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				Banks, Rumlink An undead assassin.

				Burnie A troglodyte; council chairman.

				Cadrick, Taciturn Council vice chairman.

				Diveal, Sorrell Sorcerer, noble lord.

				Franklin, Victor An assassin.

				Goldeaxe, Gordo Dwarf warrior, Phlegm guard captain.

				Green, Mifkindle An assassin.

				Lambonfroff, Loogie The decapitated head of a former gangster.

				Lanslide, Brigadier An officer.

				Lye, Rin A senior judge.

				Lythay, Vortas A poisoner.

				Obegarde, Jareth A loftwing vampire.

				Quickstint, Jimmy A thief.

				Reish, Colonel An officer.

				Ripple, Rorgrim Owner of the Rotting Ferret Inn.

				Shably, Brim A senior guard.

				Spatula, Effigy A freedom fighter.

				Stanhope A palace guard.

				Teethgrit, Gape A barbarian mercenary.

				Teethgrit, Groan A barbarian mercenary, King of Phlegm.
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				Note for New Readers

				In the previous volume of the Illmoor Chronicles, Viscount Curfew, Lord of Dullitch, was kidnapped by a ruthless sorcerer named Sorrell Diveal. The kidnap, though brilliantly executed, was eventually foiled by a valiant team of Dullitch citizens, and Viscount Curfew was subsequently returned to his throne . . .
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				‘A cave dragon, Gordo! It’s an actual, fire-breathing cave dragon!’

				‘I know THAT, idiot: the damn thing just cost me half a head of hair!’

				‘What’re we going to do, then?’

				‘Just keep running!’

				Gape Teethgrit and Gordo Goldeaxe thundered down the tunnels as though the hounds of hell were after them. In actual fact, the thing pursuing them was a good deal worse and would probably have eaten the hounds of hell for breakfast, or possibly even as a snack before breakfast. Cave dragons were known for their great appetite.

				‘Hang on!’ Gape yelled, grabbing hold of a torch-mount in order to stop himself. ‘Where’s Groan?’

				‘What do you mean “where’s Groan”?’ Gordo slowed his own progress in stages: fast waddle gave way to waddle, finally degenerating into the staggered amble that Gape recognised. ‘I thought he was behind 
us!’

				‘He was!’

				‘Great . . .’ The dwarf squinted into the darkness. ‘We must have lost him at that last junction. Oh well, I don’t doubt he’s found his own way out . . .’

				THUMP.

				The corridor shook; Gordo and Gape both struggled to keep their footing.

				‘Rrruuunnn!’

				Gape dashed up the corridor, disappearing into the shadowy murk.

				The dwarf sighed. Then he stashed his battleaxe on its assigned shoulder strap, summoned up a last reserve of energy . . . and stopped dead. Gape had re-emerged from the gloom. He was carrying an enormous golden shield.

				‘What’re you doing? I told you to run!’

				‘I did run: straight into a wall. There’s a dead end, up there. I did find this shield, though.’

				THUMP.

				The tunnel rocked again, but this time the duo managed to stand their ground.

				‘A cave dragon, eh?’ the barbarian muttered. ‘How big are they, generally speaking?’

				Gordo shrugged. ‘About eight metres, give or take.’

				‘And the one that’s chasing us?’

				‘Oh, I don’t know: about ten, maybe?’

				‘Do you think we can take it?’

				The dwarf stared up at his companion, just to see if he was serious.

				‘You’re joking, right?’

				‘Well, I was just wonder—’

				‘No, Gape. I do not think we can take it.’

				‘Not even a chance?’

				‘No, not even one-eighth of half a quarter’s chance. It can breath fire every few minutes, not to mention the fact that it can also do considerable damage with its claws.’

				Gape drew in a breath, then looked up suddenly.

				‘What if we had a three-metre dragon-killing war-axe?’ he asked.

				Gordo boggled at him.

				‘Do we have a three-metre dragon-killing war-axe?’

				‘No.’

				‘Then what in the name of sanity did you ask fo—’

				‘LOOK! IT’S GROAN!’

				The giant barbarian had appeared from the mouth of the cave that bled into the far end of the tunnel. He was running towards them at a remarkable speed for such a big man, leaping boulders and sidestepping spear traps that sprang from the walls on both sides.

				As he reached a point approximately halfway between the cave mouth and his companions, the walls behind him collapsed to reveal the group’s gargantuan pursuer.

				The cave dragon lumbered forward, its impossible bulk threatening the integrity of the cave system in which it had lain, undisturbed, for more than a hundred years. Enraged at the interruption, it marched on, stopping only to lower its massive head and release a jet of flame at its prey.

				Groan dived for the tunnel floor, completing an awkward forward roll before he managed to get himself back on his feet.

				‘Do something!’ Gordo screamed at the barbarian’s long-haired brother. ‘Before we all end up grilled!’

				Gape looked around desperately.

				‘Why can’t YOU do something?’ he snapped at the dwarf. ‘I thought your lot knew a thing or two about handling dragons!’

				‘We do,’ Gordo yelled back. ‘We know enough not to go near them! Now, are you going to use one of those enchanted swords or am I going to have to throw YOU at it?’

				Gape glanced from Gordo to the weapon in his hand, and back.

				‘I can’t just throw it and hope—’

				‘Of course you can! They come back on command, don’t they?’

				‘Yes, but—’

				‘Well then, you get another chance if you mess it up. Now, THROW THE DAMN THING!’

				Gape nodded, then reeled back and hurled the sword at the beast’s chest: the dragon let out a defiant roar and took another step forward.

				‘Good work,’ Gordo mumbled. ‘Now you’ve really upset it.’

				‘You told me to throw the sword!’

				‘Yeah, well – I was wrong!’ Gordo drew his battleaxe from the strap on his shoulder and hefted it in both hands. ‘Right – my turn!’

				The dwarf waddle-charged his way up the tunnel, hurrying around Groan en route to the dragon. Arriving beneath it, he swung the battleaxe round in a wide arc and cut deep into one of its scaly legs.

				The beast gave a roar of disapproval, then drove the enormous appendage forward, sending Gordo on a flight back up the tunnel and propelling his axe into the earthy ceiling of the corridor.

				‘Argh,’ Gordo managed, trying to get to his feet again. He’d landed badly, and he could feel the beginnings of an intense pain in his ribs. ‘Wh-where’s my battleaxe?’

				‘In the roof,’ said Gape. ‘Nice try, though.’

				The two companions peered back up the corridor. It seemed that although Gordo’s offensive may have been entirely ineffectual, it had bought Groan a few vital seconds. The giant warrior jumped to his feet, pounded along the tunnel and came to a halt, puffing and panting, before the pair.

				‘I ’ate drag’ns,’ he boomed, raising a hand to his forehead. ‘Got me ’brows ag’in: took a fortnight ta grow ’em back las’ time.’

				‘Tell me about it,’ Gordo bleated. ‘I left my helmet back at the portcullis and the damn thing scorched half my hair off. Gape seems to have escaped its attention, so far.’

				THUMP.

				The dragon demolished another section of tunnel in its quest to get at the trio.

				‘What’re we going to do?’ Gape snapped at the dwarf. ‘I’ve only got one sword left!’

				‘Call the other one back, then!’

				‘I can’t: it must be embedded too deep!’

				‘Ah, you’re useless, you are!’

				‘Ha! I didn’t see you doing much better, gnome-features! Your axe is still in the roof!’

				‘Why, you . . .’

				‘I could try ’n’ knock it out.’

				Both warriors turned to regard Groan, who was rubbing his chin thoughtfully.

				‘What with?’ Gordo yelled. ‘There aren’t any trees around . . .’

				‘Wiv me fist.’

				‘Oh, you can’t be serious.’

				‘He is,’ said Gape.

				‘’Ere,’ Groan rumbled, turning to his brother. ‘Gimme that plate.’

				‘It’s not a plate, Groan: it’s a shield.’

				‘Whatever.’

				Groan took the golden shield. Then he turned around and walked purposefully towards the oncoming nightmare.

				‘He’s insane!’ Gordo snapped, turning back to Gape. ‘I never had much doubt, but this proves it. He’s absolutely out of his mind.’

				The barbarian nodded in agreement.

				‘Well?’ Gordo exclaimed, rounding on him. ‘Are you just going to stand there and let your brother die? Are you?’

				Gape pursed his lips. ‘Rather than face a cave dragon, you mean? Hmm . . . actually, yes, I think I might.’

				‘Throw the other sword!’

				‘But I didn’t get the last one back!’

				Gordo rolled his eyes. ‘And? You’re not exactly going to need it where you’re going, are you?’

				Gape thought for a moment, then shrugged and hurled the second blade at the dragon. It turned over and over in the air, finally landing in the beast’s scaly neck.

				The dragon let out another roar of annoyance, and then released a second fire-stream that quickly engulfed the entire corridor.

				‘Argghhhhh!’

				Flesh singed and armour blackened, Gape and Gordo quickly recovered their footing and glared back into the blast zone. Groan was still standing, the enormous shield raised high above his head. Moreover, the dragon was studying the shield with an air of interest.

				‘Do you think it’s a magic shield?’ Gape wondered aloud.

				‘Could be,’ Gordo admitted. ‘Look: it’s bending its head to have a closer look!’

				The dragon craned down to study its distorted reflection in the shiny gold shield. The gold shield that was shiny . . . and gold, with shiny bits that made the gold bits look even more shiny . . . and gold.

				The dragon was momentarily entranced.

				But Groan wasn’t: he waited until he could feel the beast’s fiery breath upon him, then he swung the shield around with all his might, moving like a discus thrower, and let go.

				There was a resoundingly dull CLANG.

				And the beast collapsed.

				Unfortunately, half the corridor fell in with it. The sound was deafening.

				As the smoke and dust cleared, Gape and Gordo carefully approached the sleeping giant.

				‘G-Groan?’ Gordo called, his voice edged with worry. ‘Are you OK?’

				‘Say something if you can hear us!’ Gape added, feeling guilty that he was secretly more concerned about retrieving his swords.

				‘Mmmf,’ said a voice.

				‘Groan? Is that you?’

				‘Yeah. ’S me.’

				‘Where are you?’

				‘I’m under ’ere.’

				‘Are you all right?’

				There was a moment of silence. Then the voice said: ‘Nah, ’m under a plate, under a drag’n. I ain’t ’appy.’

				Gordo looked round at the barbarian’s brother.

				‘Gape! Leave those swords alone and GET back here this minute. We’ve got to lift this dragon’s head!’

				‘What about your axe?’

				Gordo looked up, thoughtfully. Then he said: ‘Groan, can you breath under there?’

				‘Yeah – bit.’

				The dwarf nodded.

				‘All right, Gape: get the weapons first. Then we’ll lift the dragon’s head. We’re not killing it, mind: it’s very bad luck to kill a dragon. Groan will tell you that.’

				The page hurried through the dusty halls of Phlegm Keep and arrived, exasperated, in the Chamber of Elders. All four of the wizened old men looked up at the boy, their crusty eyebrows raised.

				‘Yes?’ said one, inquisitively.

				‘I-it’s the King, sirs. He’s gone, and he’s taken the Captain of the Guard with him!’

				The elders glanced at each other before the first one rediscovered his voice.

				‘Gone, you say? Gone where, exactly?’

				The page shrugged.

				‘Not sure, sirs: no one had seen him for weeks, so we plucked up the courage to break into his private apartments. We found this nailed to the throne, but I haven’t opened it.’

				The boy allowed himself a cough, then removed a sealed scrap of parchment from his jerkin. ‘Do you want to examine it privately or should I read it out . . . ?’

				The first elder gave a dismissive wave of his hand, but the rest looked at the page expectantly.

				‘Right,’ said the boy, swallowing. ‘It says: THE FOLLOWING NOTE WAS DICTATED BY HIS MAJESTY GROAN TEETHGRIT THE FIRST, TO CAPTAIN GORDO GOLDEAXE: ’AVE GONE TO THE BOMA CAVES TO GET AN ’AMMER F’R THE SHELF. GORDO TOO. BACK IN SIX WEEKS. THE KING. PS. WE ’AVEN’T TAKEN LOOGIE WIV US, AS I’M LEAVIN’ ’IM ’N CHARGE. ALL RIGHT, THASSIT NOW YA CAN CHUCK THE QUILL AW . . .’

				The elders glanced at one another: one looked confused, one looked angry, one was exasperated and the other had his head in his hands; but they all looked very tired. Eventually, one said:

				‘But I don’t understand it: we’ve got thousands of hammers here!’

				‘And he’s left a decapitated head in control of the Kingdom?’ another exclaimed. ‘That’s outrageous! Where is the infant Prince?’

				‘If I may remind you, sirs, King Groan sent his son away to Legrash at the beginning of the year.’

				‘And the Qu— I mean, the King’s consort?’

				The page smiled weakly.

				‘She was sent into exile last month, sir, remember? After that business where she kissed the palace guard . . .’

				The elder frowned.

				‘She kissed a palace guard? What, really? Which one?’

				‘Um . . . all of them, I think, sir.’

				There was some intense muttering.

				‘Getting back to the matter in hand . . .’ said another elder, stroking his wisp of beard and eyeing the page with dread. ‘Where is, er, our temporary sovereign now?’

				‘The throne room, sir.’

				‘You actually took it to the throne room? How did you know to do that if you’ve only just read the note?’

				‘The head: it er . . . informed me itself, sir.’

				‘Tell me you’ve not put it on the throne . . .’

				‘Well, as a matter of fact—’

				‘Are you insane, boy? Are you actually mad?’

				The page looked wretched.

				‘I didn’t know what to do, sir! The King left it on a shelf in his private quarters and it had been there for weeks! I tell you, sir, it was livid! It threatened all sorts if I didn’t put it straight on the throne!’

				The elder sighed.

				‘It’s a decapitated head, boy. What’s it going to do, spit on you?’

				‘If I may just interrupt,’ said his colleague. ‘What exactly did Loogie say?’

				‘It demanded that I put it on the throne immediately, sir, as per the King’s instructions.’

				The first elder put his head in his hands again and sobbed.

				‘Fantastic,’ said his wispy-bearded colleague. ‘Not only are we ruled by a muscle-bound idiot and his dwarf cohort, now we’ve got a decapitated head playing king while they’re away. I tell you, this city has gone right to the dogs . . .’

				The unconscious dragon was still an immensely bulky shape in the background as Gordo’s stubby fingers felt along the wall for any signs of a lever. He soon found what he was looking for – a tiny finger-pull, obscured by dust and dirt. He pulled it back slightly, heard ‘click’ and turned, smiling, to his companions.

				‘You see? A secret door,’ he said, indicating the wall-section as it slid noisily aside. ‘You’ve got a lot to learn about dungeons, Gape. NEVER leave a dead end without checking for secret doors. Isn’t that right, Groan?’

				‘Yeah,’ said Groan, who was still covered in dragon-spit from his earlier escapade. ‘Dungeons is full of ’em.’

				‘Ahah!’ Gordo exclaimed, peering into the chamber beyond. ‘Boys, I think we’ve found it! Gape, grab that torch and give it to me: you can keep a lookout while we go in.’

				Looking back over recent events, the mercenary band had fought long and hard to reach their prize. They had braved many perils, wandered both night and day, fought goblins, werewolves, demons, zombies, and even a cave dragon. They’d delved into the darkest, dankest tunnels of Illmoor and, now, in the very bowels of the Boma Cave system, they had found what they were looking for . . .

				The hammer – for such a thing it was – hovered above a fractured plinth, causing the air around it to hum.

				Groan sat perched on a heavy rock, sharpening the business end of his broadsword, while his dwarf counterpart shuffled towards the plinth. Then, bringing the burning torch as close as his own courage would allow, Gordo attempted to examine the plaque beneath it.

				‘This thing is ancient,’ he whispered. ‘The sign is in Troddish.’

				‘Can’t you turn it the uvver way up?’ asked Groan, frowning.

				Gordo sighed: he’d tried many times to imagine the workings of Groan’s mind, but somehow he’d always drawn a blank.

				‘Troddish,’ he patiently explained, ‘is the language they speak in distant Trod. It doesn’t mean “upside down”.’

				The big barbarian scratched his cannonball head.

				‘Is Trod that place where mushrooms come from?’

				‘Er . . . yes,’ lied Gordo, in order to avoid a more intricate conversation. ‘That’s right.’

				‘Ahh . . . Gape went over there for a bit; he ended up killin’ the same goblin ’at did for his uncle’s backache.’

				The dwarf nodded, but his brain managed to edit Groan’s words and salvage a workable idea.

				‘GAPE!’ he shouted at the secret door.

				For a moment, there was silence. Then a head poked around the entrance: it had lots of hair attached to it.

				‘You called, o short, helmeted one?’

				Gordo rolled his eyes: there were no words for just how much he hated Groan’s anvil-chinned brother.

				‘Don’t bother with the lookout thing: there’s nobody down here but us. Listen, can you read Troddish?’

				‘Can I read it?’ The hairy barbarian cracked off a riotous laugh. ‘Ha! It’s like a second language to me!’

				‘Fantastic. What does this sign say, please?’

				Groan had continued to sharpen his blade. ‘I bet it says “stuff off or die”, ’ he muttered. ‘They all say that.’

				‘Actually,’ Gape countered, having vaulted across the cavern and snatched the torch from Gordo, ‘it says: Behold: You Stand And Witness The Very Hammer Of Romith-seth-athrith-amothroth Adegrataray.’

				‘That was his name?’ Gordo exclaimed. ‘No wonder they never put his statue up: the engraving’d take a fortnight . . .’

				‘I haven’t finished,’ Gape snapped. ‘It goes on to say that Romith-seth-athrith-amothroth Adegrataray was the son of the legendary giant-killer, Ramith-soth-ekrith-onoronrith Adegrataray, and grandson of Bobova Thursdy.’

				‘Bobova Thursdy?’ echoed the dwarf, a smile cracking his face. ‘That name’s a bit different from the other two, isn’t it?’

				‘I know,’ Gape agreed. ‘They weren’t too proud of the granddad, by all accounts. It certainly doesn’t have much about him on here: just says he grew things. In fact, they must’ve really hated him – his picture’s been completely vandalised.’

				‘Maybe he named ’em boaf,’ said Groan, thoughtfully.

				‘You could be right,’ Gordo conceded. ‘So it doesn’t say anything about a curse or a trap or certain death?’

				Gape shook his head.

				‘No: nothing like that. It’s quite boring, as signs go.’

				Gordo suddenly squinted at the plaque.

				‘What about the scrawly bit at the bottom? Did you read that? It says, er, “I kmick ruybyelick moosti uf nase, marmarik”.’

				‘Does it?’

				Gape pursed his lips as he tried to decipher the message in his head.

				‘That means: don’t blow smoke in my face, Sally.’

				Gordo removed his helmet and scratched his bushy eyebrows.

				‘Why would they put that on a plinth in a dungeon cavern?’ he said.

				‘Maybe she was smokin’ in ’ere,’ said Groan.

				The others stared at him.

				‘Who?’

				‘Sally.’

				‘There is no Sally, Groan,’ the dwarf replied. ‘Gape must’ve translated it wrong. Never mind that – do you realise that the cavern we’re all standing in is more than three thousand years old? Do you understand how ancient that makes it?’

				Groan thought of an answer, but Gordo cut him off before he could voice it. ‘This cavern’s damn near as old as Illmoor itself!’

				Gape nodded.

				‘So should we take the hammer or not?’ he asked, a little bewildered. ‘Come to that, what has the hammer got to do with everything else? And why do we need it, again? Sorry – I’m totally lost, here.’

				‘Don’t you ever listen?’ Gordo snapped. ‘This is the thing we’ve been hunting for for over a month: the actual, real, one and only hammer used to put up the Sacred Shelf of Medamichi.’

				‘It is?’

				‘YES.’

				‘Fine,’ Gape mouthed, sucking in his bottom lip. ‘And what exactly is the Sacred Shelf of Medamichi?’

				‘It’s the mountain shelf that the city of Dullitch was originally built on!’

				Gape considered this for a moment, and then appeared to reach a conclusion.

				‘That’s the biggest load of old pants I ever heard in my life!’

				‘You what?’ Gordo exclaimed. ‘Is that all the respect you’ve got to show for the greatest find in the history of Illmoor? We’ve braved hell and high water for this!’

				‘Well, I mean – look at it! You couldn’t put up a picture frame with that hammer . . .’

				‘That’s not the point, is it?’ Gordo screamed. ‘The point is that just about every member of the Illmoor nobility believes in it. Not only that, but they’ll pay through the nose for it. I’m telling you we’ll scoop an absolute fortune in trade deals once Lord Curfew finds out that we’ve recovered it. What’s more, the hammer is rumoured to be a key to the Ultimate Treasure of Illmoor.’

				‘Have you read the wall, yet?’

				‘Mmm?’ Gordo followed Gape’s pointed finger. There, on the east wall of the cave, was a passage of elaborate text.

				‘How could I read it? It’s in Trod again!’

				Gape shrugged.

				‘Then I will,’ he said, ambling up to the wall and squinting at the message. ‘It says: Prophecy holds, that in the Year of Stormtides, one who was long thought lost will return as a servant of evil. Vanquish, Lord of all Darkness, will send forth this emissary to take the City. The servant, of noble blood but denied the throne, will be possessed of arcane power and will stop at nothing to rule. He will do this by way of a clever deception and the good will not see him. Understand that He must never find the Hammer, for with it He may unlock the secret and free the abomination that his evil master hath become. Thus writes the Last Keeper of the Hammer, Romith Adegrataray.’

				Gape turned back to the dwarf and smiled. ‘Do you think by “the City” it means Dullitch?’

				‘Of course,’ said Gordo, nodding. ‘These old prophecies are always about the capital. But it doesn’t matter, because it’s wrong.’

				‘Why would you say that?’

				‘Well, Stormtides was last year; we’re on Moontides now and, anyway, I’m pretty sure that we’d know if Dullitch had fallen to an evil sorcerer. I mean, Viscount Curfew’s a damn nuisance, but he’s no—’

				Gordo stopped in mid-sentence, partly because he’d forgotten what he was talking about, but mostly because he’d just seen Groan stride up to the plinth and snatch the hammer out of the air.

				‘Mmm . . . nofing’s ’appened,’ said the barbarian, dismissively, handing the sacred tool to Gordo.

				Then the first rock fell.
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				It was gently stroking midnight at Dullitch Palace when Viscount Curfew came thundering out of the throne room as if he was on fire.

				The taller of the two chamber sentries (who’d been slumped at their posts, half asleep) hardly had time to blink before the viscount snatched him viciously by the throat.

				‘The painting: the one in my room! What’s behind it? Answer me, damn you! Answer me now!’

				The guard choked and spluttered as his colleague, who’d luckily escaped Curfew’s first attentions, made a brave attempt to speak on his behalf.

				‘Y-you mean your self-portrait, my lord?’

				Curfew rounded on him like the wrath of gods, shoving the other sentry back against the wall.

				‘Who are you?’

				‘Shably, Excellency: Senior Guard Shably.’

				‘You know what’s behind the portrait, do you?’

				‘Yes, my lord.’ Shably nodded, but something about the viscount’s expression advised him to take a step back. ‘It’s an escape tunnel. You ordered it to be built just before you were kidnapped1: don’t you remember?’

				
					1 Chronicled in the events of The Dwellings Debacle.

				

				Curfew all but snarled with malice.

				‘You know where it escapes to?’ he demanded.

				‘Yes, my lord. It runs out to the back of the Summer Gardens. If—’

				‘Follow me now, both of you.’ The viscount turned and bolted off down the corridor. ‘Bring your swords!’ he screamed back.

				The two guards shared a brief and very worried glance before hurrying after the ruling lord of Dullitch.

				In all his years at the palace, Brim Shably had never seen Curfew run at such a pace. As he dashed after the viscount, he cursed himself for his own shortcomings: evidently there had been a major breach of security on his watch. But, he thought, how could an interloper breach the secret tunnel? Wasn’t there a guard posted beside the entrance at all times? Moreover, wasn’t Private Stanhope stationed inside the tunnel every evening to watch for intruders? What was going on?

				Shably arrived, out of breath, on the fringe of the Summer Gardens, his colleague still some distance behind him. Noting Curfew’s enraged expression, he quickly pointed out the disguised wall section that contained the secret door to the tunnel. Thankfully, there was a stout guard on duty beside it. Shably managed a smile, and was just about to push his luck with a sigh of relief when Curfew seized his sword, strode up to the wall-guard and put the blade against the shocked man’s throat.

				‘Who’s in there?’ he screamed, tightening his grip on the weapon. ‘Who’s in the tunnel?’

				‘Answer him!’ Shably added, suddenly afraid for the man.

				‘Only Private Stanhope, my lord,’ the wall-guard managed, his eyes watering up. ‘He’s watching your end of the tunnel for intruders.’

				‘Is he still in there?’ Curfew spat, twisting the sword edge so that it began to draw blood from the stunned guard’s neck. It was Shably who answered the question:

				‘He would be in there, my lord. From nine o’clock each night, as per your instructions.’

				Curfew turned his head slightly.

				‘Is it always him, or do others have this job?’

				‘Always Stanhope, my lord,’ Shably said, wincing as he saw the wall-guard’s pained expression. ‘You personally selected him for the job, remember?’

				Curfew suddenly withdrew the sword and took a step back. As he did so, the wall-guard practically collapsed with relief.

				‘Call him out,’ the viscount muttered.

				‘My lord?’

				Curfew took a measured breath, as if he were trying to subdue his own temper.

				‘Call him out, Mr Shably . . . while you still have the privilege of being a palace guard.’

				It was at this point that Shably’s ageing sentry-partner arrived in the gardens.

				‘No time to rest!’ the senior guard advised him. ‘Get into the tunnel and tell Stanhope to—’

				‘NO!’

				All eyes turned back to Curfew, who was now virtually unrecognisable as the mild-mannered man most of the guards were used to.

				‘Nobody goes in there. I want you, Shably, to call him out.’

				The guard master ignored the baffled looks of his inferiors, and nodded obediently. Then he stepped forward, felt for the hidden catch and triggered the well-oiled mechanism that dutifully sprang the secret door.

				‘STANHOPE!’ he called up the tunnel. ‘PRIVATE STANHOPE, GET DOWN HERE IMMEDIATELY.’

				There followed a few moments of awkward silence before footsteps drew close. Slowly and very cautiously, Stanhope emerged from the tunnel. He was a thin man, ghost-white and shaking to the point of insanity. As his eyes met those of Viscount Curfew, he raised an accusatory finger and tried to speak, but the words, it seemed, would not come.

				‘Step away from this man,’ the viscount instructed, raising Shably’s sword.

				‘Y-you!’ Private Stanhope managed, finally finding enough of his voice to serve him. ‘Y-you’re—’

				There was a sudden swish of air and to the absolute astonishment of the gathered guards, Private Stanhope was cut down where he stood.

				Viscount Curfew removed a silk handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the blood from Shably’s sword before returning it to its scabbard.

				‘Mr Shably,’ he said, in a very matter-of-fact tone.

				The senior guard stood still, silently mesmerised by the sight at his feet.

				‘MR Shably,’ Curfew repeated.

				Eventually, Shably managed to turn his head.

				‘M-my lord?’ he enquired, swallowing his fear and fighting back the urge to grit his teeth.

				‘This man was an evil, parasitic traitor. However, you may tell his family that he died in the course of his duty.’

				‘Y-yes, my lord.’

				‘And, Shably?’

				The senior guard met his master’s stare.

				‘Lord Curfew?’

				‘From now on, I want that tunnel left unguarded until such time as we are able to brick it up. That means no guards here and no guards inside; make sure you pass the order on to your seniors.’

				‘Sir.’

				His words still echoing on the wind, the viscount turned and swept out of the garden.

				For a time, nobody moved. The three guards looked at one another, but it seemed that none of them could muster the courage to speak.

				Finally, after what seemed like an age, Shably knelt beside his fallen workmate and gently folded the man’s arms over his chest.

				‘Stanhope was no traitor,’ he whispered.

				‘Y-you probably shouldn’t talk like that, Shably,’ the ageing sentry intoned. ‘It’s not right to go against the word of the lor—’

				‘He’s cracked!’ Shably spat. ‘Those kidnappers must’ve done something to him . . . either that, or I’m right in thinking—’

				‘Now hang on—’ the wall-guard interrupted.

				‘No, you hang on,’ Shably continued. ‘What’s it been now, six months since they brought him back? Right! And how many killed for no reason? Three cooks, an assistant secretary and now a guard, too? How many of us can he murder before somebody sets him straight . . .’

				‘It’ll be a good long time before anybody tries to put Lord Curfew straight, Shably . . .’ The ageing guard knelt down next to his friend. ‘I mean, who’s going to have the guts to say anything: you?’

				Shably sniffed, shook his head.

				‘Not me,’ he said, despondently. ‘Not me.’

				‘Exactly! So we have to struggle through, as always . . .’

				‘As always—’

				‘Did you see his face?’ the wall-guard interrupted.

				‘What?’ Shably looked up sharp, his brow furrowed. ‘Whose face?’

				‘Curfew’s; it’s all sagging on one side. I reckon he’s ill.’

				‘Maybe,’ said the old guard, smiling. ‘We can only hope.’
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