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Prologue
In her endeavour to end the Endless War that has raged between her kingdom and the Cotti for more than seven centuries, Queen Minna-Satu, ruler of the Jashimari, heeds the prediction of Shamsara, Idol of the Beasts, who has said that when a child who is neither Jashimari nor Cotti sits upon the Jashimari throne, there will be peace. After scores of her soldiers fail the task, Minna-Satu sends an assassin to slay the Cotti King and bring his son to her, alive. Blade succeeds, and thus the Master of the Dance in Jondar becomes the Queen’s Blade.
As soon as she is certain that she bears his child, Minna-Satu sends Kerrion back to his desert kingdom. Before the Princess is born, the Kingdom of Contara invades Jashimari, which, weakened by war, cannot prevail against two foes. When the Cotti King reaches Jondar, Minna-Satu takes the Queen’s Cup, a painless poison, to make Kerrion’s daughter the Jashimari Queen and save her people. Kerrion, however, has been to Shamsara and got the antidote for the Queen’s Cup. He gives this to Minna-Satu and Blade and takes them to Cotti, then honours his daughter’s heritage and orders his army to drive out the Contarans.
The elder Jashimari Queen is in grave danger in Jadaya, and the King needs Blade’s skills to keep her safe, but the assassin’s hatred of the Cotti ensures he is not a willing cohort in this endeavour. In an attempt to force him to obey, Kerrion imprisons him, but his fellow inmates almost kill him.
Minna-Satu persuades Blade to help her, and he slays several princes at her behest. The King finds Blade’s only surviving sibling, his older sister, but she is ashamed of Blade’s trade, and he sends her back to her Cotti lord. Prince Ronan, however, bent on revenge for his brothers’ deaths and wanting to remove the threat of the assassin, murders her. Blade kills him and returns to Jashimari, where he retires to his estate, but another of Kerrion’s half-brothers, Prince Armin, tracks him down. Chiana sends soldiers to free him, while Armin tries to persuade him to claim Kerrion as his employer before judges, thereby condemning Kerrion and Minna-Satu. Blade refuses, even when he is tortured. The Jashimari soldiers waylay the Prince and force him to take Blade to Jondar to speak to the Regent.
At the palace, Blade foils Armin’s attempt to kill the infant Queen, but is mortally wounded himself. Shamsara rushes to save him, claiming that Blade’s destiny is not yet fulfilled, and if he dies, the streets of Jondar will one day run with blood. In order to heal Blade, Shamsara gives him many years of his life. Furious, Blade vanishes….
Queen Minna-Satu gazed out at the lush gardens that surrounded the Cotti King’s palace. Beyond them was the pale stone city, and, beyond that, the desert. She sat in the cool sanctuary of her morning room, her embroidery forgotten in her lap. Her handmaidens concentrated on their needlework, well accustomed to the Queen’s penchant for staring into space.
Minna-Satu’s mind wandered in the cool green valleys of her kingdom, far away across the burning sands, where springs flowed through verdant forests and rain fell in soft grey curtains. Her thoughts lingered far in the past, when her daughter had been born into a world ravaged by an endless war. She recalled the petal softness of her first-born’s skin, her clear blue eyes and flaxen hair.
Kerra-Manu, Queen of Jashimari, was fifteen today, almost a young lady. Minna would never know her daughter, who thought her dead. Minna’s former chief advisor, the Regent Chiana, raised Kerra. Much as she loved and trusted Chiana, Minna often wondered how Kerra fared, and longed to see her. That was impossible, however, and she had resigned herself to that fact long ago. It was the sacrifice she had been forced to make to end the war. Minna-Satu sighed and looked down at her embroidery. The swish of curtains made her glance up with a smile as her husband entered. Her handmaidens prostrated themselves before the King.
Kerrion stopped to admire his wife, returning her smile. At forty, she retained the fresh beauty of youth, although lines of wisdom now marked her skin. No grey had yet touched her hair, and her slender figure retained the suppleness of a woman half her age. The handmaidens straightened at his gesture, keeping their heads bowed and their eyes lowered. They all had various shades of blonde hair, ranging from almost brown to pale gold, and were brown-eyed, golden-skinned girls of typical Cotti stock.
By contrast, Minna-Satu’s pale skin offset the jet hair piled atop her head in gleaming coils, and dark lashes framed her blue eyes. The air of fragility her delicate colouring and small stature bequeathed was belied by the will of iron she possessed in abundance. He stepped aside to usher his sons into her presence, and the two boys ran to embrace their mother. The maidens departed at his signal, and he took his turn to hug Minna. He still considered her the most beautiful woman in all the land, and told her so often, smiling at her snorts of derision. To prove his undying love, he had taken no other wives or concubines, breaking the tradition of Cotti kings.
Kerrion sat on a cushion and poured himself a cup of wine from the bottle on the table, glancing at the huge sand cat stretched out in a cool corner. The boys regaled their mother with their latest exploits, embroidering their tales with wild gestures and giggles. At least, Ashton did, being only twelve, while Shantar preferred to adopt a more mature mien. He was fourteen, and heir to the throne, a serious boy who took his duties to heart.
They were beautiful children, Kerrion reflected. He could not have wished for handsomer sons. They had inherited their mother’s blue eyes, but, while Ashton was as blond as his father, Shantar had his mother’s dark hair and pale skin. He looked like a pureblood Jashimari, unfortunate for the heir to the Cotti throne. As yet, neither boy had bonded with a familiar, and he wondered, as he often did, what animal kin they were. With some children, it was easy to tell from an early age, but his sons showed no signs yet. Most children bonded when they were younger than the princes, and Kerrion suspected that it was their lack of contact with the outside world, and in particular the beasts of Jashimari, which had delayed them finding their familiars. If they were meant to bond with animals that only dwelt in Jashimari, they would have to travel there to find them, something he kept meaning to do.
Kerrion slugged back his wine and stood, glancing at the sinking sun. “I must go. I have a meeting of lords to attend. I will see you later.” He bent to kiss Minna, then ruffled Shantar’s hair. “Look after your mother for me, Shantar. Ashton, behave yourself.”
Minna splashed her face in the basin of cool water and straightened, patting her skin dry with a towel. The boys had gone to their rooms, and she was alone until Kerrion returned from his meeting. She liked to spend a little time alone each day, watching the sunset or reading a book. Shista had gone to the goat pens for a meal, as she did two or three times a week.
Minna glanced behind her at the thud of heavy footsteps. Three brawny men strode towards her from the direction of the curtained doorway. Their dirty leather garb and scarred, brutish faces told her that they were hired thugs, thieves or cutthroats commonly found on the streets of Jadaya. She shouted for the guards who always stood outside her doors as she dropped the towel and backed away, but she knew no one would come to her aid. There was only one way in which such common criminals could find their way into the King’s private wing of the palace. A prince was behind this, and her guards had doubtless been sent away.
Minna looked around for a weapon as the cutthroats approached her, their expressions triumphant. The wine bottle was the only heavy object at hand, and she grabbed it as she bellowed for Shista. The bottle shattered on the nearest thug’s head with a satisfying crash. A blow robbed her of her senses, and the world spun away into blackness.
Chiana relaxed on the balcony outside her rooms, which overlooked the Jashimari palace’s vast gardens. The puffwood trees were in full bloom, sweetening the air with fragrance, and the fire trees’ yellow flowers seemed to burn amid their scarlet leaves. The banners on the palace’s outer walls rippled in the cool evening breeze that ruffled her hair, and sunset painted the sky with glorious red, gold and brilliant, startling pink. The whisper of dream silk on the palace temple intruded into her pleasant contemplation, and for the umpteenth time she wished she could ban the hated cloth. The church wielded too much power, however, and the old high priestess, now a doddering crone, seemed to be immortal.
The wind freshened, making Chiana shiver and rub her arms. Her plain, dark grey gown did little to prevent the night wind from chilling her. Since her husband had left, almost fifteen years ago, she had worn only grey or black dresses, and her chestnut hair was perpetually in a severe coil, devoid of jewels or gold. This had earned her several unwanted titles: the Widow Regent, the Black Lady and the Grey Virgin.
As far as she knew, she was not a widow, although she might as well be one. Now in her thirty-fifth year, she had been Regent of Jashimari for fifteen of them. Her term of office would continue for another ten years, unless her ward’s father, the Cotti King, changed the law. Only then would she be able to leave the palace to seek her husband.
Chiana winced as a high-pitched shriek of rage ripped the silence asunder, echoing from the corridor outside her rooms. The guards outside her doors had instructions that she was not to be disturbed, and they were the only ones who could refuse entry to the one who now demanded it. Chiana knew all too well that the person would not give up and go away any time soon, but would continue to berate the guards until someone let her in. Turning from the sunset’s fading glow, Chiana entered her lounge and went over to a table where a fresh pot of fragrant tea steamed on a silver tray.
The screams outside the thick wooden doors reached an ear-splitting crescendo, and a sprinkling of clearly enunciated curses thickened the air. Chiana’s brows rose as she added cream and sugar to her tea, stirring it. The guards were well trained, and would remain unmoved by the stream of invective, their spears crossed before the doors to bar entry to the one who spouted the verbal abuse being aired so volubly outside. The Regent sighed and glanced at a handmaiden who stood in the shadows, then motioned to the doors, indicating that they should be opened.
As the doors swung wide, the spears were pulled aside, and silence fell. Chiana turned to face the slender, golden-haired girl who marched in, her pale skin flushed with anger and blue eyes sparkling. Queen Kerra-Manu, hereditary monarch of Jashimari, swept the room with a furious glance. The handmaiden prostrated herself as she announced the girl’s entrance.
“The Queen.”
Chiana inclined her head in gracious acknowledgement and raised her soft grey gaze to meet the angry eyes that burnt under knotted brows. Kerra’s pretty mouth was twisted with ire, and the rich silk of her turquoise gown was bunched in one fist. White lace trimmed its hem and sleeves, and gold brocade ornamented the bodice that clasped the Queen’s tiny waist. A diamond pendant nestled in the hollow of her throat, and ruby earrings winked through the veil of her hair. Kerra’s beauty, although still blurred by youth, had the potential to outrank even her mother’s one day.
Kerra-Manu approached the Regent and stopped before her with a flounce. While still a couple of inches shorter than Chiana, Kerra’s long limbs held the promise of more growth still to come.
“How dare you order your guards to keep me out?” Kerra demanded.
Chiana picked up the teacup and raised it to her lips. Sipping the steaming, scented brew in a leisurely manner, she allowed the Queen to seethe for a minute before she put the cup back on the tray. “I did not wish to be disturbed.”
“No one should dare to bar me from any part of my palace.”
“We have been over this before, Kerra.”
“I’m fifteen! I’m no longer a child!”
“Mend your speech.”
Kerra snorted. “I am the Queen! I will not be denied by a bunch of boy-buggering guards.”
“If you wish to be treated like a queen, you should try to act and speak like one.”
“What would you know about it? You are not a queen, never have been and never will be one.”
Chiana sighed. “I had the privilege of knowing your mother. I know how a queen should act.”
“My mother is dead! I am the Queen, and you are only the Regent.”
“I am well aware of my status, but until you are five and twenty years old, I rule this kingdom.”
“But not me!” Kerra said. “I do not take orders from you, and you do not have the right to bar me from your rooms.”
Chiana reined her temper with an effort, closing her eyes to block out Kerra’s scowling face. Raising a child who outranked everyone had proven difficult. Kerra, at first a sweet-tempered girl, had soon realised that no one dared to curtail her, and had grown spoilt. Jashimari law did not make allowance for this situation. Kerra should have been raised by her mother, and remained a princess until she was twenty-five.
Kerra’s rank precluded any form of chastisement, and Chiana despaired of controlling the girl. The young Queen ignored her teachers and tormented her nursemaids, even played unpleasant pranks on the servants. Chiana had tried to occupy her by inviting the daughters of several high-ranking lords and ladies to be her companions, but they had soon left after tasting Kerra’s venomous tongue. Although not a spiteful child by nature, Kerra harboured a deep resentment about her lack of a mother, and took some satisfaction in venting her pain on others.
By the time she was ten years old, Kerra was out of control, and in desperation Chiana had written to Kerrion, asking for help or advice. Despite his promise to visit his daughter every year, he had become caught up in matters of state and his new family. Although he had written to her often and sent many gifts, he had not been to Jashimari since Kerra was a tenday old.
Chiana had disliked being forced to turn to him for aid; she still held him responsible for Minna-Satu’s death. Kerrion had surprised her by visiting his daughter, and she recalled their first meeting. His high rank and noble bearing had awed Kerra, who had been a model of good behaviour for the duration of his visit. Kerrion had spent an entire moon phase in Jashimari, and taught Kerra a great deal. When he left, Kerra had begged to go with him, and wept when he refused, but since then he had been the key to controlling the young Queen.
Chiana picked up her teacup again. “I am entitled to some privacy, even from you. If you object so much, perhaps I should write to your father and ask his opinion in the matter. Would you like that?”
“No!” The fire went out of Kerra’s eyes, and her shoulders slumped. The change that the mention of Kerrion’s name produced always fascinated Chiana. It was as if a switch was thrown inside Kerra, and she became a different person.
Chiana sipped her tea and replaced the cup on the tray. “So, tell me what has upset you.”
“My maids will only bring me watered wine. I am fifteen. I should have proper wine.” Kerra’s eyes glinted, but her tone was polite.
“I see.” Chiana sat on a cushion. “I have told you that you may not have strong drink until you are eighteen.”
“Have you asked my father what he thinks?”
“He would have you drink milk until you are five and twenty. You will find no sympathy from him.”
Kerra frowned. “I shall write to him, in any case.”
“So you should. Have you finished your lessons for today?”
“No. My teacher is boring. I demand a new one.”
“Perhaps your father would like to hear of your preference in this matter too?”
“He would not wish me to be bored.”
“Nor would he wish you to be ignorant. He may decide to send another Cotti elder to teach you manners.”
Kerra strived to hide a shudder, clearly remembering all too well the disastrous situation from which Chiana had saved her. Kerrion had sent a Cotti master to give Kerra lessons in etiquette, and the man’s high-handed ways and insistence on subservience had incensed the Jashimari Queen. Chiana had stepped in before the two had come to blows, and sent him back to Jadaya accompanied by a letter that detailed the problem. Kerrion had not sent another teacher, and Kerra had paid good attention to her Jashimari tutors for some time after that.
“I will go and finish my lessons.” Kerra swung away in a swirl of rich skirts and headed for the door, clearly eager to quit the Regent’s company and her threats of patriarchal intervention.
Alone once more, Chiana gazed at the brightening stars and thought about the only other man she was certain would be able to control the young Queen, even though he did not outrank her. She still missed him terribly, despite the fact that she had received no word from him for fifteen years. No one knew of his whereabouts, or even if he still lived, although she was certain he did. The Lord Protector of Jashimari was a hard man to kill, or to forget, she had discovered. His face was etched in her mind as clearly as it was on the canvas hidden in the darkest recess of her room, covered with black silk.
Chiana sipped her tea and found it cold. Shaking herself from her reverie, she noticed that the lamps were lighted and dusk had passed some time-glasses ago. Rising, she shook the wrinkles from her skirt and went to the alcove where she ate her solitary meals. Her frugal repast consisted of grilled butter fish and steamed treth greens, and her slender figure owed much to her dislike for rich food.
As she toyed with her dinner, she wondered what her husband looked like now. Certainly older, his hair perhaps touched with grey, his features coarsened by drinking and fighting in the sleazy taverns he frequented. She recalled his soft, seductive voice and the icy glance of his wintry grey eyes. He was forty-five now, an age when most men ran to fat and lost interest in strenuous pursuits. She sipped the tart wine without noticing its youth, and allowed her mind to wander through the garden of her memories, enjoying, as she always did, the encounters with her husband there.
In her study the next morning, Chiana leafed through the sheaf of reports that had arrived on her desk at dawn. Most were routine accounts of minor troubles in small towns. There was a skirmish between a regiment of militia and a group of bandits and a border dispute between a Jashimari and a Contaran farmer. A report detailing a build-up of Contaran troops just beyond the border, apparently engaged in some sort of exercise, made her frown. She made a note to have the situation monitored, and moved on to an account of a cattle disease that had wiped out several herds in the far south.
A knock came at her study door, and she invited the petitioner to enter without glancing up from the paper, engrossed in the gory details of the cattle crisis.
Sensing a presence in front of her, she looked up at a dusty messenger who stared over her head. He held a roll of parchment tied with a yellow ribbon and sealed with orange wax. Chiana recognised Kerrion’s colours and seal. Although she often received missives from him, a messenger never delivered them. Usually one of her advisors brought them to her. Most surprising of all, the man was a Cotti, and had not handed the message on to one of her men at the border. Chiana held out her hand, and he placed the scroll in it, turned and marched out. The doors closed behind him, leaving her alone with the frightening certainty that the news within the roll of parchment was dire.
Chiana broke the seal and scanned it. Words seemed to leap off the page at her. His younger half-brother, Prince Trelath, had kidnapped Kerrion’s wife. Another half-brother, Endor, intended to take Kerra hostage and usurp the Jashimari throne. Endor had been sent to rule Contara after Armin’s death, when he had been a boy of barely sixteen. He was thirty-one now, and Trelath twenty-eight. Endor claimed that he wished to visit Kerra, which was within the rights of a Cotti prince.
In Cotti, kidnapping a woman was considered a minor crime, even under Kerrion’s new laws. The fact that it was the King’s wife made little difference, except to Kerrion. As long as Trelath threatened Kerrion’s wife, the King could do nothing to stop Endor visiting Kerra, and neither could Chiana. Once Kerra was within Endor’s power, he could force Jashimari, and even Kerrion, to do as he wished by threatening her life.
Chiana stared at the parchment in stunned disbelief, anger suffusing her in a cold tide. Once again, Kerrion’s treacherous half-brothers fomented trouble, and he was allowing them to blackmail him. Kerra’s throne was in danger, and that was far more important than Kerrion’s wife.
Biting her lip, she read the letter’s last lines, and knew why Kerrion had ordered the messenger to place it in her hand. He advised her to remove Kerra from Jondar and take her to safety. Endor could not capture a girl he could not find, and Kerrion could preserve the façade of co-operating so his wife was not endangered. Jashimari queens were forbidden to leave the palace, but there was no choice. Endor must not be allowed to imprison Kerra, and Chiana had to keep her safe until Kerrion could rescue his wife. As long as Kerra remained free, Kerrion’s wife was safe.
The terrible possibilities with which the situation was rife made her heart flutter with trepidation, and she leant back in her chair, gasping. A wave of dizziness made her pick up the bell on her desk and ring it. A handmaiden appeared, her eyes widening at the Regent’s pallor. Chiana ordered a cup of strong port, and within minutes a maiden pressed a goblet into her trembling hand. Three handmaidens clustered around her, fanning her, patting her brow with a cool damp cloth and asking if she wanted a healer.
Chiana waved them away and took a gulp of port, gasping as it stung her throat. It burnt a warm path to her core, numbed the wave of emotions that had engulfed her and steadied her nerves. Pity for Kerrion’s unfortunate wife warred with rage at his brothers’ treacherous scheming, and resentment that Kerrion had allowed this to happen. Most of all, she was filled with a terrible dread for Kerra and the future of Jashimari. Jumping up, she paced around the desk on shaking legs, unable to sit still as nervous energy coursed through her. The gaggle of concerned girls followed her, and she swung to face them.
“You, go and fetch Armelin, quickly.” She pushed one of the girls towards the door, and the maiden fled. “You, bring me Redgard, and you find Insash; hurry!”
The girls ran out, and Chiana circled the desk again, then picked up the parchment and read it once more. If only Kerrion had just one full brother he could trust, instead of five sisters who had all been married off long ago. If only he did not have so many half-brothers seeking power through underhand schemes. If only he had protected his wife, and had hired more competent spies. How could he let his brothers hatch such a cunning plot right under his nose? If Kerrion had not told Chiana of his suspicion, she would have had no real objection to Endor’s visit, other than her natural revulsion for the idea of entertaining a Cotti prince.
There had to be a way to thwart him, but, as Kerra’s kin, he had a right to visit her, with Kerrion’s permission. If Chiana refused to allow his visit, Endor would know Kerrion had told her of the plot, and Kerrion’s wife would suffer, perhaps die. Since the King had bowed to the demands of his half-brothers, his wife was important to him indeed. That being the case, it seemed likely that, if she was killed, the resulting uproar could topple the Cotti monarchy and place Endor on the throne. Prince Armin had tried to kill Kerra fifteen years ago, which was why a prince now required Kerrion’s permission to visit her.
Undoubtedly Kerrion had been through the same frantic search for a solution, and had only been able to come up with one plan. It had several drawbacks, not least of which was Kerra’s reaction. Taking the Queen out of the palace was fraught with danger, and the prospect of Kerra out in the world made Chiana shudder. How much time did she have? Who could she trust to take Kerra to safety? Where was safety?
A flutter of wings made her look up as her familiar flew in through the window and landed on her shoulder, gripping her dress with tiny sharp claws. The grey dove sidled closer and pressed against Chiana’s cheek, trying to soothe her distress. A warm glow spread through her, bringing with it much needed calm, and the whirling jig of her thoughts settled into a stately waltz. Chiana clasped the soft, warm bird to her cheek and soaked up Inka’s comfort, a balm to her raw nerves. By the time the door burst open and Redgard marched in, she had regained her composure, and sat at her desk once more. The captain of the palace guard, a stout man of fifty whose red hair was sprinkled with grey, approached the desk and bowed.
“You summoned me, Regent?”
She nodded. “I did. Sit.”
Redgard selected a well-upholstered stool and settled on it, his back ramrod straight from years of soldiering. He studied her with pale green eyes that were narrowed with suspicion and concern above his sharp nose. His shy fox was rarely seen, preferring to spend most of its time in the woods, as many wild familiars did. Insash came in, and eased his portly frame onto a chair at Chiana’s gesture, his face a study of curiosity. Her chief advisor was a sensible man in his late fifties, as round and sleepy as his owl familiar, but also as wise.
Armelin arrived a few minutes later, looking a little sheepish and ducking his head in apology. He served as her advisor on all things Cotti, a trusted Jashimari who had lived amongst the Cotti, and knew their customs and the details of their nobility, their weaknesses and tendencies. The presence of three such capable men calmed her further, and she noted their glances at her familiar. Inka was nesting, and rarely left her wild family unless Chiana was upset.
Chiana folded her hands. “I have grave news, and I shall need advice from all of you.”
Redgard’s eyes glittered and his lips compressed into a grim line when she explained what had happened. Insash paled, his dark eyes growing mournful and introspective as he lowered them to the floor. Armelin’s mien grew intent as his quick mind weighed the problem. She questioned him first.
“Armelin, tell me about Trelath and Endor.”
He shook his head with a mirthless smile. “Bad. Both of them. Trelath is Armin’s younger brother, and Endor is Ronan and Lerton’s. Both have grudges against Kerrion, and would love to bring him down. Failing that, they’ll settle for tormenting him with his wife’s torture and his daughter’s humiliation. Doubtless they have hatched this between them. Endor has probably promised Trelath Contara once he has Jashimari. What’s more, they’ll have help from their other brothers. Endor has two, Trelath five.”
“How can they do this to the Cotti King?”
“Before Kerrion, they couldn’t. No other Cotti king would have cared if his wife was killed. He might have been offended, but no more than that. Kidnapping a son is high treason, but a wife is of no consequence in Cotti, even now. Kerrion’s reforms have been unpopular, and slow to take effect.
“Kerrion prizes his wife highly, and, as you know, he has only one, with two sons from her. Usually this would be grounds for casting her aside, since Cotti women are expected to bear at least a dozen children. It is said that she is unusually dark, but she is always heavily veiled in public, so few have seen her face, although she is supposed to be very beautiful. But, since Cotti kings have their pick of women, this alone would not explain her value to Kerrion.”
Chiana made an impatient gesture. “Is there any law that can prevent Endor visiting Kerra, and end his ruse without alerting him to Kerrion’s warning?”
Armelin shook his head. “No, Regent. He’s her half-uncle. There’s no possible reason to deny him if Kerrion gives his permission.”
“What about delaying it?”
“A dread disease, possibly... If Kerra was ill.”
“You are clutching at straws, Armelin.” Chiana looked at Insash. “Any alternative to Kerrion’s plan?”
Insash sighed, stroking his paunch. “I dislike it. The thought of sending the Queen out into the world... Perhaps we could hide her in the palace.”
“Keep Kerra under lock and key? Her screams of rage would lead Endor right to her.”
“He’s very handsome,” Armelin muttered.
“Who? Endor? What has that to do with anything?”
“I wouldn’t advise you to let Kerra see him. She’s young and romantic. I saw him once on the street. A veritable god with shining golden hair, eyes like liquid gold and a face that would shame a saint’s statue. The physique of a young gladiator -”
“Thank you, Armelin, we get the picture.” Chiana supressed a smile; Armelin did tend to ramble on, and embroidering was his favourite pastime. His description brought a rush of unwelcome memories of another man who fitted that description: the Cotti King. Kerrion’s aquiline features left no doubt as to his familiar, and the years had not tarnished his golden good looks. Endor sounded like a youthful version of him, and if that was so, Armelin had a point.
“I doubt Kerra will see him. I do not intend that they should get that close. She cannot stay in the palace if Endor comes here. Is there any way to prevent him?”
“Short of a war, no,” Armelin said.
Chiana glanced at Insash, who shook his head and explained, “The peace between Cotti and Jashimari requires our co-operation. We dare not defy them. If we refuse to allow Endor to visit her, he will force Kerrion to send troops here. But Endor cannot kill Kerrion’s wife until he has captured Kerra, for once that bargaining chip is gone, Kerrion will retaliate. Perhaps we could disguise the Queen and hide her close by under heavy guard, in a country estate?”
Chiana snorted. “Endor will tear Jashimari apart to find her. He will torture whomever he pleases until he has the truth. He will find her.”
“Only Kerrion can order Endor to do anything, and as long as his wife is a hostage, he cannot. Doubtless he is digging up the desert to find her, but until he does, his hands are tied.”
“Then we have no other recourse.”
“It would seem so,” Insash agreed.
Chiana asked Redgard, “A select team of your most trusted men?”
Redgard growled, “Regent, the dangers in this course of action… It’s madness. Endor will hunt her like a deer. No one can make her disappear completely. It’s impossible. Where could they take her, and how would they control her? She probably won’t like the idea.”
“Perhaps Shamsara could help us,” Insash muttered, looking doubtful.
Chiana shook her head. “The Idol of the Beasts does not interfere in the lives of men.”
“He did once,” Redgard pointed out.
“That was special.”
“But he did it for a reason,” Insash said. “He saved a man who should have died, and who has since vanished without a trace.” He met Chiana’s eyes. “Your husband.”
She looked away, blinking. “He was the instrument.”
“He still is. Why did Shamsara save him?”
“To prevent the bloodshed he foresaw.”
“And what will happen if Endor takes Kerra hostage?”
“Civil war.” She shivered.
“The streets will run with blood. The Jashimari will never be ruled by a Cotti prince. Endor cannot kill her; he will buy his safety with her life, but her suffering... There will be endless attempts to free her.”
“And Endor knows it. Even now, his troops are massing on the border. Once she is his captive, Jashimari’s armies will be under his command. It would be a bloodbath.”
Insash nodded. “As Shamsara predicted. This is the fate he saved your husband to prevent. It is time to find the Lord Protector.”
“In case you have forgotten, he does not wish to be found, and even if we did, he would not want to help.”
“Then we must persuade him, somehow.” Insash glanced at Redgard, who inclined his head.
“I have no alternative to offer, Regent. We must find your husband.”
Chiana rose and went to the window, leaning on the ledge. “Why will none of you speak his name? Has it become a dirty word these days?”
She swung to face them. “Do not think to spare my feelings. I can manage them well enough. If he is the only solution, I pity us. He is not a young man anymore, and who knows in what state he may be found? Are we so desperate we will search the kingdom for a man who is, in all likelihood, lying drunk in a gutter somewhere? I know his faults and, even if we find him, which I doubt, I know he will not help.”
“He will. Shamsara predicted it,” Insash said. “We must send out searchers immediately to every corner of the kingdom, leaving no stone unturned.”
“Make sure you start with the taverns and whorehouses,” Chiana muttered. “That is where you are most likely to find my husband. The great Lord Conash, Lord Protector of Jashimari.” She paused, staring into the middle distance. “The Queen’s Blade.”
Insash stood up. “I shall see to it, Regent. I trust you will explain it to the Queen?”
Chiana forced a sour smile. “I shall, although doubtless my ears will be blistered afterwards.”
Armelin cleared his throat. “But will... Lord Conash be able to deal with the Queen?”
Redgard shuddered. “I hate to think of what will happen between those two.”
Chiana said, “You do not know my husband, Armelin. If anything, I pity the Queen.”
“Will she be safe with him?”
Redgard chuckled, and Chiana shot him a cold glance as she said, “Completely, I assure you.”
Armelin glared at Redgard. “I seem to have missed the joke.”
“There is no joke,” Chiana said. “My husband can be... temperamental at times, that is all.”
“And he has little respect for royalty,” Redgard added.
“But he is the deadliest assassin to have ever walked this land,” Insash pointed out.
“Was,” Chiana retorted. “Who knows what he is like after fifteen years?”
“We’re entrusting the safety of our queen to this man,” Armelin said. “I know he was once in great favour with Queen Minna-Satu, and I know the legend of his deeds, but how do we know if he can still do what he must to save her?”
“There is only one way to find out,” Insash stated. “We must find him.”
“Finding him may be easy compared to persuading him to help us,” Chiana remarked. “We must come up with a solution to that problem too.”
“Actually, it might not be so hard.” Redgard rubbed his chin. “I think Lord Conash would do just about anything to prevent the ascension of a Cotti prince to the Jashimari throne.”
“That is it!” Insash snapped his fingers. “The very message we must send him. I will see to it at once.”
Chiana shook her head. “The chances of finding him in time are slim. We have only a moon phase, at most, before Endor arrives. Blade could be anywhere. He might not even be in Jashimari.”
Redgard rose to his feet. “We will succeed, Regent. If Shamsara predicted it, it’s fated.”
“Blade once told me that he would not be used by fate again.”
“Your husband is a great man, but he’s not a god.”
Darian looked up at the dirty sign hanging by one rusted chain above the door of a tavern: The Muddy Hole. Once more, he wondered at the strange mission on which he, and many others, had been sent. Find the Queen’s Blade, who had disappeared fifteen years ago, a master of disguise and a retired assassin to boot. This was a man so famous that tales about him were told to children to make them behave. He had killed the Cotti King in the middle of his army’s camp and lived to tell the tale.
Tall stories alleged that his eyes were daggers, and he could strike you down with a glance, while wilder ones claimed that Shamsara had made him immortal. To top it all, he was a lord the late Queen Minn-Satu had much favoured. Why would such a man be found in a stinking tavern such as this, with floors awash with vomit and stale ale? Yet Darian had been instructed to search the lowliest taprooms and brothels first.
Taking a deep breath, he pushed open the creaking door and stepped into a dim interior, waiting for his eyes to adjust. Dusk had fallen outside, but the darkness inside rivalled the deepest pit of Damnation. Smutty lamps and torches did little to alleviate the gloom, and a pall of smoke hid the blackened ceiling. The stench was beyond identification; possibly a mixture of musty sweat, sour wine, foul breath, rotten food, smoke and general decay.
The patrons sat at rickety, rough-hewn tables, or stood in dark corners, filling the air with the deep rumble of male voices. The bevy of faces was mostly hirsute and dirty, sharp-eyed and beaky nosed. Judging by the veritable murder of crows that roosted on the gables outside, birds of a feather really did flock together here. A few hounds slumbered under chairs, and two monkeys slept in the rafters. It did not seem a likely place in which to find a legendary assassin, but he pushed deeper into the throng. Two tendays of searching had taught him to be thorough, and the reward offered for finding his quarry sustained him.
A black-clad, grey-haired man slouched over a table caught his eye, and he moved closer to see the man’s face, then turned away when he glimpsed a small dog under the patron’s chair. The description he had been given was detailed, leaving little room for error. Moving deeper into the gloom, he spied another likely-looking man slumped over a table, his face buried in his arms. There was no sign of a familiar, and Darian strolled closer.
The man wore black leather, and his long jet hair was tied with a thong at his nape. The bench opposite was empty, which was strange, considering the fullness of the tavern, unless he was an assassin. As Darian reached out to tap the man’s shoulder, a chill blade touched his throat. He froze.
“My master doesn’t wish to be disturbed,” a voice rasped in his ear.
“And I don’t wish to disturb him. Are you an assassin?”
“A good guess.”
Darian turned to face his assailant. “There’s no need to threaten me. I mean your master no harm.”
The apprentice was no more than eighteen years old, with a thin, bony face, a thatch of dark hair and intense black eyes that glared under lowered brows. His nose had been broken and healed crooked, one ear had a nick missing from it, and his dark garb clung to a lanky frame.
Darian tried to ignore the dagger. “What’s your master’s name?”
“None of your business.”
“Would it be Blade, by any chance?”
The apprentice sniggered. “Naw, it wouldn’t.”
Darian glanced at the sleeping man. “I’m looking for a retired assassin named Blade. Perhaps you could help me?”
“The Queen’s Blade? What would he be doing in a place like this?”
“Do you know where he is?”
“No one does, fool.”
“But you’re an assassin.”
“I ain’t his keeper.”
Darian nodded, and the dagger pricked him under the chin. “Could you put that away? I’m not armed, and I won’t bother your master.”
The youth’s eyes darted, then he lowered the weapon and pushed it into a sheath on his belt. “Beat it then.”
Darian glanced at the comatose man again, wishing he would wake up and lift his head so he could see his face. This was the most likely prospect he had encountered, for the man was the boy’s master and therefore an elder. If anything, he seemed a trifle young, but, without seeing his face, Darian could not accurately judge his age.
He asked the boy, “May I buy you and your master a drink?”
The apprentice looked suspicious. “Why?”
“I have business to discuss with you, and him, if he wakes up.”
“You want a killing, you talk to me.”
Darian raised his eyebrows. “You have your mark?”
The boy opened his collar to reveal a black dagger tattoo at the base of his throat. Darian beckoned to a serving girl and sidled towards the empty bench opposite the slumped man. The youth nodded, allowing him to sit, then slid onto the bench beside his former master. Darian ordered two ales and leant forward, placing his arms on the table.
“I’ll pay you to help me find the Queen’s Blade.”
The boy frowned. “I ain’t no messenger nor hound.”
“It’s easy work, and well paid.” Darian fished in his pocket and dropped a heavy pouch on the table, and the young assassin’s eyes narrowed. Darian went on, “What’s more, you can do it in your spare time, and continue your other work as well. I reckon, since you’re an assassin, you’ll have a better chance of finding him than me. Don’t you?”
“Probably, but what do you want with him?”
“I have a message for him from the Regent, that’s all. It’s very important that I give it to him; a matter of life and death. The Queen is in danger, and the Regent needs his help. Perhaps when he wakes up, you could ask your elder? He must be a wise man; maybe he knows where the Queen’s Blade is?”
“P’raps.” The boy appeared doubtful. “What’s the pay?”
Darian hefted the money pouch. “Handsome, I assure you. The quicker we find him, the more it will be. Wouldn’t you like to ask your elder now?”
The youth glanced at the sleeping man. “No.”
“All right, when he wakes up then.” Darian supressed a spurt of impatience and schooled his features into a bland expression. The more the youngster evaded him, the more certain he became that the elder assassin must be the Queen’s Blade. He was tempted to kick the man under the table, but controlled himself and sat back as the ales arrived. Since the conversation had dried up, he finished his beverage in a few gulps, then went to seek some fresh air outside. He was gone only a few minutes, but when he returned the assassins had vanished. Cursing, he scanned the shadows for them, but found only burly farmers and traders. He pushed his way to the back of the taproom, but if there was a door there, it was well hidden.
Darian left the alehouse, cursing himself for leaving the assassins alone, even for a moment. Without doubt, the older man had been faking his stupor, for why would the boy rouse him and hurry him from the alehouse as soon as Darian left? If the older man had been faking, he must have something to hide; his face, perhaps. It seemed to confirm all of Darian’s suspicions, yet he could not be certain, even now.
The older man might have been on the verge of waking when Darian left, and departed without knowing about the messenger. If he was the Queen’s Blade, surely he would want to hear the message from his wife? Did the fact that the Queen was in danger mean nothing to him? Darian had not been told any details of the danger, other than the strange message he had been ordered to give to the Lord Protector if he found him.
Darian headed back towards the inn where he was boarding, passing a gloomy alley. An arm shot out of the darkness and grabbed his collar, hauled him into the darkness and sent him crashing into a wall. He yelped as his assailant spun him around to face a shadowy form. A dagger pressed against his windpipe, silencing his cry for help. The man was lost in shadows, but spoke in a soft, chilling tone that sent shivers down the messenger’s spine.
“Why do you seek the Queen’s Blade?”
“I-I have a message for him.”
“Give it to me.”
“Do you know where he is?”
“Maybe.” The man leant closer, and the dagger dug into Darian’s throat. “I’m no callow youth to be awed by the clink of coin. Give me the message, or I cut out your tongue.”
Darian licked his lips, as certain now as he was ever going to be of the man’s identity. “I’m glad to have found you, Lord Conash.”
Blade stepped back and sheathed the dagger. “The message, before I lose interest.”
“The Queen is in danger -”
“Yes, I heard all that. What else?”
“Only that if you don’t want a Cotti prince to rule Jashimari, you must go to the palace and speak to the Regent.”
Blade snorted. “What makes her think I care?”
“She needs your help -”
“So?”
“You’re the Lord Protector -”
“She should appoint another one.”
“If you don’t care, why did you want to know what the message was?”
Blade shrugged. “Curiosity killed the cat. Now that you’ve told me, go back and tell her that I’m not interested in her problems.”
Darian pushed himself away from the wall and tugged his tunic straight. “Where’s the boy?”
“I sent him away. This doesn’t concern him.”
“Will you come to the palace?”
“No.”
“Don’t you want to know why she sent you this message?” Darian asked. “How could a Cotti prince ever rule Jashimari?”
“Only by imprisoning our half-Cotti queen.”
“If that happened... Jashimari would rise up. The streets would run with blood!”
Blade turned away. “That means nothing to a Cotti prince.”
“Or to you.”
The assassin swung back. “It’s not my problem.”
“It is if you’re the only one who can help, and the Regent would not have sent hundreds of messengers out searching for you unless she was desperate. Perhaps you’re the only one who can stop this. If you don’t, it makes you as bad as the Cotti.”
Blade stepped closer, his demeanour threatening. “You should watch your tongue, boy, lest it get you killed. Strange things happen in dark alleys.”
The soft-spoken threat chilled Darian, but he said, “You won’t kill me. It’s against your code.”
“I’m retired. I no longer have a code. What in damnation does she think I can do that another can’t?”
“Assassinate the Prince, perhaps?”
“I’m not an assassin anymore, boy.”
“Then come to Jondar and speak to her,” Darian begged. “It can do no harm to listen, can it?”
“She must have offered a big reward for bringing me in.”
“I’ll share it with you.”
The assassin chuckled. “I have enough money.”
“She’ll send others to find you, soldiers perhaps.”
“They will fail.”
“I found you.”
Blade shook his head. “No. I found you. You only suspected who I was in the tavern. Besides, dragging me to the palace in chains won’t make me do as she wants; quite the opposite, in fact, and she’s not stupid enough to try.”
“Unless she thinks what she has to tell you will change your mind.” Sensing that he was failing to persuade the assassin, Darian hurried on, “Surely it would be better to tell her yourself that you won’t help, then she’ll not waste more time seeking to drag you back in chains. That would be quite humiliating, wouldn’t it?”
“She wouldn’t dare,” Blade muttered, then sighed. “Actually, she probably would.”
“Then you’ll go?”
“I’ll think about it.”
“I’ll purchase another horse. We can leave at first light.”
“If I decide to go, it will be alone, boy, and when I choose, not before.” Blade turned away.
“It seemed urgent.”
The assassin vanished into the shadows, then his soft voice drifted back to Darian. “Not to me.”
Chiana stared at the mountain of dresses spread across the bed and on the floor, fighting the urge to tear her hair. Kerra stood in front of the pile, arms folded, her lips set in a stubborn line.
“If I am to be sent away, which I object to most strongly,” the Queen stated, “I will take as much of my wardrobe as I deem necessary.”
“Kerra, you must travel light. It would take four wagons to haul all of this, plus what you have already packed.” Chiana gestured to the pile of trunks stacked against the wall.
“Then I shall have four wagons and five coaches for my handmaidens. I am the Queen. I cannot be expected to travel like a beggar.”
Chiana was tempted to point out that Kerra had never even seen a beggar, and so could have no idea how one travelled, but it certainly was not by coach. “Your father -”
“Should let them kill his stupid wife! How can he care more for her than he does for me?”
Chiana stepped back in shock. “You do not mean that. He does not care more for her. That is why he is sending you to safety.”
Kerra snorted. “From my uncle! Why would my uncle harm me?”
“Your half-uncle, and he wants to rule your kingdom, that is why.” Chiana had decided not to tell Kerra of Endor’s ruse of wishing to visit her, fearing that the prospect of a handsome Cotti prince’s interest might appeal to the naive, romantic girl. Instead she had told Kerra of Endor’s plot to capture her, but the girl refused to believe Kerrion’s suspicions. The possibility that anyone would wish her harm was too hard to bear, Chiana suspected.
“Then you should send the army to defeat him. They will protect me.” Kerra picked up a pink taffeta gown and threw it across the room.
“We cannot. He has your stepmother.”
“Then he will threaten to kill her unless I am given to him.”
“But we cannot give you to him if we do not know where you are,” Chiana said.
“He will torture it from you.”
“I cannot tell him what I do not know.”
Kerra frowned. “He would really torture you?”
“Perhaps.”
“Then you must come with me.”
Chiana smiled, glimpsing the sweet, kind-hearted girl she had once known. “I cannot. I must rule Jashimari.”
“You will not be able to do that from a dungeon.”
“He may torture me, but he cannot imprison me indefinitely without risking an uprising. The people will demand that I am freed, and he will not have sufficient reason to keep me locked up.”
Kerra sat on the bed. “Would there not be an uprising if he imprisoned me?”
“Certainly, but once he has you as his hostage he will control the army. Many will defect, which is why he is bringing the bulk of his army here to defend himself. Endor could declare himself Regent, or appoint another, but Jashimari has only one queen.”
Kerra glanced at the mound of clothes. “I will have these packed into two more trunks.”
Chiana sighed. “Pack them then, but you may not be able to take them.”
At least supervising the packing kept Kerra busy, and Chiana would weather the tantrum on the day the Queen left rather than every day until then. The thought of Kerra’s leaving frightened her. She dreaded that something might happen to the girl, and there was still no word of Blade. She had been unable to come up with an alternative plan, since placing Kerra in anyone else’s care would invite disaster. Three tendays had passed, and Endor’s arrival drew near. His entourage had been seen five days’ journey from Jondar. Endor, it did not surprise her to learn, was snake kin, and had a deadly sand viper as his familiar.
Insash had suggested that, if all else failed, the Queen should be drugged and smuggled out unconscious, then kept in a somnolent state in the hope that Kerrion’s wife would be found soon. Certain herbs could keep her tractable for a time, so she could not order her guards to do anything that might jeopardise her hiding place. Such herbs were not good for the Queen’s health, however, and would only be used as a last resort. Every night since she had received Kerrion’s letter, Chiana had prayed that Blade would come to her aid. She longed for his reassuring presence and the deadly aura he exuded. Chiana made her way along the corridor that led to her rooms, lost in thought.
Kerrion reined his black stallion to a cavorting halt and gestured to the soldiers behind him, pointing at the pale stone keep. The men dismounted and ran to invade the buildings, kicking open doors and chasing screaming servants from their path. Within moments, an enraged lord emerged, shouting obscenities as he demanded to know the reason for his property’s invasion.
Kerrion waited for the man to notice him. His golden armour glittered in the sun and his white satin cape and feathered crest fluttered in the breeze. He was aware that he made an awe-inspiring sight, dressed in full royal regalia, a jewelled sword at his side. His stallion’s jewel-encrusted caparison alone was worth more than the wealthiest estate. Lord Ortane did a comical double take when he spied the King, and fell to his knees. Kerrion rode closer, and the man raised his head to gaze up at him with flinching eyes.
“I beg pardon, Majesty. I did not know it was you. If you had sent a messenger….” He glanced back at the ruckus behind him, looking confused. “You seek something?”
“My wife, Lord Ortane. Trelath holds her hostage, and I intend to reclaim her unharmed.”
“You think she is here?”
“She could be here as easily as anywhere else. You are a friend of Trelath.”
Ortane ducked his head. “The Prince has many friends. Who would dare to be his enemy?”
“If you have a gripe against Trelath, now is the time to air it. He has found immense disfavour in my eyes. Any cause for censure or punishment would be welcome.”
“Alas, Majesty, I have nothing against Trelath.”
“More fool you, My Lord. Anyone seeking high favour with me would do well to air a multitude of complaints against Trelath right now, real or imagined.”
Ortane pulled a face. “Trelath has many friends, as I have said, and a long reach.”
“Longer than mine?”
“Perhaps crueller than yours, Majesty. You are renowned for your kindness and charity. Trelath is known for his vindictiveness.”
Kerrion shifted in his saddle. “So, my kindness works against me now, does it? Beware, My Lord, for if any harm should come to my wife, I shall become known as the cruellest king to ever rule Cotti. Any who do not aid me in my time of need will rue the day they turned their back on their king. I may not be able to harm my half-brothers without legal cause, but my lords may find themselves as desert nomads or worse.”
Ortane cringed. “If I could be of help I would, Majesty. I swear it. I am no traitor to you. My conscience is clear.”
“Then you will take your men and search for my wife; every village, holding, keep and town. Any whisper your spies hear, every rumour or tale of my wife that reaches your ears had better reach mine within the day. The man who finds her, I shall cover in gold. The man who brings her to me alive and well, I shall elevate to any rank or title he wishes and bestow a fortune of land and riches upon him. The man who aids Trelath in his despicable venture will know the full force of my wrath, and suffer the cruellest execution ever devised.”
Ortane rose to his feet and bowed. “I shall do my utmost, Majesty. I give you my oath.”
“See that you do, for if you speak empty platitudes to my face and do nothing behind my back, you will also feel the full force of my ire. And do not let the tales my half-brothers spread, that I have no stomach for killing, fool you. If my wife dies, the streets of Jadaya will run with blood, and some of it will be noble.”
Ortane’s dark gold skin paled, and he opened his mouth to reply, but Kerrion’s eyes were drawn to his men returning empty handed from the keep, their faces downcast. The King gestured, and they ran to their mounts. Kerrion tightened his reins, making the stallion cavort and prance away.
“Pray, Lord Ortane,” Kerrion called over his shoulder. “Pray that I find her. Pray that she is returned to me, or pray for your misbegotten soul. I am my father’s son, make no mistake on that, and the only person who can stem my rage is my wife. If you are in league with Trelath, better to take your life now than face me later.”
Ortane watched the King ride away, frowning. The choice was a cruel one, for, although he was not Trelath’s cohort, he knew well of the Prince’s penchant for confiscating valuables from lesser lords. The harshness of the King’s voice gave him a spasm of unease, however. His monarch’s gaunt, strained visage was set in grim lines that boded ill for any who did not obey him now. The royal figure dwindled, a desert eagle drifting down to perch upon Kerrion’s shoulder. Ortane noted that the troops who accompanied the King were his best, usually kept at the palace to guard royal persons.
Ten rode with great sand cats loping beside their mounts, an unusual number and all doubtless officers, for those with powerful or dangerous familiars rose quickly through the ranks. Behind them were twenty who seemed to have no beast kin, but that was because they each rode a stallion that would kill to protect them. A further thirty had eagles or hawks perched on their shoulders or wrists, and behind them, perhaps most forbidding of all, were at least a hundred dog soldiers. The huge war dogs stood thigh-high, and, once unleashed, were apt to go into a blood frenzy and tear their foes apart.
During the war with Jashimari, Ortane had witnessed their fury loosed upon an unsuspecting village. The result had been revolting, and he had reprimanded the troops’ commander afterwards, who had assured him that the dogs needed sport. Ortane had been glad when the war ended. He had not enjoyed his stint in the army, and preferred a peaceful existence on his estate. He sighed and glanced at the sky, where somewhere his falcon flew to hunt. If the King found the culprit who had kidnapped his wife, Ortane did not doubt that the dogs of war would find sport once more.
Kerrion squinted across the hot golden sands. The sun burnt down upon his armour, turning it into an oven, and his sweat-soaked clothes chafed him. For three tendays, he had scoured the lands around Jadaya. His troops had searched every oasis and village, every keep, harem and watering hole without finding so much as a clue. Trelath had planned the abduction well, and Minna-Satu had vanished like water into the sand. As had Trelath, and Chaymin, one of his brothers. Shista had disappeared with the Queen, before anyone had noticed her absence and could saddle a horse to follow her. The trackers had lost her trail in the stones of a dry creek bed.
Shista would find Minna and perhaps keep her from harm, but, if Trelath chose, he could easily kill the sand cat too. Kerrion had been forced to lie to his sons, unwilling to burden them with the truth. He had told them that Minna had been taken ill and sent to a place of healing, but that she would recover. For the first time in many years, he found himself wishing the Jashimari assassin was here. Although he could not forget Blade, and had been saddened to learn that the assassin had vanished after slaying Armin and saving Kerra, he had not wished for his return until now.
Kerra’s disappearance would put Minna in great danger, but Trelath knew that if he killed her, he would lose all hope of forcing Kerrion to do anything. Torture was well within his abilities, however, and Kerrion hated the thought of Minna suffering. He could strike back with cruelties of his own, if he could bear the burden of guilt that would come of it. Trelath had a mother, several wives, sisters and daughters, all of whom could be executed without raising a judge’s eyebrow, for they were only women.
Trelath would not care, however, so Kerrion must strike at his sons. Killing a prince’s son was a grave crime indeed, but Kerrion could weather the storm if he must. Yet the thought of putting innocents to the sword, even a traitor’s spawn, brought a bad taste to his mouth. There were other ways; there must be. Perhaps it was time to return to Jadaya and find out if there had been any word from the many other search parties he had sent out. Perhaps a messenger bird had not found him.
Minna tried to wriggle into a more comfortable position, the hard sandy floor digging into her hip. Her hands were shackled in front of her and chained to a ring in the floor, preventing her from standing up. Shista lay panting nearby, her eyes gleaming as she kept watch. As far as Minna could tell, the sand cat had not eaten or slept since she had arrived. A daily hunk of dry bread and pitcher of stale water were Minna’s only source of sustenance. After a few days, even stale bread had tasted good, for there was never enough to satisfy her hunger.
The only person she had seen since she woke here was a skinny Jashimari slave boy who brought her food and water. He had not spoken to her, despite her efforts to engage him, and she wondered if he possessed a tongue. From the crumbling buildings visible through the single window, she deduced that she was being kept in an abandoned keep. A few spindly palm trees shaded broken walls and sagging roofs. Beyond them, the desert stretched away to the horizon.
Her prison must have once been a slave pen, judging by the rings and chains on the floors and walls. At night, she shivered in her thin gown, even though Shista lay close to share her warmth. The sand cat had done everything in her power to comfort her friend, but, when Minna had tried to send her for help, Shista would not leave. This was a common trait of familiars, who hated to be separated from their friends, especially in times of danger. A winged familiar would have been far more willing to go for help, due to the speed with which it could accomplish the journey, but it would take Shista many days to reach Jadaya. Instead, the cat would try to protect her, and, although a formidable guardian, she was no match for men with swords.
Shista growled deep in her chest, and Minna followed her gaze as heavy footsteps came from the passage outside. A man appeared in the doorway, and for an instant Minna’s heart leapt, despite Shista’s warning. His resemblance to Kerrion was remarkable. Another of the King’s half-brothers, but Minna did not recognise him. She met his eyes with a steady gaze and waited for him to speak.
The Prince glanced around with a mocking smile. “I trust your quarters are comfortable?” He chuckled. “Kerrion is tearing the desert apart searching for you, but he will not find you.”
Minna bit back a cutting retort. Sometimes silence was the best weapon.
He smirked. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Prince Trelath.” He straightened his silver-trimmed tunic and brushed dust from it. “Do you not want to know why you are here? Are you not going to beg for mercy?”
“No.”
“How very courageous of you. It would not do you any good, of course. You will never see your husband again, I promise. As soon as he has done as we wish, you will die.”
Shista growled, and Trelath smirked again. “Your familiar too, of course. Perhaps I will kill her first, very slowly, and you can watch. That should be most amusing.”
“Kerrion will kill you.”
“No he will not. That would be high treason.”
“If I die, he will not care. He will take you and a few of your traitorous brothers with him. He told me so, long ago.”
“And you believed him?” Trelath laughed. “Only a woman could be so stupid. Anyway, he will not know you are dead. The vultures will pick the flesh from your bones, and he will never find them.”
“Then why do you not kill me now?”
“I might need you for a while, to provide titbits to spur him into action, such as fingers or ears. They will have to be fairly fresh, do you not think?” He sniggered. “For now, a lock of hair will suffice, I think.”
A soldier stepped around the Prince and approached her, drawing a knife. Shista leapt to her feet and charged in a crouch, her battle wail filling the room. The soldier jumped back, and Shista barred the way, her fur bristling.
Trelath said, “If you do not control her, I will kill her now.”
Minna called the cat to her and held her at bay with a mental command while the soldier hacked off a lock of her hair. Trelath departed with a mocking wave, and she slumped against the sand cat as bitter tears overflowed. The thought of Kerrion’s anguish tore her heart. The prospect of watching Shista die filled her with cold dread, and she prayed Kerrion would find her before it was too late.
Chiana walked along the echoing passage that led to her rooms, numb with fatigue and worry. It was late; she had spent half the night poring over reports of unrest and riots the rumours of Endor’s intent had sparked. She had had to despatch orders to outlying officials, directing them to pacify the crowds and try to dispel the rumours, many of which were far worse than the truth. Still, there was no word from her messengers, and she despaired of any of them ever finding Blade.
The guards outside her rooms snapped to attention at her approach, opening the doors to admit her into the dark sanctity of her private quarters. Here, at last, she could find a little respite from the clamouring of lords and advisors, and the endless stream of petitions pouring in from minor officials, mayors and judges. All of them demanded solutions to their various problems, which the current situation had sparked. Although she had delegated a lot of the work to her senior advisors, she still had to do the bulk of it, or at least approve it, which meant reading all the replies and signing them. Often she did not agree with the replies her advisors supplied, which sometimes led to disputes, but usually she just did it herself. She sighed and picked up the candle beside the door to light her way to her bedroom, where a hot bath awaited her in the curtained alcove. Two maids would be there to help her disrobe and bathe, but at least they would be silent if she wished.
A time-glass of peace and quiet would help her to relax before she went to bed, then perhaps she could sleep, something that was becoming an increasingly rare luxury. Considering how her head ached from the stress of the day, she might resort to the herbal drink Verdan, the palace healer, had made to help her sleep. A single lamp on the far wall cast a golden glow over some of the sitting room’s vast area, but most of it was dark.
Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed something beside the curtains that covered a window. Her heart seemed to leap into her mouth, and she stopped, her blood chilling. A motionless black-clad figure stood there. The candleholder slipped from her fingers and hit the floor with a crash. The room was plunged into almost total darkness until the doors burst open, letting in a flood of light from the corridor. Her guards rushed in, spears ready and eyes darting about for a foe.
“Are you all right, Regent?”
Chiana peered at the curtains, but there was nothing there, or had she imagined the figure in the first place? Were her tired eyes playing tricks on her?
She nodded at the guards. “I am all right. I just dropped the candle; that is all.”
One of the soldiers picked up her candle, relighted it from the sconce outside and returned it to her with a bow. She thanked him, and the men went back to their post. Once more the room was plunged into semi-darkness as the doors closed, and she stared at the curtains, waiting for her eyes to adjust. The shadowy figure became visible once more, standing there as if he had not moved at all, which, if he was who she thought he was, was quite likely.
A huge lump of joy threatened to suffocate her, and she gulped, walking closer on shaking legs to confirm her suspicion. As she approached, the candlelight revealed the cold, pale visage of the man who had haunted her dreams for the past fifteen years. Her eyes roamed over the sculpted features so dear to her. The narrow, high-bridged nose, fine dark brows and jet hair tied at his nape with a thong.
When she met his icy silver-grey eyes, she experienced a familiar jolt that sent thrills down her spine. Strange, beautiful eyes, as frigid as a midwinter sky, the irises ringed with dark grey. He remained immobile, watching her as a cat might observe a fat mouse straying into his reach, his face expressionless, his arms folded. Becoming aware that her mouth was open, she closed it, but could not tear her eyes from his face. He broke his motionless stance and glanced away into the darkness.
“Blade...” Her voice shook as disbelief, shock and intense joy warred within her.
“Hello, Chiana.”
His soft voice seemed to caress her name in the seductive way that was so unaffected, and totally at odds with his menacing demeanour. She reached him in three light strides and flung her arms around his neck. He tensed, then gripped her wrists and tried to tug her arms away. She clung to him with all her strength, the candle almost singeing her eyebrows. With her face pressed to the side of his neck, she could smell the faint scent of wood smoke that clung to his hair, a legacy of taprooms.
A wave of intense sadness and joy overwhelmed her together, making her smile while her eyes stung. The bittersweet bliss of his presence was almost too much to bear. A great weight lifted off her and strength rushed into her, as if he was the font from which her life force sprang. He gave up trying to free himself, although he could easily have done so had he chosen to bruise her. She hugged him for as long as she dared, until his impatient sigh made her to release him and step back.
“My Lord.”
Chiana lowered her eyes and sank down in a far deeper curtsy than she had ever accorded Kerrion. He granted her a stiff bow as she rose on trembling legs, and she put the candle on a table when her hand shook. The rush of adrenalin and emotions his presence brought made her weak and giddy. She had almost forgotten the effect he had on her. Dozens of questions clamoured to be asked, and she fought the need to burble.
“How did you get in here? How long have you been here?”
He shrugged. “Does it matter?”
“No, I suppose not.”
Chiana lighted another lamp, longing to study him. The extra light made him squint and frown, but revealed more familiar particulars. He seemed to be wearing the same tight black leather outfit she had first seen him in, with its fine chain mail that protected his torso and the high collar that guarded his neck. He did not look like a forty-five-year-old man, but one of no more than thirty. Nothing about him had changed. He might have stepped straight out of her memories. She moved closer, hardly able to believe her eyes. He still possessed a boy’s smooth skin, unblemished by adolescent pimples or the sprouting of a beard.
The Cotti had denied him that when they had stripped him of his manhood as a boy. Yet he was still a man, even though he lacked most of the masculine traits that coarsened the average male visage. In fact, it only heightened his strange allure, and had made him the deadliest assassin to ever walk the streets of Jashimari. Only she, Queen Minna-Satu, Kerrion and his former mentor, Talon, knew that the secret of Blade’s success was that he had lured many of his victims to their death disguised as a woman. She had often tried to imagine what he would look like in his disguise, and found the image disconcerting.
Blade went over to a table to pour himself a cup of wine from the bottle placed there for her nightcap. Realising that she had been staring at him for some time, lost in thought, she pulled herself together.
“You have not changed.”
“Shamsara’s curse.”
The speech she had prepared for their first meeting had deserted her, leaving her floundering for something intelligent to say. She longed to embrace him again, if only to reassure herself that he was real, but dared not. His cool remoteness, so prevalent throughout their relationship, was more marked than ever. He sipped the wine and gave her a measuring look that heated her cheeks and made her want to straighten her hair. He seemed to lose interest.
Chiana quelled a strong urge to tell him how much she had missed him, knowing it would mean nothing to him. She longed to pour out her feelings, even if they were rebuffed, but he already knew what she felt. He had not cared then, nor would he now.
Instead, she said, “I thought I would never see you again.”
“Nor would you, if not for that damned messenger of yours. Too clever for his own good.”
Chiana bowed her head, determined to show no weakness. He hurt her without even thinking about it, and his offhand manner only made it worse. She joined him at the table and poured a cup of wine, giving herself time to regain her poise, then cast him a brittle smile.
“I knew you would come.”
“Did you now? I doubt that, somehow.”
“I hoped and prayed.”
“That is more like it.”
Now that she stood beside him, she realised that he was not as tall as she remembered. Casting her mind back, she recalled that she had mostly seen him in the company of Minna-Satu, who was diminutive. He had stood half a head taller than Minna, but was only a few inches taller than his wife. In her memory he had grown in stature, but in reality he was a slender man of slightly less than medium height.
Chiana’s eyes drifted to the hand that held the goblet, his long fingers scarred by tiny white lines that were a legacy of dagger-throwing lessons in his youth. She shivered as she remembered how Cotti torturers had mangled his hand on the day he should have died. His fingers were straight and unblemished now, but his chest would still bear the scars of the burns they had inflicted. She wondered if he still limped, then caught him studying her and averted her eyes.
“Have I grown old, while you have not?” she enquired.
“You were very young before. Now we are on a par, I suppose.”
“Do you still find me pretty?”
He frowned. “I do not recall ever telling you that, and if you are fishing for compliments you have found an empty pool.”
She winced at the rebuff. “You have stayed fit. Do you still dance?”
“On occasion; I doubt I could defeat Swift now.”
“I doubt Swift can still dance.”
Blade smiled in his sweet, heartrending way, an expression that thrilled her even though it did not reach his eyes. She remembered its power, and how he used it as a weapon rather than a reward.
“Would you like something to eat?” she asked. “My maids wait in my bedchamber. I can send one to bring you a meal.”
“No.” He eyed her dress. “Why do you dress in widow’s weeds? I did not know I was dead.”
“They are not widow’s weeds. I just see no reason to dress up.”
“No wonder they call you the Grey Virgin. Never have I seen such an ugly gown.”
“I am wed to a sacred Knight of the Veil. I must dress conservatively.”
“Do you want people to pity you?” He shook his head. “I must be the richest man in Jashimari, and my wife dresses like a damned pauper.”
Chiana glanced at his drab, worn outfit. “And will you follow your own advice, My Lord?”
“I do not have to. I am neither a woman nor the Regent, and what is more, I do not live in this god-awful palace. I thought women took pleasure in wearing expensive gowns and jewels?”
“Only when there is someone to admire them.” He raised a sceptical eyebrow, and she added, “Someone whose admiration they seek.”
“Ah.” He smiled. “Well, here I am.”
“Had I known of your arrival, My Lord, I would have donned a more suitable gown for the occasion.”
Blade grinned, revealing even white teeth. “Ah, Chiana, you play the dutiful wife so well.”
“Do I? It must be a gift, for I have had little practice.”
“Indeed it must, or perhaps the years of berating me in your mind have honed your sharp tongue.”
“Indeed, My Lord.” She returned his smile, aware that her sorrow shone in her eyes, and made no effort to hide it, for it was no secret. “And now that you have returned, I can sharpen it further.”
His smile vanished, and he swung away. “I think not. Let us get down to business, shall we?”
“Now? It is late, and I am quite tired. Can it not wait until morning?”
“Will it take so long to tell me?”
“No, but the argument afterwards will take the rest of the night.”
Blade put his goblet down on the table. “Then I shall give you my answer now. No.”
“Wait!” Chiana raised a hand as he headed for the window. “Please, Blade. I will tell you now.”
He returned and collected his cup before sitting on a cushion. Chiana glanced towards her bedchamber, where her maids still waited.
“I will dismiss my maids, since I have no time to bathe now. There is no point in making them wait all night.”
Turning her back on him, she tugged the cord that would summon her maids. At least he was willing to listen, which might mean he would help, or it might be simple curiosity. She hoped it was the former.
One of her maids arrived in answer to her summons, and stopped short when she spied Blade. Her eyes widened, then darted to the Regent, who smiled.
“It is all right, Resha. You and Skeril may retire. I have business to discuss, which will take some time.”
The maid bobbed and withdrew, with a lingering glance at Blade.
“In a few minutes the palace will be abuzz with gossip about your new lover,” he commented.
“As soon as she describes you, most will know the truth. Shall I have Arken find you some more suitable clothes?”
“I will not be here long enough to change.”
Chiana sat down, fighting the urge to shout that he had only just arrived. He regarded her with narrowed eyes, as if expecting such a reaction. The tension between them was like invisible sparks. Blade sipped his wine, allowing the suspense to build for a while before he broke it.
“From your message, I assume a Cotti prince, presumably Endor, plans to threaten your young charge. This is easily prevented, if not by you, then by Kerrion.”
“Yes, it would be, but the situation is far worse than that, and without your help it will be a disaster.” She studied her hands. “Three tendays ago, I received a letter from Kerrion. His wife has been kidnapped, and for her safe return, Endor has demanded to visit Kerra. Kerrion suspects that Endor plans to take Kerra hostage and rule Jashimari, perhaps even declare himself Regent. Once she is in his power, no one will be able to stand against him without endangering her. Kerrion has instructed me to send Kerra into hiding until he can free his wife.”
“Sounds reasonable enough.” Blade appeared indifferent, but then, he had always professed not to care about anything or anyone.
Chiana kept her voice firm and steady. “But sending Kerra out into the world is dangerous. Should anything happen to her, Jashimari would be thrown into an uproar, and if Endor declares himself King, it will be war. I need someone who can guard her well and make her disappear completely, so Endor cannot find her.”
“A squad of your elite veterans should be ideal.”
“No. Kerra is... headstrong. She could order them to do something stupid, and they could not refuse her. She is the Queen.”
“You mean she is a spoilt brat.”
Chiana sighed. “It is difficult to raise a child who cannot be punished, and whose only parent rules another kingdom.”
“And you think I am going to spirit away this uppity young girl and guard her from the lecherous advances of every lout who claps eyes on her, in addition to hiding from Endor’s search parties. What sort of fool do you take me for?”
“If Endor captures her...” She forced herself to meet his eyes. “Shamsara’s prediction will come true. The streets of Jondar will run with blood. Only you can stop it. That is why he saved you. When you were dying, he saw a future steeped in blood. He said it is your destiny to prevent this, and when he had saved you, he told me that the future was changed, the blood gone from it.
“So I know you will help me in the end, no matter how much you argue against it now. You did not have to come here. You could have disappeared again as easily as you did before, and it was not mere curiosity that drove you here. You are the instrument, and fate has not finished with you yet.”
He shook his head. “Fate will not use me again. I told you so before I left.”
“I remember. But perhaps you have no choice in the matter.”
“If you believe that, you are a fool.” Blade rose to his feet and banged the goblet down on the table. “I want no part of this. I will not be a pawn in this game of queens and princes.”
Chiana rose to face him, lifting her chin in her most regal manner. “You cannot stand by and watch war tear this kingdom apart. Endor will stamp out any rebellion. A Cotti prince will rule us. If Kerrion tries to intercede, his wife will die, and, once Kerra is Endor’s hostage, Kerrion will be placing her life in danger too. Our lives depend upon you. If nothing else, will you not stand by your promise to me?”
“What promise is that?”
“You swore to avenge my death.”
He frowned. “And who do you think is going to kill you?”
“Endor. Once he has captured the Queen, or perhaps before, he must dispose of me. He will make himself ruler, but, as the former Regent, I will be a threat he cannot ignore. Minna-Satu appointed me. I represent her wishes, and the loyal lords will rally to me. My continued existence will encourage them to rebel.”
“Then I shall avenge you. It will be easier than dealing with a pig-headed young queen.”
Chiana went cold and swayed, putting a hand on the table. “You will let me die?”
He stepped closer. “Have I ever led you to believe that I care whether or not you live?”
“Yes.”
“A moment of weakness, then.” He turned away, then swung back. “I should never have made you such a promise.”
“But you did, and you cannot keep it.”
“How so?”
“If you do, Kerrion’s wife will die. From his letter, I gather that she is important to him. A sentiment I applaud, but one that puts all of us in danger. What will he do if she is killed?”
Blade refilled his goblet. “How should I know? He is a damned Cotti.”
“Then why is she so important to him? Why does he not have many wives as his forefathers did?”
“Because he is a damned fool, and he claims to love her.” Blade snorted. “We would all be better off if such an emotion did not exist.”
Chiana nodded. “Perhaps. But it does, and if Kerrion feels it for his wife, her death will bring an even greater disaster, should he seek to avenge it. He will be executed for high treason, and Endor will dispose of Kerrion’s sons so he will inherit. Then he will appoint one of his brothers to rule Jashimari. All that Minna-Satu sought to avoid will come to pass.”
“You think I care?”
Desperation drove her to step forward and grip his arms, feeling the daggers strapped to his wrists through his sleeves. “You do. I know you do. You do not want the Cotti to rule Jashimari. You hate them. You almost died to protect Kerra from Armin.”
“I wanted to die.” He glared at her, his face taut with anger. “Shamsara had no right to save me. It was my choice, not his.”
“But you saved me, even as you lay dying, and no one paid you to do that.”
“Any excuse to kill a Cotti prince. Are you offering me another chance to do that?”
“Perhaps.”
He shook her off and picked up his goblet. “I am retired.”
“She is Minna-Satu’s daughter, and I know you loved the Queen. You cannot allow Kerra to suffer.”
“I have loved no one since my family died. She will not be killed.”
“She is just a child, and she is your queen. Endor will humiliate and beat her, perhaps make her his concubine and ravish her. Will you stand by and allow the future Minna-Satu died for to be destroyed?”
Blade whirled and flung the goblet across the room in a spray of blood-red wine. It skittered along the floor with a shrill clatter of silver on stone, coming to rest against the far wall. Closing the gap between them in a stride, he took hold of her shoulders so hard that she yelped, thrusting his face close to hers.
“Why me?” he shouted. “Have I not done enough? Must you ever drive me to do your will with my hatred of the Cotti?”
The doors flew open with a bang, making him release her as her guards burst in, spears lowered. Blade muttered a foul curse, and Chiana intercepted the soldiers with an imperious gesture.
“Leave us!”
“My Lady -”
“I said leave us, now!”
Blade scooped up the wine bottle and hurled it at the men. It bounced off one, spraying wine over them, and smashed on the floor. “Get out!” he bellowed. “Can I have a decent damned argument with my wife without being interrupted, just once?”
The guards stared at him, stunned. Then one bowed, while the other mopped wine from his eyes, agape. “My Lord… We were concerned for the Regent.”
“I may kill her yet, but the likes of you will not stop me! Out!”
The men retreated, and Blade paced in a circle, his hands clenched, as if he longed for more ammunition to throw. Chiana hoped the expensive vase on a table near the window did not catch his eye. He strode up to her, making her step back in trepidation. He gripped the front of her dress as if she was the next object to be flung and yanked her closer, so they were nose to nose.
“You are trying to use me.” His voice was low and furious. “Minna did it, damn her, but you are not her! If Shamsara thinks I can save Jashimari again, let him seek me out and tell me himself. She was my queen, but you are not!”
“But Kerra is,” Chiana murmured, reaching up to clasp his hands, her breath catching at his proximity and her heart pounding from the fright he had just given her. Being around Blade was always electrifying. He filled a room with his strange, bittersweet charisma that was exciting, frightening and perversely comforting.
He thrust her away and turned his back on her. “Minna-Satu paid an assassin to kill her enemies. She rewarded me with gold, lands and titles. Now there is nothing more I want, and I am no longer an assassin for hire.”
“I am not asking you to kill anyone, only to protect your queen for a short time, perhaps only a few days. How long will it take a king to find his wife?”
“In the desert?” Blade snorted. “Perhaps moons. You should be helping him to search, instead of hiding Kerra.”
“Endor will be here in a few days.”
Blade stared into the shadows, and Chiana looked down at her twisting hands, praying that he considered her request. The silence stretched unbearably, and she forced herself to break it, lest he leave because she seemed to have nothing more to say.
“You are the Lord Protector of Jashimari, Blade. Minna-Satu trusted you above all others when she appointed you to that position; one that had been vacant for generations. It is the highest office in the land, other than the Queen herself or her Regent, and it bestows upon you tremendous powers and responsibilities.
“You are able to do whatever is necessary to protect Jashimari, even to overrule the Queen in a crisis. For this reason, the post has been assigned to only a select few over the years. As a sacred Knight of the Veil, you are also a priest of Tinsharon, and charged with the protection of the church. Endor will replace our priestesses with priests and defile the temples with their domination.”
Blade had turned to face her during her monologue, his brows knotted and eyes glacial. She knew how he disliked being reminded of his titles, but persevered, determined not to let his furious expression cow her.
“The Lord Protector is the only one who can control our young queen and overrule her without being guilty of treason. That is why I need you to hide her, not just because you are a former assassin and the Queen’s Blade, or because of Shamsara’s prediction. I cannot force you to do this, but I beg you, Conash. Jashimari needs you.”
“And you think any of that means anything to me?”
She inclined her head. “I had hoped.”
“Then you are mistaken.”
Chiana covered her face and rubbed her aching eyes, the weight of intense fatigue and anguish bowing her shoulders. She longed to lie down and sleep, to forget all the kingdom’s troubles that were piled upon her like great rocks, crushing her spirit and making her ill with worry. When she looked again, Blade was gone, and she allowed herself the luxury of venting her pent-up emotions in a storm of weeping, as she had not done since he had left her fifteen years ago.
Chiana woke tired and puffy-eyed the next morning. Her maids toiled for a time-glass to hide the signs of strain on their mistress’ face, which grew worse every day. When they finished, she was pale, powdered and frail-looking, but they had hidden most of the damage from her bout of weeping. She picked at her breakfast, her stomach a tense knot now that Blade had refused to help. Only now did she realise how much she had been counting on him, and with his refusal came a whole host of fresh worries.
After breakfast, she made her way to her study to face a new batch of reports and requests from far-flung officials. She sat behind her desk and stared at the pile, a part of her wishing last night’s encounter had only been a dream, and Blade would appear to spirit the Queen away and solve her problems. Her imagination conjured him vividly, his lips curved in one of his soft, entrancing smiles, his grey eyes filled with pity.
Chiana had glimpsed that in them only once, and she could not imagine a softer emotion thawing their frigid depths. She recalled the ball that had celebrated Kerra’s birth, and the brief moment of near tenderness she had shared with him then. It was one of the memories she treasured, and often summoned up on lonely nights to fill her dreams with his presence. Over the years, he had grown far warmer in her dreams, and experiencing anew the cutting lash of his bitter tongue had thrown icy reality over her fantasies.
A thunderous pounding on the door jolted her from her thoughts, and she looked at the shuddering portal with a twinge of despair. How was she to deal with Kerra now? The thought of drugging the girl distressed her. With a tired wave, she signalled to the handmaiden who stood beside the door to open it, bracing herself for Kerra’s tempestuous entry.
The Queen swept in, flushed with youthful ire, her eyes sparkling and curls bouncing. Faced with such boundless energy and blossoming beauty, Chiana felt about a hundred years old and deathly tired. Kerra wasted no time on niceties, but launched into a shrill tirade about some problem with one of her maids, a trivial dispute that made Chiana’s hackles rise. The Queen paced in a circle, punctuating her complaints with broad gestures, and the Regent rose and motioned to the maiden to leave. As the girl closed the door behind her, Chiana banged on the desk to draw the Queen’s attention. Kerra whirled in surprise, her mouth open.
“Kerra.” Chiana fought the urge to shout. “I have no time to deal with your petty problems now. Dismiss the girl if she displeases you. I do not care. I have far more pressing problems to deal with at the moment. I must devote myself to them.”
“Oh, Endor?” Kerra was instantly distracted, confirming Chiana’s suspicion that her original gripe had been an excuse to get attention. “I’ve heard that he’s marvellously handsome, and he wishes to visit me. Is this true?”
“Mend your speech,” Chiana rebuked her, her heart sinking. “Who told you this?”
Kerra shrugged. “My maids were gossiping about it.”
“And you were eavesdropping.” Chiana sank back onto her chair.
“Is it true?”
“It is a ruse. I told you, your father suspects that Endor plans to take you hostage.”
“Father is mistaken,” Kerra stated with youthful wisdom. “Endor wishes to become my consort, I am certain. It is so romantic! He is a prince from the desert, one of my father’s people. Who could be a better consort for me?”
“He intends to use you. That is why you are being sent away. He has kidnapped your stepmother, and he is blackmailing Kerrion.”
“That he is willing to go to such great lengths to win my hand only shows that he is probably already in love with me. He must have seen my portrait or heard of my beauty. It is just like a fairy tale. And if I accept him, Father will have his wife back.”
“He has not done all this merely to become your consort! He will imprison you, then make himself ruler of Jashimari. I will be sent to the gallows. Is that what you want?”
Kerra pouted. “Oh, Chiana, you have no idea of romance. He will not hurt me, and I will not allow him to harm you, never fear.”
Chiana rubbed her brow. This was worse than she had feared. “He has never seen a portrait of you. He wants to rule Jashimari, and threatening you will let him.”
“You do not know that. It is just Father’s supposition, or his way of preventing me from accepting Endor by making me fearful, but I am not. I am not a fool, Chiana. Endor has said that he wishes to visit me, which can only mean he wants to court me. And even if I choose to wed him, he cannot rule my kingdom unless I let him, which I will not.”
The Regent eyed her charge, longing to jump up and run from the room, escape the palace and all its responsibilities and return home to her merchant father. Faced with Kerra’s rebellion, she was running out of ways to stay on top of the situation. She could sense it slipping away from her, becoming completely unmanageable. All she could do now was order the Queen drugged and removed to a safe place, if such a place existed, but Kerra would be furious when she revived. Her last hope was Kerrion, and she sifted through the piles of documents on her desk for his letter. Finding it, she held it out to the young Queen.
“This is your father’s letter. I am following his advice by sending you away. You cannot defy him.”
Kerra scanned the missive with a frown. “But this is silly. If I marry Endor, he will have his wife back, and everyone will be happy.”
“No, if you do not flee, you will be a hostage, Kerra! Your father knows his brothers better than you, and if he thinks Endor intends to imprison you, I, for one, believe him, and you should too. Endor wants to rule Jashimari, and we will not be ruled by a Cotti prince. We fought for seven hundred years to prevent it. We will not allow it to happen now.”
“Father is wrong! Prince Endor wishes to be my consort; that is all.”
Chiana opened her mouth to refute this when a soft male voice made her jump.
“It would seem your young charge knows little of the barbarous Cotti.”
Chiana stared past the Queen, stunned, and Kerra swung around. Blade emerged from the adjoining room and paused just inside the doorway to glance about before approaching Chiana.
Kerra’s brows knotted. “Who are you? And what are you doing in the Regent’s private study? Chiana, call the guards and have them arrest this impostor. How does a commoner get into the palace? Chiana?”
“She also seems to have inherited her father’s trait of asking far too many questions,” the former assassin commented.
The Regent jumped up as Kerra gasped and stepped towards Blade, her hand raised to slap him for his insolence. “Kerra!”
The Queen swung back, flinging Chiana a furious, puzzled look.
Chiana frowned at Blade. “That is no way to speak about the Queen.”
Kerra reddened. “How dare he? Why do you stop me, Chiana? He should be flogged for his gall!”
Blade stepped closer to the girl. “Hit me then.”
Kerra faced him again, raking him with a scathing glance. Chiana dreaded a violent reaction from the girl, who was known for slapping anyone she deemed to be impertinent. Blade would not harm her, but he would also not allow her to slap him, which would only enrage Kerra further.
The air crackled with tension, but Kerra’s ire did nothing to thaw Blade’s haughty manner. He clasped his hands behind his back, and Kerra retreated a step when she met his eyes, clearly sensing the aura of danger that hung about him. Chiana quelled a smile, her eyes darting between them. Kerra looked a little uncertain now. It seemed even the arrogant, tempestuous young Queen was unable to stand up to Blade’s glacial gaze.
Kerra shot the Regent a glare. “Why do you do nothing, Chiana? Who is he?”
Chiana smiled. “Kerra, allow me to introduce the Lord Protector of Jashimari, a sacred Knight of the Veil, and my husband, Lord Conash.”
Kerra’s eyes widened. “The Queen’s Blade.”
“Yes, that is one of his many titles.” Chiana looked at the former assassin. “My Lord, allow me to present Queen Kerra-Manu, daughter of Minna-Satu and Kerrion, heir to the Jashimari throne.”
Blade snorted, his eyes raking the girl, who blushed. “I see no queen before me, only a spoilt, ignorant child dressed up far beyond her years.”
“Blade!” Chiana gaped at him, astonished.
Kerra retorted, “And I see an insolent commoner whose rank far exceeds his manners.”
“Ah, but it was your own dear, wise mother who gave it to me, and for killing your grandfather, too; a man who richly deserved to die, as do all his sons.” Blade smiled. “When your father was my captive, only the Queen’s request saved him.”
“I know of all your deeds, Lord Conash. But your boorish conduct does you little credit. I had thought a man of such legendary prowess as yourself would deport himself with a little more decorum, even if you are a commoner.”
He chuckled. “I see that when stung, you have inherited enough of your mother’s pluck to give a good account of yourself. She was a great queen, and would never stoop to insults.”
Kerra opened her mouth to continue the debate, but Chiana was quicker. “What are you doing here, Blade? I thought we finished our business last night.”
“My curiosity got the better of me, I am afraid. I wanted to meet our young queen. I have not seen her since she was an infant. I am disappointed, I must say.”
“You do care.”
“Did I say that?”
“Why else would you want to meet her?”
He shrugged. “I once went to a tavern to see a lady with a beard, but I did not care about her, I can assure you.”
Kerra made a strangled sound, and Chiana schooled her features into a mask of regal hauteur. “My Lord, you would do well to be more polite in the Queen’s presence.”
“She is a child, Chiana, and a spoilt one at that. It is just as well I have refused to take her into hiding, for I would hardly be able to bow and scrape to her then.”
Chiana glanced at the furious Queen. “In that situation, you would not have to, I assure you.”
“Really?” He eyed Kerra, and Chiana got the impression that he was toying with them.
Kerra burst out, “I would not go anywhere with this boor! How dare you even consider such a plan, Chiana? I will stay and consider Prince Endor’s suit when he arrives. If I like him, I will decide whether or not to wed him.”
“Indeed?” Blade cocked his head. “So, you do not believe that he wishes to imprison you. Very well then, let us assume he does not, and that he, with the aid of his half-brothers, has kidnapped Kerrion’s wife merely for the sake of offering to become your husband. Under Jashimari laws, the Queen does not marry; she only takes a consort. Are you a Cotti, Kerra?”
“No.” The girl looked confused. “I am half Cotti.”
“And which half rules your decisions?”
“I am the Jashimari Queen. I abide by the laws of my land.”
“Then you cannot marry Endor. For one thing, he is your uncle, for another, you are too young, and finally, the Jashimari Queen does not marry.”
“Then perhaps I shall take him as my consort when I am old enough, if I find him pleasing.”
“That will only be in ten years’ time, when you are old enough to rule, and Endor will not wait that long. In fact, he will not consider your wishes at all.” Blade strolled over to the table that held the omnipresent wine bottle and goblets. “I know the Cotti, and to him you have less value than his horse. Your regal manner and arrogance will be whipped from you, and he will treat you as a servant, which is what Cotti women are.”
“He cannot!” Kerra said. “I am a queen!”
“To the Cotti there is no such thing as a queen. Have you learnt nothing of your father’s people?”
Kerra shot Chiana a guilty look, and the Regent supplied, “The tutor Kerrion sent did not meet with Kerra’s approval.”
“Ah. And do you think Endor will treat you any better?”
Kerra frowned at the floor as she pondered the ramifications of Blade’s words. Chiana was pleased that she did not question them, even though the former assassin had something of a reputation as a liar, the girl seemed to sense that he told the truth now. Blade sipped his wine, smacking his lips.
Kerra raised her head. “Very well; I will do as my father wishes, and go into hiding.”
Chiana slumped, casting Blade a grateful smile.
He put the goblet back on the tray. “I shall leave you to make the arrangements.”
Chiana stepped out from behind her desk. “Is there no way to persuade you to help us, My Lord?”
“I cannot think of one.”
“If Minna-Satu asked you, would you help her?”
Blade frowned. “But she cannot, since she is dead.”
“But would you?”
He shrugged. “Perhaps.”
“Why?”
“She would have asked nicely.”
“I have begged you.”
“You are not a queen.”
“I am your wife.” Chiana glared at him, realisation dawning. “But it is nothing to have a wife beg for your aid, even if she is the Regent. A queen, now that is different, is it not, Blade? Are you so petty? Is that what you crave, the power to make a queen beg?”
“Not beg. That is not necessary. But what else do I get out of it? Gold? More titles? Another estate perhaps?”
“I see.” She returned to her chair. “Now that there is nothing material you want, it is power you desire.”
“What did you think? That I would do it out of duty? Loyalty? Honour? Those things mean nothing to me.”
“So Kerra must ask you then.”
“Kerra? She is a child, not a queen.”
Chiana sat down and ran a hand over her face. “Damn you, Blade. Why must you be so perverse?”
He chuckled, and Kerra said, “He is playing a game with you, Chiana. I submit that he intends to help us, when he has extracted sufficient pleasure from his lies.”
Chiana was surprised by Kerra’s deduction, which fitted Blade’s personality so well. He accorded the Queen a mocking bow, smiling.
“The child is astute, if not entirely correct. Whether or not I decide to aid you is still uncertain.”
“And what would it take to sway you?” Chiana enquired.
“Ah, well, that remains to be seen. As yet, neither of you have succeeded.”
“What do you want?” Kerra demanded.
Blade cocked a brow at the Queen, his frosty eyes at odds with his slight smile. “Perhaps the pleasure of teaching you some manners.”
Kerra opened her mouth, doubtless to berate him, but Chiana said, “Done.”
“Perhaps the child’s pledge of complete obedience.”
“Done.” Chiana sent Kerra a hard look when the girl gasped. “Nothing is more important than your safety, Kerra, and I agree that you must obey the Lord Protector. Remember who he is.”
Kerra lifted her chin, her eyes glinting. “Anything else?”
Blade picked up his goblet and sipped the wine, considering. “I may think of a few other conditions as they arise.”
“Within reason,” Chiana stipulated.
“Of course.”
“Then you will do it?”
“I am surprised at what you will agree to for my help. Surely there are others who can do this just as well? Dye her hair, dress her in peasant’s clothes, and she will be almost impossible to find, even in this city.”
Kerra said, “I will do no such thing!”
“Ah, well, there is the problem. Already she is foresworn.”
Chiana rubbed her brow, resting her elbows on her desk. “Kerra, you must do as Lord Conash orders; you have agreed to it.”
“But...” Kerra glanced between them, looking uncertain.
“Or stay here and become Endor’s servant, if you wish,” the assassin said. “I care not. In fact, I would rather not take on this odious task at all.”
“Odious!” Kerra’s ire revived in a flash. “You should be honoured!”
“Really? Why should I be honoured to be nursemaid to a spoilt child who will try to treat me as a servant? To spend the next few moons running and hiding from the Cotti? Living rough in the forests with winter approaching? Personally, I would rather spend my time in a warm tavern with good ale and food, and sleep in a soft bed every night.”
Chiana watched the dismay on Kerra’s face war with an imperious urge to argue with him. Her mouth opened, then closed; she drew breath to speak, then let it out again, her eyes darting over him all the while. The Regent pitied her, for the young Queen had never encountered a man such as Blade before, who spoke with such calm authority that he made her seem the inferior, and who clearly held neither her nor her title in any high regard.
For the first time in her life, Kerra was being made to feel like a young, ignorant girl, and she disliked it intensely, but could not deny it. Kerrion had awed her with his high status, and the fact that he was her father, but had done his best to bolster her ego. In just one short conversation, Blade had let so much wind out of her sails that she was at a loss for words, something Chiana had never seen before. Kerra had never been called a spoilt child, or encountered anyone who did not think it an honour to serve her. She gazed at Blade with confused, uncertain eyes, and he bestowed upon her his sweetest smile, which made her blush.
He murmured, “Shocking, is it not, young Kerra, to find someone who does not consider it an honour to have you wipe your feet on him? Your mother found me somewhat trying at times too. She tried to teach me noble manners, so what little decorum I possess is due to her efforts. But even she could not order me around, and to her credit she did not try. I defied her often, flouted her wishes and even flagrantly disobeyed her, and all she did was rebuke me mildly. Do you know why?”
Chiana said, “Because she loved you.”
He shot her an angry glance. “So you would have me believe. But it was more that she needed me to kill her enemies, save her lover, and protect her daughter.”
“Yes, she needed you, but she also loved you. She told me so.”
Blade went over to the window to gaze out at the autumnal garden. “I did not come here to discuss ancient history, or the alleged emotions of our dead queen. I do not care what she felt for me. It is entirely irrelevant.”
Chiana inclined her head. “As you wish, My Lord. Shall I make arrangements for Queen Kerra’s departure with you?”
“I do not recall agreeing to take her.”
“Come now, Blade. You know you will. Once more a queen has grave need of your aid. You will not refuse.”
“Indeed?” He turned. “And what shall my reward be?”
“I am sure the Queen will agree to whatever you wish.”
“I do not require anything of her. It is within your power, as Regent, to grant my request.”
“Then name it.”
“The death of all the Cotti princes involved in this plot, once Kerrion’s wife is safe, or if she is killed. Especially if she is killed. I want you to hire one of my former apprentices to do it.”
Kerra’s expression became dismayed, and Chiana said, “Those are the Queen’s uncles.”
“They are murderous scum, like all Cotti. Kerrion would do it himself if he was able. Since he is not, you will be doing him a great favour.”
“And is your former apprentice good enough to do this?”
He shrugged. “He is not as good as I was, but I think so.”
“If he is caught, the Cotti judges will know who hired him and demand retribution.”
“Will they? Any Jashimari noble could have hired him, and he will not confess, even under torture. They may guess it was you or Kerra, but they will have no proof.”
Chiana sighed. She might have guessed what Blade’s demand would be. He craved the death of all Cotti royalty, save perhaps Kerrion. Kerra appeared subdued and pensive.
“Very well,” Chiana said. “When this is over and the Queen safely returned to the palace, I shall hire your former apprentice and send him to kill the Cotti princes.”
“Excellent. Have Kerra readied for the journey. I want her hair cut and dyed brown, and she should be dressed in servant’s clothes; a boy’s.”
Kerra’s eyes widened. “No! Surely such drastic measures are not necessary?”
“I will decide what is necessary, and you have agreed to abide by my decisions. If you refuse, our agreement is off.”
Kerra turned to Chiana and wailed, “Not my hair!”
Chiana pitied the girl, whose long flaxen mane was her pride and joy, brushed and teased into ringlets and adorned with jewelled combs and pins. She shook her head. “I am sorry, Kerra. It will grow back, and the dye will wash out, will it not, Blade?”
“Of course. Shoulder length will be short enough, then tie it back as a boy might.”
The Queen fingered a bright tress. “I cannot believe I am agreeing to this. You could be wrong about Endor, Lord Conash. He may be different from other Cotti men, just as my father is. He may fall in love with me and become my consort.”
“I would not stake my life on it if I was you. Endor is Ronan’s younger brother, and he has a mighty grudge against the Jashimari because of his brother’s death. Doubtless your attractions will turn most men’s heads, but Endor already has a harem that numbers over fifty young girls chosen for their beauty, and he has sired dozens of children.”
Kerra’s face fell as his words shattered the last of her romantic illusions, and she bit her lip, her eyes growing moist with tears of disappointment and hurt. “Do you think me beautiful, My Lord?”
“I am not one to ask for compliments.”
Her expression hardened. “You are a cold-hearted man, I think. And I demand that you call me your queen at least once before we leave.”
“I will accord you the title when you deserve it, and not before.”
Kerra’s mouth tightened into a grim line, and she bestowed a furious glare upon him before spinning in a swirl of satin skirts and bouncing ringlets. She marched to the door, yanked it open with unwonted force and slammed it behind her so hard that it rattled the frame.
Chiana rose to pour some wine, using the ploy to get close to her husband. He eyed her, and she cast him a sad smile.
“You would be well advised not to aggravate her too much. The more you annoy her, the more difficult she will become.”
“I will not bow to her whims or bolster her ego. She must learn to be more diplomatic, or she will make a terrible queen.”
Chiana sipped her wine. “I am pleased to see that you have lost your limp, My Lord.”
He studied a tapestry. “Shamsara’s curse again. It even healed the scars in my lung.”
“Really? Then there is nothing preventing you from dancing. You could go to the Assassin’s Guild and challenge the Master of the Dance.”
“I could, but I have no wish to, and I am retired.”
“Talon told me that they offered to let you keep your title.”
Blade glanced at her. “Did he? But what use is it to an elder? Its purpose is to determine the best assassin in the guild, so he will get more work. The wealth it brings is his reward for the long time-glasses of strenuous practice it takes to become the Master. Since I am retired, it serves no purpose other than to boost my ego. And I have no wish to continue the rigorous training required to keep such skills honed to a high standard.”
“You have not neglected your training; that is quite obvious.”
“I am required to teach my apprentices, which means I must show them the Dance. The current Master of the Dance is my former apprentice. I taught him well.”
“And did he ever surpass you?”
He smiled, sipping his wine. “No.”
“You are still a proud man, and I would venture to say that you could still reclaim your title, no matter how much you deny it.”
“That, we shall never find out.”
“Since you are healed and no longer age, I am surprised you have not become an assassin again.”
He pulled a face. “I grew tired of killing, I told you that. I am a wealthy man, and no longer require a trade. What is more, my former apprentices must share their earnings with me for two years, and they have all been most successful.”
“I can imagine.”
Blade frowned, looking pensive. “Are there any portraits of the Queen in the palace?”
“Several from when she was younger, and the most recent was done only six moons ago.”
“Destroy them.”
She stared at him in confusion and horror, then nodded. “Of course. But we could hide them.”
“Burn them now.”
“I shall order it done.”
He strolled towards the window. “What of spies? Is the palace still rife with them?”
“I hope not.”
“Summon her here; we will have to make other plans.”
“You think -?”
“I think if a Cotti spy discovers Kerra’s disguise, it will be useless. How had you planned to send her into hiding, if I had not agreed to help you?”
“A select group of my most loyal veterans, including four sacred Knights of the Veil, was ready to take her away in a drugged state.”
He nodded. “Do it. Let all see her leave. Endor will be able to follow her trail as if it was painted on the road. I will intercept them in the forest and take her from them. Tell them nothing of this.”
“They are good men. They will strive to protect her if they do not know of the plan.”
“They must not know, or the Cotti torturers will have it out of them before the day is done.” Blade sipped his wine. “I will try not to kill them, but the only ones who must know of this are we three.”
Chiana went to her desk and picked up a silver bell, which she rang to summon a maiden. When she had sent the maid to fetch the Queen, she returned to stand beside Blade. “What changed your mind? Last night you were adamantly against helping us.”
He smiled. “Ah, Chiana, even now you do not understand me. When I came here I was undecided, but curious. Last night you almost made me angry enough to leave without further discussion. You should know I do not like to be cajoled, coerced or brow-beaten into doing something.
“After I left you, I thought of the possible rewards that might be on offer, and the princes’ deaths were too good to pass up. I knew you were desperate enough to agree to it, so I came here today. Had you offered them to me last night, instead of lecturing me on my titles and responsibilities, the conversation would have had a more agreeable outcome.”
“I thought you were tired of killing.”
“Except for Cotti princes. When I retired, all the older ones were dead, and no one was willing to pay for the deaths of the younger ones. But now they are all grown up and causing trouble, as I knew they would. Besides, I will not be doing the killing.”
Chiana sipped her wine, noting that it was a sweet white from the north that Blade favoured, which explained the way he was swilling it down like fruit juice. “So you have not killed anyone for fifteen years?”
“No.”
“Why do I not believe you, My Lord?”
“Perhaps you are getting to know me, wife.”
“Have you become a common murderer then?”
Blade chuckled, refilling his cup. “No.”
Frustrated, Chiana turned to another pressing subject. “There is one weak link in your plan, My Lord. I know of it.”
“So?” His brows rose, then lowered. “Endor would not dare to torture the Regent.”
“I think he would, and I doubt I can withstand it.”
“I would not expect you to.” He went to the window to stare out. “There is no reason for him to suspect that you know anything. That is why those who guard her must not know. He should think she was stolen by brigands, as her guards will report. If he does suspect that you know something, tell him everything. Do not allow him to torture you.”
“But -”
“I will devise another disguise for the Queen. He will waste time trying to find a band of robbers, which will give me time to get her further away. He will not find her, even knowing what you know.”
His apparent concern warmed her heart, and she smiled. “The thought of my torture upsets you?”
“I dislike torture.”
“Yet you used to offer your clients a slow death for their victims.”
“And you thought I spent time-glasses slicing them up?” He shook his head, turning to face her once more. “I never spent more than a few minutes with my kills. How fast a person dies depends on where you stab them. I was rarely asked to kill slowly, in any case. I charged dearly for it, because it made my job more difficult and dangerous.”
“How did you do it? Surely the man would shout for help?”
“None of my kills ever cried out, My Lady.” Blade eyed her as if considering some amusing plan, smiling. “I will demonstrate, if you wish.” Putting his cup down on the tray, he approached her, and she stepped back. His smile widened. “I am not going to hurt you. You might even find this enjoyable, since you crave my touch so much.”
“That is not -”
“Do you not trust me?” His soft, seductive voice made her will evaporate as the spell of his charm took hold. No one could resist Blade when he used his charisma to full effect, and this, she was sure, was part of the demonstration. He took her goblet and placed it on the tray, then cupped her face. “I recall that you once told me you did not fear me, and challenged me to kill you if I wished. I could have done it then, had I wanted.”
Chiana shivered, torn between her longing for his caress and the inherent fear of such a dangerous man. His silvery eyes gleamed like drops of water, and she searched them for reassurance. His hands slid down to her neck, stopping just below her jawline. She sensed the slightest tightening of his fingers, so gentle it was a mere caress, then the room went dark and her legs buckled.
Blade caught her as she collapsed, holding her around her waist. The darkness cleared, leaving her weak and dizzy. She clung to him for as long as she dared, enjoying the intimacy of his arms, something she had never before shared with him. When she could not feign weakness any longer, she straightened. He held her elbow, watching her, then released her.
Chiana clasped her brow. “What did you do?”
He looked a little smug. “I cut off the flow of blood to your brain, causing you to faint. That was the first time I have done it to a woman, and it was much easier than a man. The effect also lasted quite considerably longer than it should have.” He smiled. “Had I continued the pressure a little longer, you would have passed out, then all I have to do is stab you a few times in the gut, and the job is done.”
“So your victim does not even feel any pain?”
“Not until he wakes up, no. It takes a few days for him to die, and it is very painful. He rots from inside, and no healer can save him.” Chiana rubbed the sides of her neck, and he added, “Do not worry; you will not have any bruises.”
She lowered her hands. “You must have done this in your female disguise.”
“I did on occasion, but not always. As I said, I rarely performed such assassinations. Most clients will go to a poisoner if they want their victim to suffer. There are some poisons that cause more pain.”
“All assassins know this trick?”
He nodded. “But some are better at it than others.”
“It is better than knocking a person unconscious, then?”
“Yes. Hitting someone on the head is an imperfect science. Some people have thicker skulls than others, so one person may not succumb, and another may die.”
“Do you miss being an assassin? Apart from the killing, of course.”
He shrugged, picking up his goblet. “Certain things, yes. But training a youngster means I still practice my art.”
A thunderous knocking on the doors made Blade jump so violently he spilt his wine. As he cursed and shook the liquid from his hand, the doors crashed open and the guards admitted a gasping messenger, following him into the room as if unsure of his intentions. Evidently he had barged in before they could ascertain his reason for wishing urgent entry to the Regent’s study.
Chiana stared at him. “What is it?”
“Regent,” the man panted. “Prince Endor is here!”
“Here? In the city?”
“In the palace!”
She shook her head. “He cannot be. The reports said -”
“A decoy; he came ahead with a few men.”
Blade put down his goblet and headed for a window as a tall, golden-haired man strode in, followed by four Cotti soldiers, two of whom held cocked crossbows. Chiana’s guards rushed to her side, crossing their spears in front of her to halt the intruders’ advance.
Prince Endor pointed at the assassin. “Stop him!”
Blade drew two daggers, flicking them. One crossbowman collapsed with a gurgle, dropping his bow to claw at the black hilt protruding from his throat. The other staggered back as a dagger hit him in the chest, discharging his weapon. The bolt hit Blade’s shoulder, spun him around and sent him crashing into the wall. He lay stunned, and the two remaining soldiers rushed at him. One kicked Blade in the gut, making him curl up as he strived to draw another dagger. The second man used his sword hilt as a club, striking Blade a glancing blow on the temple.
The assassin slumped, looking dazed. As he shook his head to try to clear it, the soldiers twisted his arms behind his back and hauled him to his feet. One punched Blade, and Chiana bit her tongue to prevent herself from crying out as blood oozed from his nose. Endor smiled, shooting her a smug look that made her want to fly at him and scratch out his eyes. The soldier drew back his fist to punch Blade again, and the assassin kicked him in the belly, sending him sprawling.
Four more Cotti soldiers came in and ran to aid their comrades. One received a kick in the crotch and another doubled over as a well-aimed boot robbed him of his wind. Blade jerked his head back, hitting the man behind him in the face, and the Cotti released him, stumbling back. The last two men rushed Blade and seized his arms, twisting them until the tendons cracked. Blade grimaced and raised his head to glare at the Cotti Prince.
Endor smiled. “A good fight, assassin.” He eyed the dead and injured soldiers on the floor. “You make my men look like fools, and they are all veterans.” He strolled closer. “But if you are who I think you are, it is not surprising.”
He fingered the assassin’s cheek, ignoring the angry jerk of his head. “Yes, I am right; the Jashimari eunuch who killed my brothers. What good fortune to find you here, strayed so foolishly into my reach. You should have stayed hidden, you gelded dog. Now I will have the pleasure of executing you.”
“No!” Chiana said.
“Be quiet, Jashimari slut, or you will join him. In fact, you may as well anyway. I will have no more use for you once I have your queen. Where is she?”
The Cotti Prince raked her with a bold, contemptuous gaze. His resemblance to Kerrion was marked; he might have been a younger version of the King, but for his ugly sneer.
Chiana drew herself up. “You cannot execute a lord of my realm. You have no authority here.”
Endor laughed, exposing large teeth, his resemblance to Kerrion diminishing. “I shall do as I wish, woman. He is my prisoner now, and you can do nothing to save him. He is condemned in Cotti and Contara, but, even if he was not, I would kill him anyway. And I know you are planning to try to hide the girl. I am no fool. You brazen Jashimari whores think you can defy even a Cotti prince. Any disobedience by you or the girl will result in the death of some of your people. Is that understood?”
Chiana went cold. “You -”
“Do not argue. You have no choice and you know it, unless you are a complete moron. Your ally is under my heel, and my army stands ready to invade if you defy me. Your only recourse is to obey me. Understand?”
The Regent nodded. “But you cannot execute my husband. I will not allow it.”
“You cannot stop me. You will join him on the gallows, and your queen will watch you both die, or she will suffer. Send for her! And order your men out.”
Chiana raised a hand, and the guards withdrew, the messenger retreating with them.
Endor looked at the former assassin. “I see you were plotting something with this dirty, gelded assassin, too.”
“He is my husband. We were plotting nothing.”
“Be quiet. When I require answers from you, I shall ask for them. He is not here because he is your husband. You are of no use to him.”
Endor’s scowl knotted his thick brows into a solid bar, offsetting his high forehead. He had the smooth, cold features of snake kindred, with a strong chin and high cheekbones. Dust filmed his short hair, and his clothes were travel stained and wrinkled. Quite clearly he had ridden hard to arrive here ahead of his retinue, and his analysis of Chiana’s response to Kerrion’s plight showed that he did not lack intelligence. Then again, none of the Cotti princes had been stupid.
Endor signalled to the two men who climbed to their feet, rubbing their bruises. “Disarm him.”
The soldiers approached Blade while the others twisted his arms even harder to prevent him kicking them again. Blade tensed, clearly expecting more violence, but, even so, the blow to his solar plexus that doubled him over shocked Chiana.
While he wheezed, the Cotti searched him, coming away with the two daggers from his wrist sheaths. They tossed them on the floor at the Prince’s feet, then forced Blade to straighten up. Endor picked up a dagger and approached the former assassin, testing its edge with his thumb. He gripped the front of Blade’s jacket and used the weapon to cut the thongs that bound it, exposing his tattoo.
“So, you are an elder now. What were you plotting with this whore?”
“None of your damned business.”
Endor punched him, snapping his head to the side and splitting his lip. “Answer the question.”
Blade raised his head, blood dripping from his chin. “You are a dead man, just like your brother.”
Endor hit Blade so hard that the assassin went limp. His captors shook him, then let him slide to the floor. Chiana gave a cry of anguish and ran to kneel beside him. The Prince made a sound of disgust, then swung around as footsteps came from the doorway.
Kerra stood framed in it, the Jashimari guards bowing as they held open the doors. Emeralds sparkled in her bright hair, and her royal blue formal gown was stitched with thousands of tiny diamonds and pearls. A high, stiff collar framed her head, and only her youth spoilt the impression of regal haughtier. She raked the room with a glance, paling at the sight of the pools of blood around the dead Cotti soldiers. Her eyes lingered on Blade before coming to rest on Prince Endor. She lifted her chin and spoke in a calm, authoritative voice.
“What is going on here? What is the meaning of this outrage?”
Endor smirked. “Queen Kerra, I presume. I am -”
“I know who you are,” Kerra said. “I asked you a question, Endor.”
He flushed and frowned. “Do not use that tone on me, girl, or I will have your lips sewn together.”
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