abl e.

"Whose t hrow?"

"Yours, obviously," Scrinpnel said. There
were two groups in the Guard now, and he was one of the
young ones, those who had not been in on the
Nyt hi a canpai gn. Good man with a rapier
t hough. "May spirits of chance favor you wherever you're
bound. "

"Witing out your will?" asked Parsewood, who
was newer yet, but a powerful saber fighter and
clearly another good guesser. "You won't tel
us a thing, you big bastard, will you?"

Bef ore Durendal could frame a reply w th enough
scat he, the door swung open to admit the nost
recent Blade of themall, although even he had
several nonths' experience now-a rem nder of just
how | ong the King had kept the respected
Wl fbiter dangling. Despite His
Maj esty's disapproval, Sir Snake's nane
was apt, he being about as |long and as slender as a
Bl ade ever was. He affected a thin nustache,

a supercilious nmanner with a nose to match, and he
sat a horse like the shine of its hide. He would
do very well.

Durendal sprang up and intercepted himbefore
he could join the group. He passed himthe letter
"Deliver this to G and Master, no one else.”

The kid raised his eyebrows. "The Mor?

Toni ght ?"

"Yesterday. And keep your nouth shut, totally.
Report to Leader when you return.”

"But tonight is the--" Snake took anot her
| ook at the deputy commander's face. "At
once, sir."

As he went out, Chefney came in.

Excellent! H s luck was hol ding.

"Take over from ne here, please, brother?"

Chef ney nodded, curious but not questi oning.
Durendal foll owed Snake out, alnmost colliding
with the returning page. Kate was no longer in the
hal I, but that was to be expected.

He tracked down Montpurse as he |eft
the fencing gym A distinctly frosty stare
suggested the Commander already knew t here was somnet hing
af oot and he had not been informed. He still | ooked
no nore than fifteen

"I'"ve been detached for special duties,"

Durendal said. "May be gone sone tine. WIIl you

hold this for me--it's nmy will--and see ny things are
put in a safe place? The cups are worth a
fair bit."

The Conmander's face went bl eak. "Talk
to Chancery. That's their job, and Bl ades can't
al ways keep promi ses. Friend ... |I'mgoing



to mss you."
"These things happen. He's the boss."
"Yes." Montpurse's ice-pale eyes were
asking how bad it was.
“I"'d like you to wear ny sword breaker for ne,
t hough. "
"I"lIl see it's kept safe.” He was not
going to wear it, obviously, any nore than his
deputy woul d say where he was going. "lIs this
good- bye?"
"I'I'l leave tonorrow. " Durendal told himabout
Snake and the changes that woul d be needed in the duty
roster. Then there was nothing nmore to say and nothing |eft
to do except go and find Kate.

He headed first for the Wite Sisters' quarters.
Crossing the western courtyard, he saw her coning
toward him They both began to run, shocking
several elderly sniffers and a few grandly
dressed courtiers. Before they even nmet he
wat ched the hope die in her eyes and wondered if
his face was as readable to everyone or if wonen were nore
perceptive than nen.

They enbraced in an inpact that shoul d have
knocked her hat flying but didn't. Eventually
t hey broke | oose and began to wal k, hol di ng hands
still. Passersby coughed di sapprovingly.

"It didn't work," she said. Statenent, no
guesti on.

"l had no chance to ask. He called nme in and
gave ne a posting, too."

Her eyes scanned his face for clues.

"Dangerous. And long. If it were short you'd be
maki ng pl ans. "

He would not lie to her. He never lied to wonen
or had reason to lie to nen. "And yours?"

"Just a dull guild of merchants in
Brim arde, worried in case some conjurer
tries to steal their money." She shivered. "Their
halls will all be stinking with conjurenments. Never
mnd. Is it true that Bl ades never sleep?"

"Al nost never."

She forced a smile. "Then we have the whole
ni ght ahead of us."

They tal ked. They made | ove. They did
both all over again. Mponlight crept down the

wal |, across the bed, and up the other side, dragging
i nevitable norning behind it.
"I ' will wait for you," she said many tines.

Hi s heart ached. He had al ways believed that was
only a manner of speaking, but there was a real pain
in his chest.
"No, dearest, you nust not. A Blade is not
meant to be | oved, because the King will always cone first in
his heart. | could have told himabout you. Then he
m ght have wi thdrawn his orders or del ayed them



He's not a cruel man by nature. | just
couldn't. Miuch as | adore you, | had to obey.
Find a better man and forget ne."

"WIl you come back? Do you expect to cone
back?"

"I hope to cone back, but not for years."

"I will wait for you, no matter how | ong."

Once, after a long kiss, he said, "You have
told me how Bl ades sound and feel and seem
but how do they taste?"

"Li ke strong w ne."

"Tis passing strange! So do Wite

Sisters.”

"I will wait for you."

"You mustn't, but if | do come back and you are
still free, then I shall sit on your doorstep til

| die or you agree to marry ne."

Al t hough he had reveal ed not hi ng about his task, he
did let slip a remark about inquisitors--a
breach of security, perhaps, but his mnd was on other
matters. It was one of those tinmes when wonen |ike
to talk and nen don't but will hunor themin a good
cause.

"Horrible people!" she said. "All time and earth and
death. No love or air at all."

He was sitting up cross-legged, admring her
body in the noonlight, exploring its contours wth
his fingers, not really listening. "You can tell what
el ements were used in a conjuration?"

"Usual ly. You do have scars! | hadn't
noti ced them before. Let me see your back."
"No, |'m busy. What elenents do you

sense in a Bl ade?"
"Love, nostly." She sat up also. "I
want to see your back."
"No. Lie down and subnit. Love, you
say? I|'ma killer, and you think I was nade
by spirits of |ove?"
She ki ssed himin passing, clinbing
around and over him "Love isn't only man and
worman. |t is many other things--notherhood, nan and
master, brother and sister, nmen in bands, sinple
friendship. Turn around; your back's in shadow
There they are. They're closer together at the back
Love can be dying for soneone, even. Understand?"
"Love can be this, too!" He pulled her
back into her proper place. She had al ready found
his ticklish spots. The wrestling becane heat ed.
"Now you see why Bl ades are such great

| overs," she said. "Because they're bound by
nmmph- - "

Her lips were too precious to waste on
speech.

It was dawn.
"I will wait for you."



"I will be true to you."
"Just cone back safe and | will never ask if--

mmph! "

"We have nmet before, Sir Durendal ."

"So we have. | was not at ny best that day."

Dur endal knew the sallow face, the
bl oodl ess lips, the lank hair, because they were part
of his Nutting nightmares. He woul d not have known the
name, |vyn Kronman

Grand I nquisitor's gloony office was a
room oppressed by too many papers, folders,
bookshel ves, tomes, and unhappy
i mplications. Even the dust and cobwebs seened
to whi sper of broken lives and buried secrets.

Mot her Spider herself had her back to the wi ndow, a
huge and hunched bl ackness agai nst the light.
Durendal had been pl aced across the desk from her
better lit. Kromman sat at the end so that

he, too, could watch the Bl ade's face.

Maki ng ot her peopl e uneasy nust be an inquisitors
instinct, |ike dogs' barking.

"Have you reservations about having | nquisitor
Kromman as your coll eague, Sir
Durendal ?" Grand Inquisitor's fish eyes
nei t her blinked nor noved. Her fat white hands
lay |ike dead things on the desk

"I welcome his help in nmy mssion."

"You do understand that he has been working on the
case for a long tine and that your experience of foreign
travel is considerably |ess than
hi s?"

"I have the King's word for it that | amto be the
| eader . "

She ignored that. "How nuch do you know of the
mat t er ?"

"Assume | know nothing at all and begin at
t he begi nning. "

"Why do you not answer questions directly?"

Per haps he was managi ng to give her a rash--he
hoped so. "Wy do you never blink?"

"I's that question rel evant ?"

"Yes. If Inquisitor Kromman stares
at everybody as he likes to stare at ne, then
he will attract suspicion."

She smiled without making a winkle. "I
assure you that lvyn can evade attention nost
expertly and has done so many tines on His
Maj esty's service. Does staring nake you
unconf or t abl e?"

"No. It just annoys me as a denonstration of
bad manners. | have nothing to hide."

"Do you feel happy at being chosen to undertake
such an exotic quest?"

"Any man woul d be honored to be so trusted."

She smiled again, but only with her nmouth. "You
see? You do have sonething to hide. By "any



man" you rmean "all nmen" and thus you are |ying,

because you have sone reservation you do not wish to admt.

romance, perhaps? Ah!"

He rem nded hinself sternly that she was just
guessi ng. She had a conjured ability to snell a
spoken lie, but if he remained silent she was
forced back on purely secular skills Iike
face wat ching--at |east that was what the Bl ades
believed. It was also why crimnals were put to the
Question. Neverthel ess, she had nettled him

"Must we fence all day, or can we start sheddi ng
bl ood?"

"As you wi sh. Six years ago now, Master
Pol ydin came to Hs Majesty with a wild
tale of faraway lands. He told of the city
cal l ed Samarinda in Altain, wherever that is, at
t he back of nowhere--ancient and isolated, a
pl ace of strange | egends. Yet he swore that
he had been there and that the strangest of these |egends
was true. The city is ruled by a mlitary
order, the Knights of the Golden Sword. He
t hought that there were twelve of these knights. They
possess the secret of the phil osophers' stone and
so they live forever."

"WIld indeed! A sword of gold would be
usel ess, of course, soft as wax. Unless it was
enchanted, | suppose. Wat proof did he
of fer?"

"Only what he had seen. He may have been
decei ved, but he believed that he was telling the truth.
| can testify to that--he was convinced in his own m nd
He told us what he had w tnessed. Each
nmorni ng at dawn, the order will accept a
chal l enge fromany man of quality. One of the

kni ghts cones out to the courtyard of their castle, and the

two of themfight with real swords. Al nost al ways,
t he kni ght slays the challenger."

Durendal was both skeptical and intrigued.
O course the King would have chosen to send a Bl ade
to investigate such a story. Hs first choice had
been Durendal hinself, the candidate reputed to be
the finest fencer Ironhall had produced in
menory.

Grand Inquisitor smled, reading his interest
in his face or just guessing it. "A champion who
succeeds in wounding the knight--a rare event,
apparently--is rewarded with as much gold as he can
carry to the gate. In so poor a land, there are
aspirants aplenty. Men wait nonths for the

chance to win their fortunes with a single stroke. And sone

do, that is the surprising thing. The house does not
win every time, so it never lacks for players. It
charges no entry fee and pays out in real gold.
Where does the gold come from if not the
phi | osophers' stone?"

It mght be always the sane gold, "won"
by acconplices and smuggl ed back into the castle
by ni ght.

"You mentioned wounded? The kni ght is never

A



sl ai n?"
"Apparently not, although Master Pol ydin
swore that he had seen one run through. A wounded
kni ght reappears the next norning, heal ed and
ready to fight again. They are reputed to be
imortal. Ad nmen swear that the current
kni ghts are the sane ones they saw in their youth,
still as young and virile as they were then."
Durendal tried to consider the problem and
deci ded that considering the problemwould be a waste of
time. The King and others nust have investigated
t horoughl y and been convinced. He wasn't, though
There would be a trick sonewhere. "CQur conjurers could
not manage any of that."
"Exactly. H's Majesty resol ved
to send an expedition to the city in an effort to buy
or steal the secret."
"Buy? From men who own the phil osophers’
stone? What could you offer themin return?"
Grand | nqui sitor shrugged her heavy
shoul ders. "K. The King authorized Master
Polydin to steal the secret if he could. He
provided himw th many arcane conjurations to offer in
trade if he could not. If both approaches
failed, and if he believed there was anything to be
gai ned, Sir Everman had royal perm ssion
to accept the chall enge.™
Ever man had been a daredevil. He woul d not have
been able to resist.
"And now? The King said he has an agent in
Samari nda. "
"Hardly an agent. A collaborator at
best. A local nerchant who had befriended
Master Polydin in the past and had dealings with him
He wote a letter, which reached us a few nonths
ago, claimng that Sir Everman has hinself joined
the order, the first new nmenber adnmitted in
centuries. He lives in the castle. Every
twel ve days or so, he answers the challenge.”
@ adi ator, the King had said. But when
Durendal had asked if Everman was to be brought
back even if he did not want to return, the
Ki ng had evaded the question. An immorta
swordsman, the ultinate Bl ade.
"Those are the bones of the matter," said G and
Inquisitor. "lvyn knows the details and can
provide themto you at leisure. You will have much tine
t oget her for conversation.”
Durendal gl anced at that flesh-crawing
i nqui sitor and thought of several mllion people he
woul d rat her have as compani ons on a | ong journey.
Al most anybody except Mt her Spider herself, in
fact. "I need a |l esson in geography."
"lvyn has studied the route and spoken
to merchants with connections in the east. In brief,
the day after tonmorrow you will sail from Brim arde
to Isilond, landing at Furret, and thence
proceed overland to the Seventh Sea by whatever
route seens advi sable. The shortest route is



across Fitain, but they have a civil war raging at

t he nonent. Your way then takes you across or around
the sea to Thyrdonia and up the Yvusarr River

until you find a caravan traveling the Jade

Road. A few deserts and nountai n ranges

| ater, you should arrive at Samari nda

probably on the back of a canel."

He had been wondering if he should recruit nore
hel pers, and the answer was obviously no. Mre people
woul d nerely find nore opportunities for trouble.
"Money?"

"Hi s Maj esty has been nore than generous.

I vyn has been provided with anple funds in

drafts drawn on reputabl e banki ng houses.

You will have to convert nost of themto gold before you enter
Thyrdoni a, of course.”

Ah! Soneone was feinting. He turned to consider
Kromman's waxen features. "These drafts?

Do they specify you by name?"

"Most do. Sone are bearer instrunents.”

"The King put me in charge of this nission--am
| speaking the truth?"

The wel | -remenbered croaky voi ce said,

"Of course, Sir Durendal."

"And are you prepared to accept ny orders
until we return to Chivial?"

After a barely perceptible pause, Kromman
repeated, "Of course, Sir Durendal."

"l want those drafts redrawn. | do not
m nd your keeping some mnor anounts in your name in
case we becone separated or | meet with
m sfortune, but the bulk of the funds will be under ny
control and I will carry them" Woever had the noney
woul d have the power.

The inquisitor |ooked to Mther Spider

"Your request is much | ess reasonable than you
realize," she said. "lIvyn nmust leave in a few
hours, and the clerks of Privy Purse are
overworked as it is. To burden them further for a
purely synbolic personal advantage
seens very petty."

"I will accept no other ternms. Attend to it
pl ease, Inquisitor."

Kr omman nodded inpassively. "As you
wi sh, Sir Durendal."

"I must be at lronhall tonight. | can neet
you tonorrow in Brim arde. \Were?" He had never been
there. He had seen the sea only once.

"The Brown Fox in Seagate is
adequate, Sir Durendal. | shall take a
roomin the name of Chalice, posing as a
successful merchant who has hired two mercenary
sol diers down on their luck for service in a
private nmilitia. You and your Bl ade should be
dressed in suitable styl e--patched and threadbare.

Pl ease remenber that cat's-eye

swords are well known in this country and keep the
hilts under your cloaks. Make quite certain that you
bear nothing that can be identified--no papers,



letters, lockets, signets, nothing. The sane

goes for your horses' tack, but you rmay | odge

the horses thenselves at the inn and | will have them
attended to. You are listed in the ship's | og under

t he nane of Sergeant-at-arns Wiite, acconpani ed

by Man-at-arnms Ayrton, so you may as well

use those nanes at the Brown Fox. The nanmes on

your passport for Isilond may be different, of
course. "

Barely controlling his tenper, Durendal said,

"I can see why we nmay have to behave |ike

crimnals in Samarinda, but when did Chivial

become so dangerous that a gentleman cannot use his
own name?"

Kromman reveal ed a brief flicker of
amusenent, undoubtedly deliberate. "A
swor dsman shoul d understand the inportance of
practice, Sir Durendal. Hi s Mjesty's
Ofice of General Inquiry is not merely
responsi ble for the internal security of the realm it
al so watches the King's enemies in foreign | ands.
| have been smuggled in and out of other countries so
often that all these habits are second nature
to me. You and your Bl ade have nuch to learn if we
are to survive our journey."

"l accept the rebuke, Inquisitor
Thank you for correcting nme. By the way, can you
use a sword?"

"Not by your standards, Sir Durendal."

"He is an expert by any others'," G and
Inquisitor said dryly. "He has slain
several men. Did you think | would choose an
i nconmpet ent ?"

Two inquisitors were certainly cutting one
stupid swordsman to shreds. Keeping his anger as
far fromhis face as possible, he said, "Chalice,
VWhite, Ayrton, at the Brown Fox. Is
there anything else | need worry about ?"

Grand | nquisitor produced her closest
approximation yet to a genuine snmle. It was an
unpl easant sight. "Wat about | anguages?"

He had not given a thought to | anguages. "I
suppose we must hire local guides." He
saw at once that he had again displayed tota
i nconmpet ence for the task the King had set him

She shook her head, and there was a di sapprovi ng
set to her nouth now "At His
Maj esty' s insistence, we have arranged for you to receive
a spiritual enhancement known as the gift of tongues.
Wth that you will be able to pick up any foreign
| anguage within hours. After a day's exposure
you will speak it like a native."

He had never heard of that conjuration--an
intriguing insight into the Dark Chamber.

"Inqui sitor Kromman is already so enchanted,
| presume? A specialty of your office,
ma' an®"

"W enploy it," she admitted. "The

conjuration itself belongs to the Silk Merchants'



@uild. They charge a fortune for its use, |
may add."

Had the guild's sudden new wealth enabled it
to hire the services of sonme sniffers, including
Sister Kate? She would be in Brim arde when
he arrived there. The Everman Affair spread its
tentacl es ever wider.

Krommran said, "Tonorrow night, in

Brimarde."

"And ny Blade will be enchanted as well, of
course. "

Grand I nquisitor pursed her lips. "l
am afraid not. The budget will not run to two
fortunes, Sir Durendal."

Here was a place to stand and fight. "I am
afraid | must insist. Tonmorrow night he will be
freshly bound. It will be virtually inpossible for
himto |l eave ny side. More inportant, the gift
of tongues will make himmuch nore useful." He

tried to look as if he were prepared to take his
case to the King. He knew his pride would not |et
hi m go running for help, yet he was certain that the
King woul d agree with himif he did.

Perhaps that certainty was what Mther Spider
snel l ed, for she scowl ed and said, "Very well
Anyt hi ng el se?"

Kromman and Durendal gl anced at each ot her
and shook their heads sinultaneously.

"Until tonmorrow then, Master Chalice."

Durendal rose and bowed. "A nost interesting
nmeeting, ma'am M thanks for all your

hel p. "
She acknow edged the courtesy with a queenly
nod. "l suggest you visit some conveni ent
elementary and spend a little of the King's noney on a
good-fortune conjuration. You will need it."

EVERMAN
[11 (continued)

He rode up to the royal door at
Ironhall with his hat pulled down to hide his
face, for it would be unfair to reveal the identity
of Prime's ward until Prine hinmself was
told. The last few miles he had ridden by the
light of the full nmoon, chivied by a bitter
noorl and wind. He had cut it fine, for the
ritual must begin at mdni ght andwi tha man's
life at stake he woul d not dare dispense
conpletely with nmeditation, as the King sonetines did.
H s day-1ong fast had | eft himshaky and
depr essed.

The door opened before he had even di snount ed.
Wal | op had been a servant there since |ong before
his time, perhaps since before he was born. If
Wal | op recogni zed the cl oaked visitor, he
did not say so. He munbl ed, "You are



expected, ny lord," and | ed the horse away.

Durendal went in and began to clinb a dark and
narrow spiral stair. This was his third visit
to Ironhall, and m ght well be his last, but he
could see that no Bl ade could ever wholly escape
its clutches. Wuld Harvest ever hang in the
hall, or would she rust away in sone distant
jungl e?

The door at the top opened into Grand Master's
private study, with lanplight and a crackling
fire, confortable chairs and shel ves of books, and
heavy drapes drawn over the casenents to keep
out the drafts. Grand Master was standing in front
of the hearth, toasting hinself. AOd Sir Silver
had died in the winter, honored and sincerely
mourned. Hi s replacenment was Sir Vicious, who
had been Master of Rituals in Durendal's
day and was one of the best. He had grown a little
shorter and sonewhat w der, but his hair was still a
field of seeding dandelions and his cheerful face
glowed red fromthe fire.

"You?" The astoni shment was al nost comical. "I
expected the King. My! How very ...
unexpected. "

Tossing his cloak over a chair, Durenda
headed for that seductive hearth. "I thought you woul d
guess. That's all right, isn't it--one
Bl ade bi ndi ng anot her ?"

"It's been done. Not in this century,
suspect. No, | never dreamed. Can you tel
me why?"

"*Fraid not." He squatted beside the
kni ght's knees to warm his hands. The respect with
which the old man was treating himwas a little unnerving,
for his nmenories of Ironhall were nmenories of
hi s boyhood. He had not realized how the years
had fl own.

"Well! We nust break the good news
to Prine right away!" Grand Master seened al nost
as excited as if he were about to be bound again hinself.
Wthout waiting for consent, he went to the door and
spoke to sonmeone outside. In a nonent he cane
back to the hearth. "I'd offer you wine if you
weren't fasting."”

"l understand. Tell ne about Wlfbiter."

"Ch, the best. Absolutely first class.
Not quite Durendal, but he'll be giving you a run
for the King's Cup in another couple of years."
Grand Master chuckled. "It's time sonmebody
el se got a chance at it anyway."

"Tell me about the man, though."

"Solid steel. Mnd you, the last six
nmont hs have been hard on him-can't recall any
Prinme having to wait that |ong. Make al |l owances
for that."

Bl ast fat Anmbrose for being so unthinking!
Dur endal rose and | eaned an el bow on the
mantel . Watching for a reaction, he said, "Is
the boy going to be resentful that he's not being bound



to the King?"

"Resentful ? Resentful ?* G and Master
chortled. "Wll, no, | don't think
expect resentnment. You realize that this is your
ni ght you've picked?"

"My night?"

"W have a hard tine explaining that Durenda
Ni ght isn't naned after you. No, | don't
think Wolfbiter will be resentful. Delirious,
perhaps. Hysterical joy is a possibility, |
suppose. Being torn linb fromlinmb by all the
ot her--"

Horror! "You're joking!"

"Not mnuch. You are the Bl ade of Bl ades
to them Wn the cup every year, saved the King' s
life, bound tw ce, deputy commander of the Guard,
t he Al dane bout--they think the sun won't rise
if you don't pee in the norning. W
post poned the Durendal N ght dinner until after
t he binding. That thunder you can hear is all those young
bellies growing." Gand Master rubbed his hands.
"And now we di scover that the guest of honor will be the
second Durendal hinmself with his new Bl ade at
his side! No, | don't think Prime will have
any complaints.”

Death and fire! How could a man live up
to such expectations? He was not worthy of
absolute loyalty. He had been feeling
unhappy about becom ng a ward ever since the King
ordered it; this news nmade himfeel nuch worse.
He was going to |l ead his Blade on a usel ess
trek hal fway around the world, with very few
prospects for a safe return

"Bring your cloak," Grand Master said
produci ng one of his own. "We'll await themin
the flea room"

Durendal foll owed, stooping along a
| owroof ed corridor and down a short flight of
stairs. This was the ol dest part of the keep, an
ants' nest of passages. It snelled of rot.

"Why do you play these tricks?"

Grand Master stepped aside for himto enter the
l[ittle roomhe renenbered so well, where he had
caught coins, where he had first met the Marquis.
Candl es already flickered on the table and mant el
but the air was icy and unused.

"Dunno. Because it's always been done, |
suppose. Because the tricks were played on us, so
we play themon others. You sit there. Maybe
it is childish," he conceded.

He settled in one chair, Durendal in the
ot her, where he would not be readily visible. Yes,
Grand Master's glee as he prepared to spring the
great surprise was juvenile. \Wat happened to a
Bl ade when he retired to these forsaken noors
to forge nore Blades? Fromthe shinmrer and glitter of
court to--what? Bleak nothing and a house ful
of children. were the knights and nasters perhaps all a little
crazy? It was not a wel come thought, but it m ght



be one to ponder when he succeeded Mont purse as
but he was going to Samarinda, wasn't he?
He woul d never succeed Mont purse.

"You had a fire last sumer, | heard."

The ol der man nodded. "Lightning. Happens
every hundred years or so. It was one of those freak
late stornms, mddle of the night. W were |ucky
all the boys got out safely. That was only
t hanks to--"

Knuckl es rapped on anci ent boards.

G and Master winked. "Enter."

How many tinmes had this scene been played out?
Fi ve thousand swords in the hall ... For a
nonment the door bl ocked Durendal's view
When it closed, two boys stood at attention
bet ween himand the other chair.

"You sent for us, Gand Master?"

Wl fbiter was unusually short for a Bl ade,
and slight of build--a rapier man. From t hat
angle he certainly did not |ook twenty-one.

H s hair was black. Second was very different,
fair, big-boned, and nmeaty. They represented
the two end Iimts of the Bl ade type.

"I did, Prime. Hi s Majesty has need
of a Blade. Are you ready to serve?"

"More than ready, G and Master."

No hesitation there!

Grand Master smirked and gestured. "Then
pray greet your assigned ward."

Wl fbiter spun around and conpl eted the turn
wi t hout stopping, a conplete circle until he was
| ooki ng at Grand Master again, and snapped, "Is
this sonme kind of a joke?"

Second was staring at the visitor with his nouth
hangi ng open. It was |ess than four years since
Durendal ' s second bi nding. These | ads woul d have
been juniors then, so they knew his face, but
Wl fbiter's reaction had been incredibly fast
--so fast that it could not have been faked, even. If
he had been forewarned he woul d have faked better
than that.

Grand Master spluttered, totally taken
aback. "Joke? What do you nean by insulting--"

"To bind a Blade to Sir Durendal would be
setting a lanb to guard a wol f! | do not
understand.” The bantam cock was furious! Was this the
resent ment Durendal had feared?

It was tine for himto intervene. He rose. "No
joke. Grand Master does not describe you as a
| anb, nor even a ram But my own first
experience with binding had terrible consequences for ne,
and | have no wish to put you to the sane ordeal
If you would prefer to wait for another ward,
Prine, then this episode can be quietly
forgotten, as if it never happened.™

The kid had bl ushed scarlet. "No, no,
no! | meant no disrespect, Sir
Durendal! Quite the reverse. To be bound to you is
an unbel i evabl e honor, that's all--



one | could not have dreamed of." He bowed with a
fencer's grace.

Durendal offered a hand. "The honor and the
burden are nmine. | shall strive to be worthy of the
| oyalty you pl edge."

Wl fbiter's grip was powerful. H's dark
eyes gl eanmed bright and clear in the candlelight, and
undoubt edly those quick wits were now trying
to cal culate why a Bl ade should need a
Bl ade. Hi s gaze kept darting toward
Durendal 's right hip. Either he wanted to see the
famous sword breaker, or he had glinpsed its
absence under the cloak but could not be sure.

Yes, this one woul d do.

Then ... "By fire! You were the Brat! You
gave ne ny sword!"

I ntense satisfaction flashed back at him
"Yes, sir. And you cane and thanked nme afterward.
You can't imagi ne what that nmeant to ne!"

"Yes, | can." Montpurse and hinsel f.

Dej a vul

" Second?"

"Candi date Bul I whip, Sir Durendal,"
G and Master said.

"My pleasure. | have heard much good of you
al so."

It was Bullwhip's turn to blush, but he al so
stamered i ncoherently. Hi s grip was positively
crushi ng--a broadsword man. Wl fbiter woul d
be the better man for the job.

Grand Master rose. "l expect you will all
wish to start the prelimnary stages of the ritual as
soon as possible so we can start on the
banquet . "

Wl fbiter | ooked inquiringly at
Durendal , who said, "The sopranos won't
starve if we keep themwaiting a few nore
mnutes. If we may stop by the gym 1'd be
interested in trying a couple of passes with
Prime."

"In this light?" Gand Master protested.

"I'f the candi date has no objections."

"None at all, sir. My honor." Dark
eyes gleanmed in triunph. "W shall be |eaving before
dawn, then, sir?"

Qui ck!

Word nust have flashed through Ironhall like a bolt
of lightning. By the tine the contestants had renoved
their doublets--retaining their shirts against the
cold--the entire school had assenbl ed around the
wal I s of the gym nost of them hol di ng candl es or
| anterns. Durendal could hear his own nane being
whi spered everywhere. He stipulated rapiers to |et
his future Bl ade show his best weapon. The
lighting was certainly tricky, as all the nyriad
fl ames danced on the foils like a mist of stars.

Wl fbiter was sunlight on water. He
flashed from position to position, making even



tricky transitions gracefully: Swan
Violet, Steeple. ... He was aggressive
as a bee swarm but never predictable. The foils
clashed and clattered, feet tapped like a patter
of raindrops. Durendal |let himlead, holding
himoff but finding hinmself stretched alnbst to his
l[imts. Deciding not to let the | ad get too
cocky, he switched to attack, seeking a touch
But Wl fbiter was never there. Incredible speed!
An!

"A touch, sir!" He was ready to go again,
barely even puffing.

Durendal saluted and tossed his foil to a
waiting junior. "No. | daren't risk ny

reputation. | know only three nen other than
nmysel f who might beat you, Candidate, and |'m not
sure of any of them | do not flatter."

He felt ill. Who was he to own this superb

young man body and soul for the rest of his life?

By the time the famliar ritual rose to its
climax, Durendal had |ost nost of his doubts.
Per haps the singing was spinning its old seductive
spel | around himagain, the |ove of nen in bands that
Kat e had nentioned. He could rationalize that
Wl fbiter had chosen this life, just as he had.
If a man nmust serve his King indirectly, that was
still service. O course it was a shame that his first
duty was to risk his skin in a distant land to no
real purpose, but the King nust be the judge of such
matters. Kings' whins were not as other nen's. There
m ght be nore to the foolish tale than G and
I nqui sitor knew or had admtted.

It was strange to watch the candidate junmp up
on the anvil and address himin the words of the oath.
It was even stranger to stare at that omi nous snudge
of charcoal below the dark fuzz on his chest and take
up a sword to try and kill him The sword was
a surprise, too. It had a slight
back curve and its point of bal ance was far
forward, so Wl fbiter was a sl asher, not a point
man after all. If he was so good with rapiers, how
must he be with his preferred sabers?

Now he nmust find the lad's heart.
Wl fbiter was seated on the anvil, pale but
determ ned as he stared up at death, but exactly
as Kate had described a Bl ade--strong,
i ntense, a dagger in a box. Bullwhip and
anot her stood ready to grasp his arms, but suddenly
Dur endal guessed what was going to happen. Hero
worship ...

Prime sl apped his hands down on his thighs,
lifted his chin defiantly, and said, "Do it now"
--the Durendal way.

"Serve or die!" In, three feet of
steel through the chest, back out again. Done!
Durendal saw the contortion of agony, the instant



relief. Surprise, pride ... Al so
famliar! Al nost no blood at all.

Wl fbiter did not smle even when the waves
of cheering booned back fromthe roof and his friends poured
around to congratulate him He just stood there,
acknow edgi ng the acclaimwith quiet dignity, as if
to say that it was no nore than his due. He was
obvi ously popul ar, which was a good sign in
Ironhall, and his assignment to Durendal was being
hail ed as incredible good fortune.

Durendal knelt to give himback his
sword, for that seemed a fitting tribute
to courage and years of effort. The King could not do it
t hat way, but another Bl ade should. Wth nore
heartrendi ng deja vu he watched the boy
i nspect the bl oodstains and then hang the sword
on his belt.

Wait for it!

Wl fbiter was distracted by nore knights com ng
to conplinent him Suddenly he turned fromthem
i npatiently and gl anced around, seeking his ward.
When he | ocated Durendal, his eyes w dened in
shock. That was it, the moment of realization, the nonent
when the ward becane the sun and the noon, the I|ight
of the world.

Renenbering the King's words to himfour years
ago, Durendal said, "Ready to ride, Sir
Vol fbiter?"

"Yes, sir."

"I think we can eat first."

"As you wish, Sir Durendal."

Did the kid never snile?

During the raucous festivities that foll owed,
he was shocked to discover that the Litany of Heroes
now i ncl uded his own exploit at Waterby. The
roar that foll owed seened to make the sky of
swords shimrer and glitter nore brightly and woul d not
stop until he rose and took a bow. Very few
Bl ades lived to hear their own nanmes in the
Li t any.

Sonmewhat |ater he found hinmself on his feet
giving the Durendal N ght speech and nout hing al
the platitudes he had suffered through five times
during his own youth--honor, duty, service.

Yet the hundred young faces out there did not seem
to recogni ze banality when they heard it. Perhaps
it helped to have a real hero spreading the
fertilizer, or perhaps fertilizer was nore wel cone
when one was still growing. No soprano went

to sleep, no senior yawned, and G and Master

swore that this was an unprecedented conplinment.

Prime Candi date Bul | whi p conducted the
real hero around the hall, introducing him
to everyone, even the servants, even the Brat. H s
Bl ade foll owed two steps behind. Wen Sir
Durendal went to the privy, Sir Wlfbiter
was i medi ately overcone with the sane need.



Dawn found the two of them mles away,
riding into the rising sun. O course Wl fbiter
was as inpressive with a horse as he was with a
rapier--if he had any failings at all, they
woul d have been nentioned. Even his manner was
appropriate; he knew he was good, but he woul d
let the world find that out for itself. Everyone wanted
to conpare himto Durendal. Had he been like this:
bright, sharp, untested, dangerous? He
suspected he had been a | ot nore cocky. He
had been younger, of course.

"Ready to hear the story?"

"Yes, sir." Not a smle, though, only that
i ntense dark stare. Wiy had he not died of
curiosity before now?

"First, though ... | couldn't tell you this
earlier, but Gand Master subnmits detailed
reports on all the seniors. The reason you
stayed Prime all those long nonths is that you are
so fiery good! The King has been saving you for
somet hi ng special . "

Wl fbiter nodded as if he worked that out, but he
did not conment.

"This is the special sonething. Renenber
Everman, just behind nme?"

That won a faint frown. "Yes, sir."

"Did you give himhis sword, too?"

"No, sir."

"He and his ward were sent on a dangerous
mssion to a nythical city hal fway around the world,
in Altain. They never returned and were assuned
dead, but word arrived a few nonths ago that
Everman at least is still alive, probably
ensl aved. Two days ago, the King ordered ne
to go and get himback. He gave me a Bl ade
because 1'mgoing to need one. W sail with tonorrow s
tide."

The hooves drumed on the dewy trail. The
riders squinted into the rising sun. Wl fbiter
seened to be thinking. He certainly did not
vol unt eer any remarKks.

"The journey there will take us at |east two
years, by ship, by horse, and eventually by canel
We shall cross seas and deserts and nountains. W
nmust evade brigands and wild beasts, storns and
di sease, pirates and hostile tribesnen."

Still no reply.

"Wel | ?" Durendal said, exasperated. The
hawk was | oosed fromthe hand at |ast; he had been
assigned to aid the hero of his dreans on a
fairy-tale mssion to the ends of the earth. Was he
pl eased or scared? Coul dn't he say anything at
all?

H s Blade's swift gl ance seened
to appraise him Wat does he want of ne?

What am | doing wong? "Sir?"

"Sonny, not one Blade in ten ever draws his
sword in anger fromthe night he is bound till the
day he is knighted and rel eased--his whol e



career is one big sham He struts and
postures and does nothing of any interest except
prod girls. You are going to be fighting for ny
life and yours about once a week for the next five
years. Your chances of ever com ng back alive are
worse than slim How does that future | ook
to you?"

"Ch." Wl fbiter did not exactly smile
t hen, but he cane close. "Very satisfactory
i ndeed, sir."

WOLFBI TER
IV

Ei ght hundred days later, they rode
i nto Samarinda, nounted on the shaggy, tough ponies
of Altain, which had no great speed or beauty but
could anble on forever. The Bl ades were posing
successfully as free swords, two of the dozen
nondescri pt guards hired to guard Sheik
Akrazzanka's caravan of linen, ivory, and
dyestuffs. lronically, despite al
Kronman's skilled efforts at masqueradi ng as
an itinerant scholar, the wily traders were quite
convinced he was a spy, just on principle. They
did not care, since nost of themwere spying for someone
or other.

The sheer size of Altain made nmen feel |ike
fleas. lce-clad peaks lined the horizon--
cl ear at dawn, fading under the sun, and yet
reveal ed the next norning unchanged, as if a
whol e day's ride had achi eved not hi ng. Conpar ed
to those giants, the nearby gray-brown hills
seened insignificant, but hours of riding were
needed just to descend a slope or clinmb out of a
val l ey. Water holes were scattered and
preci ous, trees nonexistent, villages even
rarer. Fromtinme to time Durendal would catch a
glinpse of watchers in the distance but never of
tents; rare tracks and droppings were the only
sign of herds. In this parched enptiness, life was
a constant struggle against wind and dust, the gentle,
m sty | andscape of Chivial an incredible dream
A man nmight vie all day with a sadistic sun
searing his eyes and flesh, and at night be fending
off bitter frost under crystal stars.

A line of laden canels wound up the I ong
hillsi de ahead, but one |one rider cane
cantering back, shouting to every trader, driver, and
guard he passed, "Samarinda in sight!" Mbst
| aughed or cheered. Wien he reached the end of the
col um, he wheel ed around to retrace his path;
he drew al ongsi de Durendal. He sml ed,
teeth very white against his deep-tanned face--
Sir Wlfbiter, of course



What would the court of Chivial think of the two
of them now? Under conical, comcal felt hats,
their faces were as brown as dried dates. They
wore the baggy trousers and shapel ess snocks of the
country, colored a muddy shade, and they
reeked of man and horse and canel. Hair and
beards blewwild in the ceaseless wind. Only
the cat's-eye swords at their sides marked them
for what they were--or what they had once been and
m ght hope to be again.

"We'll nake it before sundown?"

Wl fbiter nodded firmy. "Journey's
end! Praise to the spirits!”

Amused by this rare display of enthusiasm
Durendal said, "It has been an interesting
trip, has it not?"

Hi s Bl ade gl anced appraisingly at him
"Mbderately, sir. You pronised nme seas and
deserts and nount ai ns--no conpl aints there.

Bri gands, yes. WId beasts, | think you
nmentioned. Not too many of those. Or pirates. But
hostile tribesnmen ... yes, you delivered

those." He did not nention the snakes,

scorpi ons, fevers, shipweck, aval anche,

forest fire, and dysentery.

"You delivered ne. 1'd be rotting in an
unmar ked grave in Thyrdonia if you had not been
with me. O feeding fish."

The Bl ade's faint snile indicated
satisfaction. At |least twi ce he had saved the
life of his friend and ward with a flashing thrust--and that

put himone ahead of Durendal. "But the sane
goes for nme, too. And we still have to find our way
hone again."

"Enjoy it. The rest of our lives will seem

dull after this."

"I amenjoying it, every mnute." He stared at
t he skyline, where the horses showed as dark dots.
"I"mconsidering killing Kromman. "

"You don't say? Why?"

"He makes ny binding itch."

He was probably joking--it was never easy
to tell. WIfbiter was a peerl ess conpani on, as
tough and reliable as a cat's-eye sword,
unconpl ai ni ng, resourceful, and usually a voice
of prudence to restrain Durendal's w | der
i mpul ses. Though he was four years younger, his
bl ood was colder. He would kill the inquisitor
wi thout a scruple if he thought he had reason
to.

"We'd never have made it here without him"
Durendal said hopefully. "He will probably
be as useful on our way home. Mirder needs
evi dence, Wl f." Not necessarily, because sone
Bl ades coul d detect danger to their
wards by pure instinct.

"He told me that they did a reading on you
once, and it foretold that you were a danger to the
Ki ng. "



Durendal |aughed with a confidence he did not quite
feel. "I know that, and the King knows it. It
doesn't worry him so why should it worry you?
Readi ngs are about as reliable as old wives'
weat her lore."

"And | know that. What matters is whether
Kromman believes it. If he does, then
he's a danger to you, out here in nowhere. He may
not want you ever to get hone."

"I honestly think he's nore of an asset than
a threat, Wl f."

The Bl ade gl anced thoughtfully at his ward.
"But how nmuch of an asset? One reason
don't trust himis because he doesn't trust us.
He has brought al ong conjurenents he hasn't
told us about. 1'd like to know why I nquisitor
Kromman' s bl anket [ ooks |ike mine and feels
like mne and yet weighs three tinmes as nuch."

Dur endal had not known that, and Wlfbiter's
satisfaction was irritating.

"l suppose he's just naturally
secretive."

"Then why did he tell me about the readi ng?
Way is he so unfriendly all the tinme?"

"Because he was taught sneering at inquisitors
school. | think he's never forgiven nme for
escapi ng his clutches once, that's all. | know
he's a human slug, but sarcasmisn't a
capital offense. He does have many good
qualities.”

"Name one."

"Resour ceful ness. And he's loyal to the King
--you just admitted that yourself. Conme on, friend, you can't
kill a man just because you don't like him"

After a monent Wol fbiter said, "You are an
ol d sourpuss!"”

VWhen they crested the rise and | ooked down the
long slope to Samarinda in the distance, it seened
di sappointingly simlar to other places they had
visited in this last stage of their trek. Like
Al zan or Koburtin, the city itself was only a
slightly rougher patch of the same drab brown as
t he overwhel nming | andscape, with a striking | ack of
shi ning towers or dones of jade, but the flat
val | ey bottom beyond it displayed the |ush
green of cultivation. Water made crops,
crops made food, food nmust be stored, stores
requi red defenses. In another hour or so,

Durendal discerned walls and a central building
hi gher than anything el se: pal ace, castle, or
nonast ery?

Sonmewhere between Altain and the court in Chivial, the
| egend had becone distorted. The military order
that Grand I nquisitor had described was known here
as the Brethren of the CGold Sword. She had
spoken of knights in a castle, which in the |oca
t ongue becanme nonks in a nonastery.

Dur endal had concluded that the distinction was of little



significance; the building would be fortified and the nen
woul d rule by force or reputation, as required.
O herwi se, the tale seened to be standing up. He
had expected it to retreat as he approached, |ike
a rainbow, but it had grown stronger all along the
Jade Road. Yes, agreed the traders, there
was much gold in Samarinda. They had chuckl ed at
hi s questions. A swordsman aski ng about Samari nda
could have only one thing in nmnd, wealth. Wat he
woul d find would be deat h.
"You are a fool to dreamso," old
Akrazzanka wheezed in the tal ks around the
canpfires. "Many strong young nmen have | guided
to Samarinda on that quest. Only two have
brought out again, either to east or to west."
"But sone wi n?" Durendal had asked. "Somne
succeed?"
"A few. Not that they manage to keep their
gold for long, you understand--any man foolish enough

to enter that contest will succunb to the first wonan or
rogue he neets--but yes, a fewlive and
depart with nuch fine gold. | have touched it."

Al the rest of the | egend m ght be faked, but
real gold leaving the city was inexplicable. No
one knew of mines or mners in the district, and
everyone agreed that Samarinda gold was the purest
gold in all the world, yellow butter-netal so
soft you could score it with your fingernails, |et
al one your teeth. Taking gold to Samarinda was a
byword for futility. If the answer was not the
phi | osophers' stone, what was it?

Journey's end. The two guards woul d | eave the
caravan here, as would the spy who pretended to be a
scholar. At Kronman's insistence, they had
conceal ed their relationship. If they did not die in
Samari nda, they could catch an eastbound caravan
in a few days or a nonth or two,
or when the spirits wlled.

Not an end, then, a halfway point. Say a
week in Samarinda to solve the Everman mystery,
or a nonth for a return caravan, and then two nore
years hone. Two nore years until he saw
Kat e agai n.

O the King.

Kate and the King, the King and Kate. He was stil
bound- - many ni ghts he woke up sweating, wondering
if his ward was safe.

The true defense of Samarinda nust be the
nmonks' skills in conjuration, for the city walls
stood only three spans high, which was nodest for a
place with a reputation for wealth. Few rooftops
within the walls overtopped them except the castle,
or nonastery, itself, which brooded above everything like a
hen within her chicks; yet Durendal had seen many
fortresses in Chivial nore inpressive. Four
stubby towers rose at the corners of the main
keep, each built of the same brown stone and
capped with a | ow pitched roof of green copper.

No faces peered fromthe tiny w ndows, no



pennants flew -no, nor even birds. It was
strange not to see at |east crows or pigeons
around an inhabited castle.
VWhen the sun turned pink in the dust of the
hori zon, he slid with relief fromhis pony's
back outside the city gate, am d an untidy
clutter of shanties and paddocks--busi nesses not
worth the high rents within the walls, constructions that
could be sacrificed if enem es attacked. He
handed the reins to one of the Sheik's drivers and
bade himfarewel|l; then he hefted his bundle
on his shoul der and headed for Wl fbiter, who was
doi ng rmuch the sane.
He made a conscious effort to speak in his nother
tongue. "Now we can be about the King's business!"
"After we have coll ected our pay, you nean."
Wl fbiter's eyes glinted as they did when he
was pl ayi ng nursemaid. "Sir!"

"You're right, | suppose. Where is the old
scoundr el ?"
They still carried great wealth strapped around their

wai sts and had no need of noney, but it would be
i nprudent to begin their activities in Samarinda
by showi ng that they were not what they said they were.
Wl fbiter was probably anxious not to give
Kronman a chance to criticize--the inquisitor
i nsisted that a careful agent never broke out of his
role.
Fi nding the Sheik and extracting their due was a
sl ow process. Akrazzanka was busy naking
arrangenents for his livestock, workers, and trade
goods. Wen he had a nonent to spare for two wandering
swordsnen, his nenory of their agreenent
naturally did not coincide with theirs, so everything
had to be haggled out all over again.
Thirsty, hungry, and al nbst weary enough to think of
hinmsel f as tired, Durendal strode at |ast toward
the gate with his bundle on his shoul der and
Wl fbiter at his heels. He need never fear
a knife in the back while he had his Blade with
him As soon as they left the anonymty of the
caravan, they were identified as visiting
swordsnen and surrounded by a yabbering nob of nen,
children, and even a few wonen.
"The finest house in all Samarinda ..
"My wife's cooking ..."
"My beautiful sister
The voi ces were hoarse and harsh, for every city in
Altain had its own dialect; but by tonmorrow they woul d
seemas intelligible as the Chivians at court.
He pushed on through the jabber, the waving hands. In
a few mnutes he spotted Kromman and headed
toward him Kronman turned to go into the city,
followi ng a bent old man; and the Bl ades in
turn trailed after himat a distance. Eventually
t he pinps and hawkers gave up and scuttl ed off
to find nore willing prey.
Poky all eys wound between walls still giving off
the day's breathl ess heat, although dusk was al nost over.



In Altain night fell faster than a

headsman's ax. The overpowering smells of

cooki ng, animals, people, and ordure seened very
close to visible. Strains of nusic drifted from
barred wi ndows, children wailed, mules and cattle
bell owed in the distance. Add, old, old

Stairs and doorsteps were hol |l owed by generations of
feet, cobbles were rutted, even the corners of the
houses seened rounded off; nortar had crunbl ed and
fallen out. Alzan was old and Koburtin even

ol der, but Samarinda was nore anci ent than anywhere.
Al ong the Jade Road it was a truth ordained

t hat when the gods built the world they began at
Samari nda and worked out fromthere. If each of the eight
el ements nust have a source, then Samarinda was the
fount of tinme.

The people were olive skinned and broad faced,
hiding their eyelids when they were not in use. Sone
of the wormen went veiled, not all. Mst
men had nustaches but either shaved their cheeks and chins
or else grew very little hair on them Yet here
and there were other types, a blond man and one with

near - bl ack skin. ... They bore swords.

They nust be visitors come to seek their fortunes.
Feeling a thrill of excitenment, Durenda

caught up with Kronman and fell into step. They

had hardly spoken since | eaving Koburtin.
Wl fbiter remained at his post, one pace behind
hi s ward.

The inquisitor wore the sane filthy,
shapel ess cl othes as the Bl ades, and even his
fish-belly face had turned brown on the
trek. H's beard was straggly and already streaked with
gray. "Congratul ations!" he said in
supercilious Chivian. "You nmade it all the
way to Sanarinda."

"I should not have done so wi thout your help, of
course. Do you think I am unaware of that?"

"Even you could not be so obtuse."

"Who is your friend? What is he peddling--his
daughters or worse?"

"His nane is Cabuk. He offers
accommodation for visiting swordsnmen, just |ike them
all, but when he said his place was the best, he was
lying | ess than any of the others were."
I nqui sitors were undeniably usefu
conpanions. It was a shame they could not be nore
pl easant peopl e.

Murder would be going a little far, though.

The ragged old man had reached their destination, a
set of staggered stone slabs protruding froma
wall to forma narrow and precarious stair, well
worn by use. He scanpered ninbly up to a
massi ve iron-studded door set about head
hei ght above the street; he unlocked it and
di sappeared inside. Wlfbiter went first--it would
have taken an arny to stop him Durendal and the
i nqui sitor foll owed.

The single roomwas furnished with a few dubi ous



rolls of bedding, a handful of stone crocks in one
corner, and a knee-high, rickety table. It was
loud with flies and hot as a sweat house, although the
two grilled wi ndows were ungl azed and there was an
open trapdoor in the awkwardly | ow ceiling.
| mreasurable time had stripped all but a few
traces of the original plaster fromthe walls and
reduced the floorboards to a creaking nesh of
gaps and splinters. Twilight showed through the roof
in places, giving just enough light to see little
Cabuk standing in the mddle of this ruin, beam ng at
his visitors as if he expected themto go
into raptures over such |uxury.

It was rmuch better than nost of the places in which
Durendal had lived during the past two years.
The [ ong journey had been | ess arduous than the
nmont hs spent waiting for ships or caravans.

"Nobl e | ords!" Cabuk declared. "Behold the
finest lodging in all Samarinda! No one
di sputes that it is the nost fortunate for al
swordsnen; for many, many who slept here have won
vast wealth in the arena."” This was clearly a
wel | -rehearsed speech. "I have it npst
expertly enchanted every nmonth without fail for that
purpose. Here, while you wait your turns, you
have privacy and security. Here you will not be
nol ested by rats and other vermn, as you will be in al
ot her establishnents w thout exception. Here is
cool by day and warm at night, see? My w ves
are the nost excellent cooks in the city and ny
daughters will attend nost expertly to the persona
needs that strong young nen |like yourselves must have. Their
beauty is famed throughout Altain and they are
absolutely free of lice or disease or
defects--practically virgins and yet very
skilled. I also have two charm ng young sons, if you
seek variety, no nore than this high, see?
Anyt hi ng what soever that we can do to nake your stay in
Samari nda nore pl easurable, you have only to ask
And for this, a nere two dizorks a night, although
my wives rail shrilly at me for ny insane
generosity."

In cash, of course. Swordsmen woul d be poor
credit risks in Samarinda.

Directly underfoot, two of the w ves or
near virgins began screanmi ng at each ot her
Wl fbiter dropped his bundle and went to clinb
the | adder, which creaked even | ouder than the fl oor
di d.

"He's lying through his beard about the daughters,"”
Kromman said in Chivian. "The rest is
probably not far off the truth. Apart fromthe
nmoney, naturally. You want one boy or both,
Sir Durendal ?"

That was a typically Krommani an sneer
Fidelity was a difficult concept for him
to appreciate. He could not understand Durendal's
celibacy, and even Wl fbiter thought it odd.

"You are the expert, Ivyn," Durendal said



wearily. "Negotiate realistically,
but don't nake a career out of it, please. No
boys for ne."
Kromman said, "One obit per night,
including all the food we can eat and fresh water
whenever we need it."
Cabuk screamed as if inpaled. "One
obit? | have never accepted less than a
di zork and a half, and that was in mdw nter."
"I bet you've taken four obits and been
gl ad of them"
"Never! But since there are only three of you and

you seem honest and wel | - behaved persons, | will
make an exception and take one and a half
di zorks."

"Four obits," Kromman said with a
satisfied tone. "Here, take it and begone."
"Wait!" Durendal cut off the next
flood of protest fromthe Iandlord. "I have a whole
di zork here for information--in addition to the rent, just
this once. W want food and beer, but no
daughters.”
The old man hesitated and then nodded
grudgi ngly. "But tonorrow we nust reach a nore reasonabl e
arrangenent . "
Dur endal dropped his bundl e near the wal
and sat down, |eaning back agai nst the wall
Kronman fol ded down where he was standi ng.
"Aha!" the old man said. "You want mne
to tell you how you go about winning all the gold you can
carry. You could not have asked a better expert. But
first " He dropped to his knees and put his
mouth to a gap in the boards. "Food!" he
screaned. "At once, food! A feast for six
m ghty warriors! Do not bring shame upon ny
house by scrinping, you bitches! They are huge
men and starving. And send up beer at once for these
nobl es. Enough for all six to drink thenselves into a
stupor, or | shall whip you to death's door." He
sat back and crossed his |legs. "Now, ny
lords, | shall tell you the truth of the wonders of
Sanmari nda. "

Wl fbiter came squeaki ng down the | adder and
nodded to say that there were no problenms on the roof--
security being his responsibility, of course.
They woul d probably sleep up there. He
settled hinmself cross-1egged, close to the door

Cabuk rubbed his spidery hands,
produci ng a rasping sound. "Around dawn, noble
lord, you go to the courtyard of the nobnastery and give
your name to the nonkeys on the gate. There is a
long waiting list, you understand." He rubbed his hands
again gleefully at that thought. "About an hour after
sunrise, they start calling out nanes. If
yesterday's chal |l enger won, then he is called
agai n--given a chance to double his fortune, see?



El se the next nanme in line is called. If that
man does not answer, then the nonkeys call the
next, see? No man is ever given a second
chance if he msses his first."

That was the first new information. Durendal had
heard the rest many tinmes al ready, even the peculiar
stories of nmonkeys. The traders insisted that the
Monastery of the Gol den Sword was guar ded
by man-size tal ki ng nmonkeys.

"Wait. These nobnkeys? Do they wite down
t he names?"

Cabuk cackl ed, sounding startled. "Mnkeys
cannot wite, my lord!"

"I never heard of any that could talk, either
How long is the waiting list?"

"Usually a couple of weeks, ny lord."

"I heard a couple of nonths."

"It is very rarely that long. | have not checked
recently.”

Kromman scratched his knee. It was understood
that the inquisitor noved his | eft hand when he
snelled a lie.

"So the nmonkeys renenber every name in the
correct order? For nonths?"

"These are no ordi nary nonkeys, ny |ord.

They will renenber a man's face for years. Wiere
was | ?" Cabuk's speech was obviously given

by rote. Having been interrupted, he m ght have
to begin at the begi nning again.

"The nmonkey just called out nmy nane."

"Um yes. When a man responds, then he
cones forward to chal |l enge. The nobnkeys nake
sure that he is armed only with a sword, and he
must strip to the waist to show that he is not wearing
arnor. He beats on the gong. The door opens
and one of the brothers cones out with the gol den sword and
they fight. If the chall enger wounds the brother
then he is taken inside and cones out carrying al
the gold he can nove. Anything he drops before
he reaches the gate must remain. If he falls

over, then he loses it all, but that is a fair
penalty for greed, yes? It is very
simple. | have seen it done nany tines."

"What happens if the brother kills hinP"

The ol d man shrugged his tiny shoul ders. "He
di es, of course. But you seema nobst noble and
virile swordsman, ny lord, and your conpani ons
al so." He glanced uncertainly at Kronmman
who did not, although in fact he was an outstandi ng
amateur. "I am sure you will prosper,
especially if you are living under this roof of great
good fortune."

The door creaked open. A woman waddl ed
in, carrying a |eather bucket with both hands and
hol di ng t hree drinking horns tucked under her
arnms, bringing an unm stakabl e stench of beer. The
foul Altain brew was made fromgoats' mlk and
probably other things even worse, but the traders
insisted it kept away the flux. It did seem



to settle the stomach.

"My eldest," Cabuk said. "Is she not
anple? In all Altain there are no nore generous
breasts. Drop your gown, child, and display your
charms to these noble lords."

"That will not be necessary," Durendal said sharply.
"Leave the beer, wench. W will serve ourselves."

He waited until she had gone. "How el se can
one approach the brethren?"

"Er ... | do not understand, ny lord."

"I'f I just wanted to speak with them or one of
them-can | go to the door at sonme other time of day
wi t hout issuing a chall enge?"

"But why?" Cabuk sounded so puzzled that perhaps
none of his custonmers had ever asked himsuch a question
bef ore. "What ot her business could you have with thenf"

"Suppose | just wanted to ask them a question."

"I never heard of that being done, my lord. No
one ever goes in or out of the nonastery except as
| have told you."

Kromman's fingers did not nove

Dur endal persisted. "Who delivers their
f ood?"

"I--1 do not know, ny lord!"

"How of ten does the chall enger win? Once a
nont h?"

"Ch, nore often than that."

Kromman rubbed his chin.

"And are these brothers truly imortal, as the
| egends say?"

"I ndeed they nust be, your honor," the old
man said unwillingly. "I have seen themall ny
life. Wien | was but a child, ny father would
sit me on the wall to watch the duels, and they were
the sane nen then as they are now. | know t hem al
--Herat, Sahrif, Yarkan, Tabriz, and
all the others. They are no ol der now than they were
then. ™

Kromman's fingers were still.

"Thank you. The food soon." Durenda
flipped a coin, which Cabuk snatched out of the dark
with surprising agility--take him back
to Ironhall, maybe?

As the door closed behind him the inquisitor
spoke in Chivian, "Mstly true."

"But not once a nonth?"

"No. What did the caravan guards say?"

"About once a year. O less.”

Wl fbiter snorted with disgust. "They nmust be
fiery good fighters! And the challengers are earth
stupid! Three or four hundred to one? Those
odds are not worth it."

"Not to Sir Wl fbiter," Durendal said
"But if you were a strong young peasant with
absol utely not hing--no herds, no |l ands, and could
see no other way of winning a wife--they m ght
seem r easonabl e. "

Hi s cautious Bl ade obviously disagreed.

He would be a lot less likely ever to accept



such a ganbl e than his inpetuous ward woul d.

Kromman rose and creaked across to inspect the
crocks in the corner. "Do you suppose the odds
are adjusted to draw the required nunmber of
chal | enger s?"

Durendal had not thought of that. "You mean the
brothers deliberately | ose once a year?

Fl anes! " They m ght be
even-better-than-fiery good.

"You did not ask about Sir Everman."
Wl fbiter made the statement a question.

"I wanted to see if our flea-bitten friend
woul d nmention himon his own. Now | want to know why
he didn't. Besides, we have the rest of our lives
ahead of us. We'll take this nystery one step
at atinme."

"I may nmake a conpetent agent out of you
yet," Kromman remarked in his unpl easant
hoar se rasp.

onserving a dangerous glint in his Blade's
eye, Durendal said hastily, "After we've
eaten, if we don't fall ill inmrediately,

"Il take a stroll around the town."

Wl fbiter rose and took a step
to stand before the door. He drew Fang and rai sed
her in the duelists' salute. "Over ny dead
body. "

"Put it away; you're bluffing."

Fang went back in her scabbard. "But |I'm
not joking, sir. Al those strong young peasants you
nmenti oned, trapped here for nmonths waiting their
turn, running out of nmoney ... Do you remenber
where | put the manacl es?"

He had a good point. Samarinda after dark woul d
not be a haven of tranquility and a prudent nman
woul d explore it first in daylight. "Al right,
nurse, tonight I'1l behave nyself."

"Thank you."

The inquisitor said, "This is the water jug and
this is the chanber pot, | think. Confirmthat
pl ease, Sir Wlfbiter."

About once a year, Kronmman showed signs
of a sense of hunor.

They left at first light, |ocking the door behind
themin the certain know edge that it would not keep Cabuk from
rummagi ng through their packs while they were out. The
al | eyways were deserted still, but the nonastery was so
high that it could not be hard to find. Soon they were
wal king parallel to it, seeing it |oom ng over the
adj oi ni ng bui | di ngs.

"Makes no sense!" Wl fbiter conpl ai ned.

"These houses nust butt up against it. Wiy give
your enenmies a three-story |leg up?"

If his quick wits did not understand, then his ward's
certainly would not. "Because you defend yourself with
conjuration, | expect. The fortifications are just for



show. '

Then they turned a corner into a square, the first
open space they had found in the city. The side
to their left was the front wall of the monastery, a
snoot h and forbidding curtain of stone between two
corner towers. The other three sides were a
tightly packed junble of the ranshackle, chaotic
houses of Samarinda, a continuous frontage
broken only by a few narrow all eys. Mst of the
square itself was occupied by the fateful courtyard of the
| egends, defined by a chest-high wall on three
sides, directly abutting the nonastery on the
fourth. The terrace between the wall and the houses
provi ded both access to the dwellings and a grandstand
for spectators, for the flagstones of the
court lay a man's hei ght bel ow street |evel

"The bear pit. Once you're in you're in."

Durendal |eaned on the wall and peered over

He wondered how often some poor wetch lost his

nerve down there and was pursued around and around by an
i Mmortal conjurer welding a golden sword.

The coping of the wall was too smooth to offer any

hope of a handhold; it had been polished

by centuries of arms |leaning on it.

In the chill dawn light, the courtyard stood
deserted and the nonastery door was closed. The arch
was | arge enough to take a | oaded wagon, which was
clearly inpractical, as the only other way in
or out of the courtyard was a barred gate directly
opposite, and it was only nan-size. Steps
outside it led up to street level, while
close inside it stood a post with a single arm Iike
a gallows, and fromthat hung a bronze di sk about
shield size. Cabuk had nentioned a gong.

A dozen or so nen were already |eaning on the wall
near the gate. Durendal set off to join them in
the belief that they woul d have chosen the best place
to view the show Before he reached the corner, a
door in one of the houses opened and the biggest man
he had ever seen energed, bent al nost double. He
straightened up to tree stature and put his hands
on his hips. He | ooked up at the norning and
then down at Durendal. He was obviously not a
native of Altain, for his hair was the wong
color. He was all hair: tawny beard
trailing to his waist, a cinnamon mane hangi ng
down his back, a black bearskin around his |oins,
and man-fur everywhere el se. He bore a shiny
steel battle-ax on his back. He woul d have
curdl ed bl ood had he not at once grinned from
ear to ear.

"You're newt Do you speak Puliarsh? | am
Khi va son of Zanbul ."

"Durendal the Bastard."

"Chal i ce of Zuropolis."

"Wl fbiter the Terrible."

"Wl cone! " He | ooked doubtfully down
at Wl fbiter, who did not come up to his
ni ppl es. "How terribl e?"



The Bl ade gave hima malignantly
cal cul ated glare. "Appalling when | have to get
up before dawn. Quite patient otherw se."

The col ossus took a nmonment to work that out and
decide it was a joke. He laughed, a sound like
runaway barrels. "Are you going to put
i n your names today? Cone!"

He set off with long strides. Durenda
wal ked with him letting the other two foll ow

"We'll decide if we want to enter when
we' ve seen a few fights. "

"They're very good, all of them But | am
better."

Was he? A warrior who let his hair or
beard grow I ong was inviting opponents to catch
hold of it. "WII they let you fight with that ax?"

"Yes. The nonkey said it would be all right."

"How | ong have you been waiting?"

Khi va pondered. "Weks. But |'m due
soon, because | don't know anyone who was here when
| came, except Gartok son of Glgit.

It will be nice to have sonmeone el se who can speak
Puliarsh. | have been | onely since Ysog was
called."”

"Have you seen any w nners?"

"No. But you will, if you watch ne. | have a
worman waiting for me, friend Durendal! Her father
said | could not have her because | had no fl ocks.
When | go hone, | shall buy up all the
flocks in the village and buy her with them and
everyone will be amazed. And | may take her
sisters, too."

Al as, when the brains and brawn were passed out,
Khi va son of Zanmbul had been served tw ce
fromthe same pot and m ssed the other one altogether

A coupl e of dozen aspiring swordsnen had
gathered at the gate now, and nore were drifting in.
As soon as the newconers introduced thenselves, it
became clear that many of the other contestants had the
same cognitive shortcom ngs as Khiva son
of Zambul, but a few were quite inpressive. It
made sense that only fools or very skilled
swordsnmen would venture their lives in the Col den
Sword Stakes. One nman in particul ar stood
out as having a followi ng. He was | arge but not
ungai nly, past his first youth but still lithe. H's
swart hy, hooked-nosed features probably
cane from sonmewhere on the shores of the Seventh Sea,
and his curved sword certainly did. He gave
his name as Gartok son of Glgit.

"Ah! Then you are next?" Durendal said.

Hi s dark eyes gleamed in a smle. "I
believe so. It is inpossible to be certain.

There were forty-six here when | put in my name, but
many becone dispirited and go hone. | have been here
forty days. It nust be soon."

Dur endal wondered why he could not just ask the
nmonkeys to tell himwhere he stood on the list,
but the question seemed so absurd that it stuck in his



throat. "And you believe you can w n?"

Gart ok shrugged. "If they send out Tabriz
or Valman, | have a very good chance. Agai nst
Karaj or Saveh, a reasonable one. | have not
seen all the brethren in action, and a couple of them
only once. |If Herat conmes or Everman or
Tejend, then | am dead."

Aha! "1 was told that Evernman was a recent
recruit to the brotherhood?"

Gart ok shrugged again. "So they say. He has
a strange style, but he is deadly. | have
wat ched himtwi ce. He does not toy with his
victinms as Karaj and Herat do. He goes
straight for the heart. Stab! Like that!"

Ever man had been a rapier man.

Bef ore Durendal could ask nore, a nurmur of
excitement drew his attention to the courtyard. The
sun was over the rooftops now, already hot. One
of the flagstones had lifted |ike a trapdoor, and the
nmonkeys were energing. He left Gartok and
strode along the terrace a few yards to watch this
performance nmore directly.

The only nonkey he had ever seen had been a
pet chained to a beggar's wist in Ufalin, and that
had been a tiny animal. These were as tall as he
was, although they wal ked stooped with a shanbling
gait; and they nost certainly outwei ghed him They
were all fenale, wearing | oose trousers of
many- col ored material --scarlet, blue, green
and gol d--and each had a sword on her back, the
scabbard hel d by shoul der straps. He counted
seven of the strange beasts before a dark hairy arm
pul | ed the trapdoor closed. Two shuffled
toward the gate; the others spread out to the sides
of the yard. Then they just stood, waiting.

He gl anced behind him and for once his Bl ade was
not there. He went back to the group at the gate,
receiving an angry stare from Wl fbiter, who could not
have noticed hi m| eave.

Not hi ng very nuch seened to be happeni ng. Gartok
t he senior contestant, was holding forth to a dozen or
so intent disciples, passing on his own observations
of the nonks' personal styles, plus w sdom
coll ected by others--the group folklore of a
uni que, ever-changi ng gl adi ator society.

"Yarkan | have not seen. He is of great
stature, like Sahrif, but may be known
by his chest hair, which is black and in a
cruci form pattern. He has been wounded either
twice or three tines in living nenory, always
on the left leg and always with a rapier. He is
| eft-handed and often uses a broadsword. That
is a very tricky conbination, ny friends, a
br oadsword comi ng fromyour right! They may well
send hi m out agai nst Khiva son of Zanbul ."

One of the listeners made a remark about Khiva
son of Zanbul that sent the others off into nervy
| aughter. Fortunately the giant was not within
earshot, or else the joke had not been phrased



in Puliarsh.

A newconer went by and started down the stairs.
At once everyone fell silent and crowded around
the railing to listen. He was older than nost, with
silver in his beard, but he noved well and bore
a very long single-edged sword on his back. He
peered through the bars at the two waiting nonkeys.

One said, "G ve nme your nane and you will be
called in turn.” Her voice was deep and
throaty but perfectly intelligible. Her |ips
and tongue were bl ack. She had dangling breasts,
al t hough not as prom nent as a woman's, and the
ni ppl es were bl ack al so.

"Ardebil son of Kepri."

"You will be called, Ardebil son of
Kepri."

"May | use this sword?"

"It will be permtted.”

Ardebil clinbed back up the steps and was at
once hailed as a wel come addition to the group
Had that been a person of grotesque appearance
he had spoken with or an intelligent aninmal?

Suppose Durendal went down and asked the
nonkey to deliver a message to Brother
Ever man- - what then?

The terrace was filling up as the hour of
chal | enge approached, so he strolled off in
search of a clear space of wall to | ean on
Wl fbiter joined himon one side, Kronman
on the other.

"There nust be forty contestants here."

"Forty-two," said Kronman. "A good agent
col l ects exact information. And here cone anot her
three. Those six over there with the wonen are unarned,
probably just spectators. So is the man with the
boy. "

"Wuld it be easier to enchant a nonkey into a
thing that size and nake it talk or
to enchant a woman into |ooking |ike a nonkey?"

The inquisitor sneered. "I amnot a
conjurer, Sir Durendal. My guess would be the
latter, but conjuration is not always |ogical. Do you
agree?"

"Yes. They seemto be intelligent, not just
trained animals, although | can't be certain. The
feat of menmory still troubles me. Is there such a
thing as a menory-enhanci ng conjuration?"

"Possibly. W rnust find out what el se the
brutes do."

"I think they prevent anyone else interfering
in the duel." Wlfbiter was clearly having
ni ght mares of his ward down there fighting for his
life.

One of the nonkeys by the gate shanbl ed over to the
gong and reached up a very long armto rap on it with
her knuckles. A netallic note
reverberated through the court. She went back to the
gate as her conpanion there bell owed out a
sunmons.



"Jubba Ahlat!"

Heads turned this way and that along the long Iine
of spectators.

"Jubba Ahlat!"

"Master Ahlat has apparently thought better
of his rashness," Kronman said. "Prudent young
fellow"

"I have never heard you speak sense before,
Inquisitor,"” Wlfbiter retorted.

"You do not listen. One of the canel drivers
told me that if a man comes back years |ater
to try again, the nmonkeys will always remenber himand
refuse hima second chance, no matter what
nane he gives."

Athird time Ahlat's name was called, and stil
there was no response. Mre spectators were
drifting into the square. Faces had appeared at
t he wi ndows of the surroundi ng houses.

"Gartok son of Glgit!"

"Here!"

The Thyrdoni an haul ed off his tunic and then
his shirt. Each was snhatched fromhis fingers by a group
of small boys who had gathered near the steps and
promptly began fighting over the oot with many
shrill curses. Wen he contributed his dagger
one of them grabbed it and ran; others pursued.
Finally Gartok enptied his pockets, showering
coi ns over the remaining scavengers, and hurried
down the steps to the gate that now stood
open for him

"This is barbaric!" Kromman grow ed.

"My Blade and | do not disagree.”

One of the nonkeys cl anged the gate shut and
| ocked it. The other intercepted Gartok, paw ng
at himto nake sure he had brought no conceal ed
weapons. Then she stood aside and let him
stride out into the sunshine, naked to the waist,
flashing his scimtar as he flexed his arnms for
battl e.

He went to the gong and struck it with the flat of his
bl ade, crashing out an earsplitting boomthat
echoed back and forth.

Bar baric, yes, but there was sonme horribly
primtive attraction in a contest to the death.
Durendal could not have torn hinmself away for anything
except imredi ate danger to his ward, the King.

A second boom on the gong, then a third--

t he chal | enge delivered

The great iron-bound door of the nonastery began
to open, swinging slowy inward to reveal a blank
wal | of sunlit stone, which was to be expected in a
castle, where an invader breaking down the front
door would find hinself confined to a passage and
def enders dropping mssiles on his head.

A man strode in fromone side and advanced
until he was in the center of the arch, then turned
to face his opponent across the width of the court.
Experi enced spectators began whi spering a nane,
which in a noment worked its way along to the



Chi vi ans: Herat!

Gart ok had naned three who could certainly
kill himand two who toyed with their victins.
Herat had bel onged to both groups.

The nmonk was cl ean-shaven and wore his bl ack
hair cropped short. He had the hollow belly
and hairless chest of a youth barely into nanhood, but
appear ances were reputed to be deceptive in
Samari nda. He energed fromthe archway and paused
to raise his sword in a duelist's salute
while the great door silently closed behind him
H s bl ade shone gol d.

Gartok returned the salute. The two nen
mar ched toward each other. They | ooked nore |ike man and
boy, though

They met in the center, Herat stopping first and
raising his blade at guard to let the chall enger
strike first. He turned his right shoul der toward his
opponent and placed his left hand on his hip,
fencer style. Gartok leaped in at
once with a dazzlingly fast two-handed sl ash. The
youngster parried it easily, and the chall enger junped
back. He began to circle, making feinting
nmoverent s, now using a matchi ng one-handed grip.
The nonk turned slowy to keep facing him

Kromman said, "An expert conmentary, if you
pl ease, Sir Durendal ."

"That was a very wild stroke. Gartok told ne
that Herat likes to play cat and nouse. He was
ganbl i ng on surprise and assunmi ng Herat woul d not
strike himdead if it failed."

"Coul d he have done?"

"I think so. Too early to be sure."

Gart ok cl osed again, but Herat |eaped back
barely parrying. And again. The fight noved
swiftly across the court.

"Now who's w nni ng?" asked the inquisitor

"Why play ignorant?" Wl fbiter
snarl ed. "We know how good you are with a sword."

"Herat is," Durendal said. "Did you see
how neatly he avoi ded being pi nned agai nst the wall?
Gartok' s good. Not hing fancy, but fast and
accurate. Herat's going to wear himout, though.”

True enough. Herat let his opponent drive
himthree tines across the full width of the court,
until the older man began to tire. The third
time the nmonk was al nost backed into a wall, he
changed tactics w thout warning and went on the
of fensive in a flurry of clangorous parries
and ripostes. Round two had begun. Now the
pace was even faster, and it was Gartok who was in
full retreat. Mnkeys shanbl ed out of the way
whenever the battle cane near

"Do we have to watch this?" Wlfbiter asked
bitterly.

"That bad?" said the inquisitor

"The only thing left to bet on is how | ong
he'll be nade to suffer.”

O how long flesh and bl ood coul d stand that



pace, Durendal thought. He had never seen a
bout continue so long wthout a touch, and those were real
swords, not lightweight foils. "The kid is
superb. | wouldn't last a mnute against him
Wl |, maybe two. But he'd al ways beat ne.
You agree, Wl f?"
"Loyalty forbids me to answer, sir.
Look at that! Point, edge, point again. He
hasn't repeated a nove. He's just playing!"

The crowd was beconi ng noi sy. Even Kronmman
was show ng signs of excitenent, drunm ng
his fists on the wall. "This is it!" he rasped
as Gartok was expertly herded into a corner

But no. Wth a wild slash at the nonk's head
he broke out of the trap--was allowed to break
out. And round three began, for now Herat sw tched
to a very dirty game, pricking his opponent here and
there as the fancy took him chest, arns, face,
even | egs. None of the wounds seened serious, but
soon the ol der man was streaning bl ood, while stil
fighting desperately. He was driven
nmet hodi cal | y backward around the courtyard, as if
to allow all the spectators a clear view of his
hum liation. In a nmoment they passed bel ow t he
Chivians, both fighters gasping for breath.

They did not progress much farther before pain and
despair and sheer exhaustion triunphed. The
chal | enger conceded. Wth a how, he dropped his
sword and spread out his arnms, waiting for the coup
de grace. The two nen stood in tabl eau
for a noment, chests nmoving |ike bell ows. Durenda
was fairly sure that Herat had been sl ow ng down
near the end, so he was not w thout human |imntations,
even if he was imortal

The boy spoke and gestured, pointing at the
ground.

Gart ok shook his head, and spoke a word that was
audi bl e over the whole silent square: "Never!"

Her at | aughed and flicked his golden sword in
the ol der nman's face. Gartok screanmed once
and doubl ed over, but then he straightened up again,
cl asping his hands to his eyes, bleeding and blinded,
still too proud to kneel. That was a gane he could
never win. Herat paced around himlike a giant
cat circling its prey, making random cuts, but
seem ngly just amusing hinself, not playing to the
gallery, for he never once | ooked at the
spectators. Gartok was being flayed alive and
could not see the strokes com ng. He screaned and
staggered; it sounded as if he was begging, but again he
refused a command to kneel. Eventual ly Herat
cut his throat and wal ked away, |eaving him
to bleed to death.

The great door swung open to receive him Sonething
about the way he wi ped sweat fromhis forehead and the
rel axed way he wal ked suggested a young athlete
returning froma strenuous but enjoyabl e workout.

"I think we have seen all we need,”

Durendal said thickly. H's gut was heaving.



"Why?" Wl fbiter asked. H s face was
pal e under his deep tan

"Wat ?"

"Why, sir? Wiat is the purpose of al
t hi s?"

"I wish I knew"

It was a curious question. Did barbarity need a
pur pose?

They wal ked in silence through all eyways al ready
stiflingly hot under the m dsumer sun, bustling with
peopl e and carts and pack ani mals. Durendal chose
to | eave the square by the far side and continued to bear
left, staying as close to the nonastery as he coul d.

A couple of tines he had to retrace his steps

at dead ends, but he had no serious trouble in

circling all the way around. He found only two

pl aces where he could stand in the street and touch the
fortress. Everywhere else it was behind houses. There
was no ot her door.

Havi ng now given hinself tine to think, he led the
way back to their roomat the top of the precarious
stairway of slabs. He saw at a glance that the
packs had been enptied and carel essly stuffed
back together. Cabuk had not been subtle. Know ng
hi s guests expected himto snoop and steal, he would
see no need to be devious about it.

Dur endal scranbled up the | adder to the roof, which
was adnittedly a superior feature of Hotel
Cabuk. At one tinme the house had possessed
anot her story, and nost of the walls were still there, even
to wi ndows bl ocked by the stonework of adjoining
bui I di ngs. Wen the original roof had burned
away to a few charred beans, the owners had spread
clay over the floor. The result seened
likely to collapse at any moment, but the
resulting patio was private and as cool as
anywhere in Samarinda coul d be.

He ki cked away enough litter to make a clearing
on the shady side and sat down. The other two
did the sane. Finding he had a view of the
nmonastery towers, he glared at themw th sudden
hatred. Why? Wiy nmurder a man every day? Accordi ng
to the | egends, this had been going on for thousands of
years. The Mnastery of the Gol den Sword had
al ways been there. There was no record of its founding.
Two years he had spent coming here, two years
he would need to return, and it seemed as if it would
all be wasted. He would go hone with only
failure to report.

"Anyone want to eat?" he asked eventually,
and hi s conpani ons shook their heads.

"l deas, then. H's Majesty told ne
to rescue Everman or at least find out what
happened to him W have--did have--an eyew t ness
who saw himfight, so he's alnost certainly stil
alive." Was that progress? Yesterday at this



time, he had not expected as much. "At worst we
must |inger here until he fights again and WIf and
| can identify him But how we go about getting a

message to him | can't for the life of me ..

The castl e--or nonastery, whichever you want

to call it--seens to have no other door. Even if

it has its own well for water, they still have to get

food in and night soil out. Cabuk didn't
know, but he wouldn't care.”

Wl fbiter was wearing his steady, calculating
stare. "And wonen. Monks may abstain, but
kni ghts rarely do, even in theory. Those houses
crammed agai nst the walls, they bother me, they
really do."

"You noticed the nonkeys are all femal e?
Per haps they don't always | ook |ike nonkeys." The
alternative did not bear thinking about. "You think
there's a secret way in?"

"Must be. Several, through the houses. One of the
nmerchants told me that Samarinda is a good
pl ace to buy swords. We can try to find out who
sells them and where he gets them"

"They may just |eave themon the flagstones for the
scavengers."

"Yes, sir. But why not put |nquisitor
Kronman to work interview ng harlots and see if
any of themever get called in by the brethren?
He's good at that sort--"

"Don't you start being childish. He's bad
enough. Today we explore the town and ask sone
guarded questions. And we ought to find that nerchant who
sent the letter. Wiat was his nane--Quchan?"

"Why?" Kronman asked with a di sagreeabl e
pout .

"I'"ll wite one and give it to himto send on
t he next eastbound caravan. Then at |east the King
may learn that we arrived." Assuming it ever
arrived, which was probably not probable. "If we
fail to return, he'll be less tenpted to send
anyone el se.™

"But Quchan may very well be in | eague with the
brethren. | suggest you wait a few days first."

Dur endal conceded the point with a nod,
knowi ng that the inquisitor was nuch better at
intrigue than he woul d ever be.

For a nonent Kronmman sat with a sour
expression on his face. Then he sighed. "I
wi sh | could show you both up as stupid
nmuscl ebound | outs for m ssing sonething obvious.
do think that's what you are, but | can't expose you
at the noment. W nust prepare an escape
route in case we need to leave in a hurry. |
suggest we buy five horses and saddl es and
stabl e them at one of those establishments outside the
gates. If we pay a high enough daily rate,
t hey should remain avail able.”

"Five?" Wlfbiter said. "You think
Polydin's still alive too?"

"Everman was only twenty-two when he cane



here. Few nuscl ebound | outs could be bribed with a
prom se of imortality at that age." The
i nqui sitor sneered. "The brethren found a
Bl ade' s weak spot, that's obvious."

He meant Evernman's ward, because if they held
Jaque Pol ydi n hostage, they could force
Everman to do anything. It was a horribly
| ogi cal way to explain how an honorabl e
swor dsman had been turned into a col d- bl ooded
killer.

"Well, there's our first day," Durendal said.

"We' || see about horses, and explore the city

and nmake inquiries. | suppose we had

better eat sonething now before it gets any hotter
Tonorrow we' Il watch another man die.”

It was small consol ati on that Kromman seened
to be as baffled as he and Wl fbiter were.

The next day began very nmuch like the first, with the
Chivians arriving at the courtyard as the sun was
rising. Durendal wal ked only a few yards
al ong the wall and stopped before he reached the house
from whi ch Khiva son of Zanmbul had energed the
previ ous norni ng.

"I want to watch from here today."

"Why?" demanded the inquisitor

"Just a whim You go 'round and talk to the human
sacrifices if you want."

A owering suspiciously, Kronman remai ned.

So, of course, did Wl fbiter

The chal l engers were gathering by the gate,
conspi cuously includi ng Khiva son of
Zambul , that hairy giant standing head and
shoul ders above even the tallest. The sun craw ed
up over the buildings, spreading brightness across the
fl agstones. Yesterday's bl oodstains were a darker
bl ack, but the whole of the courtyard was a dark
color, dyed by the dried blood of centuries.

The previous day's inquiries had done not hing
to solve the nystery. Neither the inquisitor nor the
two Bl ades had nmanaged to | earn anything about the
nmonastery's domestic arrangenments. No stal
keeper had adnmitted to delivering food or know ng
who did, and the nen who gathered the night soi
clainmed they did not collect any fromthe
bret hren. None of which neant anything if
Wl fbiter's guess about conceal ed entrances was
correct.

The expedition had purchased horses in case
it must nmake a quick getaway. \Wether a snall
party could travel across Altain unnol ested was
anot her problem but if they could just reach
Koburtin, they could wait there for a caravan.

The trapdoor rose, and the first nonkey
cl anbered out.

Durendal began to wal k then, and his conpani ons
followed in puzzled silence. They joined the



contestants, who greeted them cheerfully and asked
if they were now ready to submit their nanes.

Suddenly he decided to tackle the nonkey
guardi ans. He had not intended to, for he would be
drawi ng attention to hinself and m ght even put
Everman in danger, but he had learned to trust his
i mpul ses. Swordsnen who waited to anal yze
problems tended to die wi thout finding answers. He
headed for the steps. Wl fbiter nuttered a curse
and foll owed. Although the gate was still closed, the
nmonsters were clearly visible through the bars. They had
long tails, huge yellow fangs, an acrid
ani mal stench, and cal luses on their shoul ders where
t he scabbard straps had worn the hair off. They
were certainly not people in costunmes, yet the dark
eyes seened intelligent.

"G ve me your name and you will be called in
turn,” one of them said.

VWen he did not reply, she repeated the
statenment in another |anguage, and then again in a
tongue he did not know.

"I amnot ready to do that. | wish to speak with
one of the brothers."

The nonkey scratched herself with big black
nails.

Feeling his skin crawm, he tried again. "I
have sonmething inportant to tell the brethren.”

Still no reaction. He glanced at
Wl fbiter. "Do you think she doesn't understand
or won't?"

"Wn't. 1'd be happier if you stood
farther fromthe bars, sir. | don't know how fast
she is."

Durendal noved back against the wall to ease
the strain on his ward, although the nmonkey's |ong arm
m ght still be able to reach himthere.

"I'f you are going to put our names in,"

Wl fbiter said tensely, "give themmine first.

I will not be able to remain in the gallery if you are
down here fighting." He was speaking Chivian, but
coul d nonkeys have the gift of tongues al so?

"I"mnot going to put anybody's nane in.
am not crazy, and | have a duty to report back
to ny ward. Don't you answer questions?"

The nonkey scratched agai n inpassively.

The answer was no. The other one turned and
shanbl ed toward the gong to begin the day's
spectacle. Wth an angry sense of failure,

Durendal trotted back up to the street and went
in search of a place to watch from He had gai ned
not hi ng and mi ght have warned t he opposition that
Everman's friends had arrived at |ast.

The summons of the gong di ed away.

"Khi va son of Zanbul!"

"Here!" roared the giant. He ripped off his
bearskin and hurled it to the waiting scavengers, then
went plungi ng naked down the stairs. He energed
t hrough the gate, crouching under the stone lintel, and
strode past the nonkeys. He was much | arger than



they but not rnmuch less hairy. If his nudity was not
just bluff and he truly was a berserker, then today's
mat ch m ght not be the pushover Durendal had been
expecti ng.

At that nonment Kronmman inquired, "Wat
odds on Khiva the Short?"

When his ward did not answer, Wl fbiter said,
"A thousand to one on the gol den sword. Khiva
hasn't got a brain in his head."

"He has a lot of rmuscles in his body."

"I'"d take the same odds on nme agai nst that
| out--and cut himdown to ny size, or less.”

Booml - - boom - - boom The giant's
fast bl ows seened designated to tear the gong from
its chains. They reverberated |ike thunder through the
square, echoing off the nonastery wall

The great door began to open

"He does not |ack enthusiasm or
courage,"” the inquisitor said. "Intelligence in
swordsnen is a relative matter, and that ax of
his is at least six feet long. Hs armcan't be
much | ess. How do you close with him Sir
Vol fbiter?"

"I wear himout. | dodge his stroke and cone
in behind it. It nmust weigh-- Oh, death and firel
Sir, isn't that Everman?"

St eady! Durendal forced his fists to unclench and

laid his palnms on the wall. Everman had been
one of the best. Superb, he had told the King.
Troubl e was, he was short, |ike Wlfbiter. He

| ooked tiny, standing there in that huge archway. This was
to be a battle of the bull and the bulldog.

The two nmen advanced toward the center as the
nmonast ery door closed. Sunlight glinted on
Everman' s auburn hair. He had al ways been
pal e skinned, rarely taking a tan even in
m dsummrer, and now his chest and arns seened al nost
mlk white. The cl oser he came to the giant,
the smaller he becane, |ike a boy facing an
ogr e.

Khi va had no use for duelists
courtesies. He roared out a battle cry and
charged, swi nging that enormous ax around his head with one
hand. Hair and beard stream ng behind him he bore
down on his opponent within a whistling circle of
flashing steel, safe fromany swordsnman's
reach. That was not the techni que Wl fbiter had
pr edi ct ed.

Ever man halted and watched himcone, waiting in
a hal f crouch. VWich way would he junp--Ieft
or right? He would be far nore ninble than Khiva,
who woul d need five or ten paces to cone to a halt
and reverse direction, but even that great bone-brain
must know that Evernman woul d dodge. Khiva coul d
| unge sideways at the last mnute. If he
guessed wong, he could try again, but Everman woul d
have no second chances. The contest woul d end when the
chal | enger ran out of w nd or the nonk out of
dodges.



They nmet and both men went down. Evernan
rolled clear and bounced to his feet at once,
unharnmed and unarmed. The giant slid to a halt
face downward, while his ax clattered and
cl anged across the flagstones halfway to the
nmonastery door. He had grown a bl oody
horn between his shoul der bl ades.
The encounter had been al nost too fast for even
Durendal ' s expert eye. Everman had sinply
dropped to his knees under the ax and then sprung
up, thrusting his sword two-handed into Khiva's
chest. The son of Zanbul had done the rest,
i mpaling hinmself on the blade with his own nonmentum
Stab! Gartok had said, right to the heart. The
wonder was that Everman had not been crushed by the
giant's fall, but he was upright, dancing from
foot to foot, and Khiva was prone,
spread-eagl ed, hardly tw tching. The
spectators were silent.
The victor took hold of the corpse by one
ankl e and wal ked around it until it flopped over
on its side and he could retrieve his sword.
Then he headed back toward the nonastery door
He had won his bout in little nore than a mnute,
spilling al most no bl ood. He had not once
| ooked at the audi ence, any nore than Herat had
t he previous day--nortals nust be beneath
imortal s’ notice. There was no cockiness in
his wal k, as there had been in Herat's, but there was
no dej ection either.
| mpul se: Durendal cupped his hands to his
mout h and bell owed at the top of his voice,
" Starknoor! "
Everman ni ssed a step and then kept wal ki ng,
not | ooking around. He passed under the arch, turned
to the left, and di sappeared from view. The door
swung shut.
The swordsmen began to di sperse in gl oony
si | ence.
"Ch, | approve," said Kromman. "Very
sharp and conci se. Merciful pest control. Stanp
on them quick so they don't suffer.”
Dur endal rounded on him "WIIl you shut up, you
slime-nouthed reptilian shit bucket? That
man is a friend of mne, and he is in trouble!”
Kromman stared back at himw th the fish-eyed
gaze of an inquisitor. "Men are known by the
conpany they keep, Sir Durendal."
"Sometines we have no choice. Let's get out
of here."
"This way, sir." Wl fbiter was wearing his
war ni ng expression, the one that nade himl ook Iike a
consti pated trout.
"Lead," Durendal said, puzzled.
But his Blade noved only a few paces,
to the mddle of the terrace, and then turned. "Here,
| think. Pretend we're having an
argunent or a discussion or sonething." He was facing
the nonastery and the other two had their backs to it.



"You are behaving very nuch out of character," Kromman
conpl ai ned. "I do not know what coul d provoke a
Bl ade to start cultivating the superior habits
of an inquisitor, but of course | am prepared
to stand here all day if it will further your education and

progress."

A group of four contestants went by.
Muttering, they disappeared into an alley.

"I just keep wanting to know why," Wl fbiter
sai d apol ogetically.

Kromman beaned like a toad. "You're watching
to see what happens to the body!"

The Bl ade gave himhis famliar dark
apprai sing stare. "Yes. And at the nonent the
nonkeys are troopi ng back down the-- Ah! The
| ast two have gone for it. Yes, they're carrying it
to the trapdoor."

Durendal said, "Only two?" Khiva would
have outwei ghed an ox.

"Only two, sir, and not maki ng heavy work of
it, either. Gone. You can | ook now "

The trapdoor had cl osed. The courtyard was
deserted, bearing no sign of Khiva's death
except his great ax, which | ay abandoned in the
sunshi ne.

"What does it nean, Wl f?"

"I think that rmust be how they feed the
livestock."

"But--but they can't go through all this just for that,
surel y?"

"Look!" Kromman snapped.

A wiry adol escent had dropped over the
wal | on one side of the yard, and two nore cane
down on the other. They all raced for the ax. The
solitary youth reached it first and sprinted back the
way he had come with the other two in close
pursuit. Reaching the wall, he hurled his
booty up to his waiting friends. The opposition
abandoned the contest and ran back to their own
hel pers. Thief and woul d-be thieves were haul ed
up, over the coping. The rival gangs vani shed
i nto convenient alleys and the courtyard was truly
deserted again.

"Very slick,"” Durendal grunbled, |eading the
way honmeward. "They do it every day. | don't
think I could have handl ed Khiva as neatly as
Everman did, though." He would not have wanted to,
that was the difference. "Wat you were hinting,
Wl f, is that the nonkeys are the nasters and the
brethren are the servants. A nurder a day j ust
to feed the apes on human fl esh?"

Wl fbiter gl anced appraisingly at himand
sai d not hi ng.

They wal ked on in silence through the norning
crowds.

"W have broken cover," the inquisitor said
suddenly. "You spoke to the nonkeys and then shouted
to Everman. | think your idea of a letter sent through
Mast er Quchan nmay now be a wi se precaution.



If the brethren are opposed to our neddling, they wll
probably have little trouble tracking us down very
shortly and--"

Dur endal caught his conpanions' arns to halt
them Cabuk's house was straight ahead.
Waiting there, seated on the third bl ock of the
staircase with his feet resting on the second, was
a man in the anonynous dusty garnents of
Al tain. The face under the flapped, conical cap
was Everman's, and he had al ready seen t hem

He stepped down to the road as they approached,
of fering a hand and a wary smile. "Durendal! |
did not expect you. And ... Wait, don't
tell me. Not Chandler ... Wlfbiter!" The
sm | e broadened. "Sir Wl fbiter now, of
course! Fire, how the years go! And?" He
| ooked qui zzically at Kronman.

"Master lvyn Chalice, merchant."

Durendal ' s consci ence squirmed. He was |ying
to a brother Blade. "Qur infallible guide.
Let's go up."

"No, we'll talk here. How are things back
in Chivial ? And Ironhal | ?" Everman had not
changed on the outside, whatever he had becone
inside. Hs face was unusually pale for Altain
but the sane face it had been ei ght years ago.
The gingery eyebrows and eyel ashes were the sane, his
eyes perhaps nore cautious. Inmortality nust
agree with him

"The land's at peace. The King was well when
we left--remarried, expecting a second child.
Queen Codel eva produced a daughter and he
di vorced her. Grand Master finally
di ed. Master of Archives succeeded him"
Durendal felt waves of unreality wash over
himas he tried to discuss such matters in this
exotic alleyway--with bizarre crowds troopi ng
by, mules and even canels, beggars chanti ng,
coni cal caps with earflaps, hawkers wheeling
carts and wavi ng hot neat on sticks, alien
scents, harsh voices, slanted eyes w t hout
visible lids.

Ever man nodded as if none of it mattered very

much. "I was afraid he'd try again. |
didn't expect you, though. You were not bound to the
Ki ng. "

"I am now. "

"You have had a | ong journey for nothing,
brother." H s red-brown eyes stared intently at
Durendal . "There is no phil osophers' stone.
Discard the first wong answer. There is no
secret in Samarinda that you can steal for good King
Anbr ose. "



"There are nysteries, though."” Not the |east of them
was what ever had changed a forner friend into this stranger
"There is a source of gold. And apparently there
is imortality."”

Ever man shrugged sadly. "But nothing you can
take or use. Look ..." He reached for his
sword and Fang flashed into Wl fbiter's fist.

Ever man junped and rai sed both hands qui ckly,
pal ms out. He glanced fromone Blade to the other
and then smiled. "I can tell who is whose ward.
| just want to show you sormet hi ng."

"Put your sword up, Wolf."

Fortunately none of the passersby had taken
alarm "Show us what ?"

Ever man pointed at the stone on the ponmel,
keeping his hand well away fromthe hilt. "The
cat's eye is coated with wax. The bl ade's

covered with gold paint. | was going to draw it and
show you the scratches. This is Reaper, the sword
| took fromthe anvil in Ironhall. You want

to | ook closer?"
"What's the significance?"
"Di scard the second wong answer. There is
no enchanted sword in the nonastery, in spite of
its name. There are sonme fiery good swordsmen, but
no enchanted swords."
"There's you. Wiy? Wiy did you join thenf"
What are you now, who were once mny friend? Wy
kill nmen the way you swatted that half-witted
gi ant this norning? What harm had he
ever done you?
A passi ng wagon caused themto nove cl oser
toget her. Evernman sighed and | eaned an el bow on one
of the slabs of the stair.
"My ward died, so discard the third wong
answer. Master Polydin died of a fever in
Ufalin." He peered around at their faces.
"You know what that does to a Blade. | decided
to carry on, and I made it all the way here. |
prow ed around |ike you' ve been doing, | expect, and
couldn't find out anything at all. So | put ny
nane in. The day my turn cane, Yarkan drew
short straw. He brought out a broadsword and
I managed to prick his knee. They took ne
inside. ... There's a stack of gold bars there.
| tucked one under each arm and wal ked out again. That
night I sat in my roomand stared at them and
tried to decide what on earth | needed gold
bars for."
Durendal could not see Kronman's |eft hand
and suspected he was not signaling anyway or
else that all this was true. "And?"
"And the next day | answered ny call again--
they give you a second chance, you know. If |
hadn't taken it, then Yarkan woul d have fought again, but
this time they sent out Dhurnma. | won again.”
"“Ironhal | would be proud of you."
A brief snmile nade Everman's face
seem absurdly boyi sh. "Qur style was new



to them They know it now-1've taught them The
third day they sent Herat."

"Third?"

He shrugged, al nost seemnmi ng enbarrassed. "You
haven't heard that part? Three wins and you're in.
| couldn't resist. |I'd been sent to discover the
secret, renenber.”

"You were always a daredevil."

"Ch? The well is calling the puddl e deep
Sir Durendal .’

"W watched Herat yesterday. Vicious. You
beat Herat?"

"Nobody ever beats Herat. He says
gave himthe best sport he'd had in a century
or two, though. Wen | was about to pass out from
| oss of blood, he dropped his guard. | was so
mad | di sembowel ed him™"

Wl fbiter whispered, "Fire and death!"

Ever man chuckl ed. "Fire, maybe. W
staggered back to the nonastery together, but he was
hel ping nme nore than I was hel ping him-
holding his guts in with one hand and nme up with the ot her
Their healing conjurements are vastly better than
anyt hi ng we have back in Chivial. By next

nmorning I was good as new. | became one of

them™
"And you're staying there of your own free will?"
Ever man nodded. "lI'mgoing to stay here forever."

He net Durendal's stare defiantly. "Of
my omn free will."
A beggar boy started wailing for al ns.
Kronmman clipped himon the ear to send him
packi ng. He used his right hand, though, not
signaling. How much of Everman's tale was
true? What shoul d Durendal ask next?
ol d? Inmortality? Monkeys eating
human fl esh?
"The King sent ne to get you back. If there was
a phil osophers' stone, and | could find it,
wel | and good, but ny prine directive is
to bring you hone. He won't have one of his
Bl ades nmade into a perform ng bear."
"Kind of him And since | don't want
to | eave?" Everman had lost his smile. He was as
tense as if he had his sword in his hand.
"He said | could use ny own judgnent."
"You al ways had good judgnent, even if you were a
wor se daredevil than me. Go hone and neddl e
no nore in Sanarinda."
Durendal gl anced inquiringly at Kromman,
but the inquisitor's fishy stare told hi mnothing.
How much of the story was true? None of it, if
Pol ydi n was chai ned in the nonastery cellar.
"In the King's nanme, Sir Everman, |
comand- - "
"Screw fat Anbrose.”
Wl fbiter hissed at this sedition. Evernan
| aughed.
Appeal had failed, duty had failed. The



renegade seened ready to terminate the discussion
I f he dodged off into the crowds, he would be gone
forever. Al Durendal had left to try now was
force.

"There are three of us, brother, and only one of
you. We could take you, | think."

Everman stared hard at himand then shook his head
sadly. "Brother, you say? Ch, brother
brother! Look over there."

They all | ooked. Three youths were | ounging
agai nst the opposite wall, watching. The middle
one was Herat. He smil ed.

"My brothers now," Everman said. "CGo
horme, Sir Durendal. Go hone, Sir
Wl fbiter. There is nothing in Samarinda for you
or for the King. Whatever secrets the nmonastery
holds will not work in Chivial, | prom se you
You will find only death here, and this is a | ong way
fromhome to die." His lip curled. "And take
your tame inquisitor with you. Gve ny regards
to Ironhall. Reaper is one sword that will never
hang in the hall, but you don't have to nention that."

| suppose |'m just pigheaded. Hardest
part of being a King--being any sort of |eader--is
knowi ng when to quit. You've wounded the quarry.
No, Durendal thought, the quarry had wounded hi m
The quarry had run himout of town with his tail between
his | egs. He was going hone to report
failure.

Sunlight blazed Iike a furnace door. The
nmorni ng was still young, yet the air was unbreathably
hot and t he peaks had al ready vani shed in purple
haze. Five ponies followed their shadows over
the dusty hills--three with riders, two spares.
They could travel no faster than a caravan, so
five days' ride to Koburtin, nmaybe. No
one spoke a word until they crested the long
rise and Samari nda di sappeared fromview, then
Durendal said, "What went w ong? Cbviously
Wl f was right and they have secret doors, but how
did they catch us so quickly?"

After a nmonent, it was Kronman who answer ed.
"An efficient spy system The brethren nust be
very interested in strangers--who they are, where they
stay. W asked strange questions. ... O perhaps
conj uration--who knows? They nust have sonme sort of
sniffers to nmake sure the challengers are al
secul ar."

"Very few good swordsnen are purely
secul ar, Inquisitor, any nore than you are.
Wl f and | are not, certainly. Herat can't
be. I think even Gartok had sone spiritua
enhancenent . "

"O we were betrayed," Wl fbiter suggested.
"How di d Everman know we had an inquisitor
with us?" As always, his face was expressionless. Was



he contenpl ati ng murder agai n?
"You nmean nme?" Kronmman sneered. "VWhat do
| have to gain by treachery, Sir Bl ade?
If you want to search ny pack for gold bars,
t hen go ahead."
"You woul dn't have told them you were an
i nquisitor," Durendal said. "That's out of character
How much of Everman's story was true, if

any?"
Kromman tw sted his straggly nustache over a
pout. "I don't know. You let himtalk in a

busy street. W normally question people alone. If
others are present, they nmust at |east keep still.
A crowded alley with people going and conming is
absol utely the worst possible situation for
snel ling fal sehood. "

Was he |ying? Wiy should Kronman |ie?
Durendal did not know, and yet he knew he
trusted his inquisitor ally no farther than he
now trusted Everman. Killing m ght be inevitable
for a Blade or man-at-arnms on duty, but
killing for no purpose was unforgivable.

"G ve nme some opinions."

"He was |ying about Polydin's death. That |
am al nost certain of."

"And | ater, when he said he was a willing
menber of the gang?"

"No--at |east, he wasn't saying that just because
the three bullyboys were watching him He nay have
been hol di ng sonet hi ng back. "

Durendal | ooked at his Blade, riding on
his left to cover his vul nerabl e side.

"No arguments, sir. | thought much the sane."

"Yes. Me too. Who needs inquisitors?

But if he was lying about his ward, then he needs
rescuing. On the other hand, the brethren now | ook
absolutely invincible, and any further efforts

on our part will be rank suicide. But that's what
we canme for. But, but, but! Do we go hone or

i gnore the threats and double back to try again?
Look--shade! Let's see if we can get

down there.”

He turned his mount to the right and rode over to a
rocky wadi that cut the | andscape |ike an open
wound. The surefooted pony seened to approve,
for it picked its way eagerly down the stony
slope and in a few mnutes brought himto a patch
of shadow agai nst a beetling cliff. The rising sun
woul d soon wi pe out even that small shelter, but at
the nonent it was a heavenly refuge. Wt hout
di smounting, he turned to face his conpani ons as they
closed in beside him

"We can't fight conjuration wthout using
conjuration. You have not been open with us, Kronman.
We all know that inquisitors have resources they
prefer not to discuss, but now we need your help.
What tricks have you got with you that you haven't
told us about?"

Kromman scow ed t hrough his | ank beard. "It



is true that | was provided with certain devices
that may prove useful --you have al ready benefitted from
t he enchant ed bandages, Sir Durendal --but the
Ofice of General Inquiry does not
proclaimall its resources hugger-mugger.
am forbidden to reveal themunless and until they are
needed. If you tell me what you are planning
to do, | shall be happy to advise you how | may be
able to assist. But don't expect very much."

"How about a gol den key?"

Wl fbiter groaned in dismay. "You can't be
serious!"

The inquisitor smled thinly. "OF course
he is serious."

"Break into the nonastery?"

"You should cultivate your powers of observation
Sir Wlfbiter. Wen that trapdoor in the
courtyard opened yesterday, your ward wal ked al ong
the terrace until he was opposite it and then
| ooked behind him This norning he stayed at the east
side until it opened again--at which point he
started to wal k, glancing at the houses he was
passi ng. He now has two bearings on the opening,
so he can find it again. A unusual display of
thinking froma sword jockey, | adnmit, but
obvi ously he had burglary in nmind, even then."

Durendal tried not to show his annoyance.
Wl fbiter was naturally inpassive, the
i nqui sitor had training or enchantment to help him
conceal his enmotions, but he always felt he was an
open book to both of them

"Before we left, there were runors going around of a
handy little gadget called an invisibility
cl oak. "

The inquisitor |aughed harshly. "Mst of the
| egends about the so-call ed Dark Chamber are
absol ute swanp gas, and that definitely
i ncludes invisibility cloaks. Pure nyth.
But if you are intent on suicide, | shall do
everything | can to help, of course."

He was about as |ikable as sonething dug out of an
out house pit.

Wl fbiter glared at himand then equally at
Dur endal , who reached for his water
bottle to give hinmself a monent to think. It was
ironic that the nman he disliked and distrusted was
supporting him while the one he called friend nust
be opposed. Wl fbiter was snmarter than
Durendal when it cane to logic, even if he
did not have the same gift of intuition. Was
intuition nmuch different fromwhat Everman called
daredeviltry?

"Sir, this is crazy talk! W'll be
caught for certain ... Wiy throw our lives
away |ike this? Wat can you possibly hope
to achi eve?"

"There's no secul ar way to open the trapdoor
fromthe outside--1'msure of that--and I'm
ganbling that it won't be guarded. It must |ead



into the cellars.”

"Dungeons? Pol ydi n?"

"That's what |I'mhoping. If we can rescue
him then their hold over Everman di sappears. At
worst, we rmay gain useful information."

"At worst we get skinned alive, like
Gartok." Wl fbiter wiped an arm across his
forehead, searching for argunents. "I do, | nean.

One of us has to go home to Chivial, to report

to the King. That's your mssion, sir. You do
that--start now-and I'Il go into the nonastery for you
tonight. Wait for me at Koburtin."

"You know ne better than that, Wolf."

"You have a duty to report to the King!"

"The inquisitor will. He can let us in, but
then he heads down to the city gate and at dawn
he | eaves, with us or w thout us."

"Sir! There's no point both of us walking
into the lions' den, and you know | can't let you go."

"Everman was ny friend." Was that Durendal's
motive? O was it just stupid pride, a
pi gheaded refusal to crawl honme to his ward,
the King, and admit defeat? He did not know
He did not care. He just knew he was going
back to Samarinda to try again.

Kromman had been listening to the argunment with his
customary di sdain. Now he said, "I certainly
won't go in there nyself, but | can open the
trapdoor for you, unless it is itself a conjurenent.
I can provide you with lights. ..." He
screanmed, "Call off your dog, Durendal!"

Wl fbiter's Il eft hand had caught hold of the
inquisitor's reins and his right was draw ng Fang
--slowy, though, so he was not quite certain.
Kromman's hand fluttered over his own
hilt, but he knew that he would die before he could
dr aw.

"Wait!" Durendal said. "That won't stop
ne."

Wl fbiter stared at himwith eyes that seened
strangely enpty. "It needs three of us to find
the way in, doesn't it?"

“I't would help, but two could do it, perhaps even
one. And |'m going back there if | have to do it
over your dead body, Wl f."

For a nmonent Kromman's life bal anced on a
sword edge.

Then Wl fbiter et go the reins with a sigh
"Way did | have to be bound to a raving
[ unatic?"

The day was | ong, and the night even |onger
"Plan for both success and failure" was an
Ironhall maxim Failure in this case was
death at best or enslavenment at worst, so no
conti ngenci es need be considered. Success woul d consi st
of rescuing Master Pol ydin--and possibly



Ever man hi nsel f, al though that was even nore unlikely--and
escape fromthe city when the gates opened at
dawn. Two hours woul d be anple. Mre tinme could
only help the eneny track them down, so nost
of the night had to be wasted. The best place for
swordsnen to waste time wthout attracting
suspi ci on was a brot hel
Bot h Kronman and Wl f biter expressed
much ent husi asm for that part of the plan, but a Bl ade
could not be parted fromhis ward in such surroundings. Thus
Dur endal spent many hours playing a conplicated
board gane agai nst a series of anused young
| adi es, losing large anmobunts of noney to them
while trying to ignore the continuing sounds of
pl easure fromthe bed behind him Kate, Kate,
Kate! Wul d he ever see her again?
As the waxi ng noon was setting, the expedition
prepared to set out.
"Wear these rings on your |eft hands,"”
Kronman expl ai ned, "with the stone out. Wen you need
l[ight, turn the stone inward. You can control the
anmount by opening or closing your fingers. They shoul d
| ast several hours."
The square was deserted. No |ighted w ndows
showed in either the nonastery or the houses.
Dur endal found the door he had noted
the previous day and left Wlfbiter there. Wth
Kronman, he went around the corner and along to the
one he had marked on the first norning. The
i nqui sitor continued al one, heading for the gate.
Durendal |eaned on the wall for what seened
like a very long time, quite |ong enough to convince himthat sonething
had gone wong already. Then a star twinkled in the
courtyard. He turned his ring over and briefly
opened his hand. The resulting flash half blinded
him and a nonent |ater another flash showed that
Wl fbiter had nade the sanme m stake--too
nmuch!
Kromman was very close to the right line, though
Anot her twinkle, farther to the left. This tine
Durendal flicked one finger and achi eved the
required effect. So did Wl fbiter
Then again. This time he flashed twice to tell the
i nqui sitor that he was correctly aligned. And
two from Wl fbiter.
A long, nerve-racking wait ... Three from
Kronmman to say he had | ocated the trap
Wl fbiter | oomed out of the dark, breathing faster
than usual. Wthout a word, the two of them headed
for the steps and the gate, which the inquisitor had |eft
ajar. They found Kromman easily enough and knelt
besi de him
"It | ooks good," came his whisper. "Seens
to be just a slab on a pivot. If there's no
secular way to open it fromthis side, they may not have
too many defenses on it. Ready?"
VWhat ever the "gol den key" conjurenent | ooked
like, it was small enough for himto conceal inside his hand.
Metal clinked on stone. The slab shivered and



slowy rose, making grating noises that sounded |ike
trunpet fanfares in the stillness. Wen it reached
vertical, the iron ring set in its underside

cl anked once. An acrid stench of nonkey

wafted into the night.

Kromman thrust his hand down and rel eased a
faint glow, revealing a square shaft with a floor
ei ght or nine feet down. There was no | adder
only a fewiron staples set in the wall--
an entrance made for oversized nonkeys with
prehensile feet, not for men. Durendal rolled
on his belly and dropped his | egs over the edge.

A minute later, three burglars stood at the
bottom of the shaft and the trap had been cl osed.

It had indeed.

A low, rectangular tunnel led off in the
direction of the nonastery, and the stench of
nonkey was eye wat eri ng.

"Il wait here," the inquisitor said. "You
may be suicidal, Sir Durendal, but I'm
not . "

"You're a brave and resourceful conpanion
and | shall tell the King so if | ever see him
agai n. How | ong?"

"There are gaps at the side of the slab, so
shoul d be able to detect dawn. | shall go as soon as
| see light conming through. You want me to |leave it
open or cl osed?"

"Open. If we're that late, we shal
probably be in a hurry." Durendal was
renovi ng his boots.

"As you please. If there's no pursuit,

"Il wait outside the city for a couple of
hours. Then I'Il go on to Koburtin and take
the first caravan west."

"l approve those arrangenents, sSo you can
gquote me if you ever have to testify at an
i nquiry. Ready, Wl f?"

"I go first. Cone."

They set off barefoot al ong the passage.

Thirty-two, thirty-three ... He had
paced it out in the road and they ought to be under the
monastery by now. Thirty-five. This was truly
crazy, one of those insane inmpul ses of his.

One day he would jump and find spi kes. Evernan
was the danger. The rest of the brethren would not
expect such nmadness, but Evernman knew hi m and had
practically warned himnot to try exactly what

he was trying now Thirty-seven ..

Wl fbiter stopped, killing his light.

Dur endal bunped into himand snelled his sweat.

"Wat ?"

"Li ght ahead. No? | thought ..." He
flashed a gleam "Ha! It's a reflection.™

It was gold. It was a small room al nost
full of gold bricks--piled ten feet high
at the back, in |l ower rectangular stacks in
front--while the narrow corridor on the far
side was walled with them Durendal eyed the stone



pillars in the room lining themup with the
passageway beyond. Then he clinbed up the | ower

heaps until his head was agai nst the roof and he could
peer through the narrow gap on top. Hs |light showed
no end, but it did reveal the heads of nore

pillars, rows of them He clinmbed down.

"This is all the space they have left," he
whi spered. "I think this cellar underlies
t he whol e monastery or a large part of it. It's
all full of gold. Tons and tons of gold."

He tried Iifting one of the bricks and deci ded that
Ever man had done very well to carry two of them
across the courtyard. "Thousands of tons, maybe
mllions."

"Cold is no use to the dead.” Wl fbiter,
that practical soul, started forward again, but
i nconspi cuous skul ki ng had suddenly becone very
difficult. The smallest ray of |light he could
produce reflected dazzlingly fromthe walls.

In a moment he reached another gold corridor
branching off to the right. He hesitated and then went
straight. Then one to the left--he stopped.

"W're going to get lost."

"Keep left. It ought to put us under the corner
tower, 1'd think."

It led, eventually, to a stone doorway
slightly narrower than the corridor itself, and beyond
that was a dark place, with no reflections. The
air did not snell good. Wl fbiter paused at
the entrance and directed a narrow beamthrough his
fingers, noving a spot of brightness over rocky
wal | s and then a cubical structure with an
obvi ous chi mey, netal tongs, a stone
crucible ...

"A forge?"

"No. That's a furnace, though." Durenda
activated his own ring and advanced into the room
"A foundry. This is where they cast the gold."

He pointed to the nolds. "Were do they get their
ore?" And why did the place stink so badly?

He turned his hand to Iight up the other end of the
chanber and al nost cried out at the resulting bl aze.
The coni cal nountain of raw gold heaped there
filled the roomfromside to side and reached al nost
to the roof. It was not what he supposed ore woul d
| ook like, being a collection of odd-shaped
fragnents and nuggets, fromlunps the size of a
man's head all the way down to gravel. He
pi cked up a log that had rolled free, nmarveling
at its weight. Its surface was rough, and here and
there bl ack stone still adhered ... except it
wasn't a log, it was a hunman tibia.

Bl ood and fire! Ribs, vertebrae,
j awbones, skulls, and the gravel was toe and finger
bones. The bl ack adhesi ons were | unps of dried
fl esh. Hence the stench
"They don't feed the livestock, do they?"
Vol fbiter said al oud.
" Sht "



"But this is what they do with the bodies. They
turn the bones to gold."

The surface of the tibia sparkled as if
what ever had scraped away the fl esh had scored the
nmetal heavily all over. Durendal recoiled
fromtrying to understand that and laid his trophy down again.
On inpul se he hel ped hinself to a few finger
bones and slipped themin his pocket as souvenirs.
There was only the one door. The bones had been
ti pped in through a trapdoor in the roof, like trash

As he followed his Bl ade back al ong the
gol d- panel ed corridor, he marveled at the
obscene hoard. A great nation could not spend this nuch
wealth in a thousand years, and yet a nere dozen
or so mani acal nonks waged daily sl aughter
to increase it. So infinite a fortune nust surely
be guarded by infinite defenses. Wen they cane
to the junction, he was very tenpted to tel
Wl fbiter to go to the right, back to the trapdoor
but Wlfbiter went | eft again and he foll owed.

Woul d the trapdoor even be there? He could
easily call up a nightrmare of wandering in this
gol den naze forever, inprisoned by sone potent
conjuration. If Herat had anything to do with it, the
reality might be worse than anything he could
envi si on.

The corridor went on and on. As he was
deciding that they nmust soon reach the far side of the
nmonastery, they cane to a door of stout tinbers,
banded with iron. In darkness, Wl fbiter tried the
| at ch.

VWi sper. "It's not | ocked."

"Go ahead then. Slowy! And sniff."

The worst thing they could stunble into would be a stable
full of sleeping nonkeys. Even Herat m ght
not be as bad as one of those brutes.

Slomy Wl fbiter pulled, easing hinges that
woul d be longing to creak but not giving themthe chance. The
room beyond was pitch-black. A nmonentary flash

A pl eased breath. "Ah!" ... Mre light.

They had found the jail, a double Iine of barred
doors. It did not smell of nonkey. It did
snel |l of men, but not recent nmen. Stale and foul
A few of the little cells still had rotting straw in
them some had ol d buckets and water jugs
covered with dust. The jail had not been used for
many, many years.

"I'f Polydin is anywhere, he should be here,
sir."

"Probably. Not necessarily." Durenda
went to the door at the far end.

H s Bl ade reached it first and stood before it,
barring the way. "Sir! W've seen enough."

He was absolutely right, of course. They had
met with amazing |luck and ought not to push it any
further. How | ong had they been inside? The
brethren nust certainly rouse at dawn, if not
bef ore.

"I"'mgoing on," Durendal said mserably



--knowi ng he was maki ng a m stake, knowing his friend mnust
conme with himand share his fate. "Renenber if we
have to make a run for it, the way out is straight
down that corridor." But there was an unexpl ored
branch in that corridor. They could be cut off.
Wthout wasting time on argunent, Wolfbiter
doused his light and tried the door. Perhaps a spirit of
adventure was overcom ng his caution at |ast.

The next room had been designed for
jailers, for it contained anci ent wooden benches and
racks for weapons. Now it was nerely used for
junk; a heap of old swords and axes,
baskets and boxes, piles of rotting clothes.

It stank of rats and inmenorial dust.
It did have another door at the far end.
Wl fbiter eased it open in darkness, but there was a
faint |light beyond. For the first tine, they had reached a
pl ace that night be inhabited. It m ght even be
| uxurious, for there was just enough brightness to show that the
wal I s and floor were patterned or tiled. It was
a squarish hallway with two nore doors at this
| evel and a white stone staircase w nding upward.
The Iight was coming from sonewhere up there--perhaps only
starlight, but probably the first stirring of dawn--
and with it canme unexpected odors of flowers and
vegetation and a very faint sound of running water
What | ay outside? The nonastery was swathed in
city houses all around, so a best guess was that it
was hollow, a shell enclosing an open atrium
One of the doors was ajar, show ng bl ackness.
Stayi ng ahead of his ward, Wbl fbiter padded over
toit in silence and peered inside.
"Stinks," he whispered. "Kitchens.
Flies." Then he crouched down and risked a
single ray of light, running it around the fl oor
to check for nore open doors. He was worried about
wi ndows, al though they were probably not quite up
to ground level yet. Finally he rose and went
in. Durendal followed.

It was not a kitchen, it was the neat | ocker
containing a single carcass, although there was space for
nore. It had been flayed and evi scerated and hung
up by a netal hook through its hocks--upside
down, of course, so that the fluids could drain fromthe
gash in its throat. It buzzed with flies.

Judging by its size, it had been Khiva son of
Zanbul .

Wl fbiter made a retching noise and put a
hand over his nouth.

"CGold ore," Durendal whispered. "Those

bastards!" He coul d not think of words anywhere
near adequate. He poked the corpse. It was
stiff with rigor nortis, but the way it swayed
told himit was not heavy enough to have gold bones. It
woul d probably have fallen apart if it did.
"But why skin himand gut hin?" his Bl ade



said. "Why | eave himhere to go bad?"

"Some meat inproves with hanging." Not in this
climate, surely?

"Sir, let's go now, please?"

"I want to | ook outside. Just a quick
peek. "

Wl fbiter sighed and followed himas he started
up the stairs.

Dur endal knew he had given up all hope
of | ocating Jaque Pol ydin and was now
nmotivated by pure curiosity to see a little nore of the
nmonast ery. Dungeons and cellars were not enough
Where was he, though? Hi s sense of direction had
failed him Sonewhere at the back, he thought,
wel | away fromthe court. This stairwell was
probably in one of the towers.

They reached anot her decorated hal | way. Mre
stairs went upward. There were two cl osed doors
at this level and an archway open to a shadowed
garden, with faint shapes of trees and bushes.
Frustrated, he stood on the step and peered out
at the darkness, sniffing |ush odors of greenery,
very unexpected in Samarinda. A few lights
glimered in wi ndows, and above the encircling walls
the stars were fadi ng as dawn approached. Even as
he wat ched, nore w ndows brightened. He could see

not hi ng of the garden itself, but its presence showed that the

nmonastery nust be a much finer place to live in
than it seemed fromthe outside--a palace, in
effect. Everman's decision mght not be quite as
crazy as it had seened.

"Beautiful!" Wl fbiter whispered. "Now can
we go?"

"Yes, all right. Lead the--"

H nges squeaked downstairs in the hall they had
just left. Light flared. Wl fbiter spun
around, drawing his sword. Gunts and shuffling
f oot steps, a door closing but the Iight renaining

Soneone or sonething was com ng up. Trapped!

Wthout a word, the two intruders dived out the
archway, down two steps to a paved path. A
tangl e of shrubbery to the right of the door offered
cover. Dropping to hands and knees, they squirnmed
underneath and | ay prone. Wl fbiter nouthed sone
obscene words under his breath. Somewhere close, a
steady tinkle of water did nothing to add to the confort
of the situation

Light fromthe arch grew brighter, flickering Iike
fire and illum nating el aborate col ored
tiles on the path. A monkey came shuffling out
to stop abruptly not five feet fromthe cowering
Chi vi ans. She wore the usual garish trousers
and held a flamng torch. There was a sword on
her back. She snuffled suspiciously. Could
she snmell the intruders?

Durendal might not be able to junp to his feet
and put Harvest through her heart fast enough to prevent
her crying out, because aninmal reflexes were usually
faster than human. He might trip over a



branch and fall flat on his face. Mire |ight

had appeared in a w ndow overhead, neaning that nore people
or nonkeys were com ng down the stairs. Light

bri ght ened behi nd her. She stepped aside to nmake

way.

Two nore nonkeys emerged, carrying Khiva's
flayed corpse like a rolled rug on their
shoul ders, its death-stiffened arns stretched
rigidly ahead of it. A fourth shuffled al ong
behi nd them bearing another torch, and all four headed
down the path. Wl fbiter started to nove and then
sank back with a sound of grinding teeth as he saw
nmore |ight streaming fromthe arch

Durendal |eaned close to his ear. "I think
we may have to relax here for a while. Soneone has
called a neeting."

"Rel ax? Yes, sir. Wake nme when it's
time to go."

Next through the door was a torch-bearing nonkey
lighting the way for two tottering humans. They
seened to be two wonen, but they were so shrunken and
bent that Durendal could not be sure. He
coul d hear voices fromthe stairwell.

More torches had appeared in the far corner of the
garden and begun nmoving slowy in their direction
Once or twice their flanmes reflected off
wat er. The ground seermed to be |l ower at that end, so
the tantalizing fountain nearby probably fed an
ornanental stream and a series of ponds |ike the
Queen's Garden at A dnmart. Mre w ndows were
bri ght eni ng, others going dark. The entire popul ation
of the nonastery nmust be awake, and it was a reasonabl e
guess that they were all on their way here.

VWy? The focus was just below him a platform of
white stone, probably nmarble. He slithered
forward under the branches until he had a better
view The floor itself was irregular in shape,
bounded by ornamental walls and fl ower beds cl ose
at hand, a lawn at the far side. Khiva's
corpse lay facedown in the center of an inlay
of dark tiles that outlined an octogram The
two old wormen were sitting on the far edge, and now
a nonkey arrived carrying another, whom he set
down gently beside them No, it was a man, and the
next three who canme shuffling into the gathering were nen
al so. They all stayed outside the octogram and
wel | away fromthe stinking, buzzing | oad of bad
nmeat that yesterday had been Khiva son of
Zambul . Cbvi ously soneone was going to performa
conj uration.

Sunrise and sunset were very sudden affairs in
Al'tain. The roofline and the towers' sil houettes
were clearly visible now agai nst the sky. Even the
shadowy atrium had brightened to reveal a tiny
secret paradise of |awns, bushes, flowers,
little gazebos, ornate bridges, tal
trees.

Wl fbiter's whisper in his ear: "Kronman
wi Il have gone by now. He was going to | eave the



t rapdoor open."

"Can't be hel ped. Let's just hope all the
nonkeys are here at the noment. Who do you think the
senility cases are?"

Hi s Bl ade's eyes showed white all around their
irises. "You tell ne."

Durendal did not try. He could not convince
even hinself of what he suspected, |et alone
put it into words. But it had begun to nmake a
horrible sort of sense. Some very potent
conjurations could be performed only at certain
specific times. Now it was dawn, the start of a
new day. By next morning | was good
as new, Evernman had sai d.

There were twenty-three of those |iving corpses
| aid out around the platformnow Mst of themwere
wrapped in some sort of sheet or robe, a few
conpl etely naked, all gray-skinned and either
bald or white haired. Sone nunbl ed aimessly
to their neighbors, others lay prone, as if near
death. Three nore were brought in and set down by their
ani mal guardi ans, for a total of fifteen
nmonkeys and twenty-six human beings, if that was
a fair description of those repul sive
bundl es of stick |inbs and sagging fl esh. Mbost
of the nonkeys squatted down on the grass
nearby. Two clinmbed into trees, but four went
i nside the octogramwi th the corpse and began
to chant, first one, then another. Chivian
conjurations were usually done by ei ght people, but other
m ght know ot her rituals.

Wl fbiter squeezed his ward' s shoul der

" Nowl "
"Vait!"
"Go! I'll wait and see what happens if

you want, but if you stay here any longer, | shall go

out of ny mnd!'" He was right, of course. The tine
to make a break was now, while the |ivestock was
engrossed in watching the cerenony.

Durendal began to wiggle back, then
paused. "Listen! They're revoking time!" The
ritual was unlike any he had ever heard of, a
conpl i cated sequence of invocations and revocations that
seened to leap in purely random fashi on back and
forth across the octogram All the manifest
el ements were being i nvoked. He coul d have predicted
that, because life sprang fromall four in conbination
air, fire, earth, and water, while to make
gol d must require nassive amounts of fire and
earth. It seenmed that all the virtuals were being
revoked, even love. The entire faculty of the
Royal Coll ege of Conjurers would tear its
col lective hair out for a chance to witness this
ritual, but it was nmaking his skin prickle. The
climax came as the first rays of the sun flashed
on the top of the towers. The chant ended on a | ong
note of triunph.

The corpse noved.

| mpossi bl e! The man had been dead for

| ands



twenty-four hours. His guts had been renoved
and his blood drained; his flesh was already rotten--and
yet Khiva's linbs were stirring. He seened
to be trying to rise up.

Three of the shrunken nmunmies reeled to their
feet and staggered across to him Four or five nore
began to craw forward. As they reached the body,
they fell on it and fed, tearing at it |ike starving
dogs. Some were rolled away by its spasnodic
t hrashing, but they scranbled back to try again. The
nmonkeys lifted the weaker ones and carried them
over to join the feast. Soon all twenty-six were
ri pping and sucking at their prey, the corpse
buri ed beneath them The nonkeys stood back
to watch, sonme of them hooting in anmusenent.

A naked worman struggled to her feet,
clutching a lunp of nmeat to her nouth with both hands.
As she stood there and gorged, her body grew
| arger and straighter. Its color changed fromthe
sickly pallor of the very old to vibrant youth.
Her desiccated dugs filled in, rising to |lush
young breasts. Her hair darkened and thickened. She
dropped the | ast fragnents of her feed and screaned
wi th laughter, show ng bl oody teeth.

"Durendal!'" Wl fbiter said in a barely
audi bl e scream "If we don't go now, we'll
never get away!"

True. Durendal rose to his knees, stil
unable to tear his eyes fromthe bestial scene. Now
men were energing fromthe nel ee--strong young nen, where
nmonent s before there had been only feeble
geriatrics. He recognized one who had stood
beside Herat in the alley the previous day, thick
nmuscl ed and hairy chested now, yet not much nore than
a boy. He laughed and | unged w th bl oody hands
for the woman. She junped cl ear and pretended
to run. He followed. They cane up the path, and
she I et himcatch her when they reached the arch. They
enbraced, bl oody mouth to bl oody mouth, hands
snearing reddi sh stains on each other's bodies in
urgent passion. They were bl ocking the fugitives'
escape. Wl fbiter whinpered.

Sounds of laughter cane fromthe octogram The
rest of the pack was openi ng out, youths and mai dens
sitting up, strong and conely, sone of themstill chew ng
on a bone here, an armthere. Gold glinted from
t hose bones; the scratches Durendal had seen on
the relics in the foundry had been nmade by teeth.
More wornen jogged off with men in pursuit.
Coupl es flopped to the grass to entw ne and
wrestle in the exuberance of newly regai ned youth.

The two by the arch di sappeared inside.

"Nowl " said Wl fbiter.

"Yes."

They wiggled out fromunder the shrubbery until they
reached the path.

"Ready?"

"Yes!"

" Now! "



They junped to their feet and dived for the arch
Howl s and roars from nonkey throats told them
t hey had been seen. The passionate |overs had
progressed only to the hallway and |l ay withing
on the tiled floor--Wlfbiter went around them
Dur endal junped over. Together they went plunging
down the stairs.

They stunbl ed across the junk-infested guardroom
the light fromtheir rings barely visible in the brightness
of daylight. Wl fbiter opened the door, stood
aside for Durendal to pass, then closed it behind
them as Durendal ran the length of the jail and
threw open the next. Its hinges squeaked
shrilly. He raced off along the gol d-walled
corridor, hearing his Blade shut that door also.

He t hought they could probably outrun the

nmonkeys, al t hough not necessarily outfight them
Thirteen young swordsmen were | oose, too, and would
know shortcuts. Swordplay, if it cane, would

not be a matter of honorable, man-to-nman

duel s this tine.

Then somet hing roared or screaned ahead of him the
di storted sound echoi ng bizarrely al ong the
corridor. Apparently he was going to have to fight
his way to the trapdoor. He drew Harvest w thout
breaking stride. Wl fbiter's feet were sl apping
on the stone at his back. Then the jail door
squeal ed and |ight blazed up behind them Monkeys
hoot ed.

He passed the turnoff to the foundry. He had
al nost reached the other branch when he saw a body
in his path. No, it was a nonkey playing
tricks, scrabbling on the ground. It uttered the
sane di scordant how he had heard a nonent
earlier, apparently withing in pain. There was
bl ood on it, blood on the rock floor, even
on the gold walls. That could hardly be a
trick. Surely only Kromman coul d be
responsi ble for that, so the inquisitor had not gone
at first light.

"Look out for this!" he shouted, and hurdl ed over
it. Just beyond it was a puddl e of bl ood and
some bl oody footprints |eading toward the
t rapdoor.

"Wth you!" Wl fbiter responded.

Then they were out of the gold-filled cellar
runni ng al ong the tunnel

"Kromman! We're com ng!" Durendal al nost
bl undered into the wall at the end.

The trapdoor was cl osed.

He spun around, but Wbl fbiter had turned
al ready and was waiting for the attack with Fang at the
ready. WIld hoots and bell ows indicated that the
pursuit had found the casualty.

"Put your boots on!" Durendal hurled
Wl fbiter's footwear to him and put on his



own. They were going to need those. He scrambled up
the netal brackets. Bal ancing precariously,

he freed both hands for the slab and strained. He
could not budge it. Fire and death! He had

seen a nmonkey open and close it with one arm

Hol ding the top bracket with both hands, he
turned around to put his back to the wall and then
took hold of the netal ring dangling fromthe flap
itself. The corridor was full of gibbering apes,
flashing swords, flam ng torches.

Wl fbiter's left-hand ring blazed, and that would be
a small advantage, shining in his opponents
eyes.

Meanwhi | e, Durendal had to get them both out
of there and do so soon, or they would find Herat and
his friends waiting for them above. He put his shoul ders
agai nst the slab and brought his feet up as high as he
could. If he slipped, he was going to fal
headfirst to the floor. He heaved with all the power
he coul d summon from | egs and back. He heard
joints creak. The slab quivered
reluctantly.

Metal rang as the | eadi ng nonkey swung at
Wl fbiter. Then rang again. Fencing in a narrow
corridor would be a skill all its owm. A
triunphant shout fromthe Bl ade and a
si mul t aneous ani mal how proclainmed first
bl ood.

The flap tilted and blinding daylight poured in
around the edges. Durendal straightened with a
convul si ve heave. d ang, clang, clang

anot her yell of triunph, nore animal
how s. Now t he angl e was worse but the weight was
less. The slab tilted past the vertical and
settled there, erect, leaving himstretched at
full length over the shaft. He
scranbl ed out and spread hinsel f prone on the
fl agst ones, reachi ng down.

Wl f biter came backing al ong the corridor

into the light, clanging sword agai nst sword.

Only one nonkey could get at himat a tine,

but a single careless stroke into a wall would ruin a
parry and | eave hi m open

"Can you keep fighting while I lift you?"

"I'l'l have to!" He raised his left arm

Dur endal grabbed his Blade's wist and
| evered hinself up with his other hand. Fire! This was
i npossible. It had bl oody well better be
possible. Gitting teeth, he haul ed, taking
Wl fbiter's weight to let himclinb
backward up the staples while still parrying thrusts
fromthe gi bbering nmonkey bel ow. Gaspi ng, Durenda
forced hinself up to one knee, then both knees. Bel ow
him swords rang, the nonkey shrieki ng
furiously as her prey worked his way up the
wal |, step by step, defending his |legs from her
strokes. Durendal got one foot on the ground
and prepared to snatch Wl fbiter out bodily in
one trenendous heave. Just as he tried it,



Herat kicked the trap shut.

Wl fbiter screamed once, although that was
probably only air being expelled fromhis
col I apsi ng chest cavity. He nmust have di ed even
bef ore the scream energed, when his heart was crushed.

A few early-bird chall engers were wat chi ng
over the wall, doubtless very puzzled by this break in
routine. Half a dozen nmonks stood before the
open door of the nmonastery, but they were naking no
nove to cone cl oser. Wy bot her when Herat was there
al ready? He had a rag tied around his loins and a
golden sword in his hand. H's smle displayed
lips and teeth still streaked wi th bl ood. Durenda
drew Harvest in his right hand and his dagger in the
left and | eaped at him

Herat fell back a couple of paces before the
fury of the Chivian's attack--but then he
continued to retreat. His smile vanished. The
swords rang |ike the Forge at Ironhall when
all eight snmiths were hamrering at once. He was
superb, incredible. Every parry was a hairsbreadth
escape from death, every riposte a mad ganbl e.
Dur endal had never met a swordsnman to match
him but Durendal had a friend to avenge and
very little life to | ose. First blood woul d deci de the
mat ch, for the slightest nick nmust throw off a
man's tinming and concentration just enough to | eave hi m open
to the next lunge. Lily, Eggbeater, Rai nbow

He stayed with Ironhall style, parrying

often with the dagger that was his only advantage. In
provoking this contest, Herat had forgotten it would not
be fought by the brethren's rules. He had
over| ooked the possibility of the dagger. He
began by countering Ironhall with Ironhall, but
soon switched to other styles, trying everything he
knew to sl ow Durendal's nurderous onsl aught.
Wist, fingers, arm feet--his control was
perfection. He never repeated a stroke, and yet
nothing he tried could overcone the dagger handi cap
Parry, riposte, parry ... He was retreating
steadily. Perhaps his watching friends believed he was
pl ayi ng the sanme gane he had played with
Gartok, but this time he had no choice. Every nove
he made was parried by the dagger, |eaving hi mopen
to Harvest's deadly tongue licking toward knees
or groin or eyes.

They were alnost to the gate already. Butterfly,
Cockroach ... Ah!

Harvest bit into Herat's shoulder. He cried
out, and then a bl oody gash opened on his ribs.
Durendal had the upper hand now. He persisted,
trying for a kill and still nanaging only flesh
wounds. Face, neck, chest--he was shreddi ng
Herat as Herat had shredded Gartok; but it was not
play, for every stroke was attenpted nurder. How
could a man suffer so and still keep up that superb



def ense?

Then Herat backed into the wall. He
recoiled with a desperate thrust, which was parried by the
dagger. Harvest opened his throat, his sword
cl anged on the flagstones, he sprawl ed after it
i n oceans of bl ood. But the brethren had ways of
heal i ng, and his death nmust be certain. Durenda
chopped of f his head, taking three blows to do it.

Gasping for air, he glanced around. The nen at
t he door had at |ast begun to run forward. He
sprinted for the gate, only a few yards away,
wonderi ng vaguely why the swordsmen | eaning on the
wal | were cheering.

The gate was | ocked--nore treachery.

"Here!" yelled a voice and muscul ar arns
stretched down to him

He grabbed a wist with his left hand and rai sed
his sword arm so anot her nan coul d take
it. They hauled himup bodily, face to the
stones. Then nore hands seized his shirt, his belt,
and he went flopping over the wall.

He said, "Thanks!" and was on his feet,
sheat hing his sword as he ran

One shout would do it: Ten gold bars for that
man!

If it came, he did not hear it. He dived
into an alley and kept on running.

As he pounded al ong the all eyways of
Samari nda, dodging the first early-norning
pedestrians, he was convinced that he would find the
brethren already in possession of the city gate. They
woul d have sent nen to close the exit; that nust be why
they had not nmade nore deternined efforts to stop him
To his astonishnment, no one chall enged. Puffing
hard in the already hot norning, he trotted out under
the arch to the cranmped shanty nmarket and snelly
paddocks beyond. Even when he rode away over the
bare hills, he would still not be safe, of course.
If the nmonks chose to follow on racing
canels, they would ride himdown in no time. The
bare hills hid dangers of their own, but just to be
out side the accursed walls was a huge relief.

The traders and farmers had not yet spread their
awni ngs, and Durendal needed a few nonents
to |l ocate the paddock where he and Kromman and
Wl fbiter had boarded their five shaggy
ponies. He identified it eventually by its
owner, a bloated man with a vill ai nous pockmarked
face. H s name was Ushan, and Kromman had
vouched for his honesty--his relative honesty.
He had been there near dusk yesterday, and he was
there now. Dung stains on his clothes suggested that
he slept there, which would be the only way to keep his
charges from being renoved by others who seened | ess
vill ai nous. The next question was whether the five
poni es wearing red cords around their necks were stil



t he sane healthy specimens they had been when they
arrived, or whether they had aged ten years in the
ni ght. Their owners had scratched signs on each
front right hoof, also, but Durendal had no tine
to waste argui ng about such details.
He funbled in his pocket and produced his
receipt for three of them Ushan peered oddly
at this sweaty, blood-spattered, out-of-breath
stranger, but without a word he swayed off
into the herd and returned | eading two ponies. They
certainly looked famliar. Others cane
drifting along behind, as horses woul d.
"Two will do for now, " Durendal said. "M
friends may be along later for theirs, and | do not
need ny third one today. | will only require
one saddle. | expect to be back before evening and
will pay you then for another night." He nust try not
to arouse any nore suspicion
Agai n Ushan | ooked at himoddly. He did
not say anything until Durendal was mounted, with the
second pony tethered behind.
Then he spat in the dust. "For three obits,
I will tell you which way your friend went."
Durendal reached in his pocket and found a
gold dizork. He held it up. "Tell ne

everything."
The obese man shrugged. "He had been
runni ng, |ike you. He bought another horse, although |ike

you he had no baggage. He went that way." He
poi nted west. "Fast. But he cannot have gone far
yet."

Durendal threw himthe coin, which he bit before
making it vanish in the dirty folds of his gown.
"You have just inherited two nore horses, friend. And the
saddles. In return, have | your silence?"

Ushan's nod of agreenment was worthless, of
cour se.

Dur endal nounted and rode off to the west. He
felt suddenly very happy--not because he had escaped
fromthe city with his life, which he did not val ue
especially highly at the noment, but because he bore
an obligation for vengeance and now he knew where his
quarry was. He had expected to have to wait at
Koburtin until Kronman arrived. Now he
could hope to catch him before being hinself caught by the
pur sui ng nonks.

Three nen had killed Wl fbiter and he was
one of them He had pushed his luck too far, not
realizing that his luck mght not shelter others.
Per haps every man | earned from experience the limts of
his own luck. Wl fbiter had known his and had
repeat edly begged his ward to | eave the nonastery.
Durendal had refused until it was too |ate.
He had cut it absurdly fine, surviving
only because his luck had held. So he was one of the
three nurderers. The only reconpense he could
make was to punish the others; Herat had al ready paid.
That left one nore to die.

Kromman woul d not expect to be



foll omed, so he would not be taking precautions.
He mi ght well be invincible when he did, for he
had resources he had refused to reveal. In a
crowmded city, or even a forest, he would vani sh
wi thout difficulty, but here on the rolling wastes of
Altain his inquisitor tricks mght fai
him He could not have nuch of a head start.

After about half an hour, Durendal saw him
in the far distance, |eading his spare nount. For al npost
anot her half hour, the inquisitor rode
blithely on, unaware that death was creeping ever
cl oser at his back. Wen he did | ook behind
him Durendal was cl ose enough to detect the nove;
thus he was not taken unaware when Kromman's
spare horse stopped to graze and Kromman hinsel f
di sappeared, nount and all

Dur endal changed horses then, so he could
make a spurt in the direction he had | ast seen
his quarry, and he abandoned his spare. Runors of
invisibility cl oaks had begun to circul ate
about the time he'd left Ironhall, but little was
known about them He nust hope that they could not nask
both a man and a horse, or at |east not
conpletely. Again his luck held. Soon he
detected a faint blur ahead sonmewhat to the right of
his line of travel. He angled that way. At
times he seened to be racing al one over the dry
hills. At others he could see a shadow or a
riderless animal. Oten he could detect dust.
Anot her hour went by in relentless pursuit.
He was parched and exhausted and his horse was in
wor se shape, but Kromman's was fl aggi ng
badly. Every time he changed course, Durenda
could cut a corner.

At last, as he was descending into a small
hol | ow, he saw the inquisitor appear ahead of
him discarding his invisibility and slowing to a wal k.
Wien he reached the bottom he reined in and
di smounted to exam ne his horse's hooves, bending
over each and taking his time. Durendal nade
sure that Harvest was |oose in her sheath, not
gunmed there by Herat's dried bl ood. Wen he
drew cl ose enough for the sounds of his pony's shoes
on the stones to be audible, the inquisitor |ooked
up with sudden al arm

"Sir Durendal! You startled ne." If
fish could snmle ... "I had given you up for
| ost. Wonderful! Wat has happened to your
Bl ade?"

At thirty feet away, Durenda

slid down to the ground and | ooped his reins around a

dead thorn bush, which would suffice as a tether if

his horse believed in it strongly enough. He

wal ked cl oser to Kromman, keeping his right side

to his opponent, wondering what tricks were to cone.
"Exactly what you wanted to happen to him"
"I don't think I quite follow " Kronman

was caked with dust. He rubbed his forehead with his arm
Twenty feet.



"You shut the trapdoor. You | ocked the

gate."

"Ch no! | certainly did not! That was not our
agreement. |If you found the trapdoor shut, the
nmonkeys nust have closed it. | expect they went

and checked the gate after that. Flames! but that sun
is bad, isn't it?"

"You killed WIfbiter and you are a dead
man. "

Either fear or anger glinted in the fishy eyes.
"That is not true! | don't know what's cone
over you, Sir Durendal. | shall certainly
include this episode in in ny report.”

"You will not be making a report. Now throw your
sword over there--still in its scabbard. And your
knife, too."

"I shall do no such thing!"

Ten feet.

Again the inquisitor raised an armto his
face. How could there be sweat on himin this
virulent dry heat? The dust would soak it up
if there were. Durendal started to turn his head
away, but only a fraction of a second before a
flash brighter than the sun seared his eyes. The
two horses screanmed in terror, a tunult of
hoof beats shook the worl d.

Blind and half mad with pain, Durendal whipped
out Harvest. He could see nothing, but he knew
Kronman's fighting style and his di stance. He had
three paces to cone. One, two, three--parry!

The bl ades clanged. If Kronman had used

his customary lunge to the heart, his sword was right
there, so parry! again and then riposte! He swung
Harvest around like a scythe and felt her strike
flesh. Kromman's shriek was accomnpani ed

by what sounded |ike a sword falling on the rocky
ground, but he was capabl e of any deception
Maki ng Harvest dance random patterns in front

of him Durendal backed away. He heard no
footsteps follow ng, and a nonent |ater he
detected a groan of pain sone way

of f. He paused then

Lurid green fires swayed before him tears
streamed down his cheeks. That |ast-m nute aversion
of his head had saved his sight from worse danage
for a vague grayness to his left marked reality
returning. Slowy the green msts cleared
until he could make out blurred shapes of
thorns and rocks, and eventually he | ocated
Kronman, curled up on the gravelly ground
with his sword behind him

Dur endal approached quietly,
cautiously. If that black puddl e was bl ood- -
for sone reason he was not seeing col ors--then he
had seriously injured his opponent or even
killed him He hooked Kromman's sword
away with Harvest, then picked it up and tossed it
safely out of reach.

"Tell me why."



The inqui sitor whinpered.

"Way did you | eave Wl fbiter and me there
to die when the hue and cry started? You foll owed us
in. You probably saw everything we saw and nore,
but you had an invisibility cloak. And when you
left, you deliberately locked us in to die."

Slow y Kronman turned his head.
Durendal 's sight had cl eared enough now for him
to see that he had opened the inquisitor's belly
fromside to side. He was lying there holding his
guts in place with both hands, and no doubt
suffering excruciatingly. GCh, what a shane!

"No. "

Dur endal ' s knuckl es ached around the hilt of
his sword as he fought to restrain his hatred.
"Fl anes, man! You are about to die. Do you
want to die with l[ies on your |ips? You wounded the
nonkey--1 heard it cry out, and the blood on the
floor was still wet. You left footprints. You
turn your toes in, you scum Tell ne why."

The inquisitor's face blanched under its tan

and dust. "lI'msorry! Yes, | was, |
mean | must have been, just ahead, or at |east not
far ahead of you. | panicked. That's all

I"'mnot a trained fighter like you, renmenber.
lost ny head. I'mjust a glorified clerk who
wasn't cut out for--"
"You're a glorified slug. But that isn't the
worst of it. The worst of it is that you |ied about the
invisibility cloak. Even if you only have one
of them there was no need for three of us to risk our
lives. So what's your explanation of
that, Master Kronman?"

“I'"'mhurt! 1--1 need help!"
"Well, you're not going to get it. For the nurder
of Sir Wifbiter, I condemm you to death.

Die, but take your time. Take all the tinme you
want. And give ny regards to your brothers the
vul tures.”

Dur endal sheathed his sword and wal ked away.

Three nen had nurdered Wl fbiter and all
three nust die for it. That seened very probable and very
just as he trudged back up the endless dirt
slope with the sun only a foot or two above his
head--or feeling like that. H s eyes ached and watered
so hard that he could still barely see, and the tears were
all he had to drink. Kronmman nust have known his
fancy trick with the Iight would spook the horses,
so either he had been desperate enough to take the ganble
or he had arranged sone way of calling his own
back to him Perhaps that was what he had been doing
when he worked on its hooves. Durendal woul d have
to survive on his own two feet. If he |lasted
| ong enough in the heat to nmake his way back to the city,
assum ng he could find it, then he would very likely
be caught by the Brethren, and that woul d nean



Durendal for breakfast with an apple in his nouth.

He made his way to the highest elevation he could
find and paused there, rubbing his eyes. He
assuned they would heal in tine, if he had tine, but
at the noment a fog of tears hid Samarinda
al t hough he knew it must be to the east. He could tel
south from his shadow. There was no sign of his horses
or Kromman's, and if there were he woul d never be
able to catch one. He would run hinmself to exhaustion
in the attenpt.

Soneone was coming. At first he could not nake out who
or what, but probably nore than one and so
obviously heading in his direction that he must have
been seen already. He set off across the vast
| andscape to neet them It night be the Brethren
i ntent on vengeance, and in that case he had no
chance of escape. It night be Evernman, having
had a change of heart. It could never be
VWl fbiter. No matter how marvel ous the
nmonks' heal i ng conjurenments were, they could not have
repaired that nmuch damage

Eventual ly he cane to an outcrop of dusky
rock that, while it offered no shade, would
at least be a place to sit down, so he sat
down. By then he knew that the others were two
canels, with only one rider

They came up the | ong sl ope under the enornous
sky until the rider was close enough to identify as
Everman. He had renoved his cap to show his
auburn hair. He nade his canels crouch on
the dusty grass. Disnounting stiffly, he wal ked
over to Durendal, handed hima water bottle, and
chose a suitable rock to sit on

Durendal drank greedily, then the two nen
stared at each other for a | ong nonent.

"Repent ance? Comi ng honme?"

Ever man shook his head. "I would die at
dawn. | really don't want to, anyway, but
I couldn't if I did. I wasn't lying to you."

"You lied about your ward." So Kromman had
sai d--but had Kromman been telling the truth?
Apparently he had, because Evernman shrugged.
"Only when | said he died of sickness. He was
killed in a skirm sh just this side of Koburtin.
| failed ny ward." He | ooked up
defiantly.
"That's why you chal |l enged? To di e?"
"l suppose so. Before you judge ny new
br ot her hood, brother, consider the ethics of the
old." Dust had collected in the fine lines on
his forehead. His hair had lost its sheen and was
thinning at the front; thickening neck and jaw
He saw that Durendal had noticed. " Not
quite the man | was, am1?" He sniled
sadl y, making grooves fromnose to nouth. He
had not had those yesterday.
"That fast?"
Nod. "A lifetinme every day. By sunset
["1l be mddle-aged. By midnight I'm



old." He snmiled ruefully. "Fromthen unti
dawn it gets really bad."

"So you lied about staying of your own free will?
They trapped you!"

Everman | eaned his arns on his knees. He
toyed with his cap, then glanced warily at
Durendal . "How nmuch did you see?"

"More than enough--animals, scavengers.
Starving rats."

"You don't know what it's |like. Not trapped

Well, partly, | suppose. They do have

wonder ful healings, and they kept me alive in
spite of all the blood | had | ost, and Herat
alive, also. The next norning, the
nonkeys brought ne a mouthful of neat. |
didn't know what it was, but it worked like fire.
| screanmed for nore, and they brought nore. The next day
I knew what it was, but | couldn't do wthout
it."

"It has to be eaten right after the conjuration,
pr esune?"

"Wthin mnutes. It won't keep." Evernan
went back to tornenting his headgear. "Rejuvenation
You can't imagine what it's like."

"You pay for it. You just told me you'll be old
by mi dni ght."

"That isn't as bad as the real thing, though. It
can't be! To have to go through that--w nd going first, then

speed, strength ... senses wani nhg, pains,

decay ... to go through all that knowing that it's
permanent, that it's forever, that there isn't going to be
any rem ssion. ... No, that must be rmuch, nuch

worse. Life must be one long torture. You have
that to |l ook forward to." He shrugged again. "No
one survives it. Except us. W start

afresh every norning."

"At a price."

"They're all volunteers! Every one of them
They know the risks. They all have a chance. In
drought years, or after a big war, the waiting list
grows to hundreds. All volunteers."

No, there was no repentance. An honorable
swordsman had sold his soul for immortality.

He coul d not even see the evil

"Are they really all vol unteers? Wat
happens on the days when the chal |l enger w ns?"

"Ah!" Evernman sighed and repl aced his cap
on his head. "Yes. Well, on those days we
engage in active recruitment--but we take one
of them one of the strangers. He just didn't
expect to go so soon, that's all."

"And he dies in an alley with a knife in his
back instead of a sword in his hand?"

"Let's not argue, old friend." Everman shook
his head sadly and put his hat on. "W re not
going to agree. | did warn you that the secret
woul dn't work in Chivial."

"What do you want, then?" Durendal peered
around at the horizon with sudden suspicion



wondering if he was being encircled.

"Thought you might need a little help. Looks I|ike
| was right, too. Wat happened to your horses?
What's wrong with your eyes?"

"Had a di sagreenent with my tane

inquisitor. I won on points."
Ever man shrugged. "You shouldn't consort with such
lowife. | also came to say |'msorry about
Wl fbiter. He was top drawer, wasn't
he?"

"They don't come any higher."
""All Blades are born to die." That's
what they told us at Ironhall, but they
didn't know about nme. Wlfbiter's what |
canme about. | brought you his sword to take
back. "
Fl ames! Durendal wasn't sure if the
pai n was anger or sorrow, but whatever it was, it
made speaking difficult. He nodded.
Everman waited a nmonent, |ooking at him as
if waiting for something. Finally he said, "They say
a Bl ade can never rest if his sword doesn't
hang in the hall. Friend, you have ny word on this--he
has been returned to the elenments in proper
fashion. | lit the pyre nyself. He was not a
vol unteer."
Wul d they eat Herat instead? But it was
wel come news. "Thank you."
"I brought you some water and food. Two days
due west, then aimfor the two peaks |ike breasts--

that' Il bring you to Koburtin. The tribes have
nostly gone south at this time of year. You should be
all right."

Di sconcerted by the painful lunmp in his throat,
Durendal said, "Thank you. Look ... |
wish | could say |I'msorry about Herat. |
never nmet a swordsman to match him"

"Yes," Everman said sadly. "He was no
coward. He didn't shout for help, and he was
risking a lot more than ... But he had his
faults. | haven't congratul ated you on beating

him Let's let it go at that, shall we?"
"Yes," Durendal said. "We'd better
let it go at that."
"One other thing. | amauthorized to offer you his
place, if you want it. No tricks, |
swear. You can join us, and wel cone. Forever."

"No thank you."
Everman sniled. He blinked as if he had
dust in his eyes. "lI'mnot surprised. |I'm

sorry, though. You don't know what you're turning
down. Just tell ne this: Is our brotherhood so
much nore evil than yours? You don't think I'm
worth all the lives it takes to keep ne
alive, but is your precious king?"

The outrageous question took Durendal's breath
away. "I risk my life voluntarily
to--"

"So do our challengers."



"Ch, that is absurd! That's crazy! Bl ast

you! W were friends at Ironhall. W were close
as brothers. Nowto see a man | trusted and
admred and | oved turned into ..." Into what?

There was a stranger behind that familiar face.
Argument woul d not bring back the old Everman.
"We did agree to let it go at that, didn't

we? You'll nmake it hone all right?"
The nmonk chuckled. "Ch, 1'lIl be stiff and
so on, but I'Il make it. | brought you a gold

bar, as a nenmento. Throw it away if you don't
want it. You can ride a canel ?"

"Not well, but I'Il get by."

They drank from a water skin and bade each
other farewell as friends who know they can never neet
again. They nounted and rode off in opposite
directions.

MONTPURSE
Very

Hone proved to be very far away. Everything
conspi red agai nst him-caravans, weather, and finally
war. A man al one was fragile. Many times he
escaped robbery only through his ability to stay
awake all night. Twice he felt the
approach of fever and had to bury all his
val uables in a secret place and hope he woul d
live to dig themup again. He found half
Eurania up in arms. Chivial was at daggers
drawn with both Isilond and Bael nark, so he
was forced to return through Gevily, and even then he
was fortunate not to fall into the hands of Baelish
pirates. He |landed at Servil hamon a
bl ustery norning in N nthmoon 362, nore than
five years after he left. Converting the very | ast
of the King's noney into a dapple mare, he set
off to ride the length of the ki ngdom

He found his honel and strangely changed.

Anbrose was no | onger the popul ar hero he had

been. Taxes had risen sharply, trade was

depressed by the war, harvests had been

poor for three years in a row. Queen Sian

had been beheaded for treason and replaced by Queen
Har al da. Bi zarre fashions now rul ed the

cities. Gentlemen sported ruffs, vast

pl umed hats, grossly puffed sl eeves,

sl ashed tabards, enbroidered surcoats,

fur-trimred capes. Ladi es had di sappeared

i nside clouds of drapery, sleeves trailing

to the ground, and little | ost faces peering out from beneath
el aborate turbans. As he neared the

capital, Durendal |earned that he nust seek out

his sovereign at the great new pal ace of

Nocare. But reporting to the King could wait a



coupl e of days; he had a mi ssion nore inportant
than that.

He rode in over Starknoor around noon, being
spied first by a pair of horsemen who veered
to intercept him At first glance they knew himfor a
Bl ade, but they saluted with no sign of
per sonal recognition.

"Candi date Bandit at your service, sir.

"Candi date Fal con, sir."

Judgi ng their eager faces, flushed pink by the
wi nd, he woul d have taken themfor juniors, and yet
they were both arned. They were so typical and he had
been away so |ong that they seemed al nost |ike tw ns
to him He noted that Fal con had an upturned
nose and Bandit's heavy eyebrows nmet in the
m ddl e. He berated hinself for using such trivia
to distinguish men with as much right to be counted
i ndi vidual s as he had, but he had nothing el se
to go on in a first encounter, out here on the blustery
heat h.

He did not give his nanme, which nust have been
forgotten by now. They woul d assune he was meking a
joke in very poor taste. He said only, "I
cone to return a sword. | cannot stay."

They exchanged frowns, then Fal con wheel ed
his mount and gal |l oped off to give warning, while
Bandit escorted the visitor in. He had both
the sense to realize that Durendal did not w sh
to converse and the poise to remain silent. Wen they
rode through the gates, the great bell was tolling.

Dur endal di snounted before the nmonumental nain
door and handed the reins to a groom he did not
know. "I shall not be staying. See to her needs and
bring her right back."

He had thought that time had blunted the heartache,
but he felt it all anew as he extracted
Fang from his pack and strode up the
steps. He mourned again for Wil fbiter; for
friendship; for absolute loyalty, quick wits,
unfailing endurance; the great prom se that had been
wasted to so little purpose. He mourned his own
guilt. Never would he accept another Bl ade from
the King. He had sworn that oath a hundred tines
since Samarinda, and he swore it again there, in the
shadow of the Hall. Mpnarchs m ght bear such
burdens, but not sinple nen like him

No task took precedence over a Return.

Al'l the school had assenbl ed under the sky of
swords: masters, knights, candidates, with
anonynmous servants huddl ed i n the background,
hushed and solem. His tread tapped a sl ow

knell on the stone as he entered, holding the
sword before him No whispers of excitenent

greeted his appearance, for he had been five

years gone. One or two of the nobst senior

candi dat es mi ght have witnessed his last visit, but
t hey woul d have been nmere children then. He had won no
cups since, felled no foes. Even the faces

at the high table took tinme to light up with



recogni tion, and sone of those were a surprise to him
Many he had expected to see were absent. There was
a new Grand Master, a man who had been
retired fromthe Royal Quard just after
Anbrose' s successi on and whose name was Sexton
or Saxon or Sixtus or sonething like that. The
candi dat es seened |i ke babies to him the knights
i ke mummi es. This was his fourth arrival at
Ironhal |, and now he knew he wanted it to be
his last. He was thirty! He owned an estate,
after all, Peck-sonething in Dinpleshire. He
woul d not need to join that row of inpotent pensioners when
his armgrew sl ow. He had served his King well
for eleven years, |onger than nost Bl ades.
If she was still free, he would marry Kate and
retire to be a country gentl eman.
The tabl es and benches had been cl eared away.
He paced along the |lines of candidates to where
Grand Master stood waiting for himbel ow the broken
Ni ghtfall. Already the second Durendal w shed
he had not cone at all. Had he waited, the King
m ght have given himperm ssion to reveal some of the
story, although that was not likely. As it was, the
details must remain secret, and WIlfbiter's
heroi smuntold. Bitter the injustice! On the
ot her hand, Anbrose m ght have forbi dden even this
smal | tribute.

"I bring Fang," he said, hearing his
voi ce echo dismally in the hush, "sword of Sir
Wl fbiter, companion in our order. He died
in a far land, defending his ward, whom he saved
then and had saved several tines before. Cherish his
sword and wite his name in the Litany, for none
better deserves to be renenbered there.”

Grand Master waited for nore. Then, frowning, he
stepped forward to accept the blade. He said only
the required mininum "It shall hang in its
proper place forever."

Dur endal stepped back one pace and drew
Harvest to salute the broken bl ade on the
wal | . Then he turned on his heel and wal ked
out. He rode away over the mpors in the
eye-wat eri ng wi nd.

"By the eight, you' ve aged!" Commander Hoare
boomed cheerily. "I hope | don't |ook as
bad as that. Good to see what's left of you
t hough!" He envel oped Durendal in a
bone- br eaki ng hug.

Hi s face had not changed very nuch, although he had
finally discarded his nmuch-derided pale beard and there
were flecks of premature silver in his hair.

The rest of himwas resplendent in a redesigned
Guard livery, which seened totally inpracticable
but m ght be appropriate within the new pal ace's
spraw i ng wonders of gilt and marble. True, many
parts of it were still scaffolding and ugly brick



to see gracious gardens in the current swanp and
abandoned farm and required a considerabl e anmount of
i magi nati on--but the inhabitants were all grandi ose
as peacocks.

"You | ook nmuch the same," Durenda
retorted. "Congratul ations, Leader! Is it
perm ssi ble to ask what happened to your
pr edecessor ?"

"The Chancel |l or, you nean? Wench? Wench
Bring ale for our guest! Sit down, man, sit
down! "

The visitor sank into a swansdown- padded
chair and gazed all around the sunptuous office of
quilted silk walls and ankl e-deep car pets.

Back in his day, the headquarters of the Royal

Guard woul d have been rejected as stabling by the
royal hostlers, while this |ooked like a

potentate's harem Then he stared in even greater

di shelief at his el aborately bedecked

host, observing that his surcoat was enbellished wth
conpl ex heraldry of anvils and flames and

swords, topped by a notto, To Be Wt hand

Ser ve.

"Can you fight in that ensenbl e?"

Hoare cleared his throat and stretched out his
legs to admire his el aborate buskins.

"Probably not, but when was the last tinme we had
to fight?"

"Thi ngs have changed?"

"You could say that. The King no | onger
canpai gns in person.” The Commander gl anced a
war ni ng as a buxom nai dservant bustled in with
tankards and a small keg.

"Chancel | or?" Durendal said. "Montpurse
is chancellor? Um good for hinm Wat happened
to Lord Cent han®"

Hoare busi ed hinmsel f tapping the barrel unti
t he door had cl osed behind the naid. "Treason
He was to be put to the Question today, actually.”

"How is Hi s Majesty?"

"Ah! WVell, very well. Truly the greatest
nonarch Chivial has ever seen." The remark was
acconpani ed by an expansive gesture with both
hands, and a raising of expressive eyebrows.

"W have a new queen, you know. "

"The former Lady Haralda, | understand."

"And a real beauty! A very sweet sixteen
Just five years older than Princess
Mal i nda. Your health, Sir Durendal, and your
happy return!™”

They clinked tankards.

Durendal smacked his lips. "I missed this.

You really ought to try fermented goats' mlKk.
Not hi ng ever tastes bad again."

"No wonder you've aged! Tell ne where
you' ve been all these years."

"Not until | have reported to the King, I'm
afraid. How is Montpurse enjoying his new
duti es?"



"Li ke a doubl e dose of crotch rot. Lord
Mont purse, of course. Conpanion of the Wite
Star and so on." Hoare donned an expression of
cross-eyed idiocy that said nothing and hinted at a
great deal. Hi s hunor bore a cynical odor
it had lacked in the old days.

Yes, things had changed. Al the nyriad
qgquestions frothing up in the newconer's m nd had best
be postponed until he | earned better how the | and
| ay. Ambrose nmust be ...
forty-five? Yes, forty-five. He should not be
losing his grip yet. And a wife of sixteen!

He woul d still crave a male heir, of course.

"I must request an audience to report on
nmy mission."

"Il arrange that for you," Hoare said. "I
do have sone powers, and access to the Secretary's ear
is one of them An unpleasantly hairy ear
yet a very acute one. But it was the Secretary

." He fell silent, staring.

Puzzl ed by the | ook, Durendal said, "I
trust you can find a corner for me to call ny
own?"

"Absolutely! WII a two-wench bed be
adequat e? You realize you're officially dead,
don't you?"

Durendal had been about to quaff ale. He
| owered his tankard. "News to nme. How did that
happen?"

"I do believe that it was Secretary
Kronman hi nsel f who originated that report. The
Ki ng issued--"

"Kromman? |vyn Kromman, the
inquisitor? He's alive?"

Hi s host kept an intent gaze on Durenda
while taking a long drink. "Very nuch alive. Very
close to His Majesty. Useful fellow
Rel i eves the Chancell or of many of his burdens.™

"Do keep talking." Durendal caught hinself
transferring his ale to his left hand, which was a
danger signal in a swordsman.

Hoare had noticed. "He returned from sone
foreign mssion about a year ago. He had picked
up sone very valuable intelligence in Isilond--
on the way back from sonewhere el se, runor has
it--and that brought himto H s Majesty's attention
About a nonth ago, he was appoi nted persona
secretary." Pause. "He has taken up his
duties with celerity and diligence.”

"Tell me how | died. 1've forgotten."

"No details were revealed."

"Wuld it be possible for ne to have that audience before
the Secretary learns that | am undead?"

"How | ong since you canme in the gates?"

"About fifteen mnutes.”

"Too late, then."

Si | ence.

"You know Master Kronman?" Hoare asked
quietly. "But of course, he arrested your--I



mean the late | anented Marquis. You
nmet himthat norning?"

"l have met himsince, too." To reveal nore
even to Hoare, m ght be very unw se

More silence. Ganted that Kronman had
wi t nessed the rejuvenati on conjuration in the nonastery,
had he actually nanaged to steal a sanple of that
revolting feast and use it to save his own |ife?

No. From what Everman had said, even a single
mout hf ul woul d have bespelled him so he woul d have been
forced to go back to Samarinda and join the brethren
or else die the foll owi ng dawn. But
Kromman' s cache of inquisitorial
conjurenents had included spiritually enhanced bandages
and sinples, so it was just possible that he had
managed to heal hinself. Just barely possible--
wounded, without horse or water, stranded in the endless
wastes of Altain. Even if he had possessed
some nmeans of calling his horse back to him it could
not have been a pl easant experience. He would be no
nore friendly now than he had been before.

VWat had he told the King?

"I believe that an audi ence may be nore urgent
than | first thought, brother."

The Commander pushed away his tankard half
full. "Gve ne an hour. He's going to be
i nspecting the west wing. |I'll borrow livery for
you--you can't nmeet himlooking like that. You want an
escort in the nmeantinme?"

"Fl anes and death, man! In the pal ace?"

Hoare shrugged. "No, of course not. |'mjust
junping at shadows."

"There nust be a lot of them around,” Durenda
said grimy

He had an hour. He went straight to the
White Sisters' quarters and asked to see Mbther
Superior. Several of the sniffers came and went
while his heels were allowed to cool in the
corridor outside the ornate door, and he
noted that they, at |east, had not changed their
traditional habit for any of the new angl ed
fashi ons.

The door opened again. Mdther Superior was a very
tall, gaunt woman with a supercilious nose and
awl -sharp eyes. Her hennin al nost touched the
lintel, which was a good ten feet up, and she brought
with her an eye-watering fragrance of |avender.
She had not been Mot her Superior when he left,
but he renmenbered her. Judgi ng by her expression
he had the spiritual attributes of a warm

dung heap.

He bowed. "I am Durendal of the Roya
Guard, Mther. | have been away for some tine on
H s Majesty's business. | have just returned.”

Her gaze traversed fromhis face down to his
travel -scuffed boots and back again. Her
pursed lips said pity!
"I wish to see one of the sisters. W were friends.



Sister Kate?"
The pursed lips had beconme a cl enched jaw
"W have no sister by that nane." She began to cl ose

t he door.
He stamped a foot in the opening in a fencer's
appel . "She was transferred to duties in

Brim arde about five years ago, just as I|--"
"There is no Sister Kate in Brimarde,"

Mot her Superior announced firmy. "There is

no Sister Kate in the order. If you do not

instantly renove your boot, | shall |odge a

conplaint with the Privy Council--just see if |

don't!" She slammed the door in his face.
Honmecom ng was not turning out as he had

expect ed.

The clink of masons' hammers and a powerf ul
stench of paint were rem nders that the west wing was still under
construction. Hoare knew where he was headi ng, though
and led the way to a huge enptiness that must be
destined to become a reception hall. It was lit
by enornmous w ndows al ong one side, while
pl asterers | abored in a high spiderweb of
scaf fol ding covering the opposite wall and tilers
craw ed antli ke around the floor, creating
swirls of color. He set out across it, aimng
for a group of nen standing at the far end.

"I'f you think this is big, you should see--"

"Halt!" A squad of four Bl ades
bl ocked their path, and the forenost had his sword
dr awn.

Hoare roared, "Snake!"

"Beg pardon, Leader. Standing orders,
sir." Snake was trying with a notable |ack of
success to conceal his anmusenent at this opportunity
to chall enge his superior. He had been a new
boy when Durendal |eft and now wore an
of ficer's sash, but neither maturity nor the
vol um nous new |livery could nake him
| ook much less |ike his namesake than he had before.
He was still as thin as a rapier. "The Sisters are
guestioni ng your compan--" H's eyes w dened. "Sir
Durendal ! You're back! You're alive!"

Durendal said, "Wait!" before Hoare could
say anything he would have to retract. Two Wite
Sisters were hovering in the background, both of them
mat ure, conpetent-seem ng wonmen. One | ooked
cl ose to nausea and the other not far fromit, and the
cause could only be the contents of the heavy bag he
bore in his left hand. "I was intending to present
this package to H's Majesty. It is a
conjurenent, yes, but | did not expect it to be
still active."

The three junior Blades were still adjusting to the
presence of the famobus Sir Durendal, but
Snake himsel f--and, nore inportant, Hoare al so--



had progressed to the next step. Their faces had
har dened i nto doubt and suspicion. A man
returns fromthe dead, heads straight for the King, and
triggers the sniffers' alarnms. Wo or what was
he?
"You had better leave it here, brother,"”
Hoare said warily.

"It is fairly valuable, and | suspect the
Sisters would rather have it renoved fromtheir presence.’
He | ooked at themto make the remark a question

"Whatever it is, it is vilel" one of the wonen
shapped.

"You speak truer than you can know. Well, |et
us send it to a safe place." Durendal laid
down the bag and fished in his pocket for the gol den
bones. He transferred themto the bag w thout--he
hoped--any of the watchers seeing either themor the
gold block itself. "Leader, would you have this taken
to your office, please? Wthout anyone | ooking
inside it? And give orders for it to be kept
safe and confidential."

Hoare seenmed reassured but not totally
convinced. "Of course. Fairtrue, see to that.

Take it to ny office; stay and guard it unti
| get back."

The young man thus addressed was sandy haired and
fair conpl exioned, with a face suggesting nore
affability than intelligence. Durendal had
nmet hi m before, because he had been introduced to al
the candidates in Ironhall on the night of
Wl fbiter's binding, and now he recognized the
other two Bl ades al so. The beefy one had been
Wl fbiter's Second, by the nane of

Bul | - somet hi ng. Bul | whip. H s eyes were
bright with hope. So were the others'. Al three of
t hem woul d have been friends and contenporaries.

He shook his head. "Just ne. He died with
great honor, though. | returned his sword to the
Moor on ny way here." He watched their
hopes die and i magined their reactions if they
heard that Wlfbiter's killer was now wi thin the
pal ace. But he did not want themto get
to Kromman before he did. He woul d explain at
t he i nquest. He handed over the bag to the one called

Fairtrue. "Careful! It's heavy."
Too late. Fairtrue dropped it with a thud
that shook the hall, fortunately mssing his feet.

He picked it up again with an enbarrassed | augh
"Must be solid gold!™

"W don't need a speech, Sir
Fairtrue," Hoare snapped. "What is
required in the present instance is pronpt
obedi ence to orders!"

"Yes, Leader!" Pink faced, the youngster
hurried away, canted sideways by the wei ght of
hi s burden.

The nmen all | ooked to the sniffers, who
exchanged worried frowns. They did not seemvery
reassured. Flames! Durendal felt in his



pockets to make sure he had not overl ooked
any nore of the gold bones. None.

"Have you been carrying that package for some tine,
sir?" asked the el der.

"Three years, sister."

"Ah. You vouch for him Comrander?"

"I vouch for himbefore any man in the Guard."

She was relieved. "Then we shall assune that it
is only sone residual odor ... taint.
nmean, a residual taint of the conjurenent."”

The taint was on his soul, too. As Durenda
proceeded on his way, he noticed Hoare
gesturing to Snake to follow and bring his men. The
i nci dent was troubling, a shadow on his loyalty
when he faced a showdown with Kronmman over which of
themwas |ying. And the King was obviously busy wth
other matters. To force bad news on himat such
atinme wuuld be utter folly.

"Perhaps we ought to | eave this for now?"

Hoar e cocked a disbelieving eyebrow.
"Second thoughts? You? You're certain that
Kromman lied to hinP"

"Yes."

"Telling fibs to H's Majesty is
cl assed as treason, and there is nothing to which
Anbrose the Great assigns greater priority

than treason in all its nmultifarious
mani festati ons. Just watch. Wait here, all of
you. "

The King was consulting a roll of draw ngs, standing
wi thin an entourage of about two dozen men ranging from
splendidly attired nobles to artisans in dirty
rags, and dominating themlike a swan anong
cygnets. At first he scowl ed when Hoare
appeared before him but his reaction to the whi spered
expl anati on was i nstantaneous, suggesting a
full-force gale hitting a scatter of dry
| eaves on a courtyard. A nmonent |ater there was
no one within twenty feet of him except
Dur endal , bowi ng | ow.

As he straightened, the King said, "You are very
wel cone back, Sir Durendal. Your
return gl addens our heart."

"Your Majesty is nost gracious. It is
al ways an honor and pleasure to cone into Your
Maj esty's presence.” It was, too.

Anbrose was certainly bigger than he had
been, but his height and the skill of his tailors had
turned obesity into nere overwhel m ng mass. A
| esser man nmust have col | apsed al t oget her under the
magni fi cence of his attire--fur, brocade,
cloth of gold; ruff, gens, gold. Only his
face gave himaway: the shrunken nouth, the
mount ai n of butter encroaching on the fanous anber
eyes. There was white in his fringe of beard, and the
rest of it had faded to a dull brown, yet he was
still an unquestioned nonarch. Durendal felt small
before him

"You escaped fromcaptivity? We shall | ook



forward to hearing of your exploits."

"I was never captive, sire."

The piggy eyes shrank to pinholes. "Then how
exactly cane you to be separated from
I nqui sitor Kromman?"

"I left himfor dead in the desert, sire.

| tried to kill himand amsorry to learn that |
failed."

A royal foot tapped on the tiles. "You
had some reason for this, | presune?"

"Because he killed my friend and Bl ade, Sir
Wl fbiter, and very nearly killed ne also."
The King | ooked slowy around the great enpty

hall. Al the spectators backed away even
farther. "We are waiting, Sir
Dur endal . "

"My liege. W arrived at Samarinda

He told the story in full detail. The
King gave himhis conmplete attention--he had al ways
been a good listener. For twenty or thirty
m nutes the nobles and master craftsnmen stood
i mpotently silent, Blades and Wite
Sisters conferred in faint whispers, tilers and
pl asterers worked their hearts out in case the King should
gl ance their way. Wen Durendal had fini shed,
two red blobs of fury glowed on the royal
cheekbones.

"I was inforned that you and your Bl ade insisted on
breaking into the castle despite contrary advice from
Mast er Kromman. \When you did not cone out at the
agreed time, he returned to the I odgi ngs you shared.
He waited two weeks and when you still failed
to appear he gave you up for dead and left the
city."

A man could not say, | know you appoi nted him
Secretary only a nmonth ago and to put himon
trial for treason so soon will be a public
admi ssion that he deceived you, but | am sworn
to defend you fromall foes and that man is a liar
and a killer.

Al he could say was, "I am prepared
to repeat my story before the inquisitors, sire.”

The King thunped the roll of draw ngs against his
thigh a fewtines. "Trusting of you. Secretary
Kronmman told me his story in the presence of
Grand I nquisitor herself."

Death and fire! A trickle of sweat
ran down Durendal's ribs. The King was warni ng
himthat the inquisitors defended their own. Mention
of Mbdther Spider raised the stakes considerably.

If the King accepted his Blade's story, he

must at | east dismss and perhaps destroy a senior

m ni ster. Wuld he even dare to try? The O fice

of General Inquiry mght not cooperate in

decapitating itself. To be certain that he had the

truth of this affair, he would have to put soneone to the
Question, and that was using sl edgehanmers for

drunsticks. The best Durendal could hope for



now was di smissal fromcourt. It was what he
wanted, wasn't it--retirement? Honorable
retirement, though

"I have the gold | mentioned, sire. Dd
Mast er Kromman describe the gold, and, if
so, how did he explain his know edge of it?"

The shrewd little eyes grew no warner. "He
said little about gold, but I am sure he can
present other explanations of how you acquired it.
| want to see this gold. \Were is it?"

"In a bag in the Commander's office, sire.

The sniffers took exception to it."

"Dam the sniffers. You may have brought a
profit for "

The King had turned to | ook for his Bl ades.
Hoare was grinning, having just finished saying sonething
hunorous. The other three and the two Wite
Sisters were all shaking with suppressed | aughter
unaware of the royal glare suddenly fixed upon
them It felt like a nonth before one of them
noti ced.

Hoare cane hurrying over. "My |iege?"

"Go and bring me Sir Durendal's bag."

"Sire, the Wite Sisters were very ... Um
yes. At once, Your Mjesty!" The Commander
backed away, bowi ng. His sovereign's fury
seened to follow himall the way to the door Iike
tongues of fire.

"Your return is nost timely, Sir
Durendal ," the King nuttered.

Not sure what that inplied, Durendal said,

"For further evidence, | nmust have inprinted a
substantial scar on Master Kroman's
belly."

The King left off glowering after Hoare to gl ower
at Durendal instead. "He was wounded when
bri gands attacked the caravan on his way
hore. "

Shit! "Sire, he has obviously kept
his lies as close to the truth as possible. But he
did follow us into the castle, he did not wait
two weeks for us to emerge, he did close the
trapdoor and the gate on us, he certainly
possessed an invisibility cl oak, which--"

"Those were his orders.”

"Sire?"

"The cl oaks are a state secret, to be
denied at all times. They do not confer
invisibility, only a sort of uninportance,
and they are extrenely difficult to use. If
an assassin wal ked in here wearing one, you would
probably see a page or another Bl ade, and
you woul d pay no heed--but only if the man kept
his head. If he let his own attention wander for an
instant, the cloak would reveal him Kronmman
could no nore have | oaned you his cloak than you
woul d I oan an unruly horse to a man who has
never ridden. It would have been useless to you. And if
he did follow you into the killers' den, then he was



taking little less risk than you were."

The swanp grew deeper every mnute

"He did not wait two weeks! He fled
right away. He lied to you."

"A man nmay reasonably conceal his own
cowardi ce. "

"He used the cloak against ne, sire, which is
hardly the act of an innocent. He m ght just
argue that closing the trapdoor was a necessary
precaution with dawn breaki ng, but never that |ocking the
gate was." Was this now the extent of his conpl aint
agai nst the King's personal secretary?

Anbrose glared at himas if he were a
cast-bronze idiot. "It was already light. He
assuned that you were either dead or had found a hiding
pl ace within the castle. The next night he went
back and unl ocked the gate and waited unti
dawn. He will also claimhe tried to run fromyou
| ater because he did not know who was pursuing him
He has hairs growi ng out of his nose. Is there
anyt hi ng el se about himyou dislike?"

That thunpi ng noi se nust be earth falling on his
coffin lid. "If that is what Your Myjesty
bel i eves, then you had better put me to--"

"No!" bellowed the King. The watchers al
shivered and retreated a few nore paces. "I
don't believe it," he continued in his former tones
of qui et menace. "Accept an inquisitor's
word over a Bl ade's--what kind of dunce are
you calling me? He tried to steal all the glory
and | eave you to die, but |I can't prove it w thout
putting one of you to the Question, so | won't. He
is a bottomfeeding worm but a prince mnust
use the tools available to him and very few are beyond
reproach, as you are. | congratul ate you on a
superb acconplishnent. You have lived up to your
gl orious reputation, Sir Durendal."

Speechl ess, his Bl ade bowed.

The King said, "Name your reward."

Fire! He thought of that estate he had never
seen. Rel ease? No, not that. And he had sworn
to obey his liege, not to pander to his feelings.
"Justice for Wolfbiter's death, sire.”

The King swelled, his fat fists clenched, his
beard bristled. "Sirrah, renenber your
pl ace! Not even you can speak to nme |like that! Nane
anot her."

"I want not hing el se except to continue
to serve Your Majesty as best | can." To Be
Wt hand Serve--that would be Harvest's answer if he
could ask her the sanme question. It was the purpose for
whi ch he had been made.

Anbrose accepted the anendnent with rel uctance.

"Very well, | will grant you that. But you wll
renmenber that justice is mne, Sir
Durendal. | will have no duels or bl ood
feuds in ny court.”
Ch?

The hall stilled like a mll pool after a



trout has taken a fly. Courtiers and
Bl ades fell silent; even the busy artisans
paused in their clinking and shuffling, as everyone sensed
the confrontation--the nysterious newconer glaring
rebelliously at his sovereign, the King's
face growing steadily nore inflamed while he
wai ted for assent so dangerously w thheld. Veins
began to bulge at his tenples. H s foot
t apped. The onl ookers exchanged shocked
gl ances, held their breaths.

Long seconds crept by as Durendal
westled with his soul. Hs friend and defender had been
foully betrayed; he had bungl ed the necessary
retribution. How could he clai mone speck of
manhood if he did not seek out Kromman again
at once and conplete the job? Wat use would he
be to hinself or anyone else if he had to live with
that crushing shane? It would destroy him

But defiance now woul d destroy hi m even sooner
certainly before he could enpty Kromman's
bl ood on the floor. Even if he were nerely
bani shed instantly fromcourt, he would be ruined: a
Bl ade wi thout a purpose. \Wat el se was he
good for except guarding the King?

How coul d he serve any king who decreed such
i njustice?

But he could al nost hear Wbl fbiter warning himnot
to be inpul sive, arguing with col d-bl ooded
logic that this man was the only king he had, and a good
one in spite of his faults. Anbrose had nore
pressing concerns than the death of one of his
Bl ades. Bl ades were di spensable. They accepted
their powers and privileges in full understanding of the
price. A nmonarch with a kingdomto rule,
responsi ble for mllions of lives, could not
shatter the snmooth running of his government
by deposing Grand | nquisitor and her mnions
over a petty personal squabble.
Sonetimes even the best of kings nust dilute
justice with policy. And so on

Ch, Wlfbiter!

He bowed his head in misery. "As Your
Maj esty commands. " Wl fbiter, Wl fbiter!

Anbrose continued to scom . "W trust that

any wi shes we may convey in future will be
granted nmore seemy acknow edgment, Sir
Dur endal ?"

A last flicker of rebellion: "No conmand
Your Majesty can ever give me will hurt nore than
that one."

And a final spark of royal anger ... but then

a grudgi ng nod. "You have not |ost your brash
insolence. Alittle of that can be refreshing, but don't
overdo it. And no one understands better than we do
how readily a ward is inspired with countervailing
loyalty to his Blade."

"Thank you, sire.”

"Your return is tinely," the King repeated.
"Commander Hoare frequently displays an



i nappropriate attitude to his duties. You
repl ace hi m now as commander of our Guard. And
won't have himas your deputy, either."

Speechl ess, Durendal knelt to kiss fingers
like thick pink sausages.

It was typical of Anbrose that he left
Durendal the job of breaking the news to his
predecessor, which he did as soon as they
returned to the overenbellished Guard
headquarters. Hoare heard of his dismssal in his
own bordello of an office.

He closed his eyes in rapture. "Oh,
bl ess you! Bl ess you! Bless you!"

"You mean that?"

"I will kiss your feet if you prom se not
to tread on ny tongue. Flanes, I'Il do it
anyway! "

"CGet up, you idiot!"

Truly, the fornmer conmander did not seemto be
faking his delight. He hurled hinself into a chair
and bel | oned, "Wench! Wench! A bottle of
sack for a celebration!"

"I shall need your help," Durendal said
unhappil y.

"Anyt hing you want, brother, but | know you--it
won't take you long to pick up the

reins." Hesitation. "Did he nention rel ease
for me?"
"Un no. | can recomrend it, of course.

You don't want to crawl off and rot on
St arknoor, do you?"

Bl ades typically resisted rel ease
vehement |y, but Hoare was al ways an exception
to rules. He beaned. "I want to go off and rot
at a place called Sheer, whose |ord has a nost
gor geous daughter of seventeen with the sort of
breasts that inspire poets to wite epics."

“You nean sonnets."

"Not in this instance."”

"I's she crazy enough to want a | echerous,
br oken- down swor dsnman?"

"She is mad about nme. So is her father, but I
can fight himoff. No, | nmean he approves
of me as a man, but he doesn't want his only
child tied to court, that's all."

Wth wistful thoughts of Kate, Durenda
congratul ated him Tinmes were a-changi ng when the
Guard' s nost cel ebrated rake settled
into matrinony. He wondered how nany nore
Bl ades had such anbitions.

"You won't mind," Hoare said,
| go and tell her now?"

As he ran out, he al nost knocked over the wench
bringing the bottle of sack. Durendal sent it
back to the cellar and proceeded to explore Guard
headquarters. The first door he opened reveal ed

will you, if



an assenbly of seven bored Bl ades pl aying
dice and drinking. Al of themdated fromafter his
time, except Felix, one of his old

classmates, but they all leaped to their feet
to enbrace himand wel come him back to the world of the
[iving.

Touched, he broke the news that he was their new
commander .

"Ha!" Felix bellowed. "Now you'll see
some changes, you slipshod tadpol es! Now
you'll find your backbones stiffened."

"Quite possibly," Durendal said. "And you can
start by carrying a nessage for me, brother.

Ki ndly inform Mot her Superior that the conmander of the
Royal Guard needs to see her at once upon a

matter of extreme urgency. Don't mention ny

nane. | give you fifteen mnutes.”

VWen the form dabl e and sonmewhat breathl ess | ady was
ushered into the ostentatious office, she recoiled in
horror at the sight of the man behind the
great desk. A winkling of her nose suggested that
the taint of the Samarinda conjurenment had not yet
faded very much. She herself had brought the sane
penetrating odor of |avender.

"Do be seated, Mdther," Durendal said w thout
rising. "His Mjesty has just appointed ne
to succeed Commander Hoare. | am exceedingly
concerned about the King's safety, a matter on which
| have overriding authority, of course." He
scowl ed at a handful of papers he had snatched
at randomfrom a drawer. "These schedul es!"”

She perched stiff-backed and awkward on the
edge of a chair designed for |ounging. "Wat
schedul es, Commander ?"

He assumed a threatening gl ower. "About an

hour ago, Mdther, | took a very obvious
conjurenent into His Majesty's presence. | was
not challenged until | was less than twenty

feet fromour sovereign lord. That is clearly
unaccept abl e. "

"But ..."

"Yes?"

"Not hi ng. Do conti nue."

"I intend to." He sl apped the unoffending

docunents. "I amgoing to double all the guards
on the palace. That will apply to both Bl ades and
Wiite Sisters, of course.”

She gasped and cl utched both hands to her
nonunental hat, as if it were about to fall off.
"Doubl e? You nmean H's Majesty wishes to contract
for additional assistance from our Order?"

"No, | regret that the budget will not all ow
hiring nore staff. Advise your charges that they will be
wor ki ng doubl e shifts from now on."

The old witch glared at him "I do not
believe this!"

Durendal was ashamed to di scover that bullying could
be a pl easurabl e occupation in certain
circunstances. "If | fail to have your conplete



cooperation, Mother, | shall |odge a conplaint with the
Privy Council--just see if | don't!"

She colored in fury. She chewed her lip
for a noment. Just when he had concl uded that she was going
to call his bluff, she said, "I investigated your
previous inquiry, Commander. There was a Sister
Kate, as you said. She resigned fromthe Wite
Sisters alnost five years ago, which is why she
had slipped nmy mnd."

"l ndeed?"

"I ndeed. "

They eyed each other appraisingly, |ike fencers
after a first exchange. He dropped the papers on
the floor and | eaned back in the chair. "And where
i s she now?"

"Qur last information is that she returned to her
parents' hone."

"Married?"

"l understand not."

"In that case--and only in that case--1 w sh
you would find her for me. | shall be posting the new
duty rosters in ... let ne see--three
days?"

She stood up. "Make it four!™

After so many years, what was one nore day? "Four
it is." He rose and bowed across the desk to her
"I look forward to working with you, Mdther, on al
matters pertaining to the safety of Hs Majesty.”

"It will be interesting,"” she said as she swept out.

After the King had been safely seen off to bed that
ni ght and guards posted, the Commander was treated to a
private supper in the Chancellor's opul ent
suite, and that august personage rewarded him
by returning his sword breaker. Mntpurse had
aged | ess than anyone, for his hair had al ways
been ash bl ond and he had not lost it. He even
retained his Blade trimess inside vestnents as
sunmpt uous and bul ky as the King's. Despite his
di scl ainers, he did not seemto be finding the
gol den chain too onerous. H s worst burden, he
said, was the King's creation of the office of private
secretary and the man he had chosen to be the first
i ncunmbent .

"Then why don't we drink to his sw ft but
pai nful dem se?"

"An excel l ent suggestion!" The Chancell or
refilled the glasses. "Kromman is a
hagfish. He attaches hinself and sucks out the
l[ife. Tell me what he did in Samarinda."

Cauti ously Durendal asked, "How nuch do
you know al ready?"

Mont purse's eyes were still the col or of
skimred mlk and could still twinkle in candlelight.
"More than the King suspects. He swall owed sone
tale of the phil osophers' stone and threw away a
fewlives on it. But one of his strengths is that



he's never afraid to try sonething new. That's
rare in aristocrats, you know? | hear you
| ost a good Bl ade. Was there anythi ng behind the
| egends?”
"Quite a lot. Everman woul d have been after your tine

Even to Montpurse, he told little. Just a
few words seeping back to the younger Bl ades woul d
give the King that blood feud he did not want.

As evening drifted toward norning the Chancell or
becarme quite tal kative, passing on val uabl e
i nformation about mnisters and nobl es and even sone
not ewort hy conmoners in Parlianent, supplying
Durendal with an expert's eye view of
Chi vi an governnent. But then he returned to the
subj ect of Master Secretary Kromman.

"He is definitely after ny job. I'd
give it to himgladly if I thought |I could
escape with ny life." That was a gentle tw sting
of the truth, of course. It was obvious by now t hat
Mont purse reveled in being chancellor. "And when
he has stuck ny head on a spike, | am
sure he will go after yours."

“I'l'l drink to that as an order of battle.
Er, not tonight, though. | seemto have reached ny
limt."

"Ch, I'll cone first, no question. He's
efficient, Master Hagfish. He can lie to you
but you can't lie to him The King realized his
m st ake very quickly. He was going to renedy it
back into the cesspool it canme out of, but now
you' ve changed all that."

"Me? You're saying that | saved
Kromman's j ob?"

The Chancel l or sighed and refilled his gl ass.
"I fear so. Court intrigue is very like fencing in
some ways: thrust, parry, feint, riposte. \Were
was |? Oh, yes. You convinced the King that
Kronman is a liar, right? And had actually
lied to him So now the King has a noose he can
drop around Kronmman's neck any time he
wants. That increases his val ue inmrensely.
I"'mtruly surprised Arbrose woul d put an
i ncorruptible like you in charge of the Guard. He
likes to use peopl e he can nenace."

"You are calling me incorruptible? What are
you guilty of--cl andestine nose picking?"

"Many things. Letting H s Mjesty believe
he coul d fence worth a spit, for exanple,
until a braver man than | rubbed his nose in
the truth.”

Durendal hurriedly reached for the
decanter. "Maybe | coul d manage one nore
gl ass."

Mont pur se | aughed. "Never forget, Leader,
that the best player in the gane is Anbrose
hi msel f."

"I don't like the game. | don't want
to be part of it."



"You will. It grows on you."

By the follow ng noon, Durendal had
i nterviewed every nenber of the Guard. Far too many
of them were of his own generation, those who renenbered the
Nyt hi a canpai gn. He nade tactfu
i nquiri es about romances, anbitions, outside
interests. He discovered that Anmbrose had not
visited Ironhall in nmore than ei ght nonths and
Grand Master's reports told of a dozen ready
seniors cribbing their stalls.
VWhen he had prepared his report, he set off
to seek an audi ence. He caught the King after
| unch, when he ought to be in a good nood; but the
way he bunched his eyebrows and runbl ed,
"Well, what is it?" was not prom sing. He
made no nove to take the scroll being offered
hi m
"Briefly, sire, half your Bl ades are
rotting fromold age; they contaninate the rest.
have here a list of fifty-seven who ought to be dubbed
kni ght and rel eased. You don't need so many
guards." The royal nouth opened, but before the foam
could start to fly, he continued: "And I|ronhal
is bursting at the seans. If you keep those boys
waiting any longer you will ruin their edge." That was as
cl ose as he dared cone to saying that his sovereign
shoul d nmove his fat carcass to Starknoor and stop
torturing all the anxious youngsters.
But the King took it that way. H s face flaned
red and his beady yellow eyes glinted |ike those of a
wild boar. "Nobody talks to nme like that! | will
shorten you by a head, you upstart pigsticking serf!"”
Durendal knelt. "My life is Your
Maj esty's, always, but | swore an oath
to serve you and will not serve you in any way except
the best | can. To withhold unwelcone truth is
no true fealty." If he was remenbering a
certain night when an upstart recruit had given
his liege a brutal lesson in fencing, it was a
reasonabl e wager that the King was renenbering it also.
The King gl ar ed.
After about two minutes, he said,
"Arrange it. And get out of here before
throttle you!"
The Conmander rose, bowed, and withdrew

On the third day, heading up a w de
granite stairway, he saw an odi ously
fam liar figure in black robes m ncing down
toward him Kronmman's face had returned
toits former pallor, but it was thinner, and the dangling
hair framing it was streaked with white. They halted
to apprai se each other. A couple of Wite
Si sters cane by, going down. They pulled
faces and went on w thout a word.
This was the nonent Durendal had been dreading, the



encounter he had wanted to put off as long as
possible. It was going to take all the
sel f-control he possessed not to draw his sword
and revenge the treachery that had slain his friend.
Fortunately Kromman was unar ned.
Wien the Sisters were out of earshot, Durenda
said, "So even the vultures rejected you?"
"I fail to understand that remark, Conmander." The
Secretary's voice had not lost its
unpl easant hoarseness. "I do wonder on what
terms you obtai ned your release fromthe brethren.”
"CGo and get a sword!"
Kromman smiled. "If you wi sh. W know t hat
you are destined to betray your king and if | nust die
to stop you then I shall willingly lay down ny life
for Hs Majesty. Do you plan to call me out?"
"He has forbidden it."
"How unfortunate! O course your exalted
new of fi ce pays an additional fifty crowns
a year, which you will not wish to jeopardize by defying
him"
Fire and death! "Don't push me any
further, Kronman."
"I will push all | want, Conmander," the
i nqui sitor whispered. "I will plot and schene,
and one day | will find your blind spot and drag you
down. The next round will be mine."
"No, it will be mne, because | amalready old for a
Bl ade. One day quite soon | will be released from
his service, freed of my binding and ny pl edge.
That day you die. Enjoy life while you can
lvyn."
This was a very narrow i nterpretati on of what he had
prom sed--a slippery, forked-tongued,
i nqui sitor-type of hedging--but it was all he
had, and he neant what he was sayi ng. Kronman
could see that he did, and a shadow of doubt showed in
his face. Durendal strode on up the
staircase

He appoi nted Snake as his deputy, for he
seened the brightest of the youngsters and had shown
resol ution in drawi ng on Hoare when that was his
duty. The King approved the pronotion w thout
conmment .

On the third day, Commander Durendal wal ked
in on the squirrel-like bureaucrats of the
M nistry of Royal Forests and expl ai ned that he
was taking over their offices but they could--if they
wi shed--occupy the Guard's old space, which was
four times the size, nuch nore |uxurious, and hi dden
away where no one woul d ever bother them again.

He put two desks in the front room and
set his own nane on one of them Now anyone coul d
find the Guard wi thout delay, and usually get the
conmander in person. He sent the King a note.

On the fourth day, Snake arrived at the
Guard office to find his commander in conference with six



fawning tailors. Blade Fairtrue, who had
been unfortunate enough to be the first man to catch
Durendal ' s eye when he needed a victim was
bei ng enpl oyed as a nobile tailor's dunmy.
H s stolid, boyish face was screwed up in
m sery as he pranced around to order, waving his
swor d.
"Cockroach!" said the Conmander. "Swan
Rai nbow. No, that neckline is going to throttle
you. Take it off. Snake! Tell ne what you
think of these britches."
Al armed, Snake pulled his superior aside
and hissed in his ear. "The King hinself designed our
[ivery!™
"That explains it, then. Get your pants off
and try on these."
Snake gl anced out at the hallway where about
two hundred people were paradi ng back and forth. "Yes,
sir. If you promise not to reconmend me as your
successor in your fanous |ast words."
"I won't if you behave yourself." Durendal
too, eyed that open door, realizing that nore than just
nodesty recommended a nove to nore private
prem ses. If the King had designed the
livery, then he nust not be allowed to hear
what was going on until the entire Guard had
been outfitted and the old uniforns were safely
burned. Spring it on himat a big banquet,
maybe--one for the D plomatic Corps or
somet hing. Then he would have to pretend that it was his own
surprise. That was Kate standing in the doorway.
Words lodged in his throat. He just stared, and
she just stared--no |onger as young but every bit as
desirable. Smaller even than he remenbered,
alittle plunper. And her conpanion ... No
m st aki ng those rebellious dark eyes, the brows
al ready thicker than nost, the wi dow s peak
Nurmber s whirl ed through his head.
Finally he said, "He's tall for his age."
Then, to the consternation of the observers and for the first tine
since he had been only about five hinself, Comrander
Dur endal burst into tears.

H s years as | eader flew away |ike swall ows,
per haps because twenty-four hours were never enough for all the
living he needed to do in a day. There was Kate,
above all, and a mutual |ove that never produced
a single cross word. There was wi nning the trust of the
hitherto fatherless Andy, who had nanmed hi nsel f
by m spronounci ng the nane they shared and was quite the npst
stubborn child ever spawned by a swordsnman. He was
al so reckless to the point of insanity, a fault that
his mother would not admit nust spring from her
bl oodl i nes. Soon, too, there was Natrina, the
| ovel i est baby Chivial had ever seen
The Treaty of Fettle brought the
I silondian war to an end, at a price.



Parliament screaned that it was a national
hum i ation, which it was, but Lord Chancell or
Mont purse retorted that a Parliament that does
not vote enough funds to wage a war properly cannot
expect to approve of the results. The | opsided
Bael i sh struggle continued, with raiders ravagi ng
the coasts alnost at will: burning, |looting, raping,
sl aving without mercy. Chivial had no way
to retaliate, for Bael mark itself was inpregnable,
a poor and sparsely popul ated archi pel ago
ringed with reefs. Parliament reluctantly
granted funds to build half a dozen fast
shi ps. The Bael s caught four of themin port
being outfitted and burned them There was little cheering
now when Anbrose appeared before his people.

Dur endal kept the Guard yout hf ul
under manned, and strung tight as a lute. He
escorted the King on his progresses and royal
visitations--except to Starkmoor. There he sent
Snake. The first time a binding was schedul ed, he
arranged for Montpurse to nention in passing to the
King that the founder's nanme m ght possibly receive a
| ouder ovation than the King's. Anmbrose took the
hint and did not insist on the Comrander acconpanyi ng
hi m

He won the King's Cup twice nore and then
retired fromconpetitive fencing, but he pointed out
that only menbers of the Royal Guard had ever
won it and vowed fearful vengeance if that tradition
were to be broken. It never was while he was in
char ge.

Ami d the ponp and panoply, when orders
glittered and trunpets sang, he was closer to the
King than any nan. He stood with drawn
sword beside the throne when the King addressed
Parlianment, when the King received anbassadors,
when the King judged maj or disputes between great
| andowners. He devel oped a deep respect for the
wily fat man's ability to steer his real mthe
way he wanted it to go. One of his duties as
chief Blade was to stand guard inside the door at
nmeetings of the Privy Council, so he was soon
aware of all mmjor state secrets. He was
amazed at the way the ministers subnmitted to the
Ki ng' s browbeati ng, even Mntpurse someti nes.
Coul d they not see that Anbrose woul d respect
only those who chose their ground correctly and were
then prepared to defend it to the death?

On the shadowed side of the road sat the hated
Kronmman, lurking in his webs, ever plotting
agai nst Mont purse, always ready to exploit a
m st ake but seem ngly maki ng none of his own. The
battl e was unequal, for a chancell or nust act
while the secretary was a nere shadow of the King
hinself and rarely offered a target. Neverthel ess there were
some victories, as when Gand | nquisitor
dropped dead and Anbrose accepted
Mont purse' s candi date as her successor
i nstead of Kronman's.



There were even triunphs, as when Queen
Har al da gave birth to a healthy young prince.
The exul tant ki ng decreed a nonth's nationa
rejoicing and naned the boy after hinself. There were al so
tragedi es. The Queen died a week later, and for
hal f a year Montpurse ran the ki ngdom
until the King came back to his
senses.

That shattering sorrow reinforced Anbrose's
virul ent hatred of conjuration, whose seeds had been
| aid by the | ong-dead Countess Mornicade.
No nunber of assurances fromthe Wite Sisters
woul d persuade himthat his w fe had not been slain
by sone antagoni stic conjurer. This obsession led in
turn to the King's Great Matter and thus to the
downfall of Chancell or Montpurse.

The epochal neeting of the council at which the
G eat Matter was unveiled was held in
Greynere on a dreary day in early winter, with
sl eet beating on the wi ndows. Anbrose's
overwor ked ankl es could no | onger support his
bul k for hours at a tinme. A couple of years
ago, Secretary Kronman had introduced a
chair of state into the council chanber, and the King
now used it as a matter of course. His ministers
remai ned standi ng, although several of them were much ol der
than he was and there were enpty chairs all around the
wal | s.

The Privy Council was a strange m xture
of hereditary nobles with resounding titles and
efficient conmoners who did the actual work--the
H gh Adnmiral, the Earl Marshal, the High
Constabl e, the Second Assistant to the Master of
Forests. They ranged in age fromthirty to eighty
and were all, with the possible exception of
Mont purse, terrified of the King.
Bl ack-cl ad Kronman stood at a witing
desk in the shadows, officially taking notes but in
practice fixing every speaker with his unnerving,
lie-detecting stare.

The neeting was going poorly. Negotiations for the
King's marriage to Princess Dierda of
CGevily had been draggi ng on for nonths, grow ng
ever nmore conplex, until now the draft contract
i ncl uded cl auses on lunber exports and fishing
rights. Montpurse argued for a conciliatory
response, the soft line. Wien no one el se
objected, the King did. Debate raged unti
he had his way, and the Chancellor was instructed
to send a very hard response.

To the Bl ade observer by the door, it was quite
clear that Anbrose had only opposed the
original recommendation to see if Montpurse
had done his homework and woul d defend his
position. Once the King began to argue a case,
t hough, he usually convinced hinself; he quite often ended



by i mposing solutions he did not really want.

Durendal wondered if Montpurse had foreseen

this and therefore had begun by defending the wong goal.
It was possible.

The First Lord of the Exchequer presented a
harrowi ng account of the national finances, ending with a plea
that Parlianment be called into session to vote nore
t axes. Chancel |l or Mont purse warned that there was
much unrest in the country and a Parlianment woul d
certainly seek redress if given the chance.
Redr ess nmeant concessions, and concessions were
easier to start than finish. And so on. Anbrose
had been growi ng nore and nore flushed. The chi ef
Bl ade was | aying bets with hinself on how soon the
t hunder woul d start. He won and | ost
si mul t aneousl y.

"Fl umrery!" roared the King. "Parlianent?
"Il give those pettifogging stall keepers
somet hing to redress. Chancellor, why do you not
i npose our taxes uniformy? Wiy does a
fifth of the ki ngdom benefit fromour rule and
justice, yet contribute not a copper mte to the
upkeep of the realn? Is this fair? Is this
justice?"

Mont purse's face was not visible to the watcher
by the door, but his voice sounded calm "I
regret, sire, that | do not understand to what Your
Maj esty--"

"Master Secretary, read out that report you
gave ne."

Kromman |ifted the uppernost sheet of paper
fromthe pile on his desk and tilted it to the gl oony
winter light. "Your Majesty, ny lords. A
prelimnary survey of |ands held by el enmentaries
and conjuring orders indicates that they constitute in
aggregat e approxi mately ni neteen
one- hundredths of the arable | and and pasture of
Chivial. As exanples, the Priory of
Goodham owns nore than half of Dinpleshire
and | arge tracts in neighboring counties, the
House of Fidelity at Wskin controls one
third of the wool trade of the eastern counties, the
Si sters of Mtherhood at--"

"Sisters of Lust!" the King bellowed. "They
sell love potions. The House of Fidelity
traffics in mndl ess sex slaves. Foul
conjurations! If you want an eneny cursed or a
virgin enthralled, you take your gold
to these purveyors of evil. And yet they pay no
t axes! Why not? Answer ne that, Chancellor!™

Mont purse' s voi ce was | ess cal m now.

"l have no idea, sire. The matter has never
been put to nme until now. As Secretary
Kromman has obviously had tine to investigate
the--"

"Because it has al ways been done that way!" said the
King triunmphantly. "Because no one ever had the
gunption to suggest otherwi se. In ny grandfather's
day it didn't matter. The sickness was a matter



of a pox here and a pox there. But year by year these
cancers grow richer and acquire nmore | and, unti
now they are a blight upon the whole face of
Chivial. Put that to Parlianment, My Lord
Chancellor! If we |levy taxes upon the
orders, we can reduce the inpost on everybody
el se and still raise the revenue. How do you |ike that
i dea?"
"It is a breathtaking concept, sire. But--"
"But nothing! Wiy didn't you suggest it to ne?
Way didn't any of you? Why do | have to rely
upon a mere secretary to point out this injustice in
our rule, mm®?" The King | eaned back in his
chair and snmirked. "You see, not one of you can think
of an objection!"
Durendal resisted a strong desire
to whistle. He felt a distinct chill up and down
hi s backbone.
"Many of these orders do good work, sire,”
Mont purse protested. "The houses of healing,
for instance. O hers enhance seed corn, end droughts,
treat--"
"They can do all that and pay taxes too!
see no reason why they should wax ever richer while
the crown goes penniless. Sunmon Parli anent,
Lord Chancellor, and prepare a bill to Ievy
taxes on them"
Mont pur se bowed and the rest of the counci
copied himlike sheep

As soon as the meeting was over, Durenda
went back to his office and tore up a
recomendation to rel ease eight Blades fromthe
Guard. He consulted the | atest report from
Ironhall and penned a letter to Grand Master. He
wr ot e anot her requesting a neeting with the Grand
W zard of the Royal College of Conjurers.

Finally he went to call on Mther Superior, who
received himin her private w thdraw ng

room offering himdainty plates of sweet

cakes and a glass of dry nmead. They were fast
friends now.

The wit to summon Parlianment was issued the
foll ow ng week, but runors of the Geat Matter
had escaped al ready. Durendal waited upon the
Ki ng.

Kromman had | ong since ousted the Chanberlain
fromthe anteroom and assunmed his duties there. It
was well known that persons not in the Secretary's
favor m ght need anot her haircut before they
gai ned admittance to His Majesty, but that
restriction did not apply to the Conmander of the
Royal Guard. Only once had Kromman
dared to challenge his right of imediate access and then
Durendal had enptied an inkwell over him

Fal con was senior Blade on duty, wth
Hawkney assi sting. They sprang up as
Dur endal entered.

"Who's in there now?"



"Hi s lordship the Warden of Ports, sir."

That was excellent news. The Warden was a
not ori ous wi ndbag, whomthe King suffered only
because he was an uncle of the |ate Queen
Har al da. "Poor Screwsley! | can't et
t he poor boy suffer like that. | shall relieve him"
Dur endal headed for the council room

Kromman' s dead-fish eyes glittered
angrily as he went by the desk. "You can't
interrupt--"

"Then stop ne."

He opened the door, causing young Sir
Screwsley to junp |like a spooked frog. His
| ordship the Warden was in full drone, while the
Ki ng brooded by the wi ndow, staring out at frosty
branches. He spun around with a glare. Wat
happened next must depend on the King's
reaction. Durendal could nerely gesture
Screwsl ey out and take his place--a breach of
etiquette but hardly high treason. H's ganble
paid of f, though

"Commander!" the King boonmed. "My Lord
Warden, you will have to excuse us. Sir Durenda
brings urgent business, which | do believe may
take some tine." Laying a neaty armon the
surprised noble's shoul ders, he propelled him
to the exit. Then he bani shed Screwsley with a
dagger gl ance and shut the door hinself, chortling.

That |eft Durendal

"Lord Warden of Wndmlls," the king
muttered. "Do you have urgent business?" H s
jocularity turned to suspicion

"Vital, sire, if not quite urgent."

The suspicion increased. "Nanely?"

"Maj esty, you are about to declare war on nost of the
conjurers in the ki ngdom™"

"You are not supposed to know that!

"Hal f the population knows it. My job now
is to prepare a defense against the inevitable
retaliation."”

The next few minutes were at |east as storny
as he had expected. On one hand, the King
refused to believe that anyone woul d dare attack
him by conjuration. On the other, he had a
deep-seated dread of exactly that. He detested
his Guard's attenpts to nother him although this was its
duty. He had no | ack of courage, except
that he feared being thought a coward. If Parliament
heard that he had increased his personal guard, it
m ght refuse to pass the bill. And so on

Eventual | y Durendal went down on his
knees. "My liege, | must hunbly beg you
to relieve me of ny duties as com-"

"Bl ast you! Double blast you! No, I wll not
relieve you of your duties. Get on your
feet. Wy do | tolerate your stubborn
i mpudence? There isn't one man in the real mwho
defies ne the way you do. | ought to fire you!"

The glare stiffened and then slowy nelted. The



Ki ng guffawed. "That wasn't too | ogical was

it?"

Tricky. "It was too subtle for ne,
sire."”

The Ki ng booned out another |augh and thunped his
Bl ade on the shoulder. "I just hope |I don't

cut off your head one day before | change ny
mnd. How can | get rid of you this tine? Wiat's

t he absolute m ninmumyou will accept?"

"Sire, | have always kept the Guard bel ow
official strength. In normal tines, this keeps
themon their toes. | do think tinmes may not be

normal for the next little while. There are eight
seniors ready at Ironhall."

"Ei ght? Last report | saw said three."

"Grand Master will approve eight, sire.
Mot her Superior can obtain another dozen Wite
Sisters ..."

"At what price, m? Bl asted women bl eed
the treasury dry." The little anber eyes peered
suspi ciously out of their caves of fat.
"If I go to Ironhall and let you hire six

nore sniffers, will that shut you up?"

Dur endal bowed. "For the nmonent at | east,
sire."”

"CGo!" As his Blade reached the door
Anmbrose shouted, "I'monly hunoring you because

you got that warden wi ndbag out of ny hair, you
under st and?"

Impulse ... "Sire, when is his next
audi ence?"

"Qut!" roared the King

The King rode to Starkmoor four days |ater
and that tine Durendal went with him He had warned
Grand Master in advance about the cheering problem and the
word had been passed down the ranks. Hi s
Maj esty and the Commander entered the hall together, receiving
a nmenorabl e ovation. Eight excited new
Bl ades swelled the King's escort when he
depart ed.
Durendal , meanwhil e, had quietly
i nvestigated the next crop. He urged that they be
brought on as fast as possible. He held a | ong
nmeeting with the knights, laying out his concerns for
royal safety in the days to cone.

Par | i ament convened. Durendal stood beside the
throne while the King read his speech to the assenbl ed
Lords and Commons. Thi ngs began to go wong very
soon after that.

The Lords were quite anmenable to the G eat Matter. As
maj or | andowners thensel ves, the peers disliked the way
the el ementaries were gobbling up the countryside, so
if the King thought he could bring themto heel, they would
willingly cheer froma safe distance.

The Commons had ot her ideas. Taxing the conjuring
orders was low on their scale of priorities,
even dangerous, not necessarily advisable. The



el ementari es were good for business. Everyone needed
heal i ng magi c, perfectly respectabl e burghers
changed the subject when there was mention of |ove
charns or aphrodisiacs, and many an honorabl e
menber wore a good-luck amul et under his shift.
The Conmmons were nuch nore interested in curtailing
nmonopol i es, raising inport duties,
reduci ng export duties, and especially in ending
the accursed Second Baelish War, which had been
draggi ng on now for nmore than a decade. Nor had
the Commons forgotten the Treaty of Fettle.

As the voices droned, day after day,
a consensus energed--the Comons deci ded t hey
particularly disliked the King's first mnister. The
Chancel l or's duties included bullying
Parlianment into carrying out the sovereign' s w shes,
but now t he Commons began to bully the Chancell or
It was his fault that taxes were so high and the cost of
bui | di ng the pal ace of Nocare had drained the
treasury. He was to blane for the nonopolies and
per haps the bad harvests, too. He was certainly
responsi ble for the Fettle humliation and the
Bael i sh nonsters turning the coasts to desert.

No deci si on had been reached when Parlianment
recessed for the Long Night festivities. The
King was furious. Durendal relaxed a little.

Mont pur se prom sed action as soon as the
hol i day season was over, and he was as good as his
word. Wth flagrant intimdation and whol esal e
bribery, he jostled the bill along. It passed
second reading in the early days of Firstnmoon.
One nore vote would bring it to the palace for the royal
seal .

I f anyt hing was going to happen, it ought to happen
before that.

Durendal had gone to bed. He went to bed every
night, on principle, to nake |ove or just
snuggl e. Even after six years of marriage, it
was al nost always the former--a man had to uphold the
| egend--and he was frequently back at
Kate's side again when she awoke, for nuch the
same reasons. Wile she slept, he attended
to less inportant matters, |ike business,
fencing, reading, or carousing. Poised on one
I eg, he had just put one foot into his britches
when she screaned. He regai ned his bal ance and
ripped the curtains aside. She was sitting up
but he could not nake out her face in the dark
"Where?" he said.
"Everywhere!" She screaned again. "It's
terrible! Stop it!"
He snatched up his sword and an enchant ed
| antern--one of a score that he had bullied out
of the Col |l ege--and dashed for the door. Any
normal man who abandoned his wife and children Iike that



woul d be a despi cabl e poltroon, but a Bl ade

had no option. Kate knew that. It was shock that
had nade her react as she had, never

fear. She woul d cope

He raced across the children's room where a
five-year-old girl and a ten-year-old boy were
just waking in terror at the noise. He shouted,

"Look after your mother and sister, Andy!" and was
hal fway across the sal on. Those three roons
conprised his personal world when court was at
Greynere, and they were much nore |uxurious than any
ot her menmber of the Guard enjoyed. As he reached the
corridor beyond, he realized that he was wearing
next to nothing. Had the alarmconme five seconds
sooner, he would not have had even that.

By the wavering light of the lantern, he sprinted
for the King's quarters. The pal ace was dark and
silent, although he assumed that every Wite Sister
woul d be reacting as loudly as Kate had--the
buil ding was just too huge and solid for himto hear
themyet. He had a long corridor to traverse
and two staircases to clinb. Commpn sense
m ght suggest that the Commander should be billeted
close to the King. That was the case in nmpst of the other
pal aces and had perhaps once been the case in
Greynere; but the old building had been extended
and nodified a hundred times, until nowit was a
| abyrinth and any such conveni ent arrangenent had
been | ost. Moreover, Blades did not
sl eep, so conmon sense did not apply to them

He was not greatly concerned, even yet. The
royal suite could only be reached through a
guar droom where three Bl ades were al ways on
duty. For the last three nonths, that nunber had
been increased to twel ve as soon as the King
retired. Nor was Anbrose aware that roons just
outside the royal suite held another dozen
swordsnen and nore kept vigil in the grounds bel ow his
wi ndows. The entire Quard, now conprising
ei ghty-seven nen, was on high alert and should be able
torally within mnutes. Seventy-two kni ghts had
been call ed back fromretirenment and smuggled into the
pal ace. If the king | earned of them before they were
needed, he woul d roast Durendal whole.

The problem of course, had been to know what form
the assault nmight take. If it involved an
attack on the building with the sort of thunderbolt
power w el ded by the Destroyer CGeneral and his
Royal O fice of Denolition, then swords
woul d be usel ess. Defense against fire and air was the
responsibility of the conjurers of the Coll ege.
Durendal had alerted them nagged them and--he
hoped- - persuaded themto take al
possi bl e precautions. The Guard was concer ned
only with personal assault by people, probably
crazed people roused to killer nadness by enchantnent, |ike
t he assassins who had cut down Coi sbert
.

O so he had thought.



He had just reached the bottom of the staircase
when sonet hing hurtled out of the darkness into the Iight of
lantern, coming straight at him He thrust out
Harvest instinctively and skewered it through its
chest.

It was only a dog.

There were scores of dogs around the pal ace, every
pal ace. They varied from enornous deerhounds to the
cute little bundles of fluff that the |adies
cuddl ed when they had nothing better to cuddle. This
one was about the size of a sheep, of no discernible
breed. No, it was not only a dog. It had
been coming on its hind | egs, so he had struck it
as he would strike a man, and it ran right up the
sword at him Wth a yell of horror, he let
go of the hilt just before the nonster sank its teeth in
his hand. It fell to the floor, snarling and yel ping
whi |l e he junped clear of the snapping fangs,
wi shi ng he was wearing boots, thick boots.

Now he coul d hear uproar in the distance, two
floors above him Spraying bl ood around
Harvest's hilt, the dog hauled itself upright, then
reared on its hind | egs and cane at hi m agai n.

He beat at it with the lantern, and it went down
again. He ramed the lantern into its jaws so he
could snatch the hilt and drag Harvest free. In
sudden gl oom the dog rallied and attacked again,
this time going for his |legs. Now he knew better
than to stab--he slashed, splitting its skul

t hrough one eye and one ear

It rolled in the sea of blood it had al ready
lost. But still it was not dead. Leaping backward from
its attack, he slashed and hacked, bl ood
sticky on his hand, the lantern |ight w nking
uncertainly. He cut off the nonster's head.

The body reared up, front paws claw ng at

him He swung mightily, and cut it in two.

The hal ves flailed hel plessly, while the head

was still snapping. It couldn't nove, though, so he
left it and went racing up the stairs.

In the distance, the great bell began to toll, the
signal he had arranged. At the first |anding, he
could hear tumult along the corridor in both
directions--nmen cursing, wonen screamn ng
--but he had to keep going upward, heading for the
Ki ng. The dog-thing had attacked hi mon sight,
so while the attack m ght be ained at the King,
everyone was vul nerabl e.

Hal fway up the second flight of stairs,
he heard claws followi ng him Ignoring them
he reached the top and sprinted al ong the passage.
Lights flickered and fl ashed ahead of him show ng
men and nonsters fighting. There were bodies on the
ground--men with their throats torn out, fragnents of

hi s

dog still thrashing and snapping. But the nen were w nning and

now nore of them were energing fromthe doorways.

"Silence!" he bellowed. "Bl ades stay with the
King." That was inevitable, of course. "Knights,
go and hunt down the rest. Cear the pal ace!"



Cl ose on his heels cane a pack of
nmonsters, stream ng out of the darkness with eyes glowing in
the Iight of the | anterns. Sheepdogs, mastiffs,
bul | dogs, wol f hounds, terriers, cuddly
| apdogs--so they had been. Now many were teetering
on hind | egs and nost of them were man-sized or
even bigger, with slavering nightrmare jaws. But there
were twenty or nore men in the press of defenders, so
he squirnmed through themuntil he reached the first
door. He rapped the agreed signal--three,
two, one.
Locks clattered and the door opened a slit.
Terrified eyes peered out at him and then he was
al l owed in. The doorkeeper was Fal con, the one
with the upturned nose he had first net years ago,
while returning Wifbiter's sword
to Ironhall. Now Fal con was one of the
of ficers, although nore because of his sword skills than
the quality of his judgnent. He slammed the door
again and |l ocked it, but by then his | eader was al ready runni ng
t hrough the warren of the royal suite.
He passed four dead dogs in pieces and
two dead nmen before he reached the bedchanber. The bed
curtains were ripped and torn down, revealing a
girl sitting there with covers up to her chin. She was
so high on the heaped mattresses that he could see
her over the heads of the nmen standing in a ring around the
bed, and he regi stered her ashen face and
wi de-stretched eyes and bl oodl ess |ips. She
| ooked as though she wanted to scream and could not find
air.
At the foot of the bed stood the King in a
purple robe, with his scanty hair all awy,
steadyi ng his hands on the hilt of an upright
broadsword. Hi s expressi on suggested
t hat somebody was going to die to pay for this, probably
several sonebodies. Al around him stood
Bl ades and kni ghts. There were four di smenbered
dogs on the floor, the pieces still thrashing.
Bi g dogs. Huge dogs, they had been. And a
whol e | ot of blood. The air was foul with the stench
of blood and offal. The expensive rugs woul d be
rui ned.
Muffled tolling of the bell and di stant scream ng
--but in the room sudden silence.
"You shoul d not appear before us inproperly
dressed, Commander." The King was nore shaken than he
wanted to show, but obviously in control of hinself.
Starting to enjoy hinself, in fact, the fat bastard.
"Anyone hurt in here?"
"Not hi ng serious," said Dreadnought, who had
succeeded Snake as deputy commander. He had
bl ood all over his arns and in his sand-col ored
beard. There was a nmakeshift bandage on his left
wist. "We |ost a couple out there, though."
"l saw them" Durendal nade a fast
count. Thirty or so. If that wasn't enough, he
couldn't inmagi ne what woul d be. The King, thank
all spirits, was not given to sleeping with dogs. H's



| ast queen had been, though--four or five at a
ti me--but she was gone. Lucky!

He said, "They're not just com ng here, sire. They
seemto be attacking anyone. | think we can
keep you secure, but I'mafraid we have
casual ties el sewhere.”

To confirmhis remark, a chorus of deep baying
had al most drowned out the tolling of the bell. It
sounded like a choir of thousands.

The King's dawning smle shrivel ed anay.

"Has anyone any idea of how many dogs there
are in the pal ace?"

"Not as many as there were," Fairtrue grow ed.

"You nust have them hunted down, Conmander!"

"I"ve arranged for that, sire.”

Bef ore Durendal could comment further, the nearest
wi ndow col | apsed in a shower of glass and | ead and
wood. The thing that came in through the drapes was
roughly dog shaped, but as big as a bull. It
had si x-inch canines and claws al nbst as long. As
four men converged on it, another w ndow crashed.

Dur endal junped for the King and manhandl ed hi m
toward the corner of the room Anbrose was big.

He instinctively resisted, dropping the
broadsword to fight off this assault, but
Durendal had nmore muscle and a bindi ng

to aid him He thrust his sovereign bodily
into the garderobe, slamm ng the door

The King tried to open it. Durendal threw
all his weight against it. "Stay there until |
tell you to conme out!"

The first nmonster was a heap on the floor
nmet hodi cal | y hacked to pieces. The second was
now bei ng given the same treatnment, but not before it had
crushed a man's head in its jaws. Who had that
been? There were four windows in the room He
began organi zi ng precauti onary defense at the
other two. If the hound things could clinb three
stories up the side of the palace, the outer
wal | s were not going to keep them frominvading the
grounds. How many dogs were there in G andon? \Wat
was the range of this conjuration? How huge were they
going to becone?

How many wi ndows led into the royal suite?

"Flint! See to the next room"

Anot her nonstrosity started to cone in the first
wi ndow. Fairtrue hacked off a tal oned paw
and it toppled back and vani shed into the darkness with a
| ong, discordant how, cut off abruptly as it
met the rose garden far bel ow

"Ni ce one," Durendal said. He ran over
to |l ook out. He caught a brief glinpse of the
pal ace with i nnunerabl e wi ndows flickering |lights and
what seened to be scores of enornmpus ants
scranbl i ng upward. Then a huge set of
slavering fangs opened in front of him He
j unped back and ramed Harvest into the jaws.

He heard nore w ndows shattering and a door going
down in the distance, suggesting that all the defenders in



the corridor were dead or wounded. It was going to be
a long night. He snapped orders, setting
guards on each wi ndow, with backups to spell them
of f and clear away the debris so that the fighters
had room The King had energed fromthe closet, but
just far enough to reach the bed and catch hold of the girl,
who had fainted. He dragged her to himand carried
her into the garderobe. He cane out again, scowing
at Durendal

"Il stay here. If they get close,
"Il even hide inside."

To his own astoni shrent, Durendal | aughed.
"If they get close, I'Il join you!"

Several voices shouted at once, "Leave
room for nme!"

Bl oody flesh was making the floor slippery.
The stench of eviscerated dog was
appal ling. Monsters fought their way in through the
wi ndows al nost on one another's tails, but the
Bl ades had their neasure now -hack at the
muzzles to cut away the deadly jaws, chop off
the legs. The flesh still withed, but it could do no
har m

Men began screaming out in the dressing room
Flint and his hel pers fought a determ ned rear
action, retreating back into the bedchanmber before the
ghoul i sh attackers. Soon the doorway was al nost
bl ocked by corpses.

Durendal had begun to feel better, though
Hs initial inpression had been wong--the sheer
wei ght of this attack showed that it rmust be directed
at the King. There could not be enough dogs in al
Chivial to put so many into every wi ndow in the pal ace.
Unl ess they started tearing their way through the stonework
he could hold this room Blades protecting their
ward woul d fight for days before they dropped dead, and
he did not think the hounds' attack could match that
def ense. Everyone in the room now was soaked in
bl ood. Young Ebony was sure to | ose that crushed
arm and was weepi ng on the bed, being tended
by Sail or.

It was going to be butchery, but nothing worse
than that. Just a very |ong night.

MONTPURSE
Very (conti nued)

Lunch in Durendal's quarters the next day
was a boi sterous cel ebration. Snake was there, and so
were a score of old friends fromthe past--Felix who
was Keeper of Brimiarde Castle; Quinn, now
Master of Rapiers at lronhall; Hoare who
was father of four--his wife produced themin
pairs--and many nore. It was a school reunion
Par sewood, on his knees, was lecturing the
sol emn Andy on what a great nan his father was.
Scrinpnel jiggled Natrina on his lap, and the



little mnx was playing up atrociously. Kate, the
only wonman present, was being hailed as the
heroi ne of the hour. Nonsense, she said, every Wite
Sister in the palace had pealed Iike thunder; it
hadn't been detecting the conjuration that was the
problem it had been doing sonething about it. She
beamed proudly at her husband and nagged the
footnmen to distribute the wine faster

Fromcellar to turrets, Geynmere reeked of
dog guts. Flesh was being carried out in barrows.
Thoughts of the death toll lurked just bel ow the gaiety,
but the Bl ades had won the npbst dramatic
victory in their entire history. Every success
must have a price, and in warfare it was often the
price that neasured the victory--a dozen
menbers of the order had died to wite this epic in
t he annal s.

Brock, who had anbitions to be master of
rituals at Ironhall one day, was
pontificating on how the thing could have been done in
apparent defiance of the rule that spirituality could
only be applied with an octogram Enchanted
dog food, he opined, with nuch nore confidence than
convi ction. Audi ence response was noving from
scathing to outright hostile when the Chancell or wal ked
in. Everyone who had found a seat stood up; those
al ready upright bowed.

"No, no, no!" Montpurse pulled off his
chain of office and thrust it at Kate. "Hide
that in the laundry bin!" He pecked her cheek

"I"'mnot here officially. I just want to be one

of the gang again, like old tinmes. Franklin, you young
scoundrel, what's this | hear about you and the
anbassador's daughter ...?" He

began wor ki ng his way through the overcrowded room
greeting everyone by nane without hesitation. Kate
hung the chain around her neck for safekeeping and
headed for a mirror.

"How i s the big man?" asked Hoare when his
turn cane.

"Preening," Mntpurse said with a cautious
smle. "Accepting congratulations fromall the
peers of the realm Don't anyone nention
garderobes for the next ten years."

"Congratul ations to you al so," Durendal said,
fighting his way through with a glass of wi ne. "This ought
to put paid to our rutual unfriend!"

"Why do you say that?"

"Well, taxing the orders was his idea,
wasn't it?"

Mont pur se si pped his wine. A ripple of
silence flowed out fromhimuntil he was the focus of
every eye. He had never been one of the gang--even
at lronhall he had al ways been a chief.

"Not so sinple, I'mafraid," he said
quietly. "Whom do you think Parlianent will
bl ane?"

The room erupted in protest. Durenda
felt a touch and turned to see the worried face



of Hawkney, one of the new juniors.

"The King wants you, Leader."

Mont purse sniled thinly at Durendal and
said, "Good luck."

What did that nean?

The King was in his dressing room which al one
anong the roons in his suite had escaped
assault in the night. Feet had tracked
bl oodst ai ns across the rugs, but there were no other
signs of damage, and the stench was bearable. He was
busily conplicating the efforts of his val et
to undress him

Royal toilets were frequently public
occasions, but this one was as private as could be, with
only old Scofflaw, the valet, and a single
Bl ade by the door--Flint, who was discreet. Hs
conmander did not post gossips to such intimate
att endance on the King

Dur endal bowed when the royal head appeared from
i nsi de an undershirt.

"I owe you ny life again, Commander."

"My duty, sire. And ny pl easure,
too."

If the King had been preening earlier
he wasn't preening now. He scow ed as he
stepped out of his britches. "What's the |atest
tol | 2"

"Much the sanme--twenty dead, seventeen
mutil ated, a couple of dozen bitten |ess
seriously. About half those were civilians, the
rest swordsmen. Six of the dead were wonen,
sire, which--"

"And where did all those swordsmen cone fron®"

"The Bl ades? Ch--you nean the knights?"

"You flam ng well know | mean the knights!"
Anbrose said with a sort of wy nmenace. He was

anused, though. "Hurry up, man, 1I'm
freezing to death." That was to Scoffl aw
"Well, fromall over, sire. Starknoor, a

ot of them Fromthe I ength and breadth of Chivial
They were all very glad to have a chance to serve again.
"But it was you who thought to sumon them and have them
standing by. | was wong; you were right." The King
sighed. "G ve nme your sword."
Durendal felt a jolt of alarm "Sire
if you are planning what | think you are, | mnust
respectfully point out that the danger has not
yet--"
The King held out his hand. "I have kept you bound
too long, nmy friend. How old are you now?"
"Thirty-five, sire." Thirty-six in a
few days. "But I'mstill--"
"And how old is the next ol dest Blade in
nmy Guard?"
"Four or five years younger, | suppose."
Nearer ten. Panic! A Bl ade released fromhis
bi nding was a lost soul. "Sire, | beg you



to remenber that reading the inquisitors nmade. If
' mnot bound then you can't trust--"

"Readi ngs are canel drippings!" the King
boomed cheerfully. He seemed quite unaware that he
was wearing only his underwear and exposing a belly that
woul d have filled a wheel barrow. "Bound or unbound,
| trust you before anyone in the realm Now give
me your sword and kneel!"

Many times Durendal had watched Bl ades
whi ni ng and pl eadi ng when faced with this terrible nmonment.
He had al ways promni sed hinself that he woul d not be such
a fool when his own end cane. Neverthel ess his shaking
fingers took a shamefully long tine to renove his
ruff, open his doublet, unbutton his shirt, and
expose his shoul ders. He knelt before the king. The
sword that had bound himtouched his flesh--
right, then left

"Arise, Sir Durendal, knight in our
Loyal and Ancient Oder."

There was no peal of thunder, no sense of change,
and yet now the burden nust be gone. No | onger
need he worry night and day about defending his
ward. Perhaps it would take a few days for that
realization to sink in. What was he going to do with the
rest of his life? He could | eave court! Kate
woul d dance on the ceiling. Aha! He could kil

Kr omman!
He shoul d have known that sonething dramatic woul d
happen right after he went back to Ironhall. It

al ways did.

Smiling, the King held Harvest out to the side.
Flint cane forward to take it, carefully
avoi di ng Durendal's eye.

"Baron Roland, as | recall?"

"l suppose so, sire." Strange--it stil
felt like a loss.

"Your-- Blast you!" That remark was directed
at old Scofflaw, who had seen an
opportunity to |l eap forward and pl unge a gar nment
over the royal head. Anbrose reluctantly
put his arnms through the arnholes. "Your
recomendati on for your successor, Lord Rol and?
Dr eadnought ?"

Dur endal gl anced toward the door, where Flint
now stood again. The King frowned and gestured for the
Bl ade to | eave, which he did, taking Harvest wth
him The door closed. That left Scofflaw, but
he never spoke to anyone except perhaps the King.
He was ol der than Ironhall, probably
half-witted, a bent and desiccated husk of a
man. Juni or Bl ades and younger courtiers
told terrible Scofflaw jokes. (what has
four legs and steans? Scofflaw ironing the
King's britches.) Scofflaw did not count.

"Bandit, sire." Dreadnought was
twenty-ei ght, rmuch too ol d.

"Bandi t?" The King frowned. "VWich one is
he?" Once he had known every Blade in his guard
personal ly. "Not that corset, you bl ockhead! It



pi nches. The ol d one."

"The one with the eyebrows, sire. He never
enters the Cup contest, but he's the best nman
by far. They'll follow himinto a furnace."

The King shrugged. "Send hi mup, then."

"I may tell himthat you asked for hinP"

A chuckle. "If you wi sh, ny
lord."

Wth half his buttons still undone, Durenda
started to bow

"Wait. I'mnot finished." The King gasped

in agony, but that was nmerely the corset being

tightened. "Pull, fool, pull! You expect

me to go out looking like a butter churn? Tighter!"

He groaned. "Find Chancel |l or Mont purse
for me."
Soneone tipped anot her bathtub of icy water

over Durendal . "Your Majesty?"

"And bring me his chain.”

"Sire! But--"

"No buts. It's for his own good. If |
don't do this, Parlianment will inpeach him™"

Sick at heart, Durendal nuttered, "As
Your Maj esty conmmands." The rank injustice of
burned like ice in his belly. Al this uproar
Kromman's fault, not Montpurse's. He
began to bow agai n.

"Wait," the King said again. "W'll settle
this now. | have every confidence that you wl
excel l ent chancellor. It brings an automatic
earl dom at the next investiture."

"Me? Me? You're joking ... er, Your
Maj esty. |I'ma pigsticker, not a
statesman, sire!" The floor rocked under his
feet.

Trailing Scofflaw on the end of his corset
strings, the King stunped over to tower above

it
was

| be an

Durendal . "Wul d you reconmend | appoi nt
Kr onman?"

Oh, bastard! Couldn't he at |east have found a
nor e honorabl e argunent than that? "Sire, | am not
capable. | amonly a swordsman. But

Kromman is a liar and a killer and a hunman
slug. Your Majesty cannot possibly be serious
about - -"

"No, I amnot. Now kneel and kiss ny
hand and then go and get that chain."

Bugger! Gross, fat, conniving bugger
Unbound or not, Durendal could not refuse his
sovereign. He knelt as Baron Rol and
to kiss the King's hand and rose as first nini
Chi vi al .

ster of

Happily wearing his sword again, he went down
to the Guard O fice, where he found Bandit |istening

with a tolerant snile to a dozen braggi ng
juniors. This party was nore sober than the

riot going on in his own quarters, but no |ess

exuber ant .



"The King wants you."

"Me, Leader? Me? He doesn't know ne
froma |l ong-eared ow . Wiy?" Bandit was little changed
fromthe fresh-faced kid Durendal had net on the
nmoors the day he returned Fang
to lronhall, but he was as solid as G andon
Basti on and personable to a fault. He would handl e
the King as deftly as he wielded a rapier

"I have no idea. He specifically asked for
you, though."

The thick Iine of eyebrow bent in a frown.
"There's been a m stake! He must be confusing
me with one of last night's heroes. | did
hardly anything."

"Tell himso to his face."

Bandit straightened his doublet and hurried of f.
H s excessively puzzled expression was a
smal |l ray of pleasure on a very gl oony day.
Dur endal gl anced around the conpany and was
sati sfied that none of them had guessed.

"Again | tell you that | am proud of al
you," he said, "and so is H s Mjesty. He
sends his thanks and his congratul ations."

He woul d have done if he had thought of it.

Nor did Durendal's face give away
anyt hi ng when he returned to the party that was rapidly
turning his quarters into a rook's nest--not even
to Kate, who could usually read his features through
an oak door, and who at |ast sight had been
wearing the gold chain he was seeki ng but was not wearing
it now He sunmoned her with a gl ance. Frowning,
she cane squirm ng through the nmerrynmakers to reach
him He backed out to the corridor. At close
quarters she sensed the absence of his binding and lit
up with a smle like a fanfare of bugles.

They hugged.

"At last you're mne!" she said. "And | am
Bar oness Kat e?"

"And Countess Kate after the next dubbing.”

" Ch?"

"He made me chancellor.”

Her smile wavered. She tried to hide her
feeli ngs behind coquetry, which she was never good at.
"l shall need a whol e new wardrobe!"

"If that's all it takes to conpensate you, then
I"ma far luckier man than | deserve."
He ki ssed her, wondering what he had ever done
to deserve such a wonan. "Can you forgive
ne?"

Soneone roared his name, the old nanme he had been
so proud to bear.

Her smle was back--a little thinner, but very
fond. "Forgive? | ambursting with pride. You
woul dn't be the man | love if you' d refused
him Can | wear the chain sonetinmes?"

"Only in bed."

"That sounds a little bizarre."

"Wait and see--we'll both wear it."

Even hi s bedroom was packed with revelers, so



he coul d not shed his Guard livery yet. He gave
the party a few nore mnutes, then slipped away
again and pl odded off in search of his predecessor
whom he found alone in his office, setting heaps
of papers in rows on the desk. For once--perhaps
because he was stooped or because the roomwas dim-his
fl axen hair made himseem ol d. He | ooked
up with a smle and lifted the chain fromhis shoul ders.
"You knew " Durendal said with relief. "You
m ght have given me a hint!"
The ex-chancel |l or shook his head. "I
guessed, that's all."
"You put himup to this!"
"I swear | did not. W never discussed it.
You are the obvious choice. There just isn't
anyone el se he would consider for a nonment. Here."
He set the chain around Durendal's neck
"Suits you. Congratul ations."
"Condol ences are nore in order."

"Ch, you'll be a great chancellor, but I
admit that there is a sense of relief." He
si ghed contentedly. "I1've had seven years of

it--he's drained me." He was showi ng no
bitterness, no regret. He had al ways had

grace. "I was terrified he'd appoint sone
birdbrain aristocrat. Oh, by the way, that chain
is gilded copper, not gold. Make sure the

recei pt you give Chancery for it says so, just in
case soneone accuses you of enbezzl ement one
day."

"You're joking!"

Mont pur se chuckl ed. " Some of our
predecessors fell into even sleazier traps
than that. Now, |'ve sorted these by urgency.
Start at this end." He waved his successor
to his own chair and took another. "Let's
see. What isn't in here? Wuat's too
secret to be witten down? Wll, as one
ex-Bl ade to another, let me warn you
about Princess Mlinda."

Dur endal wondered how soon he coul d
resign. Wuld half an hour be too short a
tern? "You are telling nme that the King's children are
my concern now?"

"Everything is your concern now," Mbntpurse
said cheerfully. "She's sixteen and has her
daddy's tenper only nore so. The sooner you can
get her judiciously married off, the better."

Amen to that! Durendal had al ready had sone
clashes with Princess Malinda, but if
Mont purse had not heard about those, then he need
not be troubled with the information now. He was a free
man.

"And there's the war," the free man said.
"There's only one way to stop that, of course.™

Durendal realized that he knew very little about the
Bael i sh War. The council never discussed it.
"Wich is?"

Mont purse gave hima long stare. "You



don't know that story?" He spoke nore softly
than before. "No hints, even?"
"I haven't a clue what you're talking

about . "
"Anbrose started it. The whol e bl oody
Bael mark di saster is all his fault. |'m

astoni shed it hasn't |eaked out by now " He

smled, a snmle much like his old smles.

"Well, Lord Chancellor, in this case what you

don't know won't hurt you. Keep as far away
fromthat whole Fire Lands busi ness as you can

Per haps, but only perhaps, it will end when Anbrose
is ready to make a groveling apology to King
Radgar. He knows that, but |I've never had the
courage to suggest it. Good luck there."

"I amnot qualified for this! You have tact
and--"

"But you have courage, friend, which matters nore. That's
what he needs--soneone to tell himthe truth when
he's wrong and save himfrom hinmsel f. You're the
man." Mont purse | eaned back with a snile
"Anything | can do to nmake the transition easier,
of course, just ask. 1'll be glad to help al
| can. But there is one nmore thing | must warn you
about . "

Durendal fingered the accursed chain. "Al
right, tell me the worst."

The butterm | k eyes were guarded. "W' ve
been friends a long tine."

"Fl anes, yes! Ever since that
ni ght 1 gave you your sword and you cane and
t hanked me--you realize how | ong ago that was?

And when | was a green Bl ade, just conme to court.
| disgraced nyself and everyone else fencing with the
Ki ng. You could have sl aughtered ne and you didn't.
And what you did for me when the Marquis--Wat's
wrong? Wiy even nmention it?"

There was sorrow in Mntpurse's smle--and
anusement, of course, and appeal, perhaps. "Because
Parlianment will have my head."

"Nol

"Or the King will. Be quiet and |isten.

Princes are not easy to serve. They in turn
serve their realns, and realns are w thout mercy.
One of the first things you will have to do is--"

"I'I'l stuff this dammed chain down his throat
first!”

"No you won't. | did the same to Centham
W1l you button up your lip a mnute?

Anbrose has nmade a nistake, severa

m st akes, but kings can't make m stakes. They
all have to be ny fault. A chancellor's job
is to bear brunts.”

" Kr omman- - "

"Kromman wins this round. He's too
insignificant to blame." The ice-blue eyes
seened to darken for a nonent. "Never take your
eyes off that one, friend! Renenber that Anbrose
| oves to yoke the ox and the ass together and play them



of f agai nst each other. But you can handl e Kromman.
Parliament is another matter."

"I won't be a party--"

"You'll do what the King needs. | tell you that
it is your duty, that | bear no malice, that I
did the sane thing nmyself. May chance preserve you
when your day cones, brother!™

Durendal felt ill. "Fire and death,
man! If that's what's in the wind, then we've
got to get you out of the country, and fast!"

Mont pur se shook his head resignedly.
"No. | swore long ago to give nmy life for
him and this may be the way | have to do it. It wll
give hima fresh start, and you also. Parlianment wll
si nmer down once it has tasted bl ood. Now
I'"mgoing to go hone and tell ny famly the good
news. The bad news will come when it comes." He
rose and offered a hand. H's palmwas dry, his
grip firm his gaze steady. "You'll see they
don't suffer too much, won't you?"

Many a fencing bout was decided by the first appel
Sone instinct told Durendal that he would never
nmeet the King's standards as first mnister unless he
began with a decisive nove. He had everything
to learn about fighting in this new arena, he had huge
amounts of backl og to absorb, and suddenly the
days were a third shorter than they had been--he
must waste the nights in sleeping. Neverthel ess, he
had attended every neeting of the Privy Council for
nore than five years. He knew t he King, he
knew t he issues, and he felt very confident when
he presented hinmself for his first formal audi ence as
chancel | or.

He had to wait nmore than an hour for it to begin,
because the river had frozen over. H's Majesty was
off roistering at a court skating party, conplete
with an orchestra and nmarquees set up on the
ice. Ale was being nmulled, chestnuts roasted, and
whol e oxen turned on spits. The forner conmander
wonder ed how many of the Guard could attend their
royal ward on skates, but that was one worry he
had been spared, in return for the many hundreds he
had acquired. Eventually darkness ended the joyous
occasi on, sending the King back to the palace and the
counci | chanber.

Durendal was relieved to see that the Bl ade
on duty by the door was Bandit hinself--who had
guessed that Durendal was responsible for his
promoti on and had al nost forgiven him already. Bandit
would not tattle if his predecessor nade an
unholy fool of himself in the next hour

However, finding Kromman about to follow him
into the council room al so, Durendal said, "Qut!"
and shut the door in the Secretary's face.

Anbrose was al ready slunped in his chair of
state |like a heap of neal sacks. He
strai ght ened, gl owering, as Durendal bowed to him



"What did that nean, Lord Chancel | or?"
"Wth respect, Your Majesty, | crave the
right to make my confidential reports to you
al one. "
"oy o
"No "or," sire. | nerely ask that I
make ny confidential reports to you al one."
He net the resulting anger squarely. He
could resign now, although it would hurt horribly.
The King drunmed fingers on the armof his chair.
"W shall reserve judgnment. For now, you
may proceed. \Wat are you doi ng about ny

marri age?"
Even havi ng wat ched the fencing at innumerable
council meetings, it still felt strange to be a

pl ayer. The question was designed to throw himoff
bal ance, but Ambrose was not being deliberately
unkind to his tyro chancellor. It was just his
style. He treated everyone that way.

"Not hing, sire." The real question was whether the
fat old man really wanted the fuss and bot her
of a fourth wife at all, but he probably did
not know the answer himnmself. "Since no ships can
sail for at least a nmonth, I wish to make a
hunbl e suggesti on that Your Majesty use the breathing
space to consider appointing a new em ssary--a
fresh start to go with your new mnistry."

The King grunted, which was usually a good sign
"Who?"

"Have you thought of the Lord Warden of Ports,
sire?"

"Why?" There was sudden threat in both the question and
its escorting glare. The King m ght consider the
warden the greatest bore in Chivial, but the man was
an aristocrat and a sort of relative; and no
upstart gl adiator was going to make fun of him

"Sire, as a nenber of your fanmly, he would
carry weight with the Gevilian royal house.

He is also an acconplished negotiator." And
Anbrose woul d I ove to send hi moverseas, far from
the royal ear.

"Tal ks |li ke a pigeon, you nean." The King
grunted again, neaning he wanted time to think about it.
"You have to go before Parlianment tonorrow. What are you
pl anni ng?"

This was the day's busi ness, why Durendal had
cone.

"I ask Your Majesty's permnission to tender
this brief bill for its approval." Durenda
extracted a sheet of paper fromhis case and offered
it. He had spent half the night with two
attorneys on that one page: A Bil
to Weak Justice upon Those Responsible for the
Late Qutrages at His Royal Mjesty's
Pal ace of Greynere and Divers O her
Persons Transgressi ng by Conjuration Against the
Ki ng's Peace and Public Decency.

Anbrose woul d not admt that he needed
gl asses. He heaved hinself out of his chair and



stonped over to the wi ndow. He read the offending
docunent at arnms' |ength, then returned
it with a shrug of contenpt. He began to pace.
"Chi cken drippings. Sparrow feathers. You
can't identify the culprits, can you?"
"The inquisitors say that's a job for the
Conjurers, sire, and the College says it is
up to the Dark Chanber. They nay be able to narrow
it down to a dozen suspects between them that is
all. Even then, they're only going by--"
"Don't blather. If you mean no! then say

no! Save the pig swill for Parlianent.
Talk all you want there--although never, ever, tel
an actual lie, not even to sone lowy, snelly

fi shnonger. "
The King continued to pace, warnming to his task
No one knew nore about directing parliaments w thout
letting them know they were being directed than
Anbrose IV, who had been at it for nineteen
years and was now starting to train the fourth chancell or
of his reign. "The second thing to renenber is that
everything has its price. Parliament is a great
beast that gives mlk only when fed. If it
wants redress, it nust vote taxes. If we
want revenue, we nust nake concessions."
Dur endal wondered what Bandit was maki ng of
this, his first insight into the innernost kitchen of the
stat e.
The King turned at the wi ndow and stood with the
cold winter light at his back. "Tonorrow, they'l
start with a lot of huffing and puffing about the N ght of
Dogs, with | oyal addresses to ne, demands for the
cul prits' heads--the sort of drivel you just
showed me. Then they'll get down to business, and the
first thing you will tell themis that you have had
Mont purse arrested.”
So soon! Montpurse had warned him but nust
it be his first act? "Sire! But--"
"l have not finished, Chancellor."” Gve himhis
due, the King did not |ook as if he was enjoying

this. "I just told you, everything is done by trade.
W need revenue. W give them

Mont purse. If we don't, they'll pass

an Act of Attainder against him Then he'll be

even worse off and we'll have gai ned not hi ng--

under stand? And you're the new boy. We must make you
popul ar, the Chanpion of Parliament. |If you can
just hang on to that for the first couple of sessions, you
may achi eve sonething."
"Sire, ny loyalty--"
"I's to ne. The better Parlianment |ikes you
the better you can serve ne. You've gone
over the books, | hope?"
"I have had them explained to ne."
"That's what | neant. The Exchequer is
bankrupt. W shall have to gi ve enornous
redress to win any additional revenue--your
predecessor's head will be only the start." The
King scow ed and resumed pacing. "OQur G eat



Matter will be defeated now. They'Il claimit
puts the stability of the realmat risk. You have a
hard canpaign in front of you, sirrah! |
hope | have chosen a fighter to lead ny
troops?"
So here it canme, the lunge he was counting on
He m ght doom his career as chancellor with this one
suggestion. O he might win a glorious
victory and even nanage to save Mont purse

"Your Majesty's counsel will be invaluable to ne.
| have so nmuch to learn. ... But may | presune
to ask ... to offer a proposition, which is

probably out of the question because of sone |egal snag
don't appreciate, but which in Your Majesty's
greater experience may--"
"You're blathering again." The King planted his
fat fists on his even fatter hips and eyed his
new pupil warily. "Wat would you do?"

"That bill | showed you--it would authorize you
to close down any el ementary which of fends agai nst
public decency. If it is approved, | shal

advi se Your Majesty to prorogue
Parlianment." That woul d save Mont purse.

"What ?" The King's jaw dropped onto a
| ayer of chins. "Go on, nan, go on!"

"Well, why just tax themif Parlianent wil
I et you shut them down? You could confiscate their
| ands entirely. Begging your pardon, sire, but
who needs taxes?"

The King stunped over to his chair of state and
| owered his bulk onto it. Durendal waited to be
told that he was an ignorant bl ockhead with
congenital insanity. If the solution was so
simpl e, surely Kronman or Mont purse
or the King would have seen it | ong ago? Anmbrose
was going to laugh himto scorn and in a few nonths
--just long enough that he would not have to admt he had
made an error of judgnent--he would find hinself a
new chancel | or, one who did not advocate
absurdities.

Yes, the King did begin to |laugh, but he
| aughed until his belly heaved and tears streaned
down his roly-poly cheeks into his
beard. When he managed to catch his breath, he
wheezed, "And | accused you of not being a fighter!
You' re proposing outright war! Stanp themout!"

Thi s sounded promi sing. "They started the war,
sire. OF course, there will be considerabl e danger
when they realize what we are up to." The
Guard woul d have a thousand fits--Bandit already
| ooked as if he had just been kicked in the
duodenum

But Durendal had guessed his king would not shrink
fromthe prospect of danger and the supposition was
correct. The royal fist thunped on the chair.

"Blast themall! If we have to call on the
Destroyer Ceneral, we'll do it! Howw Il you
proceed? Wio' Il bell this cat?"

"The inquisitors will want to, of course, and



so will the College. 1'd prefer to set up an

i ndependent Court of Conjury. Investigate,

convi ct, disband, expropriate, and nove on to the
next. Ooviously, sone of the orders are
beneficial--license themand | et them continue.

I don't for a nonent suppose you can reclaimthe
entire one fifth that Secretary Kronman

menti oned, and you may glut the real estate market,
but | doubt that your treasury will run dry for a
year or two."

"By the eight, I was right to pick you! A pox
on Parliament! This is sunptuous!"” The King
smacked his lips, but then his habitua
suspicion returned. "Who's going to run this
Court of Conjury?"

"Your Mpjesty will nane the officers, of course,
but what | suspect you will need npbst is a band of
fighting nen brave enough to stormthese lairs of
evil. It will be close to war, | amsure
And the obvious nmen to recruit, sire, are the
kni ghts of ny order. As you saw on the N ght
of Dogs, sir, there are dozens of themstill fit and
strong, loyal to Your Majesty--some married, sone
not, some rusting away in lronhall, many of themwth
no real purpose in life. They will |eap at such
a chance to serve you." That was the part of his plan that
appeal ed to himnost, and he would give all his
teeth for the chance to lead the armnmy. Al as, he knew
he coul d not hope for that.

The King nuttered, "Sunptuous!" a few
times. "By fire, we'll do it!" He seened about
to heave hinself out of the chair, then he paused. He
smrked at Durendal with his fat little nouth. "I
reward those who serve nme well. What
do you need?"

Mont purse safely out of the country?

Kromman's head in a bottle? Ten nore hours

in the day? "I have given you only pronises so
far, sire. Should not rewards wait until | can
show resul ts?"

The piggy eyes seened to shrink and withdraw,
maki ng Durendal think of two hot chestnuts on
butter. He wondered uneasily what was brew ng
i nside the sly, unpredictable nind behind them

"Bl ast honest men!" the King nuttered. "I
could deed you a county and you'd stuff it in a drawer
and forget it. There nust be sone way to make you fawn
i ke the others!”

"Your Majesty's approval is anple
reconpense for what | have achieved so far." That
sounded li ke bootlicking, and yet it was true. On
his first bout in the political arena, he had
i mpressed this devious, |lifelong schemer, and that
felt like winning the King' s Cup.

"Ha! | know what's wong with you. Thought you
| ooked peculiar! You're running around half
naked." Anbrose peered around him "Quard?

Ch, it's you, Commander, er, Bandit. Get me the
Chancel lor's sword!"



Wth an understandabl e blink of surprise, Bandit
opened the door and called to one of the Blades in the
ant eroom who were guardi ng Harvest as a m nor
part of their duties.

What ?

The King heaved hinself out of his chair.
"Secretary!"

Kromman scuttled in like a giant, unw nking
beetle. "Your Mjesty?"

"Make out a warrant!" said the King. "A
decree of ... Oh, nake up a nane.

Addressed to the Guard." He accepted the sword
fromBandit. "Henceforth, at all times and pl aces,
Baron Rol and may cone arned into our presence.”

Durendal , Bandit, and Kromman all said
"What ?" sinul t aneously.

Then Kromman bl eated, "But the readings,
sire ..."

Bandit growl ed, "He's worth three of ..."

Durendal protested, "Your Myjesty,
am not "

The King silenced themall with a glare and
extended Harvest hilt first to Durendal. "No,
you' re not bound now. W reward you with our trust,
my lord."

Speechl ess, Durendal hung his sword back
in her proper place at his belt. Arned and
unbound! It was an honor he coul d not have dreaned
of --the only man in the kingdom so trusted. For
once, the Secretary's face was an open
book, and the fury witten on it was worth a
dukedom The King was sm rking, so probably the
Chancel | or was being fairly readabl e hinsel f.

Monents |ike those taught a man a | ot about
| oyal ty.

Even the King had underestinmated the fury in
Parlianment. Merely throwi ng Montpurse in the
Bastion did not sate his enemes--it just whetted
their appetites. Suddenly the ex-chancellor was the
greatest villain since Hargand the Terrible, and
neither Lords nor Commons woul d debat e anyt hi ng
except a Bill of Attainder, condeming hi m out
of hand to the Question. Duly passed by both houses, it
arrived at the pal ace one snowy evening to receive the
Ki ng's signature and becone | aw.

The new chancell or slept very little that night and
doubted that his sovereign did either. To accuse
Mont purse of treason was absolute insanity
--inconpetence perhaps, for all nen nade
m st akes. Indiscretion in accepting gifts from
i nappropri ate persons was possible, but he could
have done nothing to deserve what the act demanded.
Yet if the King refused consent, Parlianment
m ght cut off his revenues. The decision was his
to make; his Chancellor nust advise him
By norni ng Durendal had al nost convinced hinsel f that



duty to King and country required throw ng

Mont purse to the weasels. After all, although the
Question was very harrowing, it was not fatal and would
certainly clear himof the charges.

Al most convi nced hinsel f.

That nust have been the right decision, though, because
Mont purse agreed with it. Even then he served
his King or his forner friend. H s signed confession
arrived not |long after dawn, |eaving Durendal no
choice. He took the bill into the King's
bedroomto be ratified.

Later that day he rode to the Bastion
acconpani ed by a squad of Bl ades. He had
adamantly rejected the King's offer to assign
personal Bl ades to him-quoting a precedent
set by Mont purse--but he could hardly
refuse an escort. The | ads enjoyed the
unnecessary outing with their former |eader

In |l ess than a nmonth, Mntpurse had
aged ten years. Hi s scalp showed through his hair, his
face was dragged down in pouches, his arms were thin.
Mich nmore surprising was an apparent serenity quite
i nprobable in a man confined to a dark and
mal odorous cell with chains on his ankles and
only a prison shirt and britches between his skin
and the col d.

"You have absolutely nothing to fear,"

Durendal said. "You will throw their charges back in
their faces."

Mont purse snil ed sadly. "Everyone has
secrets, ny lord. Wien will it be done?"

"I"'mhoping I can hold themoff until the
Ki ng prorogues Parlianent."

"No, no! Get it over with, please. As
soon as possible.”

"As you wish. I'll see to it."

Knowi ng the man, Durendal had anti ci pated that
request and had already given the necessary orders. He
did not need to counternmand them as he would have done had
Mont purse wanted a delay. He sat with the
prisoner and tal ked about the good ol d days, although
to himall past days must seem good now. And when the
i nqui sitors came, Montpurse was taken
by surprise.

He drew one sharp breath and then said, "You are
efficient, my lord! Thank you for this."

In a case of high treason, a menber of the
Privy Council nust attend when the suspect was
put to the Question. Durendal would not del egate that
terrible duty, but if it was not the worst experience
of his life, he could never decide what el se
was. It went on forever. The elenmentary in the
Basti on was just another stinking dungeon, so small
that he rmust |ean against a sliny wall with his toes
al nrost on the lines of the octogram Montpurse
sat bound to a chair in the center, his face
merci fully conceal ed by the near darkness. Hal fway
through the ritual, Durendal realized with fury that
one of the chanting conjurers was Kronman, but by then the



spirits were gathering and he dared not interrupt.
The conjuration invoked water and fire, but nostly
air, until the silences seened to whistle with
hurricane wi nds. Mont purse whi npered a
fewtines and withed against his bonds. At the end,
he sat with his head sl unped forward.
"Have you injured him vyou fool s?"
"He has merely fainted, ny lord," G and
Inquisitor said calmy. "Quite normal. Do you
wi sh us to throw a bucket of water over hinP"
"Of course not, you idiot! Put himto bed and
call a healer."”

"I hardly think that is necessary, Chancellor."
Interpreting the regulations as liberally as he
dared and telling hinself that he was nerely being
considerate of his patiently waiting escort and

Mont purse's own feelings, Durendal |eft
and returned to the pal ace.

Having to waste time on sleep was a nui sance.
Bei ng deprived of it was a tornent. Two days
|ater, he went to the King feeling as if his head
had been marinated overnight in vinegar. He
dropped an inch-thick statenment on Anbrose's
I ap.

"Drivel!" he said. "d aptrap!
Pi cayune maundering! There is nothing in here
to convict a fox of stealing chickens. He accepted
gi fts--but they never influenced his decisions. He
spoke harshly of you behind your back--what sort
of a man woul d he have been if he had not? | have said
much worse nysel f. He del ayed carrying out orders
in the hope you woul d change your m nd--which you did,
several times. He let you beat himat fencing.
When did flattery become a capital offense?
Sire, this man is innocent! You can never have had
a truer or nore faithful servant."

The King scowmed at himwith his piggy little eyes.
"Co and talk with him"

"What ?"

"Go and talk with the prisoner! That is a comand,
Chancel l or!"

So Durendal rode back to the Bastion

He found Montpurse in the same dark
stinking cell as before, frantically trying to wite
in the near darkness--on the floor under the narrow
shaft that admitted what little air and light there
was, because he had no table. Heaps of paper
surrounded him

"Lord Rol and!" He scranbled up eagerly,
rattling his shackles. "I amso glad you have
cone!" He sounded close to tears.

"I have read your statenents and--"

"But there is nore, much nore! So many things
wanted to include and they would not let ne! On,

my friend, I welcone this chance to tell you how
betrayed you. | was jealous. | hated you
for your skill with a sword! Wen you defeated ne in

the King's Cup | wanted to come after you with a rea



bl ade. When you fenced with the King on your first night
at court, exposing us all as toadies and
lickspitters, | said such awful, dreadful things
to you! | detested you for nmy own shame, the disgrace
| had brought upon nyself and the whole Guard. The first
time we ever spoke, on the night of ny binding,
| came and thanked you, but not because | was in any
way grateful to you. No, only to nake ne
feel gracious and lordly. | was a detestable
person in those days. Do you know | played with
nmysel f, back there at Ironhall? Ch, | know
every boy does, but that doesn't excuse all the
| echerous i mages and uncl ean thoughts ... Wit,
| have it all in witing here."
He began to scrabble anmong his papers. He
woul d not, could not, stop confessing to every imagi nable sin
or fault he had ever committed or even
contenpl ated, no matter how trivial. In
m nut es Durendal was poundi ng on the door and
yelling for the guards to let himout. The change, he
was i nfornmed, was permanent.
He went back to the palace. In silence he
took the death warrant to the King, and in silence the
King signed it.

KATE
Vi

The coach crawl ed interm nably through the snowy
night, follow ng the | ackey who wal ked ahead with a
lantern to keep it out of ditches. Shivering even
with two of the three rugs wapped around his old
bones, Lord Rol and was tenmpted to reach for the third
al so, because his young conpanion did not seemto need it.
Pride would not let him



He was broodi ng again. He nmust say somet hing.
"You know, it's alnobst exactly twenty years
to the day since the King made ne his chancell or--
Fi rst moon, 368. About the tine you were born,
suppose?"
"Roughly." Quarrel's face was invisible.
Hs tone inplied that it was shanmeful to be so young, so
anot her topic was required.
"Not very far to go now. lvywalls is nearer
Nocare than G eynere, of course.”
"It's a beautiful place. | ook forward
to seeing it in spring."
Wul d the mal evol ent new chancel l or all ow either
of themto see spring? Wrry about that tonorrow. "Wen the
Ki ng suppressed the elementaries, it was ny share
of the loot."
"My lord!" Quarrel sounded al nbst comically
shocked. He woul d have been only a child during the
suppr essi ons.
"I speak crudely but not inexactly. It was
never used as an elenmentary itself, or my wife
couldn't go near it even now, but it was a fairly
typi cal case. The | and had bel onged to the Curry
fam |y since the previous dynasty. ... The
house is much nore recent. In his last illness,
old Lord Curry called in healers fromthe
Priory of Denmenly. While they were
supposedl y enchanting himback to health, they
enchanted himto |l eave his entire estate to the
priory. His wife and children were thrown out in the
fields."
"Spirits! Wat? That's outrageous!"”
"Ch, we uncovered nuch worse things than
that--children turned into sex toys, nen and wonen
ensl aved or deliberately addicted so that they would
die or suffer horrible pain unless they paid for
fresh conjurations every day. Sone of the ways the orders
used to fight back were equally vile. It wasn't
called the Monster War for nothing. Had
you been ny Bl ade in those days, Sir
Quarrel, you would have had your work cut out for you. The
assassins usually tried for the King or Princess
Mal i nda, but they honored nme a few tines."
The Ni ght of Dogs had been only the start.
Fortunately, Anbrose |V had never been a
coward. The nore they attacked him the nore determ ned
he becane. No chancel | or ever had better
backi ng.
"I"'d l'ike to hear sone of those stories, ny lord."
"Ah, old man's ranbling! Ancient
history. The point is that we won. The King
brought conjuration under the rule of law, and a | ot of
other countries envy us now He did very well out
of it, of course. He sold off the |ands,
usual ly; but sometinmes he made gifts of them and
Ivywal I s was one of those. He gave it to ne |ike
a huntsman throwing the entrails to his dog."
"My lord! No! You weren't his dog. You were his

arnmy."



"Not |, lad, nor the Guard, either. It was the
A d Bl ades we called back who were his arny,
and Lord Snake was his general. | was just the spider
inthe attic, plotting where we would strike next.
In tine we ran out of enemies and |ife becane
much | ess exciting."
After a nonment, Quarrel coughed politely.
"I't wasn't exciting this eveni ng?"
"I ndeed it was!" Durendal said, abashed.
"Please don't think I amnot grateful. You
may have set an Ironhall record--saving your
ward only three days after your binding."
"I didn't even draw"
"You did exactly what was required, neither nore
nor | ess. Few Bl ades ever draw i n anger
No, | amvery grateful when | think where
woul d be now wi t hout you."
Enbol dened, Quarrel said diffidently,
"Then ... | know a Bl ade shoul d never question, but it
does seem... | nean | don't see ..."
The poor kid wanted to know why he was going to have
to die.
"You' re wondering why the King assigned a
Bl ade to nme | ast week and today sent Kromman
to charge me with treason?"
"It puzzles me, ny lord, if you don't

mnd ny--"

"I don't mind at all. It puzzles ne,
too. Being unpredictable is an attribute of
princes, | suppose. H s Mjesty

certainly did not nention assigning me a Bl ade
the last time | saw him" To | eave the story there
woul d be a snub. "I went to visit himjust before
Long Night. You know he's at
Fal consrest. "

"I"ve been told of it, ny lord. There's a
house on a crag and some ot her buildings belowit in
the valley." Quarrel was denonstrating that
Ironhall's political |essons were up
to date. "Only the King and his intinmates stay
at the | odge."

Only idiots went there at all in
m dwi nter, but Anbrose had shut hinmself up at
Fal consrest a nonth ago. Was that the action of a
conpletely rational man?

"He did not nention Blades. To be honest,
he was not at all pleased with me. Bestow ng honors
on me was very far fromhis mnd. He was rather curt,
|"d say."

He was al so dying, but no one said that.

As Sir Bowran canme tw tching and shanbling
across the scenic spread of the Chancellor's office,
Durendal rose to greet him He honored
any fellow Bl ade that way, and the deputy commander
was al ways amusi ng conpany. He was a gangly,
sandy- hai red man, who gave an inpression of



extreme clunsiness, as if all his linbs were
moving in different directions; but this was pure
illusion, as he had proved by twi ce w nning the
King's Cup. He usually seened ready to burst
into tears, yet he had a sense of hunor
to rival Hoare's--whom no one renenbered
anynore, of course.
"Pray be seated, brother."
"How may | assist, ny |ord?" Bowran
flopped into the chair as if he had tipped hinself out
of a sack. He peered norosely across the desk
at the Chancellor.
"A couple of things. First, I'mtrying
to locate a place called Wzenbury. No
one seens to know where it is. But you have Guards from
all over, so if you wouldn't m nd asking around
t he--"
"Appl eshire,” Bowran said gloonily.
"I was born near there." Bl ades never discussed
their past, but he had still a trace of the west in his
Voi ce.
"Ah, thank you." The Chancell or had found the
sheriff he needed for Appleshire, and he
suspected that Bowran knew perfectly well
why he had asked that absurd question. "The second
thing is alittle harder. | nust go and visit the
King. Do you think you could find a couple of
patient souls who m ght bear the tedi um of
wal ki ng their horses beside ny pal frey?"
Bowran uttered a noan of ironic
di sbelief. "Suicidal daredevils who m ght
just be able to keep up with you, you nean? | think I
have sone crazies who may accept the chall enge.
The entire Guard," he added with an abrupt
descent into ever deeper nel ancholy.
Fi ve days before Long Night, the pal ace of
Greynere ought by rights to be bespangled with
decorations and throbbing with jollity. This year it was
a drab barn of boredom and the | ongest faces were
t he Bl ades’
"You miss Hs Majesty. W all do."
"Mce don't play when the cat's away,
nmy lord. They die of irrelevancy. | w sh
Dragon would let us rotate the men, but he's
st opped doi ng even that. Usel ess wear and tear on the
horses, he said. He doesn't think of the rust
on the nmen."
"Wyul d you consi der a suggestion?"
"Very happily, ny lord--fromyou."
"Your livery's frowzy and ol d-fashi oned. |
can say so, because | designed it nyself, but that was
years ago. Sonething nore nodern woul d nmake t hem
feel better, liven themup."
Bowran gave hi m an especial ly | ugubri ous
| ook. "You think H s Mjesty would approve it?
He doesn't even like to change his socks these
days. "
"No, | don't suppose he would, but
Never mnd."



"Yes. Well, ny lord, | will very gladly
provide you with an escort. Wen?"
"An hour before dawn. W'l be back for the
festivities."
The Bl ade sighed. "I doubt if you'l
m ss nuch if you aren't. Nothing nore?" He began
to lurch upright.
"Not for me. Anything | can do for you?"
Bowran sagged back again quickly, as if he had
been hoping for such a question. H's voice dropped to a

confidential murnur. "Well ... it isn't

really any of mny business, ny lord,

nor of yours either, and | know you'll pardon ny
presunption saying so, but | know that G and Master
has seniors stacked up to the roof. | just thought,

if you get a chance to sort of drop a word to the
Ki ng, maybe? W coul d use sone young blood in the
Guard; but even if he doesn't want to go there
hi nsel f just now, he m ght assign themto others,
per haps?"

Durendal shrugged. It certainly was not his
busi ness, because he was governnment and the Order was in the
Ki ng's personal prerogative. Anbrose was
very touchy about that distinction. "I'Il see what |
can do. You don't have to tell me that he doesn't
answer his mail."

At first light, Durendal rode out of the
gates on Destrier, in the conpany of three
boys. They woul d be furious if they knew he
t hought of themas that, but their ages conbi ned woul d not
exceed his by rmuch. Their names were Foray, Lewnpss,
and Terror, and they were all glad of a chance to seem
useful. He noted that they were well mounted and al
had good seats, which meant that Bowran had sent his
best horsenen--probably with strict orders
to prevent any repetition of the enbarrassing
i ncident that had marred the Chancellor's [ ast
journey to Fal consrest, when a certain
geriatric Chancellor had shown certain young
Bl ades his heels. Wll, he would see how
he and Destrier felt on the way back

A m serabl e wi nd nbaned under a dreary sky,
once in a while throwi ng snowfl akes just to warn that
it had plenty in hand. Fal consrest was an
all-day ride from Grandon, but they could stay
overnight at Stairtown if the weather turned
worse. Going two by two, his guards took
turns riding at his side, courteously wheedling
tales of the past fromhim flattering himby asking about
the Monster War or even the Nythia canpaign
--none of which ancient history could possibly be
of any interest to them

They were all hoping that Conmander Dragon woul d
et themstay on at Fal consrest, relieving
three of the dozen or so nmen he kept there.
Durendal found this anbition anusing, because there was
absolutely nothing in those wild hills that should
attract spirited young nen in the niddle of winter. It



was their binding tal king. They pined at being kept
away fromtheir ward. Wien Foray even had the
audacity to ask why the King had shut

hi nsel f up in such a burrow over Long Night,

Lord Rol and sternly suggested he ask the King

hi nsel f. The answer, alas, was that he hated people
wat chi ng hi m di e.

He questioned them about recent news from
Ironhall. They would not realize that it was none of
hi s busi ness; as a knight of the Order, he was
expected to be interested. They confirmed what
Bowran had said about a surfeit of seniors
wai ting for assignnent.

Bet ween chats, he pondered the unfamliar
future that lay beyond the King's death. For the first
tinme, he would be free to do what he wanted.

Travel , probably, because Kate wanted

to travel. He had friends and correspondents
all over Eurania now, and standing invitations
to visit. He would be a private citizen, but a
famous one, welcone in a dozen great cities.
Thanks to Anbrose, he was rich. It would seem
very strange

He led the way into the valley as the winter afternoon
faded out in despair. The group of thatched
bui | di ngs coweri ng under the snow covered hills was
commonly known as the village, although it consisted
entirely of overflow accommodati on. The | odge
on the rock that |oomed alnost directly above it was
t he pal ace proper, but it had only four roons.
There was sonet hing bi zarre about the court of Chivial
sheltering in sheds.

VWil e he shed his cloak and stanped snow off his
boots, he was greeted by Conmander Dragon, who
was a beefy, thickset nan by Bl ade standards,
with a luxurious black beard and a swarthy
conpl exi on that made hi m seem ol der than his
twenty-eight years. In conplete contrast to his
deputy, Dragon had no sense of hunor at
all. He was a pl odder who woul d never question an
order or think for hinself, which was precisely why the
King liked him

"Much the same, ny lord," he said before
Durendal could ask the inevitable first question
"I"ll send soneone to tell himyou're here. A
posset to warm you now?"

"Add sone hot bran mash for nmy horse and

I will be in your debt till the sun burns out.

Al though | think that nmay have happened al ready."
"I't will be back," Dragon assured him

sol emml y.

Shack or not, the barn-sized room was
bright and hot. Some amateur nusicians were
screechi ng out dance music. Strips of col ored
musl in added a seasonal gaiety above the | ong
tabl es at which people were guzzling great slabs of pork
while the rest of the hog sputtered and sparked on a
spit. Durendal's insides runbled



inmploringly for attention
Sternly telling themto wait their turn, he
sent for the royal physicians and conjurers. They
woul d not commit thenselves on their patient's condition
per haps deterred by the | aw that declared i magining the
King's death to be high treason. They certainly
of fered no hope. He | ooked around the ring of
haggard, tight-shut faces and resisted the
tenptation to try a royal bell ow on them
"I trust you will give ne as nuch warning as you can
of any change you foresee in Hs Majesty's
condi ti on?"
They nodded in nonconmittal silence. He
went off to eat. Just when he was about to start on a
high-piled platter, a Blade with snow on his
eyebrows appeared to informhimthat the King would receive
himat once. On his way out he had to pass
Foray, Terror, and Lewnpss, all chew ng
vigorously with grease running into their beards.
He hoped they choked on their stupid grins.
As he was donning his danmp cloak at the
door, Dragon appeared again, glancing around

furtively.

"My | ord?"

"Leader ?"

"I'f you get the chance to drop a word to Hi s
Maj esty ... | know he listens to you, ny lord."

"Someti nes he does. What can | do for you?"
"The @uard, ny lord." The Commander was

whi spering, which was very unlike him "I|'ve got
twenty men | want to rel ease, you see

They're all well past due. |'ve mentioned

this, but ... well, he won't even discuss it with

me. It would be a nice Long N ght present for
them | thought."

Durendal sighed. "Yes, it would. I'lI
see what | can do."

Oovi ousl y Anmbrose was negl ecting his
preci ous Bl ades, and that was a very bad sign.

Was he incapabl e of naking decisions or merely
clinging to the past, the old famliar faces?

Huddl ed agai nst the snow, the Chancellor rode a
dogged little nmountain pony up the steep track to the
| odge. Where the village had been
festive, the | odge was dreary as a tonb, although
it was crammed full of nmen. To cross the
guardroom he had to pick his way al ong a narrow
path through a clutter of beddi ng and baggage, passing
hal f a dozen Bl ades pl ayi ng a norose
gane of dice by the light of a single candle. The
stairs took himup to another dormtory, which was
little brighter and so congested with nen that it was hard
to believe they would all find roomto |ie down
| ater. They seemed to be grouped into three snarly
argunents. He wondered who they all were:
cooks, hostlers, valets, doctors,
nurses, secretaries? He had seen no
wonen, but he had not | ooked into the kitchen, which
probably al so served as a communal bat hhouse and



anot her bedroom People swarmed on a king |ike bees
on a queen--there mght well be tailors,
nmusi ci ans, falconers, vintners, or even
architects and poet laureates in attendance at
Fal consrest. Every one of themwould fight for the right
to live in the squal or of the |odge rather than the
relative confort of the village, just to prove that he
was of the indispensable elite. This is what happened
when nmonarchs tried to escape.

At | east the King' s bedroomwas not stuffed Iike a
fish barrel. It held a few chests and a great
four poster, whose faded purple draperies
rippled in drafts that rattled the shutters and
baffl ed the best efforts of a roaring fire. The ot her
roons had reeked of bodies and overworked
gar der obes, but here those stinks were overwhel ned by the
rancid stench of the suppurating ulcer that was killing
Anbrose |V. He spraw ed back on
heaped pillows, a face of nelted tall ow above
an enornous heap of furs. were those just shadows
under his eyes or mldew?

He had outlived four wives and his son; he
had never seen his grandsons. After a reign of
thirty-nine years, his realmhad shrunk to this
wi ndy kennel, and every gaspi ng breath was a noisy
effort. Durendal knelt to him

H s voice rasped disturbingly. "Get up
fool! Can't see you down there. Sorry ..
drag you all this way such weather."

"It is a pleasure to get some exercise
Your Majesty. They tell me that your health is

i mproving."
"Told you ... all | needed was a rest!"
The King glared defiantly. He was still not yet

adm tting anyt hi ng.
Wth extreme annoyance, Durendal noted the
odi ous Kronman st andi ng inside the closed door,
al nost invisible in his mdnight robes. He was
stooped now, a sinister cadaverous scarecrow, but
the fish eyes still held their sharklike menace.
"What's this | hear," the King wheezed, "about
you st eepl echasi ng, beating ny Guard?" The question
showed, and was intended to show, that he had other sources
of information--Dragon in this case, of course, but
Kronman ran an efficient spy network quite
apart fromthe Ofice of General Inquiry. There were
undoubtedly others. WIly old Anbrose had
not | oosed his grip on his kingdom yet.
"Sire, if you nmust give ne a horse like
Destrier, you cannot expect nme to haul fish with
him" He could still flinch under the royal glare.
"On the way back last tinme | did suggest a
small race. My escort agreed, and | won
by a nose--purely because | had the best mount. It
was foolish and unkind to the horses." Luckily
Kat e had not heard of the incident.
The King gasped a sort of cough that was
probably meant to be a laugh. "Two fel
of f, you won ... three lengths. Wn't hurt



brats ... know best man still best." H s tone
changed to annoyance. "Wy're you here, bothering
me, interrupting vacation?"

Durendal turned to | ook at Kronman.

"Ch, let himbe," the King snarl ed.
"Only eavesdrop in the crapper. Can't keep
secrets, this place."

Wy torture a dying man with a persona
squabbl e? "As Your Majesty w shes.”
Durendal reached in his pack and brought out his
fol der of papers. "I need your instructions about
a few matters, sire. The Nythian rebels
are the nost urgent, as they are due to be hanged
in three days. A royal pardon at Long
N ght is--"

"Hang 'em™

"Two of them are only boys, sire,
thirteen and--"

"Hang 'em™

Very rarely in his twenty years as chancel |l or
Durendal had gone so far as to kneel and offer
Anbrose the gol den chain. There were sone pl aces
even loyalty could not go and hanging children ought to be
one of them but his resolution failed when he
| ooked at the dying despot. Even if the King
had no pity for those rebel brats,
Durendal felt pity for himand could not desert his
liege lord now

"Yes, sire. Next item The Exchequer
requests approval of this warrant."

He hel d out the paper, but Kronman noved in
like a stalking cat to take it. He placed it on
a witing board and extended it to the King, offering a
quill. Anbrose signed w thout |ooking, a
wandering scrawl. The Secretary rempoved the
board and withdrew to the shadows. How much infl uence
had the former inquisitor gained over the invalid?
At least the privy signet was still on the royal
finger.

After that, the King listened to the problens in silence
broken only by his | abored breathing. Each tine
he waited for the Chancellor's recomendation, then
nodded. Kronman obt ai ned his signature and
took it away to seal

Wth rising distress, Durendal pressed on
At first they had been teacher and pupil, then a
team -a quarrel sone but effective team-for al nost
twenty years. Now he made the decisions and the
Ki ng approved them Chivial was ruled by an agi ng
chancel | or, which was not good enough. He wanted
to retire and enjoy a little of the private life he
had never known, but he could not abandon his post now.
It was hard not to curse or weep

At the end, he bowed. "There is nothing el se
of great nmonment, sire. The rest can wait unti
your return. Er, Parliament? It is summoned
to convene in three weeks, sire. Do you w sh
to postpone--"

The Ki ng barked, "No!" and was convul sed



by coughi ng. When he recovered, he just gl ared.

"Then your speech, sire ...?"

"Send nme ... draft, what you need."

He woul d never be well enough to journey back
to Grandon and address Parliament, but obviously
that was not to be said.

Al as, the good old days! In his first ten years
as chancel |l or, Durendal had spoil ed
Anbrose, letting himrule as an autocrat.
Squandering the wealth of the elenmentaries with nmad
abandon, he had needed no taxes and brooked no
interference with his own will. Wien he had at |ast been
forced to sunmon Parlianent again, he had run
into ten years' backlog of conplaint. It hadn't
ended yet. Each Parlianment seemed worse than
its predecessor.

"That's everything, then, sire.” One
| ast paper. "Ch ... It is not urgent, but you
still need a new sheriff for Appleshire. | was
wondering if you would consent to appoint Sir
Bowran. He woul d--"

"Who?"

"The deputy commander."

The King recognized his slip and reacted with
anger. "You keep your neddling fingers off ny
Guard, you hear?"

"OfF course, sire, | was nerely--"

"None of your business! 1'll see to, al
that when ... get back."

"No, sire. | realize."

The invalid made a feeble effort to heave hi nsel f
hi gher on the pillows and then sank back with a

groan. "Did ... daughter reply ... your
letters?"
"No, sire.”
"Did ... tell her 1I'msick?"
That question could kill a man com ng and goi ng. No woul d

nmean t hat Durendal had not done enough to convince the
Princess. Yes would contradict the King's

of ficial policy. Any hint of dying was

treasonous. "I did nmention that your health was
causi ng sone concern, sire."

"Just want see them Did ... tell her so?

One at atine, if won't trust nme."

Durendal sighed. "I have sent every nmessage and
messenger | can think of. | have even di spatched an
artist, with a plea that he may be allowed to sketch
the princes. | haven't heard fromhimyet, but you
must nake al |l owances for the weather at this time of year
sire. No ships are crossing. Wiy not |et
Secretary Kromman try witing to her and see
if he has any nore | uck?" He had not hing
to |l ose by making this suggestion, because it was certain
Kronman woul d have tried already, with or wthout
perm ssion. Princess Mlinda's feelings
toward Lord Chancel | or Rol and need not be nenti oned.

A trenmor of the old anger shook the King's
nmori bund nmass. "Take hostages. Seize
Bael i sh anbassador, nerchants ..."



"You don't nean that."

"Cocksconb! " Col or showed now on the
pal e butter cheeks. "Upstart peasant! Think
you can run ki ngdom when ... can't even nanage
one stiff-neck slut? WIIlful biddy!"

That was hardly fair when they were discussing his
daughter, who was also the wife of a foreign ruler
There was much nore to the Princess problem
than her personal spite. Parlianent had al ways
detested the idea of a barbarian Bael succeedi ng
to the throne of Chivial, even if the marriage
treaty did stipulate that Malinda would reign
in her own right and her husband would be no nore than
consort. Parlianent had grave doubts that a
notorious pirate chief |ike King Radgar woul d
pay much attention to that |egal nicety. Wrse,
Parlianment was going to be grievously concerned,
meani ng nutinous, if the King was too il
to address it in person while his heir was far
away on those barren rocks. There would be talk
of a regency, noves to tanper with the succession
del egations sent hither and thither. Time was running
out for the part-time rul er--but Anbrose was shrewd enough
to know all that.

"I have done ny best, sire. | amsure that
your grandsons will turn up to visit you in the
spring, when the sailing inproves.”

The King turned his head away. \What
spring?

"My business is conplete, ny liege. |
hunbly beg | eave to wthdraw "

Anbrose did not | ook around, but after a nonent
he nuttered, "Have safe ... ride hone."

Durendal lifted the pudgy hand to his I|ips.

It was as cold as the winter hills beyond the
shutters. "I won't go above a canter. You know
| never do."

There was no reply.

Kromman hel d the door open for the
Chancel l or. Their eyes net as Durendal went
by, and he saw a gl eam of triunph that twitched
his old fighting dander. Was that odious intestina
wor m gl oati ng because the King was about to die and then
Lord Rol and woul d no | onger be chancellor? Very
likely! He probably considered hinself so
i ndi spensabl e that the new Queen would have to retain him
in her service. Good luck to her! And to him-they
deserved each ot her.

O course the King's death would al so free
Durendal from his pl edge of good conduct. He stil
owed vengeance to Wl fbiter, but over the years his
anger had faded to sad resignation, a private
fantasy to anuse hinmsel f when the Secretary was being
particul arly obnoxi ous. Justice belonged to the
King, and by failing to act agai nst Kromman, the King
had effectively pardoned him Durendal had
sworn his oath as a young and footl oose
bachel or, a vagabond newy returned from



wi | d ['ands where bl ood feuds were comon as fl eas.
Now he was a husband, a father and grandfather, and a
respected elder statesman with rich estates, not

a man who would throw away his |life and destroy his
fam ly's happiness to so little real purpose.

Must he adnmit that he was just too ol d? That he

no |l onger had the juice in himto be an

executioner? No, the slug just wasn't worth the
scandal now.

Three days after Long Night, the courier's
bag that carried routine business back and forth between
the King at Fal consrest and the scriveners of the
Privy Purse at G eynmere produced a
warrant assigning a Blade to Lord Rol and--a
standard form bearing the King' s signet and
signature, with the recipient's nanme inserted in the
King's hand. It was pronptly sent along the
hall to Durendal, who puzzled over it for an
hour, wondering not only why the King had sent it but
al so why it had not conme to himdirectly. A
conpani on bag had brought hi m ot her docunents.

It mght be a sinple error. Anbrose's
illness had not dulled his wits so far, but if he
had decided to clear the backl og of seniors at
Ironhall by distributing themto mnisters and
courtiers, as he sonetines did, then perhaps he had
i nadvertently witten the wong name. An
inquiry to Privy Purse brought the response
that it had been the only assignment received.

O her routine papers the King had dealt w th showed
no signs of mental confusion. Eventually
Durendal took the riddl e hone to show Kat e,
and they argued over it into the night. The nost
pl ausi bl e expl anati on they coul d devi se was that the
King was at | ast preparing to die and knew that his
chancellor's reign would end as soon as the new
Queen could lay her hands on a pen and a stick of
seal i ng wax. Durendal had inevitably nade
enem es in serving his sovereign; how could he
refuse such a farewell gift? Eventually
Kat e persuaded hi m he nust accept.

The next norning she left to visit their
daughter and he set off for lronhall. He
did not call at the palace to obtain an
escort--partly because it would have taken himout of his
way and partly because he had still not
definitely decided to go through with the binding. If he
changed his mnd, he would not want the Guard to know
about the warrant. He went alone, confident that his

swordsmanshi p was still capable of dealing with any
reasonabl e peril.
Besi des, Deputy Commander Bowman was still being

di fficult about what had happened to Lord Rol and's
| ast escort.

At noon, when Durendal reached the noors,
he was al nost ready to turn back, but sone deep



stubbornness drove himon. After all, he could
visit Ironhall wthout ever nentioning the warrant.
By the time he reached the doors, night was falling and
he knew t hat he was going to go ahead with the binding.
What ever the King's notives, he was still the King,
and a lifetime of obedi ence was not to be set aside
now. It did seema shabby trick to play on
some eager youngster, though

The current Grand Master was Par sewood,
whom he had known only briefly before starting his
trip to Samarinda, but who had distinguished hinself in
the A d Bl ades during the Monster War
Havi ng never married, he had settled down at
Ironhall to end his days in teaching; the Oder had
elected himits chief three years ago. He was
depressingly grizzled and had | ost nmpbst of his
teeth, but he greeted the Chancellor wth
ent husi asm and a very wel come nmug of hot mnulled
ale to drive away the winter chill. He nmust be
curious to know why Lord Rol and was bei ng assigned a
Bl ade now, after twenty years as chancellor, but
he did not ask. They settled on either side of the
fireplace in his private chanber.

"Prinme? Nane of Quarrel. Rapier man."
He shrugged. "Nothing exceptional, nothing

to worry about. He'll never take the Cup, but a
good, sound | ad. Very charm ng. He shines there. WII
break a few hearts, |I'msure, but that's the

| egend, yes?" Gand Master sighed
nost al gi cal | y.

If there was nothing exceptional about Candi date
Quarrel, then he could not hold the key to the
Ki ng's strange decision. "Can he ride?"

"Like a centaur."

That did not sound as if the King was just trying
to put an end to steepl echasing, which had been one of
Durendal 's wilder theories.

"He doesn't conpare with Foray, Terror, or
Lewnoss, of course,” Grand Master said in an
odd tone. "Superb equestrians,
all of them"

"What are you inplying?"

"Story is that you wecked half the CGuard.
| heard three broken | egs, one coll arbone,
and a severe concussion. Assorted ribs."

"An unfortunate accident! The hedge hid the
ditch completely, but that black of m ne has
feet like a cat. | shouted back to warn them but
| was too late. That's all. | was
extrenely |ucky."

G and Master |eered and took a drink.

Annoyed that such enbarrassing tales were going
around, Durendal said stuffily, "I'mtold you
have a surfeit of seniors just now "

"Officially twelve. Mre, really. It could have
been worse, but we cut back enroll nent about
five years ago, when the King' s health began
to, er, cause concern. Lately we've picked
up again. Way are you smrking?"



"That was not a smirk, Gand Master.
Chancel | ors never smrk. That was quasirega
approval you detected. | was just thinking how
well Hi s Majesty is served--hundreds or
t housands of people all quietly doing their best
to pronote his interests."

"Hi s? The Crown's. Wen they think we're
not listening, the seniors refer to thenselves as the
Queen's nen."

"This is not a frowmn," Durendal said, "it's
a quasiregal caution against inmagining the King's
deat h. "

"Well, he is over seventy," G and
Master protested, adding, "brother," as a
precaution. "How is his health, hm®"

"Not as good as he would like, frankly. Hs leg

bothers hima bit. Still sharp as a den of foxes,
t hough. "
"We'll all be the Queen's nen one day,

expect. The bindings translate, because we
swore allegiance to himand his heirs. You wll
give the seniors a few pointers with the foils
tonmorrow, won't you?"

"Me?" Durendal |aughed. "Grand Master,
my wi nd i s hopel ess these days! |I'm sl ower than
a spring thaw "

"But your technique, nman! Ten mi nutes
wat chi ng your wist will do 'emnore good than a
nmont h's practice.”

Oh, flattery! "If you insist. But not for
very long, especially on an enpty
st omach. "

"Knew | could count on you." Grand Master
chuckl ed. "They have their own nanme for you, you know? They
call you "Paragon.""

Paragon? Horrors! Didn't they realize
what politics did to a man? Paragon was
obscene! Durendal opened his nouth to call the
whol e thing off, but Grand Master was already on his
feet.

"Ready to neet your Bl ade now?"

Suppressi ng his doubts, Durendal consented.
They went to the chilly little flea room and in a
few m nutes the Brat opened the door for
Prinme and Second. It was all horribly
rem ni scent of that first sight of Wl fbiter
half a lifetinme ago.

Wthin Blade limts, Quarrel was tall,
much taller than Wolfbiter, but equally dark
lithe like a rapier hinmself. Second was a stocky,
br oad- shoul dered redhead, probably a sl asher--
Candi dat e Hereward. Babes, both of them Had
t hey even been born the last tine Durendal cane
to Ironhall?

The ritual words were spoken. The boys
turned, and Candi date Quarrel had his first sight
of the old nman who woul d claimhis absolute
al | egi ance--shock, horror, and dismay.

Dur endal knew t hat he had nade a ni st ake,



but it was too late to back out. The poor kid was
stuck with hi mnow

The enbarrassi ng noment passed as soon as the
antiquated visitor was nanmed, when Prine
made a very fast recovery, feigning wild
ent husi asm "I ncredible honor ... never dreaned
adnmired here in Ironhall beyond any ot her
. He was wasted as a swordsman. He shoul d
have gone on the stage.

The foll owi ng night, Quarrel was bound. On the
third night after that, Kromman cane
to Geynere with the king's wit.

"Her | adyship returned this afternoon, nmy lord."
Caplin lifted the cloak from Durendal 's
shoul ders. Candlelight fromthe chandelier glistened on
the steward's shiny scal p and the bunched cheeks of his
smle. "An uneventful journey, she said.
She is in the library. May | take
that for you, Sir Quarrel ?"

"No worry." Quarrel tossed his cloak
over a chair, Ironhall fashion

It would not be tolerated there for long in
Caplin's denmesne. Hi s standards were nuch narrower
than his person, which alnost rivaled the King's in
wi dth and depth, if not in height. A jewel, was
Caplin--about twenty nmillion carats. He had
shed his smle as he noted the absence of the gold
chain. "Her |adyship has already dined, ny |ord.
You did say you woul d be remaining at the pal ace
toni ght."

"A wel come change of plan. Have Pardon
attend to the horses and see that the coachman and the
| ackeys are suitably boarded--can't send them
back tonight. Tell Churpen | want to clean up

and change, please. Then | will second Sir
Quarrel at one of those cel ebrated banquets
you call snacks. | think he can | ast another

hal f hour before he dies of starvation."”

Hi s Bl ade flashed a wi nsone grin. "I
estimate just short of forty-two mnutes, ny
lord."

"Come and neet ny good |ady."

Durendal led the way through to the library, his
favorite room scented by | eather bindings and
wood snoke. A pine fire crackled nerrily
on the slate hearth and rows of books smled
down fromtall shelves.

He braced hinself to break the tidings and did not
have to. She missed the chain instantly and hurried
to him her eyes hunting out all the inplications
bef ore he could even open his mouth. Her hair had
never |ost its golden shine and was well served by the
current fad for small bonnets. On the other
hand, her figure was too delicate for the tight
bodi ces worn with the newfangl ed farthingale, which



favored the vol uptuous. Toni ght she was rustling
vol um nous skirts of a fiery red that woul d have

shocked her five years ago, but such was fashion

Inside the shifting styles the basic woman never
changed- - al t hough toni ght she did ook a little fatigued
by her journey.

He did not try to tell her what had
happened, just hugged her in silence. Then he
murmured, "Natrina and the children are wel [ ?"

"Yes." Kate | oosened her enbrace just enough
to look himin the face. "Was this your idea or
hi s?"

"His."

"And who repl aces you?"

" Kr omman. "

"That wretch?"

He rel eased her with a quick frown of warning.
"Dearest, let me present my honored
guardian, Sir Quarrel. Lady Kate."

She rewarded the Bl ade's bow with a bob and a
flawl ess smle. "I have already heard of Sir
Quarrel! | cane home to find all the
femal e staff staggering around and bumnping into things because
their eyes were full of stars. Now | see why.

You are very wel cone indeed, Sir Quarrel. |
am sure the service around here will inprove
dramatically."

What ever the boy m ght have been up to with the maids
during the last two nights, he could not possibly
have any nore experience of wonen than that; yet he
took the teasing with an easy smle, like a
seasoned gallant. "And | see that their
extraordinary tales of their mistress's beauty
were not exaggerated at all."

Kate's laugh was still pure birdsong. "Wat
an outrageous untruth! Sir Bl ade, you should
be ashamed of yourself. But | thank you for it." She
rose on tiptoes to kiss his cheek. "Now
tell me about your binding. My husband's arm has
not lost its skill, | hope?"

"He skewered ne |ike the expert he has al ways
been, my lady--all over before |I even knew
it. It is a tremendous honor to be bound to the
greatest swordsman of the century."

"And an even greater one to be married to him |
assure you! Now show ne your sword."

Beam ng, he drew and went down on one knee
to proffer it as if he were pledging it to her. Kate
took it. She found the point of balance, then
held it correctly in a rapier grip, one
finger over the quillon.

"You are a point man, Sir Quarrel!"

"Few are as versatile as his |ordship,
ma' am "

"She is wonderfully light. Wat is she
cal | ed?"

"Reason, ny |ady."

Durendal had not thought to ask that and Quarrel was
glowing like a candle fl ame because Kate had. She



had stolen his heart as she could steal any man's.
H s |l ordship could al nost feel jeal ous--not because he
doubt ed her [ove, but because he knew he coul d not
charm a woman as she was enchanting this
boy.

"A valiant name for a noble sword," she said,
returning it. "May Reason win all your
argunents, Sir Quarrel!"

"We'| | go and change, dear. | asked
Caplin to prepare a snack for us."

Kate concurred at once. As he turned to the
door, he caught her eye and saw she was not
sm|ing anynore. She understood the problens.

Quarrel, only three days bound, was still in
what Montpurse had call ed the bat hroom
phase. (why did he keep thinking of
Mont purse toni ght?) To spare hi munnecessary
angui sh, Durendal |eft the door open while
he bat hed. While Churpen dressed him he
stood where his Blade could see himfromthe tub, and
then waited for himto dress in turn--wondering with
anusenent whet her Quarrel would run after hi mnaked
if he tried to | eave. Together they returned to the
library, where a nodest feast for six was l|laid out
on a portable table. Kate sat by the fire working
at her spinning wheel under the candlelight. She was
never idle.

"I must drink to nmy release and retiremnent,"

Dur endal announced. "You will have a gl ass,
Kate? No? Sir Quarrel ?"

"Just one, ny lord. As you warned ne, that seens
to be my limt."

"Tell me what happened,” Kate said w thout
| ooking up. It was unlike her to be inpatient.

"Kromman brought a warrant fromthe King.
took off ny chain, throttled himwith it, and cane
hore. "

"I wish | could believe you." She rose and
cane over to him "The warrant was genui ne, of
course?"

He stared up at her in blank astoni shnent.

"Absol utely no question. Signed and seal ed. ™

"Seal s can be stolen. The signature?"

"The King's. | have seen it a mllion tines.
Very firm"

She renoved the knife fromhis fingers. She
lifted his hand to lay it against her cheek. She
kissed it. Then she spun around and went back
to her place by the fire. Wat on earth?

"Kat e?"
She started the wheel turning again. "You have a
serious problem husband dear. You will have to | eave the

country, of course.”

He gl anced at his conpani on. Quarrel was
chewing lustily but m ssing nothing.

"Cannot this wait until we have finished our neal,
dear est ?"

"I"'mnot sure it can, if Kroman is



i nvol ved. You may ganble your own life--you al ways
have. But a few days ago you accepted a Bl ade.
You nust not throw himaway so lightly."

Quarrel said, "My purpose is only
to serve, nmy lady. | amof no other
consequence. "

"Rot. If the King's nmen cone to arrest ny
husband, what will you do?"

"Kate!"

"Die, | suppose,” Quarrel said
quietly.

"Exactly. Has he explained to you why he
accepted a Blade fromthe King now, after twenty
years of managi ng wit hout one?"

The boy's dark eyes | ooked fromone to the other
of them appraisingly, and for a terrible nmoment he was
Wl fbiter--Wlfbiter alnost thirty years
dead, Wl fbiter who would be over fifty now had
he |ived.

"No, nmy lady. Just that it was His Majesty's
deci sion."

Durendal refilled his glass angrily.

Why was Kate in such an overwhel mi ng rush? He

had entirely lost his appetite, but he mnust

allow Quarrel to satisfy his. He could fee

qui te nostal gi c watching the way the boy put away
food, although there wasn't a pennyworth of fat
on him

"Rubbi sh!" Kate said. She would not be
di verted when she was in this mood. "He has
refused the offer many times before. Is that not so, ny
dear ?"

"Once or twce."

"So five days ago the King honors you
by assigning you a Bl ade and today he fires you
I think you owe your compani on an expl anation."”

"I wish I had one." Durendal swirled the
red wine in his goblet, studying the play of Iight
t hrough the crystal. He forced hinself to | ook up and
nmeet Quarrel's questioning stare, painfully
rem ni scent of another boy's, |ong ago.

"The King is dying."

He wat ched col or drain fromthe peach-bl oom
cheeks. No, Quarrel was not Wl fbiter. He
never woul d be. But he was a brave and
dedi cated young man, decent and likable and in
deadly peril through no fault of his own--only because
a usel ess old man had accepted himas a gift
out of stupid sentimentality. Quarrel took
life |l ess seriously than Wl fbiter ever had
or ever would have, but that did not nean he was any
| ess worthy. He would do his duty as
stubbornly. If necessary, he would die as
bravely, perhaps even nore bravely, for he would
regret the need nore.

"Soon?" the boy asked.

"Soon. He's over seventy. He's been
grossly overweight for nost of his life.

Sonetimes he can hardly breathe now. He has an



oozing ulcer on his leg, can't walk. A nonth
or two, no |onger."
Quarrel began to eat again. Life rmust go on.

"Surely healers can be found for a king, ny |ord?"
"They have done all they can. Tinme and death yield
little to conjuring. He would have died five years ago

wi t hout the healers.”
"Princess Malinda?"
"To the best of my know edge, she is in good health."
I f Durendal was not to eat nore, he may as well
talk. "You are surprised that | amnot sure?
Vell, the Princess is no friend of mine, Sir
Quarrel." He twirled his w negl ass. "Nor
of her father's. King Anbrose has his virtues,
but being a fond parent was never one of them She was
as self-willed as he is and she never forgave the
cal l ous way he di scarded her nother. | earned her
disli ke when | was still Conmmander."
"You don't need to tell that story,
Durendal ," Kate said flatly.
"I think | do." Hearing a few of the sleazy
things a chancellor did in the course of twenty
years' service mght cool Quarrel's
i ncandescent hero worship. "Wen Mlinda reached
adol escence--1 was still Commander--her father suggested
deedi ng her sone Bl ades of her own. | |ooked
into the historical precedents and argued strongly
against it. It seened that letting an unnarried
dansel bind a twenty-year-old swordsman was
not merely asking for trouble but virtually insisting on
it. I do not believe she was prom scuous
by nature, but she was young and she was surrounded at
all times by dashing young guardsnen.”
Quarrel smirked knowingly with his mouth full.
"There are two ways of |osing your head over a
wonman, Sir Quarrel, and we are
di scussi ng the pernanent way."
Quarrel sobered instantly, munbling an
apol ogy.
"I chose her escorts carefully and nade
sure every man jack of them knew about certain
obscure methods of conmitting treason. The
Princess fell head over heels for two or
three of them-in succession, | nean, not
si mul t aneously. They reported to ne when the
fire got too hot for them and | transferred
themto other duties.”
Nei t her the King nor Mntpurse had known what
was happeni ng, but Mlinda had accused Sir
Durendal of spying on her, harassing her, and
meddling in her private life. Her enmty had
begun then.
"Just after | was nmade chancellor, Dark
Chanmber agents caught the Princess and her
current passion in conprom sing circunstances--
nmeani ng together in a dark corner. There was very nearly
a major scandal. It was only to prevent one that
the King refrained fromthrowi ng Cormander Bandit and
several other people in the Bastion--and ne, too, when



he found out that this was not her first flirtation
Kronman t hought | was done for at that point. So
did1."

"It was the stupid little honey's own fault!"
Kat e snapped. "Wy she shoul d have bl aned you for
it, I can't inmagine."

Dur endal shrugged. "She thought I'd set her
up. She'd have done better to blane the
i nquisitors. And don't be too hard on her
Anbrose had her exam ned by a panel of
doctors and midwi ves to nake sure she was still a
virgin, and no sixteen-year-old would
appreciate that humliation. He decided
to marry her off as fast as possible, especially
because he was about to marry Princess Dierda of
Gevily, who was a nonth younger than she was.

He wanted no court jesters asking which was which
Then the queen of Bael mark di ed and he saw a

way to end the war, kill two birds with one
stone." Better to offer his daughter than a
hum | i ati ng apol ogy ..

"What did she think of the idea?" Quarre
asked thoughtfully.

"Princesses marry whomthey are told
to marry. Most of them do, anyway--1 really
t hought Malinda woul d have to be driven aboard the ship
at sword point, but no. She is her
father's daughter and she kept her dignity. She was
convinced that the match had been ny idea, though.”

Quarrel tensed. "Does she still think so, ny
[ ord?"

“I"'msure she does. In fact, | argued
against it as strongly as | dared. The King told
me to mind nmy own business. Parlianment mght have
stopped him but he didn't need to cal
Parlianment then, because Lord Snake was suppressing
elementaries all over the place and gold was
pouring in. He already had a son to succeed him
He was convinced he could father a dozen others on
Di erda--he was not yet fifty. Besides, no king
of the Fire Lands has ever died of old age.

He expected Malinda to cone slinking home to him
as a widow very shortly.

"He was wrong on all counts. King Radgar

still rules in Bael mark. Di erda proved barren
H s son died that sane year. Malinda has never
witten hima note and will not receive his

anbassadors. He | earned about the birth of his
grandsons from public reports. If she cannot
forgive her father, her feelings toward me had best
be I eft unspoken.™
Qoviously the Ironhall classes on the
court had included little of this, for Quarrel's
eyes were wide. He was still eating, though
"Perhaps he keeps her chained in a tower,"
Kat e remar ked.
"The Dark Chanber spies say not. She
seens heal thy and happy and popul ar. Bael mark
is not nearly as primtive as nost Chivians



bel i eve, and Anbrose knew that. W assune
t hat when he dies she will come hone to claimthe
crown, but this may be wi shful thinking. Her ol dest
son is alnpst eighteen, so she may send himin
her stead. The only thing certain is that she will not
tolerate ne as her chancellor for an instant.
knew ny term of office was drawing to a cl ose
even before Hagfish came to call today."

"Hagfish, ny |ord?"

"Chancel | or Kronmman. He was ni cknaned t hat

by ... an old friend of mne." Montpurse
agai n! Durendal's conscience hadn't died after
all. Today it had taken on a new | ease of

life. Fertilized by fear, no doubt.

The conversation veered to | esser matters then, because
Caplin returned, alerted by some stewards
telepathy to the need to refill Sir Quarrel's
pl ate. The |ife-and-death questi on was whet her
Kronman and Malinda were already in cahoots. Was
today' s sudden dismissal the start of the Princess's
revenge?

Wien the neal was over, Durendal settled
into his favorite seat by the fireplace and
wat ched Kate spin. Quarrel pulled up a
chair between them It would feel strange having the
| ad hanging around all the tine, alnobst as if Andy
had never gone. But Andy was thirty now, westling
trade winds in the Pepper Islands. And this
qui et home life was not going to last very long
anyway.

"Durendal, my love," Kate said, wthout
| ooki ng up from her busily whirring wheel
described the Princess's career in great
detail for Sir Quarrel, but you did not
explain why it involves him™"

"Ah! Forgive nel Wll, a few days
ago, the King sent that warrant assigning a
Bl ade to me, with no explanation. | was
puzzl ed. Angry, in a way. | eventually
deci ded he was offering nme a sort of farewell
present. There are very few rewards he has not
bestowed on ne. | have declined many nore, for
excessi ve honors attract enenmies. W have
fought and argued bitterly for twenty years, but I
al ways served his interests as best | could. Even when
he was nost enraged at nme, he knew that. Rank
and | ands and weal t h--everything he had to give, he
gave nme. One exception was a Bl ade."

Quarrel nodded, frowning slightly. At his
age, Wl fbiter had been Il ed off by his ward
to the ends of the world, but he had to sit here and listen
to social gossip and tal k of grandchildren.

Durendal could not forget the dismay that had fl ashed
across the boy's face when he turned to greet his
future ward. He had found an ancient,

br oken-down politician, destined for the scrap

heap very soon. Although he had hi dden that reaction
instantly and skillfully--and ever since had shown

no sign of resentment whatsoever--it nust stil

you



rankl e. Antiquated Lord Rol and coul d not be as
bad as the Marquis of Nutting, but he was hardly
a cause to dedicate a life to. Wat could a
fresh-m nted Bl ade care about colic and teething
troubl es?
"It seened that he was warning ne not to count on his
protection nmuch [onger. If he was admtting that,
then he rmust have accepted the gravity of his condition

at last. | decided to accept, nostly

for his sake. | could have refused, because he is too
sick to fight nme now, but | could not bear to. |

hope you wi Il understand and forgive ne."

"There is nothing to forgive that |I know of, ny
lord!”

"Fl ames, | do not need a Bl ade, | ad!

When | ook at you | see a thoroughbred
harnessed to a broken-down tinker's wagon."

"I see one of the great nen of the age, ny lord,
and ny heart swells with pride that | may serve
you. "

No comment was possi bl e except, "Thank you."

How coul d one so young be such a polished liar? It was
di sconcerti ng.

Quarrel's eyes gleamed. "And with respect,
my lord, | think you do need a Bl ade. The King
thinks so. Aren't you in danger? Isn't that what
her | adyship neant? Wasn't Hagfi sh
threatening you in your office this afternoon?”

"You can't fight the government all al one,

Sir Quarrel, and Kromman is the government
now. "

"Flee the country!" Quarrel said
triunphantly. "It is no shanme, ny |ord.
You have done not hi ng wrong."

A jaunt to Samarinda, perhaps? It was close
to mdnight, so Everman nust be al nbst as old as
Durendal , heading fast into his nmorning senility.
But at dawn he would be restored to youth--1like
Quarrel: supple, vigorous, beautiful

O course, Qarrel knew nothing of
Samarinda. Travel to himneant exotic
adventure, endlessly receding horizons.

To Durendal it inplied purposel ess exile,

waiting to die in some queer little foreign town, with
no conpany but strangers and Kronmman's

assassins lurking in doorways. Flee the

country he had served so | ong?

He seened to have arrived back where he had
started. Could that be exactly what the King had had
in mnd? But

Kate said, "You have not explained to ne why, after
all these years, the King should suddenly pronote
Kromman to chancellor."

"Because | don't know why. | can only
suppose that the nman's whining finally wore him
down. They are shut up there together in
Fal consrest--have been for weeks. O it may
be that he thinks a new chancellor will have better
| uck nmaking the Princess see



reason. "

She snatched up a skein of wool and hurled
it at him "Durendal, you are being
excessively stupid!"

"My | ove?"

Quarrel's surprise flashed to high
anmusenment and then polite inattention

Kate's cheeks were flushed, which they had not been
a nonent ago, so it was not the fire's doing. "There
is far nore to this than you adnit or even see. Wen
Kronman brought that warrant, did you touch it?"

"Of course. | opened it and read it."

"Have you handl ed anyt hing el se unusual today?"

VWat in the world was troubling her? "Dearest, you
talk in riddles."

Kat e hugged herself as if she felt chilled.
"Your hands snell of enchantnent," she said.

About a hundred possibilities flashed through
Durendal's mind and were discarded. "Wat sort of
enchant ment ?"

"I don't know, but | certainly do not like it!
| have nmet it before somewhere. Sir Quarrel, ny
husband was not entirely truthful with you, but then
have not been entirely truthful with him A week
ago, when the warrant for your assignnent appeared,
he brought it hone to show ne. In twenty-five
years he has never once discussed state
busi ness with me, because he is bound to secrecy
by his privy councillor's oath, but this was a
personal matter." Kate was obviously
annoyed that she had to make such excuses; she nust
have a very good reason for doing so. She had never
behaved |ike this before!

Quarrel nodded eagerly. Perhaps he thought the

Rol and househol d was al ways this exciting. "O
course. "

"He did not decide to accept the Bl ade the
King offered. | decided. | talked himinto it."

"I amvery glad you did, my |lady."

Nobly said! Quite convincing.

"There was enchantnment on that warrant, too.

The nmen said, "Wat!" sinmultaneously.

Kate cl enched her lips angrily for a nmonment.
"I should have told you, dear, but it was very faint, so
I was not quite sure of it. | amnow, because it was the
same enchantnment | detected on your hands when you
cane hone tonight. Whatever it is, it is
no conjuration that ought to be around the court."

"Some new heal i ng?" Durendal suggested, but the
gl are he received disnissed his question as an insult
to her intelligence.

Quarrel's mnd was nore ninble or |ess
hi debound. "Are you saying that these docunents are
fakes, my lady, or that the King hinmself has been
enchanted? |Is he the source of the conjuration?"



"I amsaying that there is sonething seriously
wrong, and now Kromman has had my husband
evicted fromcourt." Kate never gall oped off
on wild byways of imagination |ike this.

He nust believe her. "Could Kromman be the
source of the enchant nent?"

She shrugged. "If he is, he should not be
al  owed near the King. What are the Wite
Si sters doi ng?"

"The King is at Fal consrest."

Kate put a hand to her nmouth in shock. "So
he is!"

Quarrel glanced fromone to the other anxiously.

Kat e expl ai ned. "The | odge had been used
as an elenmentary. Wat they did there | shudder
to think, but it absolutely reeks of conjuration
The octogramis still there. | can't go near it,
even yet. No Wite Sister can.”

Candl es were starting to gutter, and the library grew
dim Durendal threw another |og on the
fire.

"I don't recall seeing any Wite
Sisters at Fal consrest, but | probably
did and just didn't register them There mnmust be
sone! "

“In the village, not the |odge," Kate
sai d, frowning.

"But if enough enchantrment is |eaking out for you
to detect it here, then they would have to be aware of it,
surel y?"

She nodded reluctantly. "That sounds
logical. I wish I could remenber where
met it before. It is horribly famliar. One
of the suppressed orders, | suppose. You
took me to a few of them™

"Can you go back to Fal consrest, my |ord?"
Quarrel asked quietly.

"I"mtechnically under house arrest."
Kromman woul d use any such nove as an
excuse to have Durendal thrown in the Bastion--not
t hat Kromman needed any nore excuses. He
tried to envision what night happen if
he did go. Wuld Kromman be there or at
G eynere? How woul d Commander Dragon react?
Even if Anbrose was informed that his forner
chancel l or had arrived--which was by no means certain--
woul d he not just assune that Lord Rol and had cone
craw i ng on his knees to ask for his job back?
"The King would not receive ne."

"Where is Mot her Superior?" Kate asked.
"At Geynere or GCakendown?"

"l have no idea."

"You can't go to the palace, so | nust go
to Cakendown. |'mthe one who's bl owi ng
trunpets, after all. If she isn't there
["lI'l dunmp the problemon the Prioress."

He smiled at her admiringly. Even the
short carriage ride today had fatigued her
yet now she was blithely tal king of the rmuch | onger



journey to the White Sisters' headquarters, and in
mdwinter, too. "Aletter would suffice, dearest.
W can send Pardon with it." Quarrel would be
better, but Quarrel could not |eave his side.

"The King was quite normal when you saw him ny
[ ord?"

"Not unl ess you call dying normal. But if
somet hi ng happened--and |I' m not convinced yet that
anyt hi ng has happened--then it nust have been about
Long Night itself, after ny visit
to Fal consrest and before he issued the warrant for
your binding." The handwiting on that had been
surprisingly firmand | egi ble, he recalled.

Was that significant?

"Well," Kate said, "we nust sleep on
it." She rose, the nen junping up al so. "W can
sl eep nore soundly knowi ng we have a Bl ade to defend
us fromburglars.” She took up a candle and lit
it at another.

Quarrel chuckled gleefully. "Wen you have the
second Durendal beside you, ma' an? He woul d
sl aughter the whol e gang of them before | could draw
Reason from her scabbard. It is well known that
that's why the King never bothered to waste a Bl ade
on his lordship."

"He did have a Blade once. Didn't you

know?"

"Well, yes. He died overseas somewhere,
didn't he? | haven't heard any
details.”

That innocently smling young scoundrel had been
trying to wormthe story out of his ward since they
left Ironhall. Kate did not know
that. What she did know was that Durendal had
witten a detailed account of the Samarinda
adventure to be placed in the Ironhal
archives after his death. She was the only person who
had ever read it.

"Up there," she said, "that black volune. You
can reach--"

Dur endal snapped, "No! | forbid it!"

He was still bitter that Wl fbiter had not received the
honor he deserved, but to spell out for his present

Bl ade how he had failed his first one would be an
intolerable humliation. He turned to snuff out the
candl es.

Li ke the deadly bolt he was naned for, Quarre
fl ashed across the room and caught Kate as she
fell, scooping her up in his arns and stanping on
t he candl e she had dropped before Durendal had
taken a step. He strode over to the couch and set
her down.

"Just a faint, | think, ny lord. A healer

but she can't, can she? Perhaps a cold
conpress? Sunmmon her maid to | oosen her, er
bodi ce, ny |ord?"

"Ring the bell." Durendal knelt at his
wife's side, alarnmed and furious at his own
di smal performance and even nore furious that he was



worryi ng about that just now Al his |life he had
been fast and proud of it.

"No, I'mfine!" Kate said. "Don't,
pl ease, Sir Quarrel. Just a slight dizzy
spell." She nade a brave attenpt at a
smle and reached down to adjust the runpled gown
over her farthingale.

"Wne!" Durendal said, jumping up
Quarrel beat himto the decanter.

"A cushion for ny head, dearest? Thank
you." She was still pale, but she |aughed and squeezed
her husband's hand. "My, it is nice to have nen
danci ng attendance on ne like this. Rel ax, dear
"' mnot having a baby."

Quarrel alnost spilled the wine he was offering
her. In a nonment, though, Lady Kate was
sitting up, conposed and insistent that she was
recover ed.

Durendal sat on the couch beside her. "I've
never known you to do that before."

"Neither have I! And you won't again." She
pressed her lips together for a noment, thinking. "I
got up too quickly. And the shock, | suppose.
| renmenbered.”

"Renenber ed what ?"

"Where | nmet that enchantnent before. Gve ne
your hand again.” She held it to her cheek. "Yes.

It cones from Samarinda. "

Durendal 's nmind shied away fromthe
inmplications. His flesh crawl ed. Not that horror
again, surely? Here in Chivial? "That's what you
sni ffed? How could you possibly know?"

She set her chin as she did when she was not to be
nmoved. "Because when you cane back, you stank of it
for weeks. If | hadn't |oved you so nuch and
want ed you so nuch, | couldn't have borne to be near
you. It faded eventually, but | remenber it."

"It was the gold. The gold bones.™

"l don't care what it was." Kate
shuddered. "Ghastly! But whatever contam nated you then
is back on you now, and I snelled it on the
King's warrant, too."

It was Quarrel who fitted the last piece in
t he puzzle, but that cane in the norning.

Not for many years had Durendal found trouble
sl eeping, but too much had happened too quickly that
day. As he lay wi de-eyed in the darkness,
listening to Kate's soft breathing, he remenbered
t he book and knew that Quarrel would be tenpted
to pry. The youngster had been officially given the
dressi ng room out si de the bedchanber as his own, but
a Bl ade had no use for a bed. He m ght be
anywhere in the house by now

VWi ch woul d be worse--having himlearn all about
Wl fbiter's death or letting himknow that his ward
was too nervous to sleep? Could Durenda



possibly get to the book first w thout being
detected? He slid gently frombeneath the sheets,
found his dressing gown, and tiptoed barefoot to the
door. Sneaking around in the dark when there was a
freshly bound Bl ade in the house was not exactly
prudent, but it was worth a try. He eased the
door open. In the darkness beyond, a girl was
whi spering, "Ch yes, yes, yes ..."

Si ghing, the master of the house cl osed the door
agai n.

Bl ades did have a use for beds.

He felt gritty-eyed and dej ected when he
cane down to breakfast. The winter day was as gray
as his nood, with casenments rattling and
rain beating on the panes. Quarrel glowed like a
sumer noon, working his way through a heaped plate
of ribs and a tankard of spruce beer. He
rose and bowed and beaned simultaneously. Kate
smled a wary wel cone.

Eval uati ng her husband's expression in the
light of |ong experience, she tactfully inforned
Caplin that they would serve thenselves fromthe sideboard.
As the steward went out, Durendal was very tenpted
to call himback, just so his wife could not talk
busi ness, which was what she obviously had in nind.
They had never quite agreed on suitable topics for
br eakf ast conversation. He poured hinself a beaker of
ci der.

"I read your book, nmy lord," Quarre
announced cheerfully.

Dur endal roared. "You what?"

The boy did not flinch an eyelash. "I read
your book about Samarinda."

"I expressly forbade you to do any such thing!"
"Yes, ny lord. | heard you." He shrugged.
"Dearest," Kate said gently, "you | ook just

ke the King."

"The King? | | ook absolutely nothing |like the
Ki ng! What do you nean?"

"I mean you are glaring at Sir Quarre
nerely because he has been attending to his duties
with exenplary diligence."

Wth even greater diligence, Durendal took
hinsel f off the boil. Perhaps there was some justice here;
he was being given a dose of the medicine he had
prescribed for Anbrose often enough. He
gl anced at his wife's anusenent, then at his
Bl ade' s polite stubbornness. The boy nust have
had a busy night. "I apol ogi ze. O
course the book is now rel evant to your
responsibilities, and you did right to read it.
What did you concl ude?"

Quarrel eyed himwarily for a nmonent. "That |
have even hi gher standards to live up to than |
feared. I--1 wept, my lord."

That was absolutely the nost effective thing the
dammed kid could have said. Was he really an
i ncredi ble actor, or could he possibly be



genui ne? Durendal grunted.

Kate made a noi se that sounded
suspiciously like a snmothered snigger. "Wuld you care
for sone ribs, Your Maj-- ny lord?"

"No thank you! And stop making jokes about ne
and the King. Did you gain any val uabl e
insights into our problem Sir Quarrel ?"

"Just that that enchantnent is the nost evil thing
ever heard of. Imortality supported by endl ess
murders!" He stole a quick | ook at Kate,
as if hoping for support; but she had risen and
gone to the sideboard to clatter the silver covers.
"You know His Majesty better than anyone, ny
lord. If Kromman of fered himthat conjuration, would
he have accepted?"

Dur endal al nost yell ed, "Wy do you think
couldn't sleep all night?" He said quietly,

"Not the king | have served all ny life." The
silence festered for a nonent--was he being di shonest?
"But when a man sees that |ast door opening before
him the one that has nothing on the other side ..
when his life's work is threatened--Bl ood and

steel, lad! | don't know And he may not have

had any choice. You must have read what Evernman

told me, how they addicted himto the nonstrous
feast with one nouthful. He was not the Evernan I
knew at Ironhall--he | ooked just |ike him but

his mind was twi sted out of shape somehow. |If
Kronman prepared the conjurenent and then gave it

to the King ... But how woul d Kromman have known t he
ritual ? Can we reasonably suppose that he

sent anot her expedition back to Samarinda to stea
it? He's only the King's secretary.”

"Face facts, dear." Kate thunped a
heaped plate down in front of himand resuned
her seat. "He has had a quarter of a century
to arrange it. He is very close to the
inquisitors still, and if anyone can steal a
secret, they can. Perhaps the King hinmself--"

"No! I will not believe that of Anbrose! And
" mnot hungry."

"You need to keep your strength up. H s health
began to fail about five years ago. That's just tine
for soneone to make a round trip to Samarinda."

"Rubbi sh! If anyone had organi zed such an
expedition for him I'd have heard of it." He
glared at her. If it had happened, it must be
Kromman's fault, not Anmbrose's!

"Pardon ne," Quarrel said. "You net
Her ewar d- - he was ny Second, ma'am His
grandfather was an inquisitor. He told me once
how the old nan used to tell himstories. He
didn't read them-he renenbered them He could
repeat any book he had ever read, word for word.

I nqui sitors are given a nmenory-enhancenent
conj urement . "

VWen the cold, sick feeling had waned a little,
Durendal said, "l apologize."

"Not hi ng to apol ogi ze for, ny lord."



"There is nuch. | should have seen that years ago
If Kronman followed nme into the nonastery in his
invisibility cloak and witnessed the ritual, he
coul d have renmenbered it " Blood and fire!

Was that why Kromman had tried to kill both him

and Wl fbiter--so that he would be the only one with the
dread secret? Had the King known Kronmman

knew the ritual, all these years? Or even

suspected? Could that be why he had put up with the

odi ous slug for so |ong?

"What are you going to do about it," Kate asked
ever practical, "in all this rain?"

That was the question. He considered his options. Run
away, go abroad? Not now. Tell someone?

Who? Who woul d not just assune that he was spreadi ng
such inpossible lies about his successor in the

hope of getting his job back? If he had no

one but hinself to consider, he would go and find
Kronman and kill him as he should have done years
ago. But Chivial was not Altain. Killers were
hanged, so Kate would be a nurderer's w dow, and

if Quarrel guessed what he was pl anni ng, he

would try to beat his ward to it.

"I f Kromman's doi ng what we suspect,
he has to nurder soneone every day. How can he
possi bly get away with that? Wwo would help
hi n®"

"The GQuard, of course," Quarrel said
angrily. "If a ward needs a body to save
his life, his Blade will provide a body." His
face paled, and he laid down the rib he had
been wavi ng. "O vol unt eer ?"

"Ch, no," Kate muttered. "No, no,
no!"

The King eating his way through his Guard?

"They couldn't possibly get away with it,"

Durendal said, trying to convince hinmself as rmuch as his
listeners. "People don't vanish in Chivial wthout

being mssed. If the King is doing that, then he can
only meet outsiders once a day, when he's

at about the right age ..." Alittle after sunset,

when he had received Durendal hinmself? No, the stink

of his |l eg had been genuine. It had happened

later--if it had happened at all

If the answers were anywhere, they nust be at
Fal consrest.

Quarrel knew that, too. "You're
under house arrest, my lord. Kromman has a
spy in your household."

"l expect he-- You know this?"

"The housenmaid Nel, ny lord." Actor or
not, he couldn't quite hide his delight at being so
efficient a bodyguard.

"And who told you it was Nel ?"

"Er ... Marie, ny lord. And Gaen."
"Bot h? Separatel y?"
"Ch, yes, ny lord, of course! | nean

He was bl ushing at |ast.
Kate slammed a hand on the table. "I shall have



a word with Mstress Nel!"

"She nore or less admits it, ny lady,"
Quarrel muttered, even redder.

"What ? Are you debauching ny entire staff,
Sir Quarrel ? Because--"

"Don't nag the man," Durendal said, "just
because he has been attending to his duties with
exenpl ary diligence." And incredible stam na

Quarrel grinned sheepishly.

"Men!" Kate glared just like the King did. That
was not very fair, because her husband had warned her
exactly what woul d happen if they brought a
Bl ade into the house. She had even agreed that they
woul d have to take financial responsibility for
any unwanted results. "Very well! | shal
drive to OCakendown and | ay the probl em before the
Sisters.”

Quarrel said, "But ..." and | ooked at his
war d.

"No need for you to go, dearest." Durenda
realized he had cleaned his plate and tried not
to show how annoyi ng that was.

"I see it as ny duty. | shall take Nel
with me for conpany, and | may stay there a few
days to recover fromthe journey. \Wat you nmen get
up to while I'mgone, | shall probably be
happi er not knowi ng; and what | don't know,
inquisitors can't get out of ne."

I ncr edi bl e worran!

"Sir Quarrel, would you wait outside for a
nmonent, pl ease?"

H s Bl ade frowned, then rose obediently and
headed for the door--checking the wi ndows on the way
to make sure they were securely | ocked. The
heavy oak door thunmped shut behind him

Kate waited defensively for her husband
to speak. She | ooked tired already, although it was
only morning; her thinness was nore than just
an illusion of the current fashions. He had
been working fourteen hours a day during the King's
illness, but he should have noticed. Even nore galling
was the obvious fact that the servants knew what
he had m ssed.

"When Quarrel went to your aid |ast night,
nmy dear, he nmade a remark about heal ers.
didn't pick up on it then, but now | know what
he al nost said. He knows you cannot tolerate healing."

"Many Wiite Sisters can't."

"But not all. How does he know you're one of
t hen? Cbvi ously he has been gossiping with the
mai ds. Joki ng aside, part of his duty is
to understand ny househol d. But why should they have told
hi m t hat about you?"

Kate's chin came up stubbornly. "Bah
Pillow tal k. | expect they were discussing
childbirth."

"I amquite certain Quarrel was not discussing
childbirth."

"You must ask him-he is a man of many



talents. Meanwhile, ny dear, we both have
duties to attend to. Wen the present crisis
has been resolved, | trust we shall have
| ei sure to discuss our future together."
" Cakendown is--"
"I am quite capable of journeying to Gakendown,

Durendal . | want that future of ours to be as

| ong as possible, you understand? So you will please dea
with Master Kromman--finally and expeditiously!™”

She rose, defiance in every inch of her. "I do not

expect you to sit here warm ng your hands at the fire
while I am gone."

He caught her in his arms before she reached the
door. "Whn't you tell me?"

"Later. Your problemis much nore urgent than
m ne."

"Then take care, mny dearest!”

She | aid her head against his shoul der. "And you
nmy | ove. Cone back safely. | don't
want to be al one.”

The answer |ay at Fal consrest, so there he
must go, although he could not guess what he woul d do
there.

If a watch had been set on lvywalls,
t he drenching rain would be worse than a thick fog
for the watchers, and it had renoved the snow
that woul d have held tracks. Leading the way on
foot through the orchard and the coppi ce, Durendal was
virtually certain that he was departing undetected.
On inpul se, he asked Quarrel if he thought
he coul d handl e Destrier and received the inevitable
answer. Annoyingly, the big black seened
equal |y enthusi astic about the new arrangenent - -
fickle brute!--and the two of themwere beautifu
toget her, moving |like a single dream animal. That
| eft Durendal on Gadfly, who had no great
turn of speed or agility but would thunmp al ong
all day w thout conplaint. A long, mserable ride
it would be.

As the first cold trickle penetrated his
collar, he nused that the previous day he had
been effective ruler of all Chivial, and today
he becanme a felon just by |eaving his house. For a
lifetime he had served his King with all his heart,
but now he was contenpl ati ng murder and treason
Kromman ... if he had Kromman within reach
woul d he kill the new chancellor? Perhaps. He had
owed Wl fbiter a death for too long. Only
t houghts of the inevitable consequences to Kate and
Quarrel made hi m doubt his own resol ve now.

He stayed clear of the main G andon road,
| est he be recogni zed by sone passing royal
courier--incredibly unlikely but a risk that
need not be taken. He had decided to avoid
Stairtown for the sanme reason, going south to G eat
El bow, which was slightly closer to Fal consrest



anyway.

The weat her nmade conversation on the road
difficult. It was only during a nost-wel cone
break for a nmeal in a wayside inn that he told
Quarrel what he had deci ded.

"W need a base, even if it's only for
one night, and an old friend of mne runs a
tavern just outside Great Elbow He calls
hi nsel f Master Byl ess Twain, but he's really
Sir Byless. He was nmy Second, so he's
anot her broken-down old ruin Iike me. Don't
smirk at your ward like that; it's disrespectful
He nmay be able to help us and certainly won't
stand in our way. | warn you now-he's nore than a
little odd. He's usually friendly enough with me, but he
has no love for the Royal Guard or even the
O der."

Quarrel waited for an explanation, but it did
not cone.

"It's a couple of years since
saw him ... He has a very pretty daughter
Let your conscience be your guide, of course, but
in my hunting days | regarded other Bl ades
daughters as off limts. They're not so easily
i npressed by the | egend, anyway."

"I understand, ny lord. If | gave offense
at your house--"

"No, | expected it. | did exactly the
same at your age. The legend' s a side
ef fect of the binding conjuration.”

Furt hernmore, being a Blade was a job that
deserved its conpensations. O Lord Bluefield's
four Bl ades, one had died resisting his arrest.

The other three had been wayl ai d successfully

by Mont purse, but only Byl ess had survived the
reversi on conjuration, and even he had not brought al
his wits back with him Quarrel would be happier

not knowi ng the story, for Bluefield had been only
the first of King Arbrose's chancellors to fall from
favor.

Anot her reason to use Byless's tavern as their
headquarters was that the King' s Bl ades shunned it.
They di sapproved of its nane, The Broken
Swor d.

Never having called there in wi nter, Durenda
was di smayed to see how bl eak and depressing it was,
a thatched hovel cowering by the road under dark and
dripping trees. He was even nore di smayed
to realize how many years nust have passed since his
last visit, for the woman in the doorway could
only be the fornerly pretty daughter. She had
| ost nost of her teeth while gaining a great dea
of weight and at least three children, two of whom
clung to her like burls. She was suckling the
smal | est and might be going to have a fourth in the
foreseeabl e future. Both her face and her hair
needed washi ng.

She | ooked at Durendal without recognition



"I can give you a neal and a bed, sir, if you
won't mind | ooking after your own horses. The nen
have gone out. There's only nme and the brats here."

He agreed they would stable their own horses. As
they went to do so, Quarrel remarked acidly that his
consci ence was in conplete control so far

Despite her unprepossessi ng appearance,
their hostess produced a passabl e neal between cuffing
and scol ding children, and the ale was tol erable. Having
served her guests, she dropped platters for herself
and her oldest at the far end of the |ong
tabl e and she set her remaining teeth to work at a
gal I op.

Durendal tal ked horses with Quarre
until the neal was done and then explained that they would
be making an early start in the norning but m ght
return to spend another night. He slid a
gold coin along the planks to her. He asked for
directions to Stairtown, thereby confirmng his
i mpressions of the local roads and the way
to Fal consrest without actually mentioning its nane.
Finally he asked, "And where is Master Twain
on this wretched day?"

"Went with Tom sir. My man."

"Where to?"

She wi ped her platter with the |ast of her bread.
"Hunting for Ned, sir, over at Geat Elbow.
Di sappeared. They're all out |ooking for him
He's sinple, you see. Must have wandered off."

Ward and Bl ade exchanged horrified
gl ances.

Durendal slept. Quarrel wakened hi m when
t he second candle was two thirds gone. He
wr apped hinmself in his cloak and trudged out into the
ni ght, shivering and still half asleep, to find that his
efficient Blade had al ready saddl ed the horses and
brought themto the door. Al though the rain had stopped,
the night was dark as a cellar. That should be an
advant age when they reached Fal consrest, because
skul ki ng around any pl ace guarded by Bl ades was
a very dangerous occupation; but it made their chances of
ever arriving there much slimer. As it was, the
horses could go no faster than a wal k.

They were on their way before he realized that he was
astride Gadfly again. Quarrel had held a
stirrup for himw thout a word and he had accepted
wi t hout | ooki ng. A very neat maneuver! He woul d not
be petty enough to nmake an issue of the matter now,
but if Junior thought that Destrier was to be his nount
fromnow on, he was grievously m staken

"Just reconnai ssance?" Quarrel asked as they
rode into the wind.

"I hope so. If they're doing what we fear
they're doing, then it nust be done in the | odge itself.
It has two roons up and two down, separated
by chi meys, garderobes, and a stair. An



el ementary has to be on the ground, of course, and
there used to be an octogramlaid out in
the roomthey now use as a kitchen. It's

probably still there. The outside door's in the
other, the guardroom ldeally, I'd like to creep
up to the kitchen shutters at dawn and listen. If
| hear chanting, we'll be certain. If I

don't, we'll know we're wrong."

"You better let me do that, nmy lord. No
point in both of us going."
Bl ast that binding!
Receiving no reply, Quarrel muttered, "Mist
we do this at all? That sinpleton's di sappearance
seens |ike pretty strong evidence to nme. If we
asked around Stairtown and | earned of any other people
gone m ssing, then we would know, wouldn't we?"
"You're right, | suppose, but |
Curse it, this is the King we're accusing!
W' re saying he's turned his Guard into a

wol f pack. | just can't be as |ogical as you
| suppose.”

"I't nust be another side effect of the binding,"
Quarrel said indignhantly. "I never used to be

| ogi cal or cautious or anything like that!"

"Not hi ng wong with logic, and you're only
cautious where |I'mconcerned. You'll be rash
to madness with your own life."

"I certainly hope so."

"Not necessarily. A good Bl ade uses his
head. There's a tinme to lunge and a tine to recover,
atine tothrust and a time to parry. Wien Wl fbiter
and | were trying to escape fromthe nonastery, |
didn't stop to argue that | was the better
swordsman and ought to bring up the rear. | let
himdo his duty and ran like a rabbit. It's where you
get to that matters, not how "

Havi ng delivered hinself of that profound homly
Lord Rol and pronptly got l[ost. Wen the
clouds turned brighter before the sl ow wi nter dawn,
he managed to find a road that he thought was the one
he wanted. He had to leave the trail before it
reached the outer gate, for there would be a guard there.
Then he had to find a way through the patchy woods
that cl oaked the hills, navigating by instinct and
hopi ng to conme out sonewhere near the | odge. He got
| ost again. Curse Byless for not being available as
a gui de!

The sun was glinting between the clouds and the horizon
when he reined in at the edge of the trees above the
little cup-shaped valley. Below him the |odge
stood on a spur that protruded like a ship's
prow fromthe steep hillside--a snall
stone house and a wooden shed for horses. The
royal standard still flew fromthe flagpol e. Down
on the flats, the village slept on, show ng no
signs of life.

He said, "Too late. If they did it,
they' ve done it already."

"W can wait and see if they bring out a body



remai ns of a body."

"I"'mnot sure what they'll do with it. The
bones are too valuable to throw away."

Growing steadily nmore chilled by the wi nd, they
waited to see what m ght happen. Soon a
carriage and two outriders emerged fromthe
village and crept slowy up the steep trai
to the lodge. A man came out to wait for it, then
scranbl ed inside. It turned and went back
down, then headed off along the road to the outside
wor | d.

"l would al nost swear that was Kronman, "

Durendal said. "Waring bl ack?"

"He noved |ike a young man, ny lord. |'ve
only seen the Secretary once."

Was the new Chancel |l or conmuting to G andon every
day? If he was now a Samarinda inmort al
then he woul d seemroughly his proper age by the tine
he arrived at G eynmere. He m ght be able
to spend two or three hours on business there and
depart before he becane too old to manage the
journey. Whuld it be possible to ambush himon his
return?

Down in the village, people were stirring, tending
livestock, heading to the nmess for breakfast. Then
hal f a dozen nen cane out of the | odge and went
into the stable shed.

"My lord, we should | eave. They nay have
spotted us."

"I think | agree with that cautious remark,"
Durendal said, turning Gadfly's head.

Infuriatingly, clouds hid the sun so
effectively that he managed to get |ost again, or
at | east becanme uncertain how far fromthe pal ace
they were. When they energed fromthe trees onto the
road, he said, "I'mnot sure we're outside
the gate."

"Nor I, sir."

"Let's take it gently, in case we have
to make a sudden detour."

They rode at a slow trot along the narrow
trail, which wound through woods, roughly follow ng a
noi sy, rain-swollen stream Quarre
studied the ground with youthfully sharp eyes.

"Hor ses have cone al ong here since the carriage
did, my lord. There are hoofprints on top of the
wheel nmarks."

"Relief for the guard on the gate?"

"Possibly. O those six may have gotten
ahead of us. You suppose they've gone hunting
anot her victinP"

"Don't even talk about it! It makes ne
i

In a few nonents the road energed fromthe dense
wood to cross an old clearing, now overgrown wth
thick thorns and scrub, inpenetrable to man or
horse. The trail was barely w de enough for two
abr east .

"I think I know this spot," Durendal said.



"We're outside. Another couple of mles and
we'll be into farm and near Stairtown."

They rode across the clearing, back into pine
woods, around a corner, and cane al nost
face-to-face with six mounted men, lined up in
two rows of three.

Dragon bellowed, "Halt in the King's
nane!" and spurred his horse forward. The others
cane cl ose behi nd.

"Ride!" Quarrel yelled, wheeling
Destrier.

Durendal copied. A second |later he
deci ded that they had made the wong deci sion and shoul d
have tried to bull their way through, but by then they were into a
chase and it was too |ate. They were headi ng back
to Fal consrest. Through the clearing again, then pine
woods ... Hooves thundered, nud sprayed.
Quarrel was struggling to hold the black in so that
Gadfly coul d keep up. Durendal gl anced behi nd
and saw that four of the pursuers were gaining, two
| aggi ng behi nd.

"Turn at the next corner!" he yelled.
"We'll doubl e back."

But the next corner was too |late. Straight
ahead was t he guardhouse. Three nore Bl ades had
heard the approachi ng hooves and were mounting--on the
near side of the gate. N ne Bl ades were not good
odds. The trees rushed past, the gate raced
toward him

"Over it!" he shouted. He thunped his heels
against Gadfly's ribs with little effect, while
Destrier shot forward |ike an arrow. The guards were
drawi ng their swords, their mounts shying away fromthe
great stallion charging them Quarrel had
drawn Reason, but there were two horses convergi ng
on himand he had a gate ahead. Confused
voi ces shouted, "Spirits, it's Paragon!"
"Take themalive." "I know that horse."
"Stop them " Quarrel parried one man's
sword, trying to dodge a stroke fromthe other and
gather his horse for the junp all at the same tine.
Destrier flashed a bite at one of the horses,
then the beat of his hooves ended as he took to the
air. Onh. beautiful

Agai n Dragon bel |l oned, "Take them

alivel"
I gnore the swords, then. C ose on
Destrier's tail, Durendal gathered his reins,

sat down tight, dug in his heels, and whispered,
"Do it, Gadfly!" He knew she couldn't,
t hough. Even he could not put her over that gate.
She tried her best. She night even have
succeeded, had not one of the guard' s mounts cannoned
into her as she took off. She clipped the top
rail and pitched. He saw trees whirled agai nst
the clouds and filthy black nud com ng up and not hi ng
nor e.



The chant was famliar. So was the scent of
fresh-cut greenery. Yes, this was a conjuration for
heal i ng wounds, the one the Guard used and
Ironhall used. And--Uh!--the surge of
spirits was painfully intense. The last tine he'd
felt it this strong was when he'd broken his leg
fooling around on the arnory roof with Byless and
Fel i x.

There nust have been an accident. He was |lying on
a straw pallet in the center of the octogram

He was the one being enchanted ... mght explain
why he hurt, although not why hurt in so many
places ... couldn't have been fighting ... unless

chopped to pieces. Not falling off roofs again,
surely? He peered up blearily at a dim

pl ank ceiling and a whole arny of men, swaying |like
trees above him far too many. Bare stone

wal I s, chi mey, underside of a wooden stair.

Thi ngs were comi ng and goi ng.

The conjuration ended. Two round, pink
i dentical faces peered closely into his
eyes. Fingers pried. A voice conplai ned
fussily.

"Well, that's the best we can do for himhere. |
think he'll be all right in a day or so. How nmany
fingers aml holding up, nmy |lord?"

Ei ght fingers waved in front of Durendal's
eyes. The question did not feel as if it had been
directed at him so he did not interrupt the
conver sati on.

"Can you speak?" asked the two faces.

St upi d question

The faces went away. The sixteen or so nen
all | ooked down from an enormous hei ght. He
ought not to lie here or he'd get stepped on
Too nuch effort not to.

"Let himrest for an hour or two," the
petul ant voice said. "Then we may try again.
| really do not understand what has gone wrong with this
octogram The bal ance of elenents is very wong,
very strange. It was all right |last week, | know
it was." It grew confidential. "It is perhaps
just as well that Hi s Mjesty has chosen
to discontinue the treatnments here. | do think you should
bring in a conjurer to attenpt a realignnment.

Now, you said there was another patient?"

"A sword wound, Doctor. He's lost a
[ ot of blood."

Durendal felt strong hands lift his pallet
and bear it away. H s annoyance at this inpiety
turned to interest as he noted corn mlls
choppi ng bl ocks, water butts--two of everything.
Shel ves, bins. Two door lintels, even
Anot her room just as cold. Being set down again.

"I don't think he's faking," said a new
voi ce, "but don't take your eyes off himfor a
second. Just renenber who he is. Even half



dead, he's still a match for any of you |ubberly
lot."

Soneone draped anot her bl anket over him
Chair | egs scraped on fl agstones. Soon the
chanti ng began again, farther away.

The nmists cleared, swirled again. cleared again.
He was in the guardroom of the | odge at
Fal consrest--lying on the floor, not as close
to the fireplace as he would |Iike and about as far as
possi bl e fromthe outside door. There were four
Bl ades with him two sitting, two standing--
guardi ng him of course. He wasn't going to be
maki ng any breaks for a while yet, though. Left
wrist hurt. Face hurt--mouth and | eft eye.
Ri bs aching. Could have been much worse
the old man not too fragile yet. Vision stil
blurry, so better to keep eyes shut, listen
to the sounds of conjuration drifting in fromthe kitchen
Quarrel being repaired, too? Two heads
better than one. Tine to think of escape when they
were both nobile. Have to do it before breakfast tine
t orror r ow.
He could drift off to sleep if he tried

"Well, he's young," said the prissy voice.
The doctor had cone into the guardroom The chanting
was over. "He'll nmake up nost of the bl ood
loss within a couple of hours. Plenty to drink
plenty of red nmeat, and he'll be a tiger again in
a week. Now, I'll just take a quick | ook at

H s Majesty and--"

"Hi s Maj esty does not wi sh to be
di sturbed.” That was Bowman's voi ce. \Were was
Conmander Dragon? When had Bowran | eft
G eynere?

The doctor made a sound of distress, although a
hushed and subdued one, because the King's room was
directly overhead. "But, Sir Bowran, its
over a week since he accepted any nedica
assistance or advice at all! The dressing on
his |leg--"

"You saw himlast night, Doctor."

"Only, er, socially. |I admt that his
appear ance was extrenely encouragi hg, but--"

"And the way he threw you all out of the room was
alnost like old tines, wasn't it? Well, he
plans to go down and sup at the village tonight. |
expect you can thrust all the nmedicine and conjuration
you want on himthen."

"Thrust ?"

"Manner of speaking. Thank you for your help,
Doctor. Now Sir Torquil will see you
safely--"

"Ah, | shall just have another |ook at Lord
Rol and first."

Fuzzy or not so fuzzy, Durendal knew
he coul d not fake coma to a doctor. He opened his



eyes and sniled. "Mich better, thank you. Is
it permssible for ne to sit up now?"

"My, what a quick recovery!" nuttered one
of the watchers.

"He al ways was quick," said another, equally
sarcastic.

The doctor beanmed and knelt down
to investigate pulse rate and pupil size and
ot her phenonena. "Do as much as you feel able, but
don't force it. You had a very nasty tunble, ny
[ord. You renenber?"

"I fell off a horse?"

"You did indeed. How nany fingers?"

"I assune three, although I can see about four
and a hal f."

The plunp man chuckl ed politely at the
lordly wit. "Vision still a bit blurred? Rest
today, and we'll see how we are feeling tonorrow "

One or both of them mi ght be feeling very dead
tomorrow. Qbviously the doctor--his face was
fam liar but his name was still at large--was not in on
the plot. Hs life mght be hanging by a fine
thread at this very nonment, dependi ng on what
i nstructions had been given to Sir Torquil

As if he had read those thoughts exactly,
Bownan spoke from somewhere overhead. "Lord Rol and

will confirmfor you, Doctor, that his presence here at
Fal consrest just now is a confidential
matter."

"Yes, indeed," Durendal said. "Hs
Maj esty is nost anxious that it not be known. Could
cause a great deal of trouble at this juncture."

"Certainly could,"” Bowran agreed.

The nedic scranbled to his feet while spew ng
out protestations that of course he understood
perfectly and had never doubted what the Conmander had
told himand as a court physician he had al ways
observed the strictest discretion--blah, blah,
bl ah. He was hustled away by Sir Torquil
The room bri ghtened and then di nmed as the door opened
and cl osed. A gust of cold air swirled
snoke and flames in the firepl ace.

The ensuing silence felt om nous. Boards
creaked upstairs, and | ogs crackled on the
hearth. The wind rattled a w ndow sonewhere.

"Flam ng idiot, that one," Bowran said.

Sparing his left arm Durendal heaved hinsel f
up to a sitting position. The room | urched
sickeningly and then steadied. He saw tabl es,
chairs, a couple of chests, but all the bedding that
had cluttered the guardroomon his previous
visits had di sappeared, other than the pallet he
was sitting on. Inevitably everyone except the
conspirators woul d have been bani shed fromthe | odge.
The King and the Bl ades would be |iving here now,
probably Kromman, not |ikely anyone
el se.

He peered disbelievingly around the circle of
faces--six young nen staring back at himas if



they wanted his funeral to be the next itemon the

agenda. Fire!l These were Bl ades! These were

Ironhall boys, like him brothers. Never before

had he seen the King's defenders fromthe outside,

as it were, and the revelation was chilling. As

enem es, these youngsters were terrifying. For the first tine
since chil dhood he was wi thout a sword, and he

had fallen into a den of l|ion cubs.

Bowran was in charge. Wen and why had he been
brought from Greynere? Hi s presence was unwel conme
news, because he was a |lot nore subtle than
Dragon. Any swordsman who nmoved as if
he had spastic pal sy and cracked jokes with the
solemity of a professional nourner was certainly
par adoxi cal and probably capabl e of being
del i berately devious. Durendal had al ways
rated Bowran far ahead of the Conmander. Bowran was
sayi ng nothing, waiting for himto speak first.

If his head woul d stop spinning, he mght try

a bluff ... think up sone reason why he had
cone to Fal consrest, ask after His Majesty's
health. ... It wouldn't work; they would nerely

wait for the inquisitor to return. So |l et them
say sonething. He waited.

Bef ore anyone sai d anything, the door fromthe kitchen
was flung open and a young nman cane hurtling into the
roomas if he had been thrown out of a tavern by a
squad of bouncers. Hi s doublet and britches were
bl ackened by dried blood fromhis chest to his
knees. He tripped over a chair and for a nonent
seened to hang there, arnms out flung, chal ky
face twisted in terror, then he sprawl ed on the
floor with a scream of agony. He curl ed hinself
up in a whinpering knot. He was the second
casualty, the second patient to be enchant ed.

But he was not Quarrel

Two nore Bl ades followed himin. "Were do
you want this scum sir?" asked one of them
closing the door. Inexplicably, all the
burni ng anger in the room which a nonment earlier had
been directed at Durendal, was now ainmed at
the boy on the floor.

He wailed into his knees, "Wy didn't you
let ne die!"

"Because you'll keep better this way till the
Fat Man's ready for you!" said the other
preparing a kick at his back

Before he could deliver, Bowran
snapped, "That'll do, Spinnaker!"

"Just tenderizing the nmeat, sir!"

"I said that'll do! Get upstairs, Lyon
And you," he told Durendal. "You'll be safer
up there."

Saf er for whonf

One question was now answer ed-- Anbrose was not in the
| odge, or no one would be tal king about the Fat
van.

Anot her renai ned: Where was Quarrel ?



Durendal made a performance of struggling to his
knees, then to his feet, although this required no
great dramatic ability. The young Sir Lyon
took even |l onger and could not manage to straighten
at all, keeping his arnms wapped around his
belly. He was obviously still in terrible pain.

The onl ookers made no effort to help either of
them Side by side, they hobbled toward the stair.

That cl oak draped over that chair

That was Quarrel's cloak. Durendal had
hel ped hi m choose it and had spooned out an
absurd nunmber of gold crowns to pay for it, because
Quarrel had displayed both a grandi ose taste in
cl othes and very exalted ideas of what the Lord
Chancel | or' s Bl ade ought to wear. He had,
adm ttedly, |ooked exceedingly good in it all.

But now that costly, sable-trimred cloak was a

mud- spl att ered, bl ood-soaked di scarded ruin, so

t he urgent question was answered. It should have been
obvious that no one could treat a Bl ade's ward

as Durendal was being treated unless the Bl ade was
finally, definitely, permanently ... dead.

Li ke the guardroom the dornmitory had been
tidied since Durendal had last seen it. Although
a Blade rarely slept, he shared other nmen's
need for a place of his owmn--to store his kit, to be
al one, to take a woman. Only the King could be
alone in the | odge at Fal consrest, but each
Bl ade had a token bedroll, sixteen of them
laid out in neat mlitary rows, filling the
room Sir Lyon hobbled over to one that must be
his, as far fromthe fireplace as any. He |ay
down painfully and turned his face to the wall

Dur endal crouched cl ose to the snoking enbers
on the hearth, |ooking up expectantly at
Bownan, who had foll owed them upstairs and now
stood awkwardly sl unped agai nst the door
frame, deceptively boyish despite his
fringe of sandy beard and habitually norose
expr essi on.

"What's for breakfast tonorrow?" asked the
uninvited visitor.

Bowran's gaze wandered briefly in the
direction of Lyon and then back agai n. "Woever was
on that horse of yours--Martin's gone to bring him
in"

"You nean he escaped?"

The Deputy Commander cocked a tawny
eyebrow. "We heard you bound a Bl ade a few
days ago."

VWho must therefore have been his | one conpani on
"Nane of Quarrel. CGood kid."

"Well, then."

Well, then he's dead. Escapi ng wasn't
somet hi ng Bl ades ever tried to do. "How?"

Bowran' s shoul ders twitched in an



uncoor di nat ed shrug.

"Fl ames, man!" Durendal shouted. "What
happened?"

"Torquil got himas he jumped. The
horse ran away with him He nust have bled to death
right after--he was leaving a trail a foot w de.
Don't worry, we'll find him"

VWhat they would do with himdid not need to be
asked. The Quard's overriding concern now nust be
to find a fresh body every norning. Durendal fought
a tide of nausea. Ch, Quarrel

"Where's Kronmman?"

"G andon. "

"And the King?"

"CGone for a gallop. He likes the
exercise. And there's a shepherd's daughter up
in the hills who struck gold a few days
ago. "

Durendal gazed into the fire for a nonent, trying
to think. Nothing much happened, except he
deci ded that a decent man |i ke Bowran nust be under
enornous strain. He jabbed at that weak spot.

"How do you feel about all this?"

The only answer he received was a mawki sh
pitying smle. How Bownan felt didn't
matter. He was ruled by his binding to save the
King's life, and now the King was in deadly peri
every day at dawn. H s Bl ades had no choice
except the one Lyon had tried and bot ched.

Durendal gestured inquiringly in the direction
of the snothered sobs.

"That was your doing, | reckon, ny lord."

"M ne! ?"

"When he saw who we'd brought down. That was the
| ast straw. He fell on his sword--he just
wasn't man enough to do a proper job of it."

Death and fire! "And was he the first to do that?"

Bowran shook his head reluctantly.

"Vol unt eer breakfasts? Fire and bl ood!

If nore of you were man enough to do it, then this evil
woul dn't prosper.”

Bowran col ored and strai ghtened up. "That's
easier for sonme of us to say than others, your
| ordshi p. You're special. Suppose the King
gi ves you a choice? Which end of the spoon will you
choose?"

For a monent, that sinple question |eft Durenda
speechl ess. He had not considered so appalling a
possibility. He licked his lips. "I
believe that immrtality on such ternms is

utterly evil, Sir Bowran. If | am

given a free choice, | hope | will have the

courage to refuse it. If | amforced

into accepting, | hope | will have the courage

to kill nyself at the first opportunity, so that | do
not go on extending the evil. But a good friend of nine

was trapped into accepting and was not the sanme person
after, so | do not knowif | shall be able to do that."
"I think you have the courage, ny lord."



"Thank you."
Bowran chuckl ed hoarsely, but his gray eyes
gl eaned like steel. "Don't thank me, ny lord--
it's ny job to identify the King's enem es. |
know where you stand. You stay in this room Lord
Rol and, and behave yourself. No tal king, no trying
to escape. Understand? I'll tie you up and gag you
if | have to."
"I understand perfectly. Just one nore question?"
"What ?"
"Do the Bl ades on the menu qualify for the
Li tany of Heroes?"
The Deputy Commander bared his teeth angrily
and went slouching back down the stair. As he
di sappeared, he began shouting nanes.
Durendal rose and |inped across the roomto the
prostrate boy. He eased down on one knee.
"Sir Lyon?"
The kid | ooked up. His eyes were red, his
i ps al nost bl ue.
Dur endal squeezed his shoul der. "You've got
nore courage and honor than the rest of them
put together, lad. Don't worry, we'll find
a way to stop this."

The boy whispered, "Sir ... ny lord ..
they don't trust you!"
"Never mind nme," Durendal said. "l can

| ook after nyself. Don't give up yet!" and
headed back to the fireplace. He had never
congratul ated a woul d-be suici de before.

Monents | ater, Spinnaker and two nmore nen
cane in to guard the captives. The stair was the
only way out, and there were nore nen down in the
guardroom Wen Durendal tried to talk, he
was again threatened with bei ng bound and gagged.

By Bowran's estinmate, he would not be eaten for
at |least two days--Quarrel first, then Lyon
then Lord Roland. He would prefer that fate to being
forced into the conspiracy and made to eat part of his own
Bl ade. Whet her Kromman woul d agree with either of
t hese prograns remained to be seen

It was odd that they were taking so long to find
Quarrel's body. There could be no doubt that he
was dead, after all. He would have craw ed back
into the fight on his belly trailing his guts if
he weren't. CGone to organi ze a rescue? No
hope of that. Even if a Blade could act |ike that,
the | odge was guarded by the world's best swordsmen.
They could hold it for weeks agai nst any force
except the Royal O fice of Denolition, and
that woul d be no rescue. The rest of the Guard,
back at Grandon, knew nothing of what was going
on, would not believe it anyway, and was equal ly
bound to the King.

Durendal stretched out on the nearest bedrol
to wait upon events, but however hard he sought
to make plans for his own extrenely precarious
future, his nmind kept wandering back to Quarrel
that fresh-minted Bl ade, that neteor who had



flashed through his Iife and vani shed before he could know
it. Had he been |ike that boy once--sharp and
sparkling di anondl i ke, not counting costs or
wei ghing alternatives? He could not renenber.
So rmuch prom se wast ed.
He was hard on his Bl ades. Wl fbiter had
|asted two years, and Quarrel only five
days.

QUARREL
Vi

Quarrel parried a slash fromthe Bl ade on his
right, half dodged and half tried to fend off a
cut fromhis left. He felt a searing pain in his
shoul der, but before he took tine to worry about that, he
put Destrier at the gate and was flying.

Wonder horse! Again a voice yelled,
"Take them alive!"

Destrier canme down with perfect grace, and
then it was reaction tinme. Spooked by the scuffle and
snell of his rider's blood, he laid back his
ears and fled off along the track as if all the
spirits of fire were after him

Quarrel must put Reason back in her
scabbard before he dropped her. He rmust do somet hi ng
about the bl eeding, or he'd never get back into the
fight. He must turn the horse, or the fight
woul d be over before he did get back to it. He
| ooked behind himjust intime to see Gadfly tunble and
Paragon thrown free. By the eight, that was disaster!
Even Paragon couldn't junp up froma fall like
that and fight off nine Blades. Oh, turn,
bl ast you! But Destrier hurtled along the
track, heedl ess of reins and heels.

First he nust stop bl eeding. He needed his right
hand for the reins. H s |left hand wasn't noving
properly. Spirits, but his shoulder did hurt now
He let Destrier have his head for a monent while
he grabbed the left side of his cloak and tried
to pull it tight to staunch the bl eeding, but then a
swerve by his horse alnmost threw him Hi s cl oak
caught on sonething, tore its pin, and was gone.

Let it go. Forget the bl ood--he was going to die
anyway. He had to get back in the fight and

die there. No Bl ade ever ran away. Not one
singl e Bl ade had ever run away, not in al nost
four hundred years.

A wagon | oonmed up unexpectedly,
bl ocking the trail, its two ponderous cart
horses | ooki ng al nost as astoni shed as the driver
Destrier slid to a halt and reared, bucked a
few tinmes and spun on two feet |like a cat.

He took off again. Somehow Quarrel stayed on



al t hough by all odds he shouldn't have, and every i npact
jolted fire fromhis wound. Now they were goi ng back

to the fight. Except there wouldn't be a fight.

Par agon woul d have been stunned by the fal

at the very least, if he hadn't broken his neck

Dragon had shouted to take them both alive, but

a Bl ade nmust never let his ward be taken alive

while he lived hinself.

He had failed horribly. Only five
days ago he had been bound to Paragon hinsel f--the
second Durendal, Earl Roland, Lord
Chancel l or, the greatest swordsman of the century,
per haps the greatest ever, Ironhall's nost
cel ebrated son since the first Durendal. Not
since he had been the Brat had he ever dreaned
of an honor |ike that--Paragon's Bl ade! He
still had a very clear nental picture of all those
green, green jealous faces at his binding, from
Hereward all the way down to the sopranos, just
drooling at the thought of being bound to Durenda
hinself. After only five days he had let his ward
be killed or captured. Back into the fight!

He nust die. There could be no life with such
shame, not an hour, not an unnecessary minute.

There was his cloak in the road, staining the nud
red. Then five horseman ahead, coming after him
He tried to reach for his sword, and Destrier
took the chance to | eave the track altogether. Angry
shouts faded in the background as the big black
pelted across a neadow at full gallop, dodging
wi | | ows, dodgi ng boul ders. The pursuers shout ed
and fol |l owed.

Quarrel doubled up with his head al ongside the
horse's sweaty neck to avoid having it
knocked off by branches. He tried not to scream
He yelled instead. "Turn 'round! Turn
"round! That's tw ce you've done this to nme, you
carrion brute! I've got to fight. I've
got to die with Reason in ny hand."

Destrier raised his ears for the first time since the
gate, appraising the river ahead: steep
banks, foam ng white water, sharp rocks.

"You can't!" Quarrel screaned, then gathered
up the reins and sat into the saddle and did everything
he could to help as the black took wi ng.

They made it with about an inch to spare, but it
felt as if they landed on his shoul der and the world swam
in bl ackness.

Loss of bl ood was maki ng hi m f eebl em nded,
per haps. He how ed at his horse to turn back, but
Destrier refused. The Guard had bal ked at that
i npossi ble | eap and even at trying to ford the
torrent, which neant that Sir Quarrel, conpanion
in the Loyal and Ancient Oder,
etc., had escaped when he was never supposed
to escape. He would be the first Blade in four
hundred years to run away and | eave his ward
to die. Just dying of loss of blood in the woods
woul d still be a disgrace, if he couldn't do it nearer



his ward. But it would be better than nothing.

The dog-food horse had found a gane
trail to race al ong.

If only he were certain that Durendal was
dead! Then he coul d di snount, unsaddl e Destrier
and happily bleed to death hinself. But Dragon had
been shouting to take the fugitives alive.
Human sacrifice--they wanted Paragon so the
King could eat him First Blade ever to run
away, first Blade to let his ward get eaten
If they did take himalive, they m ght not
kill himuntil they were ready to do the conjuration--
dawn t onor r ow.

Rescue?

He'd tried to die. If he hadn't been
wounded he coul d have controlled this worthless hack, and
then he woul d have died as he was supposed to. It
wasn't his fault that he was alive!l But since
he was, wouldn't it be a sensible idea to try and
organi ze a rescue, just in case his ward was stil
alive?

Who?

Havi ng | ost nost of his terror, Destrier was
growing rather tired of all this exertion. He slowed to a
trot, which jarred hot knives into Quarrel's
shoul der. He kicked the brute back into a
canter.

VWho? Who woul d hel p a di sgraced, wounded,
runaway, cowardly Bl ade against the King and his
Quar d?

The Queen's nen, of course.

Mad! Crazy! Absurd! They were half the
ki ngdom away. Delirium

He woul d never reach them H's horse had worn
itself out already. He was still bl eeding and covered with
bl ood, so he'd certainly be chall enged and
st opped by sonebody. He would die and drop off before
he got close. Even if he made it, he
couldn't possibly convince them and bring them back
bef ore sunrise tonorrow. They woul dn't believe him The
masters and kni ghts wouldn't | et them do anything about
it if they did. They couldn't possibly achieve
anyt hi ng agai nst the Royal Guard.

The fires they couldn't! A dozen of the best
swordsnen in the worl d?

Atime to thrust and a tine to parry, Paragon had
sai d.

He patted his horse's | athered neck

"Home, Destrier," he whispered. "Take
nme hone. "

It seemed to Durendal that he had achieved a
sort of inmmortality already, for that norning went
on forever. Hi s guardians would neither speak in his
presence nor |let himspeak. It was a comentary
on their tortured state of mind that they did not
even fall to playing dice, the Bl ades’



traditional pastine of last resort. He heard
men being relieved and sent off down to the village
to eat. He heard a meal arriving for the King, because
t he royal household could not know that the dying nman
had gone off to gallop a horse over the hills.

He was startled to discover that there was another
reborn in the | odge. A pale-faced man, young
and stringy in servant's livery that seened too
short for him cane scurrying out of the King's
bedchamber, shot a frightened, w de-eyed gaze at
the prisoner, and di sappeared rapidly down the
stairs. It took Durendal several m nutes
to realize that it had been Scofflaw, the King's
eternally ancient valet, who wasn't ancient
anynore. The punp down in the kitchen squeaked
for a while, then he cane trudgi ng back up with a
nmet al bucket in either hand. Wthout | ooking at
Durendal at all, he placed themon the
dormitory fire to warm filled two nore, and
took those into the bedchanber. Later he went down
to fetch firewod al so, but he was no nore
tal kative in his youth than he had been in his
ol d age, and rather nore obviously short of wits.

It was past noon when sounds of horses
out si de, then new voi ces down in the
guardroom caused his guards to break into smiles
of obvious relief. The King had returned

safely.
Menory: Before he was Durendal, on his
second night in lronhall, when he had been

very new as the nanel ess Brat, very lonely, and very
frightened by this strange new life--things had turned
suddenly even worse. He had been informed that he
must participate in a conjuration, not merely with the
exalted Gand Master, but also with Prine
Candi dat e Mont purse, whom t he rest
of the school al nost worshiped al ready, and Crown
Prince Ambrose, who had cone to bind Prine
to his personal guard. He'd been al nost
thirty, just three years before his father died--a
dom neering young giant, fiery and handsonme, wth
brilliant anber eyes, with hair and beard of
fine-spun red gold. He had filled al
Ironhall with his personality, rousing the
candi dates to wild enthusiasmfor the glory that woul d
cone when he ascended the throne. He had not
noti ced the Brat, and the Brat had been so
afraid of forgetting his lines that he had barely
noti ced the Crown Prince.

Heavy tread came up the stairs. First to enter
was Dragon, hairy and suspicious, a black
bear of a man. He | ooked the prisoner over and
t hen stood back besi de Spinnaker and the others, his hand
on his sword hilt.

Dur endal stood up, having al ready deci ded on
his strategy. Whatever the ethics, Anbrose was
still his liege lord. Qutright defiance would be
profitless, while unquestioning deference would not deceive
anyone who knew himas well as the King did.



Bet ween those two extremes, he must be respectful
to the nmonarch and opposed to his actions. Nothing
new in that.

In rolled Anbrose, restored to the prinme of
manhood, virile and intimdating. There was even
somet hing of that | ong-ago dem god about hi m once
again, but the conjuration had not renoved his fat, so the
big man was a grotesque parody of what he
shoul d have been. Nor had he yet had tine
to acquire a suitable wardrobe. Even all ow ng
for the predictable horse sweat and grass stains and
general dishevel ment, he was an untidy ness,
with clothes bulging in the wong places and | oose
in others. He stopped and stared at Durendal
fat hands on w despread hips. What he saw
seenmed to anuse him

Dur endal bowed.

"By the eight, you |l ook old!" The fat man
| aughed, but his |laugh was heartachingly fanmiliar as
the King's |augh, which no one had heard for al npst
two years. It took all the sting out of the remark.
He had his charm back

"Your Majesty | ooks rmuch better.”

The tiny boar's eyes seenmed to stab through his
guard and scan his innernmpost thoughts. "And you are
pl eased to see this, Lord Rol and?"

"I rejoice to find you in good health,
sire."

"But the medicine disturbs you? Long live the
King!" His little mouth puckered in a snile
"Say it, my lord. Say the words."

It had not taken himlong to denolish
Durendal 's defenses and drive himback to that
one pl ace beyond which he could not retreat. The King
is dead, long live the Queen? But that would be
sui ci de. The Bl ades were already glaring
danger ously. Bowran had cone to join them

Durendal said nothing, waiting for the thunderbolts.

But the King was in excellent hunor, chuckling
as if he had expected that reaction. "Cone on
in. W need to talk." He began to nove, and the
Bl ades surged forward in a mass. "Not you!"

Dragon hesitated. Bowran grow ed,

"Leader!" warningly.

"This one's dangerous, sire!" the Commander said.

"Dangerous? That old nan? Here!" The King
pul l ed out his dagger and tossed it hilt-first to the
Conmander, who caught it with a catlike flash of his
hand. "There! No weapons. Do you think | can't
handl e hi m now?"

He was a head taller than Durendal
twice his weight, thirty years younger
Chortling, he marched into the bedroomw th his forner
chancel l or slinking at his heels like an agi ng hound.
Durendal cl osed the door, although he was certain
t hat Bowran woul d eavesdrop through the chinks in the
gar der obe wal | .

"Took you long enough to get here!" The King
haul ed off his coat, brushing away Scoffl aw s



fussy attenpts to help him
"Was that why you sent ne that assignnent
warrant, sire? To bring me running?"
Of came the sweaty shirt, buttons flying
"I thought it might. You al ways got |oud and
i mpudent when | tried to give you a Bl ade.
But this tine you accepted. Well, that kept you out of the
Bastion, didn't it? You should have heard Master
Kronman! Bl ast you, Scofflaw, can't you even
heat a bath properly?"
The King proceeded to sit down in a copper
basin much too small for his blubbery nass.
Wat er cascaded over the brimand drained away
bet ween the fl oorboards.
"You didn't keep himlong, sirrah
FIl ami ng waste of one of ny Blades. Gve
me the soap, man! | suppose you think he
bel ongs in the Litany, when he died
fighting his king? They haven't found his body yet.
Wl l, he can still serve ne when they do!" The
pi ggy eyes gl anced at Durendal, appraising
his reaction to this abom nation
"Sire, how |l ong have you known that Kromman
knew the ritual ?" That was a ganble on the King's
good hunor, for monarchs shoul d never be questi oned.
Today he was too pleased with hinmself to take
of fense. "l guessed right away. Surprised you
didn't. Menory enhancenent's standard for
i nquisitors." Ambrose | athered and spl ashed

for a noment. "Imortality didn't interest ne
much in those days, of course. He brought up the
subject ... oh, about ten years ago,

suppose. Parlianment being stingy voting taxes.
Coul d have used the gold."

"That would certainly have saved ne fromlistening to a
| ot of boring speeches.™

A throaty chuckle. "Ah, but you wouldn't have
liked the price! I wouldn't pay the price.

Kronmman's price was al ways your head--old

man." The youthful king nade an effort to bring one
fat pink foot inside the basin with him and gave

up. "Here, you wash 'em " Throwi ng the soapy

flannel at Scofflaw, he |eaned back,

sending nore torrents into the guardroom "I woul dn't
buy. Hope you appreciate that, nmy lord. Ten

years! But Kronman trapped ne in the end.

was dying last tinme you were here, yes?"

"Yes."

"Yes. He couldn't bear to think of the country
falling apart. That nad daughter of m ne has no
foll ow ng except Baelish barbarians and
Chivial would never stand for them Don't know why
| listened to you when you talked nme into sending her off
to live with those savages on their seagull-infested
rocks. There was going to be civil war after ne.
Kromman coul d see that. He wouldn't let the
country suffer."”

Anbr ose heaved his bul k out of the basin with a
di splay of youthful agility, swanping the floor



again and al so Scofflaw, who had not been expecting
the nove. The val et rushed for towels.

"Master Kromman has al ways been | oyal
to Your Mpjesty," Durendal admitted, |acking
any way to deal with the King' s readjustnent of
facts.

"Yes, he has. He told the Bl ades how
they could save ny life, right here at
Fal consrest. It was fortunate that we
had an octogram here, already seasoned, and none of
t hose snoopy sniffers in the house." The King
peered at his audience to see if he was being
bel i eved.

"And who was the first victinP"

Anbrose leered with a full set of shiny white
teeth. "A murderer. A highwayman who robbed
and sl aughtered travelers. He was hanged at
Stairtown right after Long N ght. The Commander and
his nen rode over and cut himdown. Does this
troubl e your conscience, Lord Rol and?"

Dur endal shook his head--it didn't if it was
true. But what about Ned, the sinpleton? Wy
wer e Bl ades going mad and killing thensel ves? "I
suppose they made Kromman try it first?"

"Ch, of course! Wen they saw what it did
for him they slipped a taste of it to ne. |
knew what had happened right away. Not that shirt,
you idiot!"

So Kromman really was one of the reborn! He
had seemed nore sprightly than usual on the night
he came to collect the chancellor's chain.

Durendal had noticed but assumed that it was just because
he was having fun.

The rest was all lies. None of it could have
happened unl ess the court had cone to Fal consrest,
whi ch had certainly been Anbrose's deci sion
Dragon was a stolid plodder--1oyal as any
Bl ade, but bereft of inagination. He woul d never
have obeyed any order from Kronman until he
had cleared it with the King. On his |onely deat hbed,
Anbrose |V had sold his soul and agreed
to pay his secretary's price. Now he was |ying
about it.

"So what happens now, Your Majesty? You have
a new chancel lor."

"Not those hose, bl ockhead! Yes, | do."

The King wi nked. "But not for long, m®? At the
nonent, Master Kromman is in G andon,
suppressing the Wite Sisters. Once we've

di sposed of them we can nove court back

to Geynmere without creating ripples. W don't
need hi m anynore, do we? The Bl ades know t he
ritual. The only possible source of trouble is
Parliament, and Parlianent won't ever tolerate
Kronman. You, they will. Even the Conmons trust
you. "

So it was doubl e-cross tine. Durendal knew
he ought to be pleased and wondered why he felt so
ill.



"I"'mafraid I still don't understand why you
sent me that warrant, sire."

The King just grunted, but his piggy eyes flashed
warning. He was afraid of the listeners. And that was
why he had not sinply witten Durendal a letter
- -because he had been prevented. By accepting the
rejuvenation ritual, he had put hinmself in
Kromman' s power. \Wen the Bl ades had seen the
nmonster their ward had beconme, they had feared that the
people would find out and rise up to tear himlinb from
[inb. Kromman woul d have pl ayed on those fears,
and the King had found hinself a prisoner of his own
guard at Fal consrest. It was obvious.

How had the wily old fox managed to di spatch
even the warrant? Because those warrants were standard
fornms and every Bl ade knew what they | ooked |ike. So
the royal rogue nmust have filled it out and handed it very
i nnocently to one of the juniors, perhaps even young
Sir Lyon, who would not think to question an
assi gnment when there were so many seniors waiting at
Ironhall. "Forgot this--just drop it in the
mai | bag, will you?" So it had slipped
by Kromman and the Guard. Very sinple and very
cunni ng!

It had not quite worked. Instead of hammering
hor seshoes all the way out to Fal consrest
to demand an expl anati on, Durendal had accepted
the warrant at face value. But now he was here
anyway. The only difference was a dead boy,
stiffening somewhere out there in the bushes.

"The other jerkin!" the King snapped. "An
i mortal nonarch and an inmortal chancell or
Yes, you also, ny lord. People don't |ike upset and
uncertainty. |'ve been king, and a good king, for as
| ong as al nost anyone renenbers." He consi dered
Durendal carefully. "Don't worry about it.

One nout hful will change your mind. | will see that you
swal | ow t hat nout hf ul - - whet her you want to or not."

He guffawed. "Tonorrow we may try a little fencing,

Sir Durendal! What do you say to that, m®"

A wounded man, covered with blood, riding across
Chivial on a bleak winter's day should have been
st opped by now, or even robbed of his horse and
thrown into a ditch to die. He should have fallen off
a thousand tinmes, for the world canme and went behind bl ack
cl ouds. He kept waking to find Destrier had
| angui shed into a weary wal k, so he woul d
kick himinto a canter again. Oh, his stiffening
shoul der hurt! He wasn't even sure of the
way, but Destrier seemed to know it. Faster
faster!

He was roused by a whinny, then an answer and
dogs barking. Stupid horse was pacing into a
barnyard. The idiot, carrion brute had
scented a mare or just wanted conmpany. Quarre
tried to sit up and take charge, but the black



fog swirled closer and drunms beat in his head.
That ched bui |l di ngs seermed familiar--Destrier
had headed back to the only warm stall he knew
within reach, the last place he'd been given
oats, The Broken Sword.
"No! No! No!" Quarrel kicked and
tugged on the reins to turn him Losing his
bal ance, he slid neatly off the stallion's
back and fell into the waiting arnms of the innkeeper
hi msel f, Master Twai n.

He was seated by a fire, wapped |ike a parce
i n blankets, drinking sonething very hot with soup and
brandy in it, and being told to finish his story. His
arm had been trussed in an old enchanted bandage
t hat had bel onged to the Guard once, very |ong ago, but
ought to have some power remmining, Sir Byless said.
Sir Byless kept shouting at the pregnant
worman, who shout ed back, and the younger nan, who was
twice his size, and the children, who were wailing in
terror.

"Fat her, you're crazy!" the younger man said.
"He's bled dry; he's in terrible pain.
He's in shock and doesn't know what he's
tal king about. Put himto bed and get a healer here
right away and he may just possibly have a chance.
Let hi m back on that horse and he won't go a
mle. You're going to kill him™"

Sir Byless threw a platter at him-which he
dodged--and yelled at himto get the nounts ready
and yell ed at his daughter to warmthose cl othes before the
lad put themon and yelled at the brats to shut
up. He kicked a dog out of the way, making it
yow to frighten the children even nore. The boy was a
Bl ade, he screaned, tough as steel. Myre soup,
wool socks. Keep tal king, I|ad.

Could this twi tching, slobbering old weck really
have been a Bl ade once upon a tinme?
Durendal 's own Second? Paragon had said
so, and Byl ess hinself had confirned it--do anything for
Lord Rol and, he said, and bugger the rest
of them He had tufts of white hair sticking out
everywhere. His eyes rolled and he sl obbered and he
was never still, never quiet. Keep talking, Iad!
H s cl othes were a rummage of m snmatched
patches, far fromclean, far short of his bony
wists and ankl es.

Quarrel swallowed, burning his throat. His
head seened to be spinning faster and faster; it mnust
fall off soon. He was so weak he kept
weeping. "Did | tell you they're going to eat
hi nP"

"Aye, that you did. Doesn't surprise
me. Not hing woul d surprise ne about that gang of
brutes. O that fat crimnal who runs them
Bring the lad nore soup, | say! Makes up the
bl ood he lost. Let ne get those boots
off." He hurled the enpty brandy bottle at
t he younger man, who dodged it as if he had had much



practice. "Thomas Peeson, you will do as

you're told or you will get your hul king carcass out
of my house and take all your ugly spawn wth

you! Now saddl e up the gelding for me and Sir
Quarrel's black and be quick about it. W |eave

in three minutes or | take the horsewhip

to you."

Bowran spent the afternoon down in the village--
tal king, listening, and frequently confirmng that,
yes, His Majesty's health was nuch inproved, and
yes, he did intend to cone down there that evening and
eat a meal in court. Yesterday's summoni ng of the
doctors and their subsequent dism ssal before they
had a chance to exanine their patient had been a
master stroke, a brilliant preparation for the grand
reappearance. Runors of the mracul ous
recovery woul d have spread as far as Grandon al ready.
Tomorrow there woul d be bells ringing. Kronman had
orchestrated it all

Still, this evening's visit would need very carefu
supervision. First, the King nmust be restrained from
maki ng his entry too early, while he was stil
vi sibly too young. Secondly, he would have to be
hust| ed away before he becane too obviously
ol d. Kromman had suggested keeping himin as
small a room as possible and circul ating the
audi ence through, but Anbrose never took kindly
to bei ng nmanaged. Toni ght he woul d be his own wor st
danger--he would glory in all the
prai se and attention and want to stay on till
dawn. People would certainly notice when his hair and
teeth began falling out.

Toward sunset, the deputy conmander returned
to the I odge and went in search of Dragon.
Doubt | ess the Commander would be a solid performer at
massacre and mayhem He was a stickler for
detail and never argued with the King, but when it cane
to subtlety he couldn't draw his sword wi thout
gel ding hinself. That was why Secretary Kronman
had brought Bowran out from Grandon to take charge
here. He had not believed a word of the story unti
the foll owi ng sunrise, when he had seen three
fading geriatrics transformed into kids again. The
Ki ng, Kromman, and the valet--just three so far
but if the King had rewarded a nere sock washer with
eternal youth, then he would certainly confer it on
a faithful bodyguard when the need arose.

Dragon was in the dormtory, staring
norosely into the fire. Half a dozen ot her
Bl ades sprawl ed around the room not talking, not
pl ayi ng dice, just brooding. It was not good enough
They were all bound by oath and conjuration to preserve
their ward. They had al ways known, every one of them that this
m ght involve killing. Wiy should they suffer from
scrupl es now?

Paragon | ay stretched out near the fire,



apparently asleep--which in itself was a chilling
denonstration that old age had not blunted his nerve
yet, for he must be aware of his peril. Hs wts
were still sharp enough. He was Danger Nunber One
at the nonent.

Bowran caught Dragon's eye and beckoned
with a nod of his head. Frowning, the Commander rose and
foll owed. Bowran cl attered down the stairs to the
guardroom but that was under the King' s chanber. Al
the walls and ceilings had nore gaps than picket
fences--there was nowhere safe to talk in the | odge.
He went outside in the twilight and then around the
corner, out of the w nd.

"What by the eight is eating you?" Dragon
demanded grunpily.

"They didn't find the kid' s body, did
t hey?"

"No. "

"So who do we serve up tonorrow?"

The Commander tugged at his beard. "Lyon, |
suppose. Poxy little coward. It's what he
want ed. "

"What does the Fat Man say?"

Dragon wi nced and gl anced at the nearest
wi ndow, which was safely cl osed. "He says
Kr onman. "

Bowran had expected that. "Why?"

"Says he's getting too big for his
britches. Says Paragon's the better man and
he can't keep both of them any |onger or they'l
tear the place down between them At each other's
throats, he says. He needs Paragon
to handl e Parliament, he thinks."

"He's a fool."

Dragon did not argue. He pulled his
cloak tighter around himand stared at the noon
sailing through the silver clouds. Lights were
twinkling in the village, where the great feast for Hs
Maj esty was bei ng prepared.

Bowran sai d, "Durendal doesn't approve
of the new arrangenent."

"I"'mnot sure | do."

"But you got no choice. Nor |I. He
does. "
"He won't when we feed himthe nmeat. King
says that'll change his nind."
"But will it? King has a blind spot when it cones

to Paragon. Maybe you do, too?"
Dragon turned quickly, show ng anger. "Wat
are you i nplying?"
"Wuld you die for a cause?"
"Die for my ward if | have to."
"Yes, but for a cause? A nora
principle? Never mind. | don't care if you
would or not. | don't knowif | would. But I
t hi nk Durendal would. Even if he discovers
he's twenty again and can go on becom ng twenty again
every sunrise for a thousand years--he'll give al
that up if he has to, won't he? If he



thinks it's wong? Wiy do the kids all cal
hi m Par agon?"

"Same reason | do, | suppose.”
Dragon did not understand rhetorical questions.

"So let's play it safe. Who do we serve
up tonorrow?"

After a |ong pause, the Commander said,
"Par agon. "

"I"ll see to it." Bowman turned to go.

Dragon shouted, "Not yet! Wait and nake
sure Kromman gets back safely.”

"Right," said Bowran. "Good idea." The
Secretary would want to watch, anyway.

Mari e began having hysterics again, and Cook
sl apped her face again. Quarrel had been
carried in by Master Caplin and Pardon the
hostl er, and was now |l ying on a couch by candlelight with
Cook hol ding a nug of something to his lips. It
tasted li ke scorched mlk. Mad Sir Byl ess had
collapsed in a chair near the fireplace, al
wet rags and tufts of white hair and sl obber

"We've sent for a healer, Sir Quarrel,"
the fat steward said. "Pardon's gone to fetch a
heal er. "

Pani ¢ deadened the awful pain of weariness for a
noment. "No! Tell him need horses.
Paragon in danger." He saw the bl ank
| ooks, fought for strength to explain again. "Told
you--Durendal. H's |ordship. Got to rescue
him Need the book. Just cane for the book. Go
on." He drank again, greedily. The doubl et
Sir Byless had given himwas so stiff with bl ood
that it crackled with his every nove.

"Stop Pardon!" Caplin said, sending Gaen
running. "Go where, Sir Quarrel ?"

"lronhal |. Take themthe book. Rescue
Paragon." He grabbed the steward's soft arm and
squeezed. "He'll diel CGot to rescue
him"

"He's out of his mnd!'" Cook protested.
"And that other one ..." She scow ed at the
prostrate Sir Byless. "Go on? Tonight?
Bl at hers! They're neither of themfit to go another
step.”

"I"'msure Sir Quarrel will," Caplin
said. "He's a Bl ade, has no choice. W
don't have a coach, lad. | can borrow one, but

it my take tine."
"No time. Need horse."
“It'1l Kkill him" Marie screaned.
Caplin told her to be silent and bring the
first-aid box. "Pardon, saddle two horses.
I's your friend going on with you, Sir Quarrel ?"
Byless lifted his head and rolled his eyes in every
direction. "Course I'mgoing with him" he
screeched hoarsely. "Just a tick weary. Got
any brandy? |I'msure ny old friend Durenda



keeps sone good brandy handy!"

"Sir Byless," Quarrel explained, although
he thought he must have done so already. "Was Par--
his |l ordship's Second at
Ironhal I ."

Caplin seened to conjure a bottle of brandy
out of the air. He handed it to the visitor wthout even
suggesting a glass. Byless tipped it to his
nout h.

"W have a conjurenent for wounds, Sir
Quarrel, but you've lost a great deal of bl ood.
Never seen anyone so white. Cook, sone hot
brot h, please--quickly! What book? Gaen,
bandages, clean clothes."

They lifted himback into a saddl e--
Twosocks, this tine, not Destrier. Sir Byless
managed to nount Patches with sone help from
Pardon. Quarrel took the reins in his good hand
and | ed the way out of the yard.

As Dragon and Bowman headed back i nside,
Durendal quietly closed the wi ndow He had
heard few of the actual words, but the nmood had
been obvi ous--and so had the intended victim He
was in nore danger fromthe Guard now than he was from eit her
the King or Kronman. He went back to the
hearth. None of the Bl ades showed any interest in
his actions as long as he stayed away fromthe stair
and the King's bedroom Dragon returned,
| ooki ng wi ndswept and chill ed.

About ten minutes later, Scofflaw appeared
and approached Durendal in a crabw se
shuffle, wearing an expression of extrene
alarm He had lost his youth, and w sps of
| oose hair on his shoul ders suggested that he was
rapi dly going bald under his hat. Al so, his stoop
and winkles were starting to return. He opened and
closed his nmouth a few tines.

"The King wants ne?"

Eager nod. The val et turned and shuffled off
again, while still contriving to watch Durendal and
make sure he was conming. The faithful half-wt
had given his king |ifelong devotion, so now his
life had been extended indefinitely. A new
order of chivalry--the Canni bal Conpani ons.

Durendal followed. Mst of his aches and
scrapes had gone now, bani shed by the healing; but
he felt badly of f bal ance, nissing the weight
of the sword he had borne for thirty-seven
years. He went into the King's roomand cl osed the
door behind him Scofflaw was al ready down on his
rug in the corner |ike a spaniel

Al'l afternoon, Anbrose had been rummagi ng t hrough
papers that Kromman had brought from G eynere the
previ ous day, probably just to keep him
occupi ed. Every hour or so, the King had sent for his
previ ous chancellor to question sonething. Now he was standing



in the brightness bel ow a chandelier of a score of
candl es, reading a sheet of parchment. He had aged
uncanni ly since norning--hair and beard

gray, breath wheezing. H s ulcer had not

r eappear ed, though.

He shot his visitor a suspicious
sidel ong gl ance. "You were keeping things fromne!"

"Not hing inportant, sire."

"Ha! How about this? Gaylea wants to marry
this ward of his. He's thirty years ol der than
she is, or I'ma chicken. But you' ve been
sitting on his petition for two nonths--and he's
a duke! You still bearing a grudge agai nst hi m because of
that King's Cup thing?"

"1 won, remenber?"

"He can deliver a lot of votes in
Parlianent."

"That's why | was sitting on his petition. You
al ways told nme that want was stronger than
gratitude."

Anbrose grunted. "So | did." He
threw that docunent down on the littered bed and
took up another to query. The audi ence conti nued.
Hs wits were as sharp as ever. It was alnost |like old
tines.

Fi nal | y he abandoned the papers and began paci ng
back and forth. "Your attitude displ eases ne.
|'ve been a good king so far."

"A very fine one, sire."

"And that crazy daughter of mne knows not hing!
She' s been shut away for twenty years on those
i sl ands, breedi ng barbarians. She's not capabl e of
running a civilized ki ngdom Everything will go
to pieces.” He waited for an answer. Not
getting one, he turned his full royal scow
on his fornmer chancellor. "Well? You deny it?"

"She may make mistakes at first. So did
you. Isn't she entitled to her turn, just as you
wer e?"

The King's face darkened. "Not now we have a
better alternative. Now a good king can continue
to be a good king forever. What troubles you? You think
"' m planning to hunt down innocent people and
sl aughter my | oyal subjects? Nonsense!

Fel ons, convicts--that's the answer!

Kromman estimates that nmore than two thousand nen
are hanged in Chivial every year. \Wat you will do,
my lord, is explain to Parlianent that we have a
new conjuration to turn their bones into gold. The

corpses will henceforth belong to the crown. Sinple,
yes? You won't need to mention rejuvenation yet.
That can | eak out gradually. | think the Commons will

be pl eased to hear that their beloved prince is about
to abolish taxation altogether, don't you?"

"I expect they'll be happy for a year or
two." Durendal thought of that cellar in
Samari nda. "After that your gold will be as comon as
sewage and worth |ess.”

"Bah! Details! The country will benefit.



If it's that pretty wife of yours who's
worrying you, then we can include her. Wat other
per sni ckety conpl ai nts have you got ?"
"Two, sire. First, nortal men won't
take kindly to being ruled by an imortal. |

don't think the country will stand for it."
"The country can eat dirt. Wat's the
second?"

"Change, sire. Variety. New bl ood.

Anyt hing can go on too | ong. People go stale, even
ki ngs. Even ki ngs who eat human flesh."

"Spirits! |1 could have your head for that!"

"Then take it. | would sooner die than
wat ch Chivial w ther under a permanent tyranny."
Durendal coul d i magi ne what the listeners in the
gar der obe woul d make of that remark.

The King dropped his voice to a needling
whi sper. "Well | shan't give you that
pl easure! At dawn you will be reborn too and
then we'll see how you feel about |ife and death.
You' ve been a good chancellor, | adnit--best
| ever had--and you can damed well go on being a
good chancellor till the sun cools. Get out of
here!"

Durendal went back out to the dormitory. The
Ki ng t hought rejuvenation would change his mnd and
restore his loyalty. He hoped it wouldn't.

He did not think Kromman and the CGuard woul d
give either of themthe chance to find out.

The [ ast many hours were a bl ank. He had been
riding in a daze, letting Byless find the road,
letting Twosocks foll ow Patches. Poor
brutes were staggering, but they had cone
to Ironhall now The lights were out. O course.
It was after midnight.

Quarrel roused hinmself. He was freezing, ice
to the core. "That wi ndow. Throw rocks." He was
too weak to sit straight in the saddle. He was
one agony fromtop to toe and the world was goi ng up and
down, up and down. Twosocks had cone to a stop
head down i n exhausti on.

"Think | don't know the seniors' nursery?"

Byl ess munbl ed.

He fell flat on the ground when he di snount ed,
and he needed four attenpts to hit a casement.
G ass shattered. A nonment |ater a face
appear ed- - Bl oodhand' s unfortunately, but then
Her eward was there beside him

"Quarrel," Quarrel said. "Need the
Queen's nen. Rescue Paragon."

Sonehow they carried himinto the dorm tory w thout
waki ng any of the masters, the servants, the
kni ghts, or even the juniors; and they laid him
on a bed. They reluctantly | et Byl ess
acconpany him goggling at the idea that this



filthy, staggering scarecrow had been Second
to Paragon, as if Paragon hadn't needed a
Second |i ke any other Bl ade. Byl ess fl opped
down on the nearest bed and was asl eep at once.

A dozen of them gathered around in the candl elight,

nost of them hal f naked, rubbing their eyes and
stretching. Sonmeone fetched a few fuzzies who
ought to be seniors but were being held back
Quarrel flogged his brain awake to explain as
much as he nust: the King | ocked away in

Fal consrest, Samarinda, the book

Paragon's secret m ssion before they were born--which

everyone had heard of but knew nothi ng about- -
Wl fbiter likewise ... terrible conjuration
eating human flesh, evil Kromman, the King
changed into a nonster, dispossess the Queen
rescue Paragon. Hs voice would die away in

a croak, and they'd give him another drink and
he woul d go on. A couple of themread rapidly
t hr ough t he book.

"He's raving," Crystal said.

"He didn't cut his shoul der hinself," said
Hereward, red brows clenched down in a frown.

Anot her voice. "Paragon's book confirns
what he's saying."

"Paragon must have needed a Bl ade for sonething,
after all these years." That was Crystal
who was Second now.

"He's an old man," WI I ow suggest ed.

"He beat you at rapiers, didn't he?"

Passington next. "If we try anything |like
this, they'll fart the lot of us."

"Queen's men," Quarrel whispered
"Wn't ever be a Queen.”

"You left your ward in a fight?" That was
Bl oodhand, who was a dog's backsi de.

He expl ai ned agai n about Destrier bolting and him
bei ng wounded and Paragon thrown and Dragon wanti ng
himalive. And eating human flesh.

"CGot go," he said, heaving hinself upright. The
room spun and woul d not steady. "You come or not,
got be there a' dawn." He had been dream ng--
they weren't conpanions like him just kids. They
hadn't had the sword through the heart, the fina
forging. But they were all he had or could have had,
they weren't bound to the King and all other Bl ades
wer e.

"Il come with you," Hereward announced,
Paragon. Anyone el se wants to comne, stay
cl ose. The rest go back to the wall there."

One or two began to nove away. Then they
shuffled cl oser again. All of them The Queen's
men. Quarrel wept with inpatience while they
dragged on clothes and slung on their swords and
pl anned how they woul d break into the stables.

Fal consrest was hours and hours away and the night
was flying.

for

because



The King's coach arrived an hour or so before
m dnight to transport himdown to the village.
Most of the Blades went with him but three
remai ned behind to guard Lord Rol and and t he despi sed
Lyon. Durendal slept, making up for two
sl eepl ess ni ghts. The weather turned storny,
rattling the casements and bl owi ng snmoke fromthe
firepl ace.

The King's return seenmed to fill the whole
| odge with noisy men, |aughing and j oking.
Qovi ously the public appearance had been a
great success.

Dragon and Bowran hel ped the agi ng nonarch
up the stairs. His bulk was as great as ever, yet
softer and flabbier now H's head was bald, his
white beard w spy, and he had troubl e wal ki ng,
even whil e | eaning on the Commander's
shoul der. At a guess, he was the equival ent of
about eighty. He paused to catch his breath at the
top of the stairs, rasping like a water mll.

"Chancel | or Kromman back yet ?"

"No, Your Majesty." Bowran shouted, as
if the King were now hard of hearing.

"He's late! Send sonme nmen out to | ook for
him"

"It's a nasty night, sire. | expect
that's slowed him"

The anti quated nonarch nunbl ed toothl essly.
"What tine is it?"

"About three hours until dawn, sire."

"CGet the octogramready. | need sone
sleep first, but remenmber to wake ne in plenty of
tinme."

"So's we can carry you down as usual ?"
nuttered a resentful voice in the shadows, but the
King did not hear. He lurched into his chamnber,
| eani ng on the doorjanb as he went through
Dragon foll owed, closing the door.

"What does he | ook |Iike by dawn?"
Durendal inquired of the dimroom

"Li ke a dead pig," soneone said.

In a while the Commander cane out of the other
room having presumably tucked H s Mjesty
into bed. He di sappeared downstairs. Half a
dozen men renmai ned, sitting around the dormtory,
exchangi ng comments on the night's events. They were
vastly nore cheerful than they had been all day,
confident that the deception had been successful and
m ght continue to be so in future. Gradually they
fell silent, waiting for dawmn and the daily
conjuration. Young Sir Lyon cowered alone in a
corner, ignored and terrified. The punp
squeaked in the kitchen bel ow as nen attended to their
toilet.

Dur endal wandered over to the fire and stacked nore
logs on it. The watchers watched, but none
objected. He had slept on his problem and found
an answer--not a very satisfying one, but one that his



consci ence woul d accept.

Even now, he could not kill the King outright.
After a lifetine of service, that was an inpossible
t hought. But he coul d bl ock anot her rejuvenation--he
was certain he could bring hinself to do that nuch, and he
knew how to achieve it. He night be choosing a
particularly horrible death for hinmself, but he was going
to di e anyway, as soon as Kronman
ret ur ned.

The conjuration was evil. True, the use of
convicted fel ons was nore acceptable than the
Samari nda swordsman |lottery. A hanged
man had no use for his corpse, and the rotting
bodi es that dangl ed from gi bbets all over
Chivial were disgusting eyesores. True,

Anbrose was a fine ruler and m ght continue

to rule well for many years--unless immortality
changed him It had changed Everman. Equally
true, his daughter was an unknown quantity.
Durendal bore no especial |ove for

Princess Malinda, nor any great personal

| oyalty either.

So why did he feel he nust play traitor
now and destroy his king? W was he to oppose this
grand schene? WAs he wrong to think it wong?

No, for he had one advantage no one el se

had--he had seen the evil in full flower in
Samarinda. He wished he could discuss it with

Kate and benefit from her practical comon

sense, but he was sure she would agree with him

Kate could not even tolerate healing, so it was not
surprising that the rejuvenation conjurement repelled
her so strongly. In a strangely perverted

sense, that was anot her advantage he had. He

could not be tenpted by rebirth when she could not share
it.

No, the answer lay in sonething G and Master
had said to hi mwhen he went back to Ironhall
"We'll all be the Queen's nen one day,
expect. The bindings transl ate, because we
swore allegiance to himand his heirs."

Several times in his life, Durendal had
sworn to be true to Anbrose 1V, his heirs
and successors. That Anbrose was dead. The
person who inhabited his body was soneone el se,
an inposter who | ooked |ike Anbrose, tal ked |ike
Anbrose, and wore the crown that ought now
to descend to the Princess and eventually one of her
sons. This was slippery huckster talk, not the
sort of creed a forner Blade should follow, but his
consci ence needed a crutch

The fire was starting to crackle and bl aze
brighter. Then a thunpi ng of hooves and a rattling

"The spider's back," a Blade nuttered.

Durendal rose. Al eyes turned on
him but the prisoner wal ked away fromthe stair and the
royal bedchanber, over to a wi ndow. He peered
out. The carriage he had seen depart that



nor ni ng squeaked to a stop below him its two
| anps casting a bleary light through bl owi ng snow -the
ground was coated white already. A couple of
Bl ades energed fromthe |lodge to greet it. They
opened its door and pulled down the steps.

Kromman woul d be as old as the King, now. He
woul d probably have to be carried in. No
Surprisingly, the black-clad figure was com ng
out by hinmself, teetering unsteadily and not using his |eft
arm He kept his head down, hardly showi ng his
m | k-white face between his collar and his hat. He
reached the ground, staggered, and recovered, pushing
away an offer of help. A man in Guard
livery appeared behind him

The two outriders had di smounted. Three
foot men | eaped down fromthe back of the coach, the
driver and another fromthe bench. The King's nen
shouted and reached for their swords, and the newconers
junped them bearing themto the ground. More passengers
sprang out of the coach, others were emerging on the far
side and running around. Several raced for the door
of the | odge.

VWhat ever was goi ng on, that was not Kromman who
had arrived, and obviously it was time for Durenda
to make his nove. He took three swift
strides to the fireplace and grabbed up the tongs.
He lifted a glowing log and hurled it across the
roomto land in a cascade of sparks. Then
anot her. Bl ades | eaped up with how s of fury and

shock. Another, another ... A sword cane
flashing toward himand he parried it with the tongs:
d ang!
"Stop him"
"Never mind him-help me here!" shouted
anot her.

"Fire!" roared anot her

Beddi ng was bursting into flames all over the
room spew ng snmoke and a reek of burning
feathers. Men dived on the blazes, trying to snother
themw th bl ankets, but Torquil and Martin drew
and |l unged at Durendal. He parried them bot h,
tongs in one hand and poker in the other, standing at
bay with the fireplace at his back. d ang!
G ang! This was going to be it--once he m ght
have had a chance against two, but not these days. Not
unarmed. O ang! How many strokes coul d he
survive?

"Leave ne, you fools!" he shouted at them
"Save the King!"

H s assailants were too intent on
vengeance to listen. O ang!--close one. Then
Lyon snothered Martin from behind with a bl anket over his
head, dragging himdown to the floor. Startled,
Torquil let his attention waver; Durenda
cracked the poker down on his sword hand and heard
bones break. Torquil screaned.

"Thanks, l|ad!" Durendal raised his
voi ce. "Everyone save the King!"

Coughi ng, spluttering, frantic Bl ades were



trying to stuff burning quilts and mattresses out
t hrough the wi ndows. The wi nd blew fl ames back in
their faces. But Bowran had hurl ed open the

door to the King's room and di sappeared inside.

O hers fol |l owed.

Dur endal stunbl ed, choking, to the stair. Lyon
di ved ahead of him making his escape. They went
down the precipice in a slithering rush and ended
on the guardroomfloor. Half a dozen nore
Bl ades were trying to fight their way out through the
i nvaders, but there was roomfor only two at a tine
in the doorway. \Whoever the newcomers were, they
had efficiently caught the Royal Guard with their
pants down--literally so in a couple of cases
--and bottled themup in the | odge.

"Fire!" Durendal scranbled painfully
to his feet. He wanted only to nake the
oct ogram unusabl e, not burn anyone to death.

"The lodge is on fire! Save the King!"

The Bl ades spun around and ran past him up
the stairs, all except the pair battling in the
entrance.

"Put up your swords!" he roared. "In the
King's name, put up your swords, all of you
Stand aside and let ne deal with them™

The defenders stepped back, and he took their
pl ace, peering through the whirling snowfl akes at a
dozen unknown and i nexplicabl e swordsnen.

Their | eader shouted, "Cone out with your hands up!"

Dur endal dropped the tongs and raised his
hands. "No nore fighting! W nust |let them
rescue the King. Put up your swords, |
say!"

"It's Paragon!" a voice cried.

Overhead, part of the roof collapsed, blasting
flames skyward and maki ng the scene bright as
noonti me. Coughi ng, he energed into the storm He
wi ped his stream ng eyes and then stared with stunned
di shelief at the stocky boy clutching the
scimtar. He had lost his hat, and his red hair
shone like gold in the light fromthe bl aze.

" Her eward! "

"Lord Rol and!"

He | ooked around at all the other youthful,
nervily grinning faces, and knew he was seeing the
seniors fromlronhall. Fire and death!

What were they doing here, battling the Royal
Quar d?

"W canme to rescue you, ny lord," Hereward
said. "Looks like we arrived just in tine." He
| aughed. "Stand cl ear of the door there."

Dur endal obeyed and inpudent hands thunped his
shoul der as he went by. Two bodies lay in the
snow - dead or unconsci ous? Mre of the roof
col | apsed. The horses pani cked at the
fl ames and snoke, taking the coach off with a rush
into the night. A nonment later it overturned on the
hill in a rending crash and screans of terror from
the team



"My lord!" croaked a voice. The
counterfeit Kronman lurched forward, a flutter
of black garnents and a white face, one armin a
sling. By the eight, it was Quarrel! He

fell into his ward's arns and buckl ed.
Dur endal hugged him taking his weight, although
he seemed to weigh nothing at all. "You're

alive!" Blasted stupid thing to say! And was it
even true? How could any man | ook |ike that white
skull and live? "You're hurt!"

"Been hurt a long time," Quarre
whi spered. "You all right?"

"I'"'mfine. But what happened?"

"Went for help. Got the Queen's nen."

He tried to smle.

Durendal |owered himto the ground and knelt there,
supporting his shoulders. "lronhall? You rode
t here and back?" That was not humanly possible, and
yet a dozen boyi sh faces were grinning proudly
down at himfrom man height all around. Even with the
benefit of surprise, who el se could have given the
Guard a fight? They seened to be waiting for his
orders.

"Let the Guard out. Disarmthem though."

"We're doing that, my lord," Hereward said.

Choki ng and blinded men were staggering fromthe | odge,
bei ng expertly overpowered and stripped of swords and
daggers before they could recover enough to object. The
stone shell was an inferno, white fire show ng through
every wi ndow, half the roof gone. Harvest was in there
sonewher e

A cheer greeted a band of Bl ades
struggling out of the |odge with a bul ky package that was
presunmably the King. That seened to be the end of
it. Anyone left inside would be dead now, for the
fl oor beans were coll apsing. The shed, too, was
abl aze, but soneone had rel eased the horses.

"My lord?" Quarrel whispered. "Did | do
right?" The snow was clinging to his eyebrows and
hai r.

"Yes, yes! You're a chanpion! You saved
t he day! You nmade idiots of the Guard.

Magni ficent! You go on the Litany of
Her oes tonorrow. "

"CGot sonething for you ..." Quarrel groped at
his soiled robe.

"It can wait," Durendal said, still cradling his
Bl ade' s head.

Evidently it couldn't, so he reached where the
power | ess hand funbl ed, and in the pocket found a
| oose collection of cold ...? Cold Iinks!

He haul ed out the lord chancellor's chain of
office, glittering like a fiery snake.

"Your gold chain," Quarrel nunbled.

"Yours."

Not ever again, but that did not matter. "Thank you.
"Il keep it safe." Durendal |ooked to one
| anky youth and groped nentally for his nane.
"WIllow, we nust get a healer for him Run



down to the village and ..." But a healer could do very
little without a conjuration, and the octogramwas under the
bl aze. He shuddered as he realized that his terrible
act had probably killed Quarrel. "No,
we'll have to take himto Stairtown."”

The Queen's nen exchanged worried gl ances.

Hereward said, "And the King, ny lord? The
conpani ons want their swords back."

"No! No! Don't return themyet." The
energency was far fromover. There mght still be time for the
Guard to rush the King to anot her octogram although
shouts fromthe trail nmeant a hundred w tnesses were
on their way. He could not imagi ne what sort of
confusion was about to result, what sort of charges and
countercharges would fly. Mre necks than his would be
laid on the block over this night's events, but
the fewer the better.

"Look, Prine, | think you should al
di sappear now. Take the Guards' swords with you
but go. You did what you set out to do--you and your
arny. |'mproud of you all. And I'm

especially proud of ... Quarrel? Qarrel!™
WIllow knelt in the snow and felt
for a pulse. He did not find one. "I'm not

surprised, nmy lord. It was only his binding that
kept himgoing. | think the rest of himdied
hours ago."

No, it was not a surprise, but it hurt.
Oh, how it hurt! In cold dismy, Durenda
laid the body flat. He closed the enpty
eyes and fol ded the hands over the chest. There were
too many things to do now to spare tinme for nourning. Far
too many things. He had al ready believed Quarrel
dead, so why did it hurt so nmuch nore the second
time? If only he could have had a son like ..

An ani mal scream howl ed t hrough the night and was
instantly joined by others. He lurched to his
feet as the Bl ades began to ranpage.

The hero of the hour was Candi date Crystal, who
had been left with Bl oodhand to guard the
confi scated swords. Wen he saw the inaninate
baggage that was the King being hustled out, he had the
wit to gather up the weapons and hurl themthrough a
wi ndow i nto the burning | odge.
Conpared to sone former massacres, such as the
Bl ade Riot after the death of Coisbert 1V,
the resulting battle was a brief and ni nor
affair. Less than a dozen of the Roya
Guard were still active, and they were all unarned.
Even so, the fifteen Ironhall seniors on
hand were boys agai nst madnmen, reluctant to use
steel on unarmed opponents. Three of them went
down before Hereward and Durendal rallied the rest
and convinced themthat this was a |life-and-death matter.
Lord Rol and was the obvious target, of course.
The berserkers swarmed at himlike starving weasel s,
intent on tearing himto pieces, and he could do
not hi ng except hide behind his youthful defenders.



Eventual |y he gained a sword from one of the wounded,
but by that time nost of the Bl ades had been disabl ed and
had col | apsed into pathetic, weeping inpotence.
The last one to fall was Bowmran, stabbed through the
thigh. The brief horror was over. The Queen's
men had prevented catastrophe. For that, at
| east, they could claimcredit at their trial

Feeling drained and deathly weary, Durenda
went over to look at the King in the fading
firelight. The courtiers had all fled into the
ni ght, but now they started creeping back like ants
to a picnic, and nost of them came to where he
stood, to gaze like himin silent disbelief at the
remai ns of the man who had rul ed
Chivial for so long. He seenmed peaceful and very
ol d, although probably not so inpossibly old that
anyone woul d suspect enchantment. The body bore
no signs of burns or injuries, so either the
snoke had killed himor his heart had given out
as he was being rescued. Perhaps Anbrose, who had
never feared anything, had died of fright. There were
to be no last farewells, no harsh words of

recrimnation. The King is dead. | did this,
Durendal thought. | killed ny king. \Watever
happened now, |ife would never be the sane.

Snow was drifting around the corpse already. The
stormwas rapidly becoming a blizzard. Wy was
nobody taki ng charge? He had no authority.

He just wanted to go away and weep, but someone nust
restore order. He recogni zed the fussy
heal er who had treated himin the | odge.

"You! Gather a work party and take Hi s
Maj esty's body down to the village."

The little man junped as if he had been
asl eep. "Ch, of course, nmy lord. Here! You

and you ..."

Feeling that all his bones had been turned
to | ead, Durendal plodded back to the swordsnen.
The Queen's nen were busy hel ping the Bl ades,
wr appi ng on makeshift bandages, offering what
confort they coul d.

There was soneone m ssi ng.

"WIIlow? Wiere is the Chancel | or Kronmman
--does anyone know?"

"Oh!" said WIIlow, |ooking all around.

"He was in the carriage, ny lord. Quarre
recogni zed it and we stopped it. H's guards got
hurt, but they'll live. W left themat a
farmhouse and brought him-tied up, ny lord."

The coach was a heap of weckage, so
Kronman was very |ikely dead al ready. He woul d have
to wait.

A kingless court was a headl ess animal. Stil
everyone else was waiting for |eadership. Durenda
drew a deep breath and bel |l owed over the hubbub
"The King is dead! Long live the Queen!"

The Ironhall candi dates shouted approval
"Long live Queen Malinda!" Courtiers
took up the cry.



Dragon was sitting in the snow, recovering froma
blow to the head. Hi s face was sooty and bl oodi ed,
hi s doubl et scorched; he had | ost much of his great
beard, but sanity was back in his eyes again.

"Are you ready for duty, Leader?"

He nodded grimy. "But | don't take
orders fromyou."

"I"'mnot trying to give orders, only
advice. It may be weeks before the Queen can
get here. There is no Parlianment, for it dies
with the sovereign and a new one nust be summoned.
There is no chancellor, for even if Kronmman
is still alive, he cannot live past dawn. | was
officially dismssed, and your duty nowis
probably to see ne | ocked up in the Bastion
Just at the nonent, Leader, you are the government of
Chivial."

The Queen's nmen reacted with snarls of
di sapproval. Hereward raised his scimtar
| ooki ng al nost furious enough to use it. A youthfu
voi ce shouted, "Paragon!"

"Put that damed scythe away before you hurt
somebody!" Durendal bellowed. "Thank you
Conmander Dragon is in charge. Al 1 can do
i s advise."

Courtiers were crowding in, eager to neddl e and
participate in historical events. Soon there
m ght be far too many | eaders. But Dragon
wi ped a sl eeve over his forehead and cl anbered
to his feet with some hel p from Hereward.

"“I'd appreciate your advice, ny lord.

W nust arrange for the body to be conveyed back
to Grandon."

He was still confused. Dragon was not the man for
this. Durendal explained patiently, "No,

Conmander. Normally the first priority would be

to escort the King's heir to Geynmere so that she
could prevent a massacre when the rest of the

Bl ades hear the news. As that isn't possible,

| suggest you head for Grandon with as many nen as you
can spare and disarmthemone at a tine. Wen old

King Everard died they did that. Catch each man

in turn in a net and have a dozen others around him
shouting, "Long live the Queen!" until he

cones out of shock and joins in."

Dragon scowed. "It's ny privilege
to take the King's signet to Her Mjesty and
i nform her of her accession!"

VWhat better way for a courtier to gain
advancenent from a new nonarch? The nmessenger who
delivered such tidings could expect an earl dom
at the very least. But give Dragon the benefit
of the doubt--his binding nust be burning |like a rash
driving himto find his new ward.

"You going to walk to the Fire Lands?"

Bowman |inped forward out of the flying snow, |eaning
heavily on Spi nnaker's shoul der. "No ships

sail in Firstnoon." Here was conpetence, even

if he was misinformed on that |ast point.



"Yes, it is your right," Durendal told
Dragon. "And Bael s can sail in any weat her
There's one of their ships standing by in Lonouth for just
this purpose. The captain's nane is
Eal dabeard. The harbor master will direct you
to him'

"Ch?" Bowran asked with quiet menace.

"And how do you know all this, Lord Rol and?"

"Because | arranged it with the Baelish
anbassador nonths ago, of course. W
knew sonething like this mght happen. Eal dabeard will
get you to Baelnmark if anyone can, Leader. In
fact, if you leave right now you may just be able
to catch the tide."

Fortunately Dragon did not ask how
Dur endal coul d possi bly know how | ong the ride
woul d take himin this weather or when the tides ran
in Lonouth. He nmerely said, "Take charge
here, Deputy," and di sappeared into the snowstorm

Durendal turned hopefully to Bowran.

"CGot advice for me, too, have you?" the
Bl ade inquired sarcastically.

"I'f you want it."

"Let's hear it."

"First, seal this valley behind you so nobody
gets out for at |least three days. The snow wi ||
hel p. Wen you get to Gandon, find the Lord
Chanberl ain or the Earl Marshall. The King's
will is in Chancery, in the top drawer of the crown
chest." Neither Anmbrose nor Kromman shoul d have
seen any reason to nmeddle with it in the last few
days. "It provides for a council of regency
until the new queen can arrive to take the oath.
Here--" He held out the gilded chain that
Quarrel had died for. "Gve themthis."

Bowran took it as if he were afraid it
mght bite him It certainly did its wearers
little good in the long run. Apparently he was going
to do as Durendal had suggested.

"Meanwhil e," Durendal said, "half your nen
are disabled. | suggest you put these adnirable
youngst ers under your orders for the time being."

The Deputy Commander gl owered at the
sel f-styled Queen's nen. They grinned
cockily back at him

"Even if they have witten an epic
chapter in the annals of Ironhall, K"

Durendal added, "they are probably in no
hurry to go honme and face Grand Master."

Cocki ness becane apprehension, and grins
worried gl ances.

"Cood idea," Bowman said. "You're al
conscripted. You can start by giving us your swords."

It was over. Now a man could break out in a
sweat and shiver. Durendal wandered off into the
darkness to be al one.

The trouble had barely begun. And there were stil
| oose ends. What of young Lyon, who had been



only the first man to save his life this night? Were

had he run off to? Were was poor Scofflaw?

Had anyone rescued hin? Even if he had

escaped the fire, he would die when the sun cane

up. The rippling circles of tragedy woul d

continue to spread. But none of that was his concern now.
Kromman. Wat about Kronman?

The carriage was a heap of tw sted w eckage
lying on its side. Three horses had escaped
or been rescued, but the fourth had been put out of
its agony by someone who had apparently not thought
to |l ook inside or had not done so carefully. Wen
Dur endal cl anbered up and peered down through the
shattered door, his lantern at first showed only a
junbl e of fallen benches. Then he identified
two bare | egs protrudi ng underneath, tied together
at the ankles. dinbing down w thout putting his
wei ght on the debris was no easy task in the
uncertain glow of the lantern. Bal anci ng
awkwardly, he began to lift away the remnains
and throw t hem out through the roof.

Soon Kromman's gl assy eyes stared

back at him The face was a skull, plastered
with dried bl ood and wi sps of white hair. It
m ght have been dead for years. "So you won!" it
sai d.

Dur endal al nost dropped the bench he was
holding. "I don't feel as if | won.

["lI'l cut those ropes and get you out of here.”
He cl eared away the last of the weckage.

"But there is no octogram is there?" The
fam liar croak had shrunk to a sound like rats
gnawi ng rafters. "The | odge was burning."

"No, no octogram The King is
dead. "

"The readi ng was correct, then. | knew you woul d
kill himone day."

"I think you killed him" Durendal drew his
borrowed sword. "You gave himthat filthy
conjuration. The man | net today was not the king
served all ny life."

"Hairsplitting. You seek to justify your
treason."

"Perhaps." He cut the ropes binding the
spindly ankles, horrified at how cold the
flesh was to his touch.

"You are wasting your time,’
"How long till sunrise?"

"About an hour."

"Hardly worth the effort, then, is it? My
back is broken. I amin very little pain."

Dur endal noved the |antern closer
Kromman's cl othes were caked with blood. It was
incredible that this frail and brittle old man had
not died an hour ago, even if only fromthe
col d.

Kr onmman whi sper ed.



Baf f|l ed, Durendal said, "I have to go and get
hel p. You take a lot of killing,
Inquisitor, but |I daren't try to nove you."

The bl oodstained nouth twisted in a grinace.

"I'f ny pride allowed ne, | would ask you
to use that sword. Wuld it give you a | ot of
pl easure to kill nme now?"

Dur endal sighed wearily. "None at all
| grewtoo old for vengeance. You had not hing
to fear fromne."

"Only the death of ny king."

He was abhorrent and contenptible, but he was
dying. He could be pitied for that. There was certainly
nothing to gl oat about.

"I grant you that sonme of your notives were
honor abl e. "

"My, is that the best you can do? Well, if we
are nmaking up, then I ask you, out of conmon
ki ndness, to put me out of ny nmisery. | beg you

| inplore you, Sir Durendal. You would do as
much for a dog." The corpse eyes gleamed wth
nockery. Even now he was playing his spitefu

ganes.
"You want ne to feel guilty, whether |

agree or not, don't you? Well, | don't

feel guilty about you, Kronman. | don't

hate you, | just despise you, because all you ever

want ed was power over other people--and when you

had it, you used it only to hurt. | don't think

you were ever really human. You certainly aren't

human now. 1'll go and fetch some help."

There was no reply. Leaving the lantern
Durendal clinbed out of the weckage and trudged
back up to the |l odge. He sent a healer and two
stretcher bearers, but the old man was dead when they
got there.

VWen the sun came up, turning the blizzard
white instead of black, Durendal was standing in a
makeshi ft norgue in the village. The King
lay in inprovised state in another room This
one held the rest of the night's grisly toll:
Scof fl aw, Kromman, four Bl ades, three
Ironhal | candi dates, one footman who had
been caught in the ranpage--and Quarrel
They gazed in silence upon the hero.
"He died saving his ward," Durendal said.
"Take his sword, Prine. Her name is
Reason. See she is put in her proper
pl ace and honored forever."
"That's your job, ny lord."
"l have other conmitnents."”
He was a regicide. He woul d be taken back
to Grandon to pay the penalty for high treason. In
hi nsel f he was uninportant, but he feared that the
entire seniors' class of Ironhall m ght
die with him and that would be a tragedy.



The Lord Chanberl ain was Durendal's
son-in-law. The H gh Admral was his
nei ghbor at lvywalls. Three other nenbers
of the Regency Council were former Bl ades, and
two nore had been his proteges in Chancery. The
Council's first act was to sunmon him
to Geynmere and order himto resunme running the
government. He noved back into his old roons
as if nothing had happened. The country remai ned
peaceful , nourni ng Anbrose with nore nostal gi a
than | ove, plus no snall apprehension for
what mght follow him H's body was brought
to Gandon to lie in state and was then returned to the
elements with all due ponp and respect.
The Baelish ship had sailed from Lonmouth
while the stormstill raged, rmuch to the astoni shnent of
| ocal manners. Commander Dragon's
i ntroduction to ocean travel nust have been
a nenorabl e experience, but would a m ddl e- aged
worman venture the return voyage at that
season, or would she send a regent? O would
she, Durendal wondered in private, ignore
the summons and throw Chivial into chaos and civil
war ?
Three weeks to the day after Kromman had
brought him his disnissal, a neeting of the Counci
was interrupted by news that a flotilla of
Bael i sh shi ps had been sighted on the G an.
According to its minutes, the Council then voted
to adjourn. In fact its menbers stanpeded out the
door and up the stairs to the south gallery, which
conmanded a good view of the river. The Bael s had
wasted no tinme. No one had expected a reply
for at | east another ten days, but there they were--
sl eek, beautiful, and sinister in the wnter
sunshine; three |ong vessels being rowed agai nst
both wind and tide into the heart of the capital
Al t hough Durendal could make out no details at
that distance, the Admiral asserted that they were indeed
dragon shi ps. The absence of dragon prows or
red war sails, he said, was a sign that they cane
in peace. The | argest of themwas flying an
el aborate banner that m ght be a royal standard.
Lord Roland retired to his quarters and
settled down to read a book. It was less than
two hours before a squad of nen-at-arns arrived
at his door with a warrant for his arrest. It mnust have
been al nost the first docunent issued in the new
reign, but sonehow he did not feel especially
flattered.

Lord Thernford, Warden of G andon Bastion
had once been Sir Felix and before that a close
friend at Ironhall. He greeted his new guest
warmy and installed himin a confortable suite of
rooms--bright, airy, and | arge enough for Lord Rol and
to bring his wife to stay with himif he w shed, and
keep two or three servants as well. The



follow ng nmorning fresh orders arrived and a
shamef aced Felix escorted himdown to the
dungeons. He was | ocked up in the very sane
cell Mont purse had occupi ed, nany |ong years
ago. It was clammy and cold and dim and al so
infinitely boring, for he was all owed no
visitors and no news, but at |east he was not
shackl ed as Mont purse had been. Queen
Mal i nda was not quite so malicious as the late
I nqui sitor Kromman.
Ni ne or ten days later, he was taken up to a
bright roomand interrogated by G and Inquisitor
and one of his nen. Way only two of then? And why
did the interrogation last a nere hour or so? He
nmust assune that they had al ready decided to put him
to the Question and were trinmng the prelimnaries to a
[ egal m ni mum
Anot her two weeks went by. If the new
Queen chose to exert the full letter of the | aws
concerning treason, not only would he be put to a very
shameful death, but Kate and the children would suffer with
him H s grandchildren would be | eft penniless orphans.
Mal i nda had nursed her hatred of Lord Rol and
for many years, but now she could enjoy as nmuch revenge
as she wanted. There was nothing she could not do to him and
hi s.

One afternoon, with no prior warning, two warders
brought a bucket of warm sh water and a bundl e of
fresh clothes. Cean and respectably
dressed, the prisoner was taken back up to the world
of light and fresh air. He had to wait a | ong
hour in unnerving silence before he was led in to see the
visitor, but he knew that he woul d not have been
treated like this if he were to he put to the Question. That
m ght cone later, of course.
He knelt to await her pleasure, blinking
at the wi nter sunshine pouring through the wi ndow behind her
She had al ways been a tall wonan, heavy boned
and powerful. In bearing three children, she had | ost
any trace of youthful charm but at |east she had
the sense to dress in sober, matronly style.
The di anond coronet that was her only adornment
added dignity to a face both cold and arrogant.
She | ooked convi nci ng enough
"W have read your statenment. You plead guilty
to murdering our royal father."
"I did kill him Your Majesty, with great
sorrow." H's intention had only been to deprive
Anbrose of another rejuvenation, but that was
pi cayune hairsplitting. The intent and the
results condemed him
"\Nhy 2"
"Because | believed that the nonarch | had served
all ny days was al ready dead. Wen he enbraced that
terrible conjuration, he became sonething not human."
More hairsplitting, |egal rubbish.
There were only two other people present, both standing
behi nd the Queen, both wearing the livery of the Guard.



One was Conmander Dragon, gl owering

darkly, but the other was young Hereward, and he was
smling. Wth that realization, hope twisted in
Durendal 's heart |ike a dagger

"So we owe our throne to your regicide?" the
Queen asked.

Al most anything he mght say in reply to that
dammabl e question could kill him "I did my duty
as | sawit, Your Mjesty, which is what | have
al ways done. Your noble father was nmy liege lord but also
my friend, inasmuch as a master and servant may share
friendship. | shall honor his nmenory for whatever tine
is left to me, forgiving himthat one final error."

"You rank yourself conpetent to judge your
sovereign's errors?"

"Mp'am he had access to that conjuration for
twenty years and chose not to touch it. He was
tricked into it during his final illness, when he was
in a very distressed state of nmnd. If | judged
him then |I judged himas ny friend, not as my |ord.
If | have done nothing else, | believe | have
preserved his nenory from shane."

The Queen pursed her Iips.

He persisted. "I know this sounds foolish
ma'am but | amsure in ny own mind that the
man | served so proudly and so |long--the father you
knew, ma'am ... | think he would have
approved. "

Sil ence. Then the Queen nodded al nost
i nperceptibly. "My father died in a fire of
unknown origin. A conjuration has been prepared
that will prevent you fromever saying otherwise. WIlIl you
subnmit to that?"

"dadly, m'am"

"Then we shall include your nanme in the genera
par don. "

Fi ghting back tears, he bowed his head. "I
am indeed grateful for Your Majesty's mercy."

He woul d see Kate agai n!

Mal i nda had not done, though. "I have found little
cause to like you over the years, Lord Roland."

"I'f I ever caused Your Majesty distress,
it was with deep regret, and only because | believed
that | was doing ny duty."

"It is only because | know that and respect you for
it that your head is going to remain on your shoul ders,
my lord. And | amnot ungrateful. Sir
Her ewar d, when the prisoner has submitted to the
conjuration we nentioned, you may give himback his
sword, but not before. Take hi m away."

Dur endal rose, bowed, and backed,
and bowed again. ... Hereward cane forward
sol emmly, but grinned again as soon as the Queen
could not see his face. At her back, Dragon
was smling, too.

Harvest, Hereward expl ained | ater, had been
| ocated in the ashes and refurbished at
Ironhall. The new cat's-eye was | ess bright



than its predecessor and the arnorers had sone

doubts about the quality of the blade, but they

assuned that Lord Rol and would not be putting it to any
strenuous use in future. Lord Roland agreed with

that prediction and ki ssed her.

No | onger wel come at court, he lived
quietly at lvywalls with Kate until she
died in the sutmer of the follow ng year. Thereafter the
mansi on seened an absurd extravagance for one
bored old man of al nbst sixty. He yearned for the
conpany of his peers and somet hing useful to do. Wen
Andy canme back from sea the next time and
announced that he was through with voyaging to far quarters
of the gl obe, his father happily gave himthe house
and estate outright. He belted on his sword,
nount ed Destrier, and rode off to the west.

EPI LOGUE

"That was very good," Grand Master said. "I did
not expect you to catch those last two."

"Kids' stuff!"™ The boy sneered.

"You think agility is of no inportance to a
swor dsman?"

"Um Suppose tis."

"You are exceptionally agile. | think you would
do very well, but the choice is entirely yours, not
m ne or your grandmother's. Yours. If you w sh
to enlist, | accept you. If you do not, then | shal
tell your grandmother that | refused you. | warn you
that you will be enmbarking on a whole new ..."

As he went through the set speech, he watched the
pl ay of enotions on the pinched and sullen face:
fear, contenpt, a distrusted dawni ng of hope and
excitement. The spindly |Iinbs showed no signs



of rickets, so a few good neals woul d do wonders
for them and a little pride would heal the wounded soul
What boys of fourteen needed were fences to clinb
over. If the gates were left open, they assuned
nobody cared. They coul d never understand that, though, and
if this young terror wal ked out of here today, he would be
hanged within a year.

"Have you any questions?"

"What about the other stuff?"

"It doesn't matter. It's forgotten. Your
nane is forgotten. \Wat people think of your new nane will
depend entirely on what you do in future."

"Who chooses ny new nanme?"

"You do."

"l want to be Durendal !"

"Ch, do you?" Gand Master chuckled. "I'm
afraid you can't have that one yet. He's stil
alive."

"He is? But G andnot her says--"

"He's very old, but still quite healthy. Mster of
Archives will help you choose another. There have

been many fine heroes whose nane you can take. Pick
a good one and try to live up to it."

"Durendal was the best!"”

"Some say so. Now, what is your decision?"

The boy | ooked down at his bare feet. G and
Master held his breath. In five years he could
turn this young rogue into a first-rate swordsman.
If he didn't have five years left, others
woul d finish the work.

"You really want me? After what she told you
" bout me?"

"l do."

"AIl right. "Il try. 1'll try real
hard."

"Good. |'m pl eased. You are accepted.

Brat, go and tell the worman waiting outside that
she nmay go now. '
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