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			CHAPTER ONE

			The Wedding Play

			A trial is a performance, no different than a stage play or a ­wedding. The script may be dramatic or dull, the players captivating or hesitant, the spectators enraptured or bored, but by the time the curtain falls, everyone gets up to leave knowing that the conclusion was never really in doubt. The trick, of course, is figuring out the ending before it’s too late.

			*

			‘I don’t suppose any of you gutless rat-faced canker-blossoms would like to surrender?’ The young woman in the travel-worn leather coat was armed with nothing but a foul tongue and a broken cutlass that she swung in wide, desperate arcs as more than a dozen guardsmen closed in on her. Step by step they drove her back with the points of their castle-forged swords, until she was forced to duck behind the yardarm of the main mast.

			‘We can’t see!’ a nobleman called out from his seat at one of the tables set at the rear of the wedding barge’s vast deck.

			‘This isn’t a play, you fools!’ she shouted back. ‘I’m a Greatcoat! A Magister of Tristia, here to enforce a lawful verdict – and just to be quite clear, these swords being waved at me? They’re not props – these men are going to kill me!’

			‘She doesn’t look like a proper Greatcoat to me,’ Lady Rochlan observed to the man in livery refilling her wine goblet. ‘Her coat is far too shabby – and that hair! Honestly, it looks as if she cuts it herself.’

			‘And without the benefit of scissors, it would appear, my Lady,’ the servant added.

			Lady Rochlan smiled, then asked, ‘Are you quite all right, young man? You look a trifle seasick.’

			‘Quite all right, I assure you, my Lady. I merely . . . Pardon me.’

			The servant ran to the back of the barge just in time to vomit over the side and into the calm river waters below, drawing chuckles from nearby guests who wondered aloud how anyone could be seasick without even being at sea.

			Still backing away from her pursuers, the Greatcoat growled in frustration. ‘Step aside!’ she commanded the guardsmen. ‘By the laws set forth by King Paelis and reconsecrated by his heir, Aline the First, withdraw, or face me one by one in the duelling circle where I’ll gladly teach you the first rule of the sword.’ The threatening tone she had adopted was sadly undermined both by her obvious youth and by the way her blade trembled in her hand.

			The guardsmen maintained their slow, patient approach, and even the seasick servant shuffling behind them in search of more wine for the guests could sense their excitement. The chance to kill a Greatcoat, to be forever remembered as one of those few who’d brought one of the legendary sword-wielding magistrates to a bloody end? That was enough to make any man reckless. But these were Guardsmen of the March of Barsat, disciplined soldiers one and all, and so they awaited their master’s order to strike with the forbearance of Saints.

			A soft laugh broke through the tension. Evidalle, Margrave of Barsat, began speaking in tones so light they might have been the opening notes of a love song. ‘I believe, my Lady Greatcoat – how does one address a female magistrate, anyway? “Mistress Greatcoat”? Or perhaps “Madam Greatcoat”?’

			She shook back a lock of reddish-brown hair that was threatening to fall into her eyes. ‘My name is Chalmers, also called the King’s Question.’

			‘Chalmers? Odd name for a girl.’ Evidalle furrowed his smooth brow. ‘And did Paelis really refer to you as “the King’s Question”? I wonder, was his query perhaps, “If I were to dress a homely waif in man’s clothes and hand her a rusted blade, would she really be any worse than the rest of my tatter-cloaks?”’ The Margrave laughed heartily at his own joke. Like a pebble dropped in the middle of a pool, his mirth spread in waves, first to the guardsmen encircling the Greatcoat and then beyond, to the guests in their finery seated at their white and gold tables beneath the long ribbons of silver silk hung from the masts to celebrate the Margrave’s nuptials.

			As if on cue, a beautiful Bardatti at the very front of the barge struck an opening chord on her guitar and led the three violinists beside her into a jaunty tune fit for the occasion. The guests – Lords, Daminas, Viscounts and other minor nobles, smiled and whispered conspiratorially to their companions as they luxuriated in the shade offered by the stiff white parasols held at careful angles against the afternoon sun by impeccably turned-out servants. Each noble had brought a Knight from their personal guard, both for protection and decoration, their livery proudly displaying their house colours and sigils as they stood at attention, stiff and silent as statues. Now even they began to laugh at the scene playing out before them.

			The attending clerics, instantly recognisable by the robes of red or green or pale blue they wore to mark whichever God had, in theory at least, chosen them, smiled knowingly to each other – all save one, standing inconspicuously behind the others, his arms folded within his sleeves, wearing the grey rough-spun robes of an unchosen monk.

			Only the servants kept their silence as they scurried between nobles and their Knights to bring plates of roast pig and poultry prepared by a small army of cooks working spits dripping hissing grease onto the flames below. One of the cooks’ assistants, apparently oblivious to the anxiety of his fellows, sliced morsels off the chickens turning on one of the spits and popped them into his mouth as he watched the events unfolding.

			As the laughter settled down, the guardsmen’s eyes returned to the Greatcoat, anticipating the signal to strike – but the Margrave’s performance was only just beginning. ‘I believe, my dear “King’s Question”, that your unfortunate appellation may be to blame for your current predicament. You see, when the High Cleric of Baern asks whether the Gods or Saints have any cause to bar a marriage, it’s actually considered quite impolite to speak up.’

			‘The Gods are dead,’ Chalmers said, ‘and so are the Saints, from what I’ve heard, and this wedding of yours is nothing more than a sham.’ She gestured at Lady Cestina, who stood silently by Evidalle, her eyes downcast, as they had been throughout the ceremony. ‘You had her true husband killed so you could marry her, and even now your soldiers hold her mother and father, beaten and bloody, prisoners in their own keep!’

			The specificity of the accusations drew uncomfortable titters from the guests, some of whom were no longer entirely certain that what was taking place was the promised wedding play that usually accompanied a nobleman’s nuptials.

			‘You forgot her sister, Mareina,’ Evidalle said. ‘Clever girl – she’s actually quite pretty, too. I’d considered her as an alternative to Lady Cestina but then she came at me with a knife, so . . . well, you know how that goes.’

			‘She wastes away in a cage beneath the deck of this very barge, you bastard,’ the Greatcoat said. ‘You’re forcing Lady Cestina into marriage by threatening her own sister’s life!’

			‘I am?’ Evidalle put on a show of shock and confusion as he turned and surveyed his guests. ‘You must all think me a truly wretched creature.’ He stepped gracefully to where the Lady Cestina was trying, unsuccessfully, to avoid notice and extended a well-manicured hand towards her. ‘My Lady? Is there any truth to this terrible accusation? Can it be possible that you do not wish to marry me?’

			Lady Cestina, who might otherwise have been quite beautiful had her face not been a picture of fear, with smudged blue maschiera paints running from her eyes down to her chin, her long blonde hair wet where it stuck to her cheeks, accepted the Margrave’s hand.

			‘No, my Lord,’ she whispered, ‘the accusations are false. I wish nothing more than to be your wife.’

			‘You see?’ Evidalle said, turning back to the Greatcoat as if expecting her to agree that the matter had been amicably resolved. When she glared at him instead, he nodded sagely. ‘Ah, but of course the lovely Cestina might simply be saying this out of fear for her sister’s wellbeing, no?’ He turned back to his bride. ‘My dear, would you kiss me?’

			‘Of . . . of course, my Lord.’ Lady Cestina leaned in towards the Margrave and kissed him. Everyone could see her lips were trembling.

			Evidalle shook his head in mock dismay. ‘That won’t do at all, my darling. I fear our Lady Greatcoat will think you are simply pretending to love me – you must do better.’

			The Lady Cestina looked around anxiously before kissing Evidalle again, this time pressing her lips hard against his, keeping them there a long time.

			‘Better,’ Evidalle said, pulling away to smile at the audience, who gave a smattering of applause. He held up a hand to quiet them. ‘I think we can improve on it, though.’ His gaze returned to Cestina. ‘This time, use your tongue,’ he ordered, then asked sweetly, ‘Would you like that?’

			The fear was joined by humiliation playing across her face. Her eyes were those of a rabbit caught in a trap. ‘Yes, my Lord . . . I would . . .’ Tentatively, she opened her mouth and extended her tongue to his lips.

			Evidalle grinned and leaned back a bit, making her reach for him, to the ribald laughter of the crowd. After a moment he opened his mouth to receive her tongue.

			‘Enough!’ the Greatcoat shouted. ‘Leave her be, damn you!’

			Evidalle kept the peculiar kiss going a while longer before pulling away. ‘Enough?’ he asked the Greatcoat. ‘You do realise she’s going to be my wife, don’t you? We’ll soon be doing a great deal more than kissing. But perhaps you’re right . . .’

			He turned back to the wedding guests. ‘My Lords and Ladies, has this demonstration of our love been enough for you, or do you require more evidence?’

			For a moment the guests looked at each other in confusion, unsure of what response was expected. Evidalle stared at them and finally someone shouted, ‘Er . . . more—?’

			At the Margrave’s approving nod this soon grew into a rousing chant, ‘Give us more! Give us more!’

			The clerics stood placid and unmoving, the hems of their robes flapping in the breeze – all but the monk at the back, who had his eyes fixed on the guardsmen; he appeared to be examining each one in turn. The servants were doing their best to feign ignorance of what was going on, save one refilling a flagon of wine, who paused to scowl at the cook’s assistant who had stopped turning the spit but was still slicing pieces of chicken for himself.

			The chanting grew in volume. ‘Give us more! Give us more!’

			Evidalle gazed lovingly into his young bride’s eyes. ‘It seems our guests demand a grander gesture from us, Lady Cestina. We must provide them with a more . . . ah, complete demonstration of our love.’

			The young woman’s eyes went wide as she finally worked out what was to come. Her lips parted and a single word came out, silent as a whisper to all but those nearby. ‘Please,’ she said. ‘Please—’

			Margrave Evidalle laughed. ‘You see? She’s begging for it!’ He turned back to her. ‘Take off your dress.’

			‘Please, no, not here,’ the Lady said, even as her hands, as though no longer under her control, began to undo the laces fastening the bodice of her wedding gown. ‘Please,’ she said again, each repetition carrying more trepidation, more desperation.

			The curve of Evidalle’s lips remained the same, yet his smile grew dark, ugly, his eyes more intense. ‘Faster,’ he said, a hand already reaching out for her.

			‘Touch her even once,’ Chalmers warned, her voice thick with rage, ‘and I swear by Saint Zaghev-who-sings-for-tears, those tits will be the last thing your fingers ever feel.’

			‘Isn’t Saint Zaghev one of the dead ones?’ Evidalle asked, his expression turning from desire to mild annoyance. ‘I doubt he’ll do you much good now.’

			The Greatcoat gave out a shout and swung her broken cutlass at the leg of the guardsman closest to her. The tip of the lightly curved blade was missing but the jagged end remained sharp enough that it gashed the man’s thigh, sending him tumbling onto his backside. Chalmers had already brought her blade back up in front of her and was swinging it wildly at the faces of the men nearest her, forcing them back. For a brief moment it almost looked like the young woman’s ferocity might break their line – until a long-limbed guard reached over her and struck the back of her head with the pommel of his sword. Two other guardsmen grabbed her arms and held on tight, rendering her as helpless as the woman she’d come to save.

			The man whose leg Chalmers had cut got back on his feet, ripped the blade from her hand and tossed it to the deck. He drew his own thin-bladed dagger and pressed it against her throat.

			The Margrave gave a small cough and the guard froze. He dropped to his knees immediately. ‘Forgive me, my Lord. I was—’

			‘It’s perfectly understandable,’ Evidalle said, waving him away. ‘At times like these one can sympathise with the overwhelming desire for immediate . . . gratification.’ Evidalle signalled to the musicians to resume their tune as he took over the unlacing of Lady Cestina’s gown.

			Chalmers howled in frustration as she struggled in vain to pull free from her captors. The man she’d injured used this as an excuse to strike her across the face, but to her credit, the Greatcoat didn’t beg or plead or moan, but shouted, ‘Kill me then, you dogs, but know that a reckoning comes to Tristia. Retribution rides on a fast horse and wields a sharp blade. So go ahead, you foul-breathed bastards, slit my throat if you dare.’

			Evidalle sighed. ‘Are you just about done, Lady Greatcoat?’ He removed his fingers from the laces on the front of Lady Cestina’s wedding dress. ‘Forgive me, my love, but I fear that the Greatcoat’s caterwauling is making me lose my enthusiasm for our little ­performance.’

			Her reply was oddly plaintive. ‘You mustn’t stop now, my dear.’

			All eyes turned to stare in surprise at the young bride. Beneath the tears and smudged maschiera paints, Lady Cestina’s expression had changed; the mask of fear and sorrow had been replaced by what looked suspiciously like a self-satisfied grin. Eyes bright with mischief, she added, ‘We’re just getting to the best part.’

			Very slowly, like a dancer taking her first few steps onto the stage, Lady Cestina walked over and extended a hand to caress the chin of her deeply confused would-be rescuer.

			‘My valiant Greatcoat, I must apologise. You see, I’m afraid this really is a wedding play . . . only you were never meant to perform the part of the daring hero. You’re here to play the villain.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			The Reluctant Jury

			‘This man had your husband killed!’ Chalmers cried out, still straining against the grip of the guardsmen holding her. ‘His troops surround your parents’ keep even as your sister languishes in a cage below this very deck. Would you betray your own family for—?’

			Lady Cestina gripped the Greatcoat’s jaw with her hand, pressing her fingernails into the flesh. ‘My family betrayed me – they refused to even listen to my plans; instead they fawn and cower before that old crone Duchess Ossia! The bitch trades away the future of our Duchy to that foolish child in Aramor – but she will never be crowned Queen, not as long as those of us with noble breeding stand up for our freedoms.’

			Evidalle took this as his cue to address the assembled nobles. ‘Lords and Daminas, Viscounts and Viscountesses, we have brought you here not only to witness our wedding, but to unite with us in a far greater purpose.’

			The scraping of chair legs against the polished oak deck drew attention to a man of middle years with streaks of grey in his dark hair rising to his feet. ‘You intend to take Duchess Ossia’s throne for yourself?’

			‘I intend something far grander than that, Lord Braimond. I would see us put an end to the reign of the Dukes once and for all!’

			The musicians stopped playing as astonishment spread across the wedding barge, the guests erupting in furious whispers.

			‘Hear me out,’ Evidalle said, raising his hands for quiet. ‘We have a chance, right now, while those who have held us beneath their thumb for too long struggle to restore order to the country. Castle Aramor is in ruins, the Dukes of Hervor, Orison and Luth are dead, their thrones sitting empty – so let us ensure they remain so. Let us become once and for all masters of our own domains, free from interference by the Crown, free from the petty, intrusive demands of weak and ageing Dukes who understand nothing of our lives and needs.’ He strode over to where his guards held Chalmers and wrapped a hand around her neck. ‘And above all, free from the tyranny of those who would seek to impose their laws on our lands.’

			Lord Braimond shook his head in disbelief. ‘Have you lost your mind? You would set us at war with the Greatcoats: the very men and women who not three months ago fought and killed a God!’

			‘Theatrics,’ Evidalle countered, his eyes still on Chalmers. ‘Stories. The Trattari are flesh and blood, just like this one. The Bardatti turn their petty exploits into legends to instil fear in us – well, we too can turn such tales to our benefit. I spread the story of a delicately nurtured girl, stripped of her rights and soon to be ravaged by the big bad nobleman, and sure enough, one of the Trattari comes running right into my little trap.’

			Lady Rochlan set down her wine goblet and rose from her chair, signalling with a shake of her head for her Knight to remain where he was. ‘What purpose has this ploy of yours served, Evidalle? You cannot expect us to believe that this rather shabby Greatcoat you have captured was your intended prize.’

			‘My venture was a fishing expedition, I admit,’ Evidalle said, keeping his hand around Chalmers’ neck. ‘I would have preferred to have reeled in a nice big trout, perhaps even their so-called First Cantor, or the one who once claimed to be the Saint of Swords – but see how easily my lure has taken this little catfish? She will do just fine for a start.’

			Chalmers, struggling to speak, wheezed, ‘The start of what?’

			The Margrave leaned in closer. ‘War, my little minnow. When word of what I have begun here spreads, nobles across the country will set their own traps. The would-be Queen and her puppet Dukes won’t be able to protect their precious Greatcoats, and they will soon see that the only laws we will abide on our lands are the ones we choose for ourselves.’

			He turned his gaze back to his guests. ‘Who will join me in the fight to free our country? Who will be the first to drive their dagger into the Trattari’s heart before we send her body floating along the river that it may find its way to Duchess Ossia’s doorstep?’

			‘You—’ Chalmers started coughing.

			Evidalle lightened his grip. ‘What’s that?’

			‘You forgot something,’ Chalmers spat, ‘you repulsive man-child – you damned, damnable dung-eating worm—’

			Several of the guardsmen raised their weapons to strike, but the Margrave shook his head and they stayed their hands. The smile he gave Chalmers was almost generous. ‘Go on, then. You’re bordering on poetry now. What final devastating curse would you utter for me?’

			Chalmers tried to draw breath, but Evidalle had begun squeezing again.

			‘The Greatcoats are coming.’

			Evidalle stared at Chalmers – who looked surprised herself, for she was too busy being choked to have spoken. The Margrave spun around and started peering into the crowd of faces.

			‘Show yourself,’ he demanded. ‘Who dares to say those words in my presence?’

			No one answered. No one moved.

			The Greatcoats are coming.

			The words hung in the air like an incantation meant to conjure up swordsmen from thin air. The guards and guests had started looking around themselves, as if at any moment the sounds of horses’ hooves might echo along the wedding barge’s highly polished oak planking. The Knights kept their hands on the hilts of their swords, awaiting an invasion that never came.

			Finally Evidalle broke the silence with a dismissive snort. ‘By the Saints dead and living, just look at all of you! Does the mere mention of their names steal the air from your lungs? Greatcoats? You fear a paltry few disgraced magistrates who march to the tune of the bastard child of a dead King?’

			‘It’s not only the Greatcoats,’ Lady Rochlan pointed out. ‘Many of us have had to deal with their juries even after the magistrates themselves have left our lands. You play a dangerous game, Margrave.’

			With his free hand, Evidalle grabbed at the front of Chalmers’ coat and tore a button free. ‘Is this what concerns you? These little symbols of their office?’ He tossed it on the deck and watched it roll away. ‘Come then, let us see who picks up the coin and swears themselves to the Trattari’s cause. Let us see what kind of jury she will find here.’

			One by one, Evidalle tore off the remaining buttons, throwing them to the deck as the wedding guests watched in uncomfortable silence. He was about to throw the last button when he paused to look at it, then let go of the girl so that he could peel away the leather shell that covered the gold coin underneath: the payment every juror would take in exchange for their vow to uphold a verdict.

			When nothing came away, Evidalle stared at the young woman’s coat. ‘This isn’t even a true coat of office!’

			Chalmers looked stricken, but her voice remained defiant. ‘I may not have the clothes, you bastard, but I am as much a Greatcoat as any of you have ever known.’ She turned her gaze to the wedding guests. ‘I have come to enforce a lawful verdict against this man. Those few among you who still remember a time when your heart knew honour and duty are hereby summoned to serve as my jurors.’

			Evidalle’s fury wiped out any trace of refinement as he screamed, ‘You stupid child, you’ve wasted my time! All my efforts, for nothing!’ He threw away the remaining button and it hit the seasick servant who had been doing his best to keep the guests’ goblets filled with wine.

			The Margrave caught sight of the cleric in grey robes standing a few yards away. ‘You, cleric, what number is most sacred to the Gods?’

			The hooded monk tilted his head slightly. ‘That’s . . . an excellent question. One could argue that six is the number most beloved of the Gods, for that is how many we recognise in Tristia. On the other hand, since by all accounts they’re now dead, it’s hard to say whether—’

			‘Just give me a number, damn you! A bigger one.’

			The cleric paused. ‘Twelve – if for no other reason tha—’

			‘Fine.’ Evidalle turned to his guardsmen. ‘Release her.’

			Chalmers immediately reached down to grab her weapon from the deck, but one of the guards kicked her in the arse and she fell to her hands and knees.

			Evidalle turned to the audience, the smile returning to his face. ‘Well, my Lords and Ladies? The Trattari needs twelve jurors. Who among you will take up her cause? Who will—?’

			A rustle of cloth nearby caught the attention of both the guards and the Margrave. The monk in grey was kneeling to pick up one of the buttons from the ground.

			‘What do you think you’re doing?’ Evidalle asked.

			‘Taking my payment,’ the monk replied, carefully examining the plain round piece of leather-covered wood as he held it up to the sun. ‘I’ll serve on her jury.’

			One of the clerics in green, a servant of the dead God Coin, stepped forward and grabbed the monk by the front of his robes. ‘What heresy is this?’ he demanded. ‘Who are you, that you would dare risk the wrath of the Gods?’

			The monk in grey shrugged. ‘Alas, I’ve never had much use for religion, your Holiness.’ He pocketed the button and then placed his hand on the cleric’s wrist and gently but firmly removed it. ‘However, if any deity wishes to register a formal complaint, they may meet me in the duelling circle at their convenience. As it happens, I’ve already seen at least one God die that way.’

			The cleric in green drew away in disgust. ‘You’re no monk, to speak such blasphemy.’

			‘I confess, you are correct, Venerati.’ The monk raised both arms above his head and his sleeves slid down, revealing that he was missing his right hand. With his left he tore off the robes, uncovering the long leather coat beneath and the shield strapped to his back. As he walked past the shocked guards to stand with Chalmers, he said, ‘My name is Kest Murrowson, a magistrate of the Greatcoats.’ He paused for effect, before adding unnecessarily, ‘And I am the Queen’s Shield.’

			The guards began to close in on the two Greatcoats.

			‘Thanks for the support,’ Chalmers said. ‘Though it would have been more helpful if you’d brought, you know, a sword or something.’

			Kest removed the shield from his back and slipped it onto his arm. ‘I do all right with this.’

			Lady Rochlan strode forward. ‘You see now, Margrave Evidalle? Already your arrogant scheme has put all of our lives in danger.’ To Kest she added, ‘I have no part in this, Trattari. I am loyal to the Duchess Ossia.’

			Evidalle’s face grew ugly at this first tentative hint of rebellion. ‘You stupid cow – you think this one man changes anything? You think the Greatcoats will save any of you from my wrath?’ He reached to grab at her, only to scream with such anguish that the seabirds went fleeing from the topmast.

			The Margrave stared down in horror at the arrow sprouting from his hand.

			‘I believe this Chalmers person did, in fact, warn you about what would happen if those greedy fingers of yours went places they didn’t belong,’ said the cook’s assistant. In his left hand was a short bow made of pale yellow wood. His right reached down to pick up the remainder of a roast chicken.

			‘You know, they have plenty of poultry at Aramor,’ Kest said.

			One of the guardsmen strode over to the cook’s assistant. ‘Who the devil are you?’

			‘Just a minute,’ the assistant replied. ‘Kest, chickens in the south just taste better. You know that. Besides, the new royal chef over-spices everything.’ He turned his attention back to the guardsman and tossed him the carcase of the chicken before wiping his hand on his shirt and absently pulling another arrow out from behind the spit. ‘To answer your question, friend, my name is Brasti Goodbow, and I am the Queen’s Jest.’

			‘Treason!’ Evidalle squeaked, his voice breaking. As a squat man carrying a healer’s silver case started making his way towards the Margrave, several clerics fell in close behind, all muttering prayers to their various Gods. Evidalle’s eyes went to the guardsmen. ‘Kill them, you fools,’ he commanded. ‘There are only two real Greatcoats to deal with—’

			‘About that,’ Kest said. He picked up another of the buttons and tossed it over the heads of the wedding party towards the back of the ship. The eyes of the assembled guests followed its trajectory until a hand reached up and snatched the button from the air.

			Shocked gasps erupted from the crowd, who’d all risen from their seats to see who had dared to catch it.

			I stuck the button in the pocket of my livery and returned to refilling Lady Rochlan’s wine before setting the flagon down on the table beside her, being careful to prevent its contents spilling on her fine white feather-trimmed dress. She’d been polite to me all afternoon, despite thinking me a servant, and besides, the wine looked like a decent claret and there was a reasonable chance I’d soon be thirsty. Also, I was still feeling a bit seasick. ‘Pardon me, my Lady,’ I said, and reached past her leg to where one of my rapiers was strapped under the table.

			She put a hand on my arm. ‘There are far too many of them, you silly fool. You’ll only die here if you try to fight.’

			I patted her hand before removing it, oddly touched by her concern, though I wasn’t entirely sure that she’d figured out who I was; maybe she simply didn’t want to lose a reasonably competent servant.

			I withdrew my blade and leaped onto the table, knocking over a full plate of duck – but not spilling the claret and, most importantly, not falling on my arse.

			Evidalle grimaced in pain as the healer poured a dark, viscous fluid around the spot where the arrow still pierced his hand. ‘Who in all the hells are you?’ he asked.

			I smiled. ‘My name, your Lordship, is Falcio val Mond.’ My throat felt a bit dry, a product of having to maintain a servant’s silence all day, so I reached down and took a swig from the wine – and I was right, it was an excellent vintage – before I added, ‘I am the First Cantor of the Greatcoats, also called the King’s Heart. You might not know it yet, Margrave Evidalle, but you are having a very bad day.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Running the Tables

			There’s a trick to fighting on the deck of a ship. I don’t know what it is, but I fully intend to find out one day. I imagine it requires not being seasick whilst trying to evade the attacks of a rather large group of enemy guards and nobles – oh, and an enraged bride.

			‘Take them!’ the lead guardsman shouted. A gold stripe around the collar of his black and yellow livery marked him as either their captain or perhaps just the most stylish dresser among them. His voice wasn’t especially commanding, but it was insistent, and combined with his bushy red hair and buck front teeth, made me think of a particularly angry squirrel.

			All sixteen guards were now staring at me, so I took off at a run, charging straight at them across the tops of the tables beautifully dressed in white and gold, screaming obscenities at the top of my lungs and knocking over translucent porcelain plates and golden goblets as I went, much to the consternation of the noble guests and their attendant Knights. This tactic – and it is an actual tactic, which we in the Greatcoats call a ‘Wanton Dancer’ – distracts the enemy by focusing their attention on the wrong target, in this case, me. One day soon I plan to rename this particular version the ‘Suicidal Idiot’.

			Brasti took advantage of the momentary diversion to grab his quiver and sling it over his shoulder before running to the raised foredeck where he could rain arrows down on our opponents. Kest slammed the rounded front of his shield across the face of the man closest to him before driving the edge into the stomach of the next. ‘Falcio, coming in low!’ he shouted.

			I leaped up from the table and heard the whoosh of a broadsword stroke that could have cost me my ankles pass harmlessly beneath me. The agility and grace of my manoeuvre became marginally less impressive when I landed and the tablecloth slipped out from under my feet, sending me tumbling backwards, shattering crockery and sending half-eaten chicken legs and chewed ribs flying into the faces of those guests who hadn’t yet had the presence of mind to move away.

			With the wind knocked out of me, I struggled to draw breath into my lungs, much to the grinning satisfaction of the guardsman who had raised his broadsword high for the killing blow. He was so convinced he was about to end me that I hadn’t the heart to tell him that what I lack in luck and skill, I make up for in sheer bloody-mindedness – well, that, and the fact that a rapier thrust moves at twice the speed of a broadsword stroke. Wincing through the pain, I drove the point of my blade through the leather of his jerkin and into his belly. From the expression on his face, it was clear that he’d found the outcome of our exchange exceedingly disappointing.

			I tossed the bleeding man a clean linen napkin from the table. ‘Keep pressure on the wound. The blade missed your stomach, so you still have a chance to live.’ Believe me, I’m no Saint, but I’d dealt with so many monstrous individuals lately that I was developing a fair amount of sympathy for the people forced to work for them.

			I rose to my feet in time to face the rest of the guards, who’d been wrestling their way through the crowd to get to me. I’d chosen my terrain carefully: by fighting on the tables in the midst of the guests, I’d made it almost impossible for my opponents to swarm me without accidentally skewering the nobles. Hard to believe, but some of them still appeared to think this was some elaborate wedding performance – Viscount Brugess came within inches of being decapitated as he leaned forward to grab another leg of chicken, clearly sharing Brasti’s enthusiasm for southern spit-roasted poultry.

			The Knights were taking a more pragmatic view: they’d already begun dragging their noble employers to the relative safety of the back of the barge, clearing the way for the guards to close in on me. As that made the field of battle less favourable – to me, at least – I jumped off the table and began running along the barge’s wide railing.

			Don’t fall. Don’t fall. Don’t fall. Brasti will never let you forget it if you tumble into the water and drown.

			‘Protect the Margrave!’ Captain Squirrel shouted, cleverly guessing at my destination.

			As it happened, I had no false illusions about my chances of reaching Margrave Evidalle in time to deliver the death he so richly deserved, but my apparent intentions were enough to convince the guards currently cornering Kest, Brasti and Chalmers that I was the more urgent danger, and with everyone’s attention once again on me, Kest moved on to Part Two of the plan.

			‘Find the sister,’ Kest told the young woman who’d been posing as a Greatcoat.

			She didn’t move. This ‘Chalmers’ had likely never been in a battle this full of chaos and mayhem before – more evidence that she wasn’t a proper Greatcoat, since chaos and mayhem were pretty much our stock and trade. As if to prove my point, one of the guards got the brilliant idea to drop his sword and instead try to swat me off the railing using a long bargepole. I squatted down, grabbed the other end and jumped off the rail, then ran to the other side of the boat. With the bemused guard clinging manfully to his end of the pole, I managed to knock the swords out of the hands of at least two of his fellows before he yanked, hard, and I dutifully let go – sending him crashing backwards into yet more of his unfortunate comrades.

			‘Cestina’s sister,’ Kest pressed Chalmers. ‘You said Margrave ­Evidalle was holding her captive on the barge – is she truly his prisoner, or might she be part of his scheme too?’

			‘I . . . no, the Lady Mareina is innocent in all of this! They’ve got her below in the—’

			‘Don’t tell me, just go and get her! We’ll keep the guards busy.’ Kest shoved her unceremoniously towards the stairs leading belowdecks before coming to my aid.

			Brasti joined us. Sighting along the line of his arrow at a group of guardsmen who were preparing to make a run at us, he asked, ‘Tell me again why we didn’t bring fifty Greatcoats from Aramor on this little pleasure-cruise?’

			‘Perhaps because we don’t have fifty Greatcoats?’ Kest suggested.

			In fact, we had less than a dozen at Castle Aramor, despite all the Bardatti we’d sent out in search of them. But that wasn’t the reason why I’d brought only Kest and Brasti with me to Margrave Evidalle’s wedding. ‘We’re here to send these bastards a message,’ I reminded them.

			‘A sternly worded letter wouldn’t have sufficed?’ Brasti grumbled.

			A massive brute of a man grabbed one of the tables by two legs and held it out in front of him like a kite-shield, and more guardsmen rushed to take up position behind him so that they could rush us without fear of Brasti’s arrows. Brasti tried sidestepping, looking for a clear view of their flank, but the table was too wide and the big man holding it too wily to give him a target.

			‘I hate the big ones,’ Brasti complained. ‘Since we’re likely to die here, Falcio, do you mind telling me what message we were supposed to deliver?’

			‘It’s simple,’ I replied, reaching up to wrap the end of a rope hanging from the yardarm about ten feet above me around my forearm. Once it felt moderately secure, I leaped from the raised foredeck, the point of my rapier aimed at the face of the man carrying the table. I’d never tried anything like this before, but if I was stuck having to fight on a boat, I’d damned well try and enjoy it. When the guardsman tilted his makeshift shield over his head to protect himself, I let go of the rope and landed squarely on the middle of the table. Before the big man could shake me off, I’d hopped to the other side of his little squad and by the time the man at the back had turned to face me, I’d already stabbed him in the arse.

			‘Think twice the next time you decide to ambush a Greatcoat, gentlemen,’ I suggested. ‘We’re better at this than you are.’

			Believe it or not, that got a smattering of applause from the wedding guests.

			The rich really are different from the rest of us. They’re insane.

			‘Seems a little unfair to punish these poor fellows for ambushing this Chalmers person,’ Brasti said, taking advantage of the confusion to fire an arrow into the thigh of the man holding the table. ‘She wasn’t even wearing a proper greatcoat.’

			‘Neither are you,’ Kest pointed out, joining us at the barge’s centre mast.

			‘You know perfectly well I couldn’t wear my coat under my disguise. You’re being intentionally abstract.’

			‘I think you mean obtuse,’ Kest said, parrying an opponent’s clumsy swing with his shield and sending the blade screeching along its surface. By the time the guard had his weapon back under control, Kest had already bashed him across the face hard enough to send him toppling back into his fellows.

			‘I need help – now!’ Chalmers shouted.

			‘I’m on it,’ Kest said calmly as Chalmers came struggling up the stairs, hampered both by the young woman in torn, filthy clothes who was clinging desperately to her and by the two guardsmen intent on blocking their escape. Chalmers was waving around that broken cutlass of hers, but she couldn’t even get a decent swing at her enemies for fear of hitting Lady Cestina’s terrified sister.

			Speaking of whom . . .

			‘Face me, Trattari!’

			I was barely in time to parry what I thought was a pretty impressive lunge by the bride-to-be. Her smallsword was a lovely piece, the glittering gold inlay positively gleaming, which reminded me that my own rapiers were in sorry need of some love and attention. I felt decidedly shabby next to the radiant bride.

			For her part, Lady Cestina was full of passionate fury as she came at me. ‘Your tyrant Queen’s laws will never take root in our lands while I live,’ she cried. For someone who’d apparently been deeply involved in the conspiracy, not to mention the murder of her former husband and the kidnapping of her own family, Lady Cestina’s outrage sounded positively noble.

			I deflected a series of thrusts aimed at sensitive parts of my body as I said, ‘Forgive me, my Lady, but there is one law we all must obey.’

			The tip of her sword whipped out suddenly, leaving a tiny cut on my cheek. ‘What law might that be, Trattari?’

			She pressed her attack, and I felt a strange mixture of admiration and sorrow for her. When you spend a good part of your life study­ing the sword, you like to think it somehow makes you a better person, but the look of glee on Lady Cestina’s face, presumably at the prospect of killing me, was rapidly disproving that theory.

			On the other hand, I’ve always argued that there are differences between an experienced duellist and someone who just happens to be good with a sword – differences such as knowing to pay as much attention to the changing terrain as you do to your opponent. When people get stabbed, they bleed, and that blood has to go somewhere. In this case, I’d noted a nice little pool of it on the deck between us, so I gracefully allowed her to press me back – and just at the moment she started smiling at my apparent retreat, she slipped on the slick surface. I contented myself with a gentlemanly thrust to her shoulder – although it was her sword arm, naturally.

			‘The law we must all obey, madam, regardless of rank or privilege, is the first rule of the sword: whoever’s first to put the pointy end in the other guy wins.’

			She dropped her weapon, grimacing in pain. Margrave Evidalle, who’d thus far been too busy nursing his own injured hand to pay attention to anyone else’s situation, shouted in despair, ‘Monster! What kind of man are you, to wound a lady?’

			I assumed he was being ironic, but Brasti said, ‘Actually, he used to be offensively squeamish about fighting women as equals.’ He clapped me on the shoulder. ‘You’re really growing as a person, Falcio.’

			‘A little help here?’ Kest called out.

			The last of the guardsmen were now focusing their efforts on keeping Kest from helping Chalmers to rescue Lady Mareina.

			‘Hey,’ Brasti called, ‘you men attacking those nice ladies—!’

			Much to everyone’s surprise, several pairs of eyes turned towards him.

			‘Want to see a magic trick?’

			The absurd question was delivered with such ebullient confidence that I swear some of the guards were about to nod yes.

			‘Watch closely now, because I’m about to make you disappear.’

			Despite the fact that I suddenly found myself occupied with a stubborn opponent who was unreasonably good with a mace, I couldn’t help but spare a quick glance. Like a weaver spinning silk in the air, Brasti’s hand whisked back and forth from his quiver, each time sliding an arrow gracefully into place on the string of his bow, pulling, aiming and releasing, all in one smooth action, then repeating the motion. By the time I’d thrust my rapier into the leg of the man with the mace, Brasti had taken down three of the guards harrying Chalmers. ‘Ta-da,’ he said.

			I hate Brasti sometimes.

			‘Regroup! Regroup, damn you all!’ Captain Squirrel shouted.

			‘He does a lot of shouting,’ Kest observed.

			‘He’s their commander,’ Brasti said. ‘Isn’t shouting part of the job?’

			‘Perhaps – but have you noticed? His orders don’t have much thought behind them. He just barks out vague commands and expects everyone else to figure out what they mean.’

			Chalmers and the young woman stumbled towards us as a number of the Margrave’s other functionaries reluctantly obeyed the urging of their Lord, armed themselves with the weapons of the dead and injured and joined the remaining guards, inconveniently making a force larger than the one we’d started fighting in the first place.

			‘Form up!’ Captain Squirrel shouted. ‘Run these bastards down!’

			‘I see what you mean now,’ Brasti told Kest while nocking another arrow. ‘“Form up” – into what? Run us down – how? He’s really not giving these poor fellows much to go on, is he?’

			The guards, however, didn’t appear to require much in the way of guidance. Two men with crossbows moved to either side of the main group, while three more settled long halberds into position and took the front of the line where they could use the longer weapons to keep us at bay while their fellows outflanked us. The rest lined up behind them, clearly waiting for the moment to overwhelm us with their superior numbers.

			‘How would you rate our chances?’ I asked Kest.

			‘Not good. Six of them will die before they manage to down one of us, then three more, but after that we get overrun,’ he replied without any discernible concern. ‘Brasti will fall first.’

			‘What? Why is it always me?’ Brasti tossed his bow behind him and drew his sword. We were in too close for archery now. ‘Why not Chalmers? She’s not even a proper Greatcoat!’

			‘At least she doesn’t hold her sword as if it were a snake about to bite her,’ Kest pointed out.

			‘Stop saying I’m not a Greatcoat,’ Chalmers growled, bringing her cutlass into a forward guard as she pushed the emaciated Lady Mareina behind her. ‘And leave me out of . . . whatever this gabbling thing is that you’re doing.’

			‘It’s called “strategy”,’ Brasti explained kindly. ‘Kest tells us how bad our odds are of survival, and then Falcio finds a way to make them worse, usually by—’

			‘Shut up, Brasti.’

			The wedding barge was beginning to look like one of those terribly complicated board games King Paelis used to make me play while expounding on military theory until I threatened to arrest him for violating his own prohibitions on torture. Kest, Brasti, Chalmers, Lady Mareina and I were boxed in near the front of the boat. Opposite us, the eight remaining guards, bolstered by a dozen of the Margrave’s other retainers, were wielding a variety of swords, maces, crossbows and knives of varying lengths. Behind them were some twenty wedding guests, many of them armed as well, and each with their very own armoured Knight for protection.

			No way to fight them all, and nowhere to flee.

			‘Surrender,’ Evidalle called out, his voice no longer quite so musical as it had been before Brasti shot an arrow through his hand.

			I wasn’t above trying to take Evidalle or his young bride captive in order to escape, but they were too well protected behind their guards. In fact, had this been one of the King’s game boards, you’d have come to the inescapable conclusion that we were well and truly buggered.

			‘Falcio?’ Kest said. ‘They’re getting ready to—’

			I cut him off with a wave of my hand. The problem with games of war is that they’re deceptive precisely because they presume that there are rules to be followed. But this is Tristia, after all, and corruption runs deep in the bone.

			‘Everyone shush now,’ I said, taking a step towards the guards. ‘I’m about to be impressive.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Changing the Game

			‘I come to you with a remarkable offer,’ I said, my voice warm enough now to give it the air of command the moment called for. ‘A chance to control your destinies – at least for the next five minutes.’

			My eyes drifted from the rows of the Margrave’s men to the Knights who were now standing in front of their nobles, preparing to shield them from the battle. ‘I propose you sail this lovely boat back to shore and allow us to take Lady Cestina’s sister away from here; that way everyone gets to walk away alive.’ I gestured to where Margrave Evidalle and his charming bride were huddled together. ‘If it sweetens the deal, at this point I’m even willing to let those two marry each other.’

			‘He’s stalling,’ Captain Squirrel announced. ‘Prepare to strike on my command!’

			I ignored him, focusing my attention on his soldiers instead. ‘Reconsider, gentleman, or I promise by every God and Saint dead and living that you’ll end up bleeding all over the Margrave’s lovely wedding barge, which will quite ruin the ceremony.’

			‘Shouldn’t the wedding be off anyway?’ Kest asked.

			‘I thought it had already happened,’ Brasti said. ‘The cleric said a prayer a—’

			‘You’re ruining my speech,’ I said testily.

			‘Sorry.’

			Captain Squirrel took a step towards me, brandishing his long curved blade. ‘There are more than twenty of us and only three of you, Trattari. A smarter man would—’

			‘Four,’ Chalmers said, irritated. ‘Am I being ignored because I’m a woman?’

			‘There are a great many women in the Greatcoats,’ Kest observed. ‘Some rank amongst the finest fighters you’ll ever meet. Quillata, for example, was devastating with a—’

			‘Kest?’ I said.

			‘Oh, sorry. You’re still giving your speech?’

			‘Yes, actually.’

			‘By all the Gods and Saints, will someone damn well kill them?’ Evidalle shouted.

			The guards took another step towards us, which irritated me no end. No one ever lets me finish a speech any more. ‘Gentlemen, you’ve sorely misjudged the situation. You didn’t think we’d come here alone, did you?’ Before he could answer I shouted to the Knights standing behind the line of guardsmen, ‘Sir Henrow, Sir Evan, Sir Floris, the order is given! By command of Valiana, Realm’s Protector, and Aline, heir to the throne of Tristia, attack!’

			The rear line of guards spun around, fearing an assault from behind, and at the sight of a lot of men in armour with drawn swords facing them, Captain Squirrel screamed, ‘The damned Knights have betrayed us!’

			In fact, none of the Knights had moved, probably because, to the best of my knowledge, there were no Sir Henrow, Sir Evan or Sir Floris present – and even if there had been, like as not they’d be siding with the guards. However, since the Knights were all from different houses, they didn’t know each other, or who might be hiding among them – and as soon as the Margrave’s guards started raising their swords and shouting, the Knights instinctively moved into position, apparently confirming that this was all an elaborate trap.

			‘They’re going to attack – protect your Lords!’ one of the Knights shouted.

			I could have kissed him.

			‘It’s a trick, you fools!’ Lady Cestina screamed, but her warning was too late: the Knights, trusting each other more than petty guardsmen, had formed up into a solid line, while the guards had split into two separate groups, half ready to fend off the Knights while the rest came at us. We were still outnumbered, of course, but with the guardsmen all in disarray, their tactics were useless – and the noble guests were helpfully shouting incoherent orders at their Knights and at each other while reaching for their own highly decorative weapons as they tried in vain to make sense of who was actually fighting whom.

			‘Interesting,’ Kest noted absently, taking a short step to the left as one of the guards made a thrust for his chest. As the man overextended, Kest grabbed him by the shoulder and pulled him off-balance, using his own momentum to send him tumbling over the railing and into the water. ‘Was the bit with the Knights part of your plan all along?’

			‘Of course,’ I lied.

			Chalmers ducked under an opponent’s wide slash. ‘So it’s true what people say about the great Falcio val Mond.’

			‘What do they say?’ Brasti asked.

			‘That he talks people to death.’ She rose up and drove the heel of her boot into the knee of her attacker and the man obligingly screamed, but the slightly awkward move left her unprepared when, despite the crack of his kneecap, the man managed a glancing slash across her right arm. The thin leather parted under the force of the blow, leaving a line of blood in its place.

			‘You need a better coat,’ I said, piercing the man’s good leg and kicking him off the point, sending him falling backwards.

			‘This was the best I could afford.’

			‘Then you should stop crashing weddings,’ Brasti suggested, slashing his sword across the chest of one of the guardsmen. The cut didn’t get through the leather cuirass but it did make the man stumble, and Brasti kicked him hard enough in the belly to send him sprawling to the deck. ‘I quite like this barge, though. Do you suppose the Margrave would consider letting me borrow it once he’s done with it? I was thinking of asking a certain former assassin to marry me.’

			‘You want to propose? To Darriana?’

			The idea sent such a chill through me that I nearly got eviscerated by an axe. I countered with a thrust to the man’s hand and got lucky; his weapon went crashing to the deck while he fled out of the way, leaving someone else to come forward and try to finish the job he’d started.

			Even Kest seemed perturbed by Brasti’s sudden revelation. ‘You do realise that, other than Trin, Darriana is quite possibly the deadliest woman alive?’

			‘I can’t very well spend the rest of my life letting the two of you try to get me killed, can I?’ Brasti replied. ‘Time I let someone else have a go.’

			I knew their strange relationship – she a former assassin with a jealous streak and he congenitally incapable of fidelity – had somehow continued despite the natural order of the universe, but I had no idea Brasti might ever seriously consider matrimony – to anyone.

			‘Will you both please shut up?’ Chalmers asked, slicing open a guardsman’s hand with the broken end of her cutlass. ‘Some of us would rather not die today if we can avoid it.’

			The guard howled in pain, but he cleverly grabbed at Chalmer’s face, and smeared the blood over her eyes to blind her as he cocked his other fist. Good move. Almost a shame Brasti had to drive his shoulder into the man’s side, pushing him over the railing and into the water.

			‘If living matters to you then I’d suggest you stop running around pretending to be a Greatcoat,’ Brasti told her.

			‘I’m just as much a Greatcoat as you are,’ she countered. ‘The King named me so himself, on his last day.’

			That took me aback. Was this a lie, or yet one more decision King Paelis had made without telling me? I spared Chalmers a glance. There was something vaguely familiar about the girl, but I still couldn’t quite place her. Also, right now I had other concerns: the Knights and their Lords had formed their own little troop and were looming over the bodies of several dead or wounded guardsmen. By now most of them had figured out my ruse, but it was too late; only four of Evidalle’s guardsmen remained standing. Seeing the odds had turned against them, they dropped their weapons and sank to their knees next to their fallen comrades.

			‘Stand up, damn you!’ the Margrave screamed, but no one moved, which was entirely sensible. Nobody ever wants to be the last person to die right before the battle ends.

			Shattering the silence, Brasti slapped a hand on his thigh. ‘Now I remember you! Chalmers – the annoying little girl who used to hang around the King’s cook – what was her name? Zagdana?’ He turned to Kest. ‘You know what? This is proof the Gods do still exist. I may have finally found someone who knows how to cook a damned chicken.’

			‘Her name was Zagdunsky and she was the Royal Quartermaster, you arse,’ Chalmers said to Brasti.

			The Knights, none of whom appeared to be hurt, looked warily at us from across the pile of dead and injured guardsmen. One or two shuffled, as if they might be inclined to come for us, but I shook my head. ‘I wouldn’t recommend it, gentlemen. Not your fight.’

			‘I remember you now as well,’ Kest said to Chalmers. ‘Though I seem to recall you looked quite different then.’

			‘That’s right!’ Brasti said, pointing an accusing finger. ‘You were a tubby little thing, weren’t you?’ He looked her up and down appraisingly. ‘My, my, haven’t you grown up nicely . . .’

			‘Didn’t you just announce your intention to propose to Darriana?’ Kest asked.

			‘Yes, well, I can’t help it: beauty is in the eye of the beholder.’

			‘That’s not what that sentence means.’

			‘Is there any reason I can’t kill him?’ Chalmers asked me.

			‘Wait until we’re sure the fight’s over.’ I called out to the Knights, ‘The fight is finished, isn’t it, gentlemen?’

			A few of them glanced over their shoulders at the nobles they served, none of whom looked eager to take the chance that their man would fall to our blades and leave them vulnerable.

			‘This is treason!’ Evidalle bellowed without the slightest trace of irony as he pounded his non-bleeding fist against the railing. ‘I will have justice for this!’

			‘Well, well,’ Brasti said to me. ‘For once your plan hasn’t got us into worse trouble than we started with.’

			‘Don’t speak so soon,’ Kest said, and pointed past the barge’s railing to the open waters beyond. In all the chaos of the battle none of us had noticed the ship rounding the bend in the river: a galleon was coming up fast behind us, flying a banner bearing the image of an eagle with talons extended over a field of blue and white.

			‘Which one’s that?’ I asked.

			‘I believe that the eagle is the symbol of the Margrave of Val Iramont,’ Kest replied.

			As the galleon gradually drew closer, a slender man with a slight stoop and thinning grey hair approached the side. He was in his late fifties, I estimated. He ignored us and looked to the other end of the barge, where Evidalle was kneeling with his bride. ‘Margrave Evidalle,’ the man called out courteously, ‘my profound apologies for arriving late to your blessed day. We had some rather inclement conditions navigating the Red Bay and then . . . well, never mind now.’ He glanced at the rest of us: three – four – Greatcoats, the frantic guests, and finally the dead guardsmen. ‘I appear to have missed the festivities . . .’

			Evidalle rose to his feet and minding his bandaged hand, adjusted his coat before making his way to the side of the barge and greeting the newcomers with as much grace as his dishevelled condition would allow. ‘Margrave Rhetan, how wonderful to see you, regardless of the hour.’ Then, in a rather impertinent stretching of the truth, he added, ‘As it happens, we delayed the ceremony until your arrival.’

			Margrave Rhetan gave his own perfunctory bow and motioned for his men to extend a narrow boarding bridge from the deck of his galleon down to the wedding barge. Without showing a trace of concern over the blood, fallen guardsmen, and rather large numbers of drawn weapons, he stepped across and said, ‘I hope there’s food left. My men haven’t eaten.’

			I looked past him to see the rows of soldiers, weapons at their sides, preparing to come across. I guessed there were around a hundred.

			‘What now?’ Chalmers asked.

			‘I’m not sure. I didn’t plan on another Margrave showing up with his own private army.’

			‘You know all your plans are terrible, don’t you?’ Brasti asked.

			‘That’s not true,’ Kest countered. ‘A number of Falcio’s schemes have proven to be ingenious.’

			‘Thank you.’

			‘Mind you, this isn’t one of them.’

			‘Well,’ Brasti said, retrieving his bow from the deck and nocking an arrow to the string, ‘maybe we’ll be lucky for once; maybe Margraves Evidalle and Rhetan don’t like each other very much.’

			Evidalle caught my eye and it became clear to me that whatever numbing salves the healers had given him to ease the pain of his wounded hand had kicked in because he could barely contain his laughter.

			As Margrave Rhetan stepped onto the deck of the wedding barge, Evidalle embraced him and said, ‘It really is wonderful to see you, Uncle.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			The Margrave of Val Iramont

			When someone holds your life in their hands, they become remarkably impressive to behold.

			At first glance, Rhetan might easily have been mistaken for a peasant farmer or a village shoemaker. He had the lined, leathery skin that comes from age and too much sun; his posture was that of a man whose fight with time was being lost by degrees. His hair was thin and mostly white, only a few stubborn strands of black remaining, and cropped close to his head. Stripped of his galleon and his hundred-odd soldiers, Rhetan would have been an altogether unimposing figure.

			Of course, he did have a galleon, and he did have an army.

			A dozen of his men accompanied him down to the wedding barge while the rest remained behind, leaning up against the railings of their ship and making sure we all got a good look at their assortment of crossbows and more than a few pistols.

			Rhetan’s men wore leather armour studded with steel rings sewn onto the surface, making it durable without adding weight or bulk: an efficient choice – perhaps less grand than the plate worn by the Knights, but better suited to the dangers of fighting aboard ship. More importantly, each man’s cuirass was properly sized to his chest and torso. Rhetan clearly took care of his people, and they, in turn, looked upon him without the disdain that soldiers so often held for their Lords.

			It was the soldiers’ obvious respect for Rhetan that transformed his appearance in my eyes.

			The wrinkles that might otherwise have suggested a doddering old man now looked to me as the mark of keen intellect and long study. His slightly stooped posture wasn’t the sign of failing muscles exhausted by a long voyage; it was evidence of a man fully at ease in the world. The lack of notice he gave to potential threats all around him didn’t signify a deficit of observation but rather served to illustrate a single, incontestable fact: Rhetan was in control.

			‘Breathe, everyone,’ he said. ‘You’ll live longer.’

			The entire company – wedding guests, Knights, guards, and even Margrave Evidalle – watched as Rhetan wandered over to the cooking spits. He picked up a dinner knife from a nearby table and cut a piece of pork off the carcase. ‘The meat’s overdone, I’m afraid.’

			‘Try the chicken,’ Brasti suggested. I elbowed him in the ribs.

			From behind the spits I could hear the quavering sound of the cook’s voice. ‘Forgive me, your Lordship . . . I . . . there was so much—’

			‘Relax,’ Rhetan said, still chewing on his piece of pork, ‘if I killed every chef who overcooked my dinner there wouldn’t be a man left in Tristia who knew how to light a fire.’ A smattering of nervous laughter rose up, but Rhetan cut it off simply by ignoring it. He turned to survey the crowd. ‘You’re scared. That’s fine. Use it to make yourselves smart. Keep your mouths shut until you have something useful to say and you might just survive the afternoon.’

			Such a bold statement would normally have elicited a blistering response from the noble guests, several of whom were Viscounts and Viscountesses of large condates and thus of equal rank to the Margrave. These men and women, who normally took poorly to being told to shut up, kept remarkably silent.

			In fact, no one moved so much as a muscle – except for one of Rhetan’s own soldiers, a black-haired, broad-shouldered man in his late twenties, who came forward to kneel before Rhetan. ‘Margrave? The men await your orders.’

			‘The men can relax, too, Pheras.’ He wagged a finger in mock reprimand. ‘Patience. You can’t have too much patience.’

			‘Patience ruined the meat,’ Brasti said.

			I whispered in his ear, ‘It’s rather important that you stop talking now.’

			‘Better overdone and a little chewy than so raw it makes you sick,’ Rhetan said as he grabbed a silk napkin from the nearby table and began cleaning his dinner knife. ‘Patience is always the wiser course. I had four older brothers. The eldest two were twins, though there was some dispute as to which of them emerged first from our mother’s womb – they killed each other when they were twelve, before either was even of age to take the title. The third, determined to prove he was too strong to be challenged by the fourth, died from heat and exhaustion practising with his sword one particularly hot summer’s day. Weak heart.’ The corners of his lips turned down. ‘I always liked Pieten best. I miss him still.’

			I generally dislike listening to noblemen wax nostalgic about themselves, but since he had an army and I had yet to figure some way out of this mess, I kept quiet.

			‘What about the fourth brother?’ Kest asked. I didn’t bother to elbow him; it wouldn’t have done any good: Kest’s obsessive need to know the answer to completely pointless things vastly outweighs his survival instincts.

			Rhetan didn’t seem to mind. ‘Astaniel? Ah, he did in fact become Margrave after my father died. He took the seat of Val Iramont at the age of fourteen and held it for nearly five years, every day of which he spent fearing that I was secretly planning to have him killed. He used to wake me up in the night, after our mother had retired for the evening. “I can see how you hunger for what is rightfully mine, little Rhetan”, he would say, and hold a knife to my throat.’ He frowned. ‘He could have killed me at any time, but he was so convinced that I had some devious plot against him that he feared my death would trigger his own.’

			‘And you killed him?’ Kest asked.

			‘Good Gods, no. After a few years his constant paranoia made him so stressed that he too suffered a heart attack, in the middle of the night. They found him dead, his body lying across a table strewn with sheets of paper upon which he had listed his enemies, real and imagined. That’s when I became the Margrave. I was never a particularly bold warrior, nor even very clever, but I’ve always been patient. Patience is what gets you ahead in life.’ He turned to Pheras, who was still waiting for his orders. ‘Take two dozen of ours below to man the oars and steer us back to shore. Have the galleon follow. Once we’re all back on dry land, have our doctor look to the injured. Afterwards you and the others find something to eat at the palace – I’m sure my nephew won’t mind if you raid his stores.’

			Evidalle looked as if he did mind, very much, but he was wise enough to let it pass. ‘The hospitality of Barsat awaits you, Uncle,’ he managed sulkily.

			Pheras nodded and ran back up to relay the orders, and during the hustle and bustle, Kest whispered, ‘Falcio, if we’re going to make a move, it has to be now, while Rhetan’s men are busy dealing with the boats.’

			‘What can we do?’

			‘If we get into position, we can jump over the side just before the barge reaches the dock. Evidalle’s wedding carriage is waiting there – you, Chalmers and I can unhitch the horses while Brasti provides covering fire. The odds aren’t great, but the four of us might—’

			‘What about her?’ I asked, looking down at Lady Cestina’s barely conscious sister, leaning against Chalmers for support. The Lady Mareina shared her sister’s colouring and features, but her beauty was marred by extensive cuts and bruising and the effects of being half-starved. She was in no shape to be leaping over the side and running through the shallows, and even if she could, she’d never be fast enough to escape enemy fire.

			Kest shook his head. ‘This comes down to moving between the ticks of a clock, Falcio. You know that. If we let anything slow us down, we’ll be dead before we reach the carriage.’

			‘You’d leave an innocent victim behind?’ Chalmers whispered furiously.

			‘We won’t do her much good if we’re dead.’

			‘Keep silent a moment,’ I said, surveying the scene aboard both the galleon and the wedding barge, searching for some opportunity that Kest might have missed. But he was right: Rhetan’s soldiers were disciplined and efficient, and far too numerous for any of our usual tricks. Even with some form of distraction, it would be all we could do to escape without hauling the half-conscious Lady Mareina with us. The young woman’s eyes caught mine; her fear was justified – and contagious. For a moment I worried she might try to make her own desperate run for it, even though she must have known she’d be dead before she hit the water. Perhaps that was preferable to being held captive by her sister and Margrave Evidalle.

			‘Just wait a little longer,’ I whispered, as much to myself as to her.

			Evidalle made a token effort to regain control of his own wedding. ‘Uncle, we have much to discuss. I suggest we put the Greatcoats to the sword, allow the clerics to complete the ceremony, and then you and I can sit down with a nice glass of brandy and discuss business. With this marriage, my standing in the Duchy will be vastly improved.’

			As if he’d only just then noticed the existence of Lady Cestina, Rhetan said, ‘So you managed to seduce the girl after all. You proved me wrong, Evidalle. I never thought it would work.’

			Evidalle grinned. ‘Did you ever doubt my powers of persuasion, Uncle?’

			‘I certainly doubted her husband would approve the match.’ ­Margrave Rhetan walked over to Lady Cestina and bowed. ‘My dearest girl, forgive the unseemly manners of an old man tired from the travails of too many sailings in too short a time.’

			Despite the bandaged wound on her shoulder, she responded with an impressive curtsy. ‘Margrave. We are delighted to have you here. As my fiancé says, there is much to—’

			‘I understand your first husband met with an unfortunate accident,’ Rhetan interrupted, raising his voice loud enough to be heard all across the wedding barge. ‘And here your poor sister appears to have missed the luncheon.’ He went to stand before Lady Mareina, the dinner knife still dangling loosely from his hand, as if beckoning the girl to take it. She could have, too; she was near enough, and Rhetan showed no sign of being aware he still held it. ‘You appear to have been ill of late, my Lady. How unselfish of you to rise to the occasion of your sister’s wedding.’

			Lady Mareina, visibly shaking, took slow, deep breaths as her gaze went from the knife before her to Evidalle, and then to her sister, just a few feet away. The depth of anger she must be feeling, to have been so utterly betrayed by her own blood, had to be overwhelming. I could see the fingers of her right hand twitching, desperate to grab the knife from Rhetan, but when her eyes found the guardsmen all around us, tears of frustration began to slide down her cheeks. ‘My sister is well matched to Margrave Evidalle, my Lord,’ Mareina said, her curtsy made possible only by Chalmers holding her tightly enough to keep her from falling down.

			Margrave Rhetan could have let it go – whatever defiance Lady Mareina might have managed had already slipped away – but he kept at her anyway. ‘And your parents? I worry for them, my dear. Yours is a prosperous family, is it not? And yet they too have suffered some recent . . . losses.’

			‘Bandits, my Lord,’ Mareina said, her voice low, but without hesitation. ‘These are uncertain times . . .’

			The old Margrave smiled. ‘No doubt the presence of the bulk of my nephew’s forces stationed outside your parents’ keep will ward off any more such . . . bandits.’ He reached out and gently patted the girl’s cheek. ‘You’re a smart one. You know how to read the lie of the land. I imagine that with a little patience you’ll find contentment with your circumstances.’ He turned to face the rest of us. ‘You see? A little discretion, a little wisdom, and all is well.’

			Evidalle’s pleasure was evident in the tone of his voice and the confident manner in which he spread his arms wide as if he were acknowledging a cheering crowd. ‘As you can see, Uncle, I’ve brought peace to once warring families.’

			‘And doubled your holdings in the process,’ Rhetan noted.

			‘Now, let us deal with these Trattari and begin the next step in my great plan to—’

			Rhetan cut him off. ‘No, let’s not create trouble where none is needed.’

			‘What? Are you mad? The Trattari came here to arrest me!’

			‘Oh, I’m sure it was nothing of the sort.’ The old man glanced over to me. ‘You merely came to bless the happy occasion, isn’t that correct?’ Before I could answer, he turned to Captain Squirrel. ‘Too bad the temporary miscommunication caused a bit of a fuss, but these things happen during such turbulent times. Best to leave any little transgressions forgotten, I suggest.’

			Captain Squirrel bowed. ‘I . . . Yes, Margrave, it is as you say.’

			Rhetan walked over to me, deliberately stepping over a dead guard in the process. ‘Of course, I might have the situation confused. Perhaps you were here to arrest my nephew for . . . what would the charges be, I wonder? The unlawful confinement of Lady Mareina? Or the accusation could be something more severe – treason, perhaps?’

			There was something very dangerous at play here. Rhetan wasn’t simply speculating; he was laying out options for me, pushing me to see which one I would choose. What exactly is your game here, old man?

			‘The situation is complex, your Lordship,’ I said. ‘We’re still . . . investigating.’

			‘Really? The question is a simple one, surely? Have the Greatcoats come to arrest the Margrave of Barsat, and if so, on what charge?’

			Chalmers started to speak, but I held up a hand to keep her silent. Rhetan was prodding us for a reaction, but I hadn’t yet figured out why. He pointed with his dinner knife at the bodies on the ground. ‘Frankly, if this is what comes of your “investigations”, one has to wonder what outcome might result from an actual trial.’

			It was the way he said the word ‘outcome’ that gave me the first clue as to what was really going on. ‘Outcomes vary, my Lord, depending on the circumstances and, of course, the presiding magistrate.’

			‘No doubt, no doubt. I suppose any number of—’

			‘Enough!’ Evidalle shouted, and strode towards us. His four remaining guards stomped behind him, crossbows in hand. ‘I suggest you move out of the way, Uncle.’

			Rhetan’s men looked poised to attack, but the old Margrave waved them off. He let out a long sigh and stepped aside. ‘Your impatience is making you sloppy, Evidalle. I suggest you take a moment to fully appreciate the situation.’

			‘Patience is the shackle that binds the timid, Uncle.’ Evidalle grabbed a crossbow from one of his men. ‘Only the daring know glory.’

			‘I suppose you have a point,’ Rhetan said without enthusiasm.

			Brasti chuckled. ‘Hah – that’s a good one.’ No one else laughed. ‘You know, because of the point on the crossbow bolt – wasn’t that meant to be funny?’

			With Evidalle’s weapon trained on me, it was difficult to sound flippant, but I made the effort anyway. ‘There’s something you should know before you fire, Margrave Evidalle.’

			The Margrave of Barsat was nothing if not gracious. ‘Speak then, Trattari. Beg. Threaten. Make your accusations. No one will listen.’

			I forced myself to focus on what I was about to say, rather than the steel tip of the bolt aimed squarely at my face. ‘Well, to begin with, I am the First Cantor of the Greatcoats: I don’t make accusations. I issue verdicts.’

			‘Do so, then, if it gives you any solace. Let the Gods hear your blasphemy before I end you.’ He wrapped his finger around the trigger of the crossbow and began to squeeze, very slowly.

			I had to speak quickly now. ‘My verdict is this, Margrave Evidalle: I judge you guilty of commissioning the murder of the young man Udrin, rightful husband of Lady Cestina. I further find you guilty of assault upon her parents and of the unlawful confinement of her sister, Lady Mareina, all in furtherance of your attempt to stage a coup against the throne of Baern and to incite insurrection against the Crown.

			‘The punishment for those crimes is death, and every man present is bound by law to assist in your capture.’

			‘Goodbye, Trattari, your death will launch a revolution.’

			‘Sounds grand. One piece of advice then, my Lord?’

			This took him aback. ‘What?’

			Saint Birgid, I know you’re dead, but if you’d be inclined to lend any assistance from beyond the veil, I’d very much appreciate it right now.

			I looked at Margrave Rhetan, who was now standing next to his nephew. ‘Never trust a man who brings a hundred soldiers to a wedding.’

			It’s odd how quickly the mighty become less remarkable to behold once they realise that all their power has been taken away. Margrave Evidalle’s luxuriant hair had gleamed like a golden crown upon his head, but now sweat dripped from his brow and it began to look limp, in fact, positively foppish. His eyes, so full of fire and certainty before, became those of a boy who has just lost his favourite toy. When he opened his mouth – which only moments ago had been full of confident smiles and easy laughter – all that emerged now was a soft gurgle and the tip of Rhetan’s dinner knife as it completed its journey through the back of the Margrave’s throat.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			The Virtue of Patience

			For all of Margrave Rhetan’s sermonising on the virtue of patience, events moved remarkably quickly after that. The wedding guests, gasping, huddled behind the Knights who once again readied themselves to protect their patrons, while Rhetan’s men busied themselves ensuring that none of Evidalle’s remaining guardsmen attempted anything untoward.

			The erstwhile Margrave of Barsat hadn’t even finished falling to the ground before his uncle had moved on to other business. ‘The Greatcoats will make no efforts to bar my annexation of Barsat into the March of Val Iramont,’ he said to me, as though we were halfway through an afternoon of negotiations. I suppose in some sense we were.

			It was my turn. ‘The troops occupying Lady Mareina’s parents’ keep will leave immediately.’

			‘Already done.’

			‘And they will be compensated for their suffering, as will Udrin’s family.’

			Margrave Rhetan waved a hand. ‘Of course, of course. Besides, the cost will be more than made up for by the temporary reduction in taxes you will be persuading the Realm’s Protector to grant me.’

			Great. Another reason for Valiana to yell at me. ‘Lady Mareina,’ I said, pointing to the girl who was gazing at the scene before her in utter disbelief, ‘needs support. You’ll be apportioning a third of your new lands into a separate condate and naming her Damina of . . . Well, let’s call this little spot Revancia, shall we?’ Revancia was an old Tristian word that meant righteous vengeance.

			Rhetan’s eyes narrowed. ‘You do realise that poor Evidalle was my nephew? He had no heirs, so as his closest living relative, his property is legally mine.’

			‘Ah, but you appear to have overlooked something yourself, ­Margrave.’

			He looked quizzical.

			‘While the ceremony was not yet completed, the marriage contract was already signed, and so there is in fact an heir to your nephew’s lands.’

			‘Which would be Lady Cestina, not . . .’ But by then Rhetan had caught my meaning. He turned his gaze on the new bride and would-be-rebel. ‘Of course, we’ve all heard of brides dying of grief over the loss of their beloved: a tragic outcome – although I think in this case it would bring with it a certain poetic symmetry.’

			The Lady Cestina had a far quicker mind for political calculation than Evidalle; she took two steps towards the nearest cleric and dropped to her knees. Gripping the hem of his pale blue robes, she started, ‘I wish to dedicate my life to . . .’ She paused, staring at the handful of cloth, no doubt trying to remember which God was associated with the colour. ‘Phenia! Yes, Phenia, Goddess of Love.’

			The cleric looked dumbfounded. ‘My Lady . . . you wish to—? Such a life does not come—’

			‘Oh, shut up,’ she said, rising to her feet and turning back to address the entire audience. ‘With my spiritual life now dedicated to Phenia, I hereby name my beloved sister, Lady Mareina, as beneficiary of my—’

			‘As immediate and irrevocable beneficiary,’ I suggested helpfully.

			Lady Cestina’s eyes sent daggers my way. It was a good thing the God of Love was already dead, for I do believe her new priestess would otherwise have been invoking any number of curses. ‘As immediate and irrevocable beneficiary of all my lands and holdings from now unto the end of time.’

			‘Marked,’ Rhetan said. He went to stand before Lady Mareina. ‘You, girl. Will you, in front of all these fine people, and in your capacity as the new Damina of—’

			He turned to me. ‘What did you want to call it again?’

			‘Revancia.’

			‘Right. In your capacity as the new Damina of Revancia, do you swear fealty to me as your Margrave, giving unto me all such duties required by law and by tradition?’

			Lady Mareina, whose world had been destroyed and rebuilt and destroyed again all during the span of an hour, somewhere found the strength to support herself and with remarkable poise, announce, ‘As Damina of Revancia, it is my most heartfelt honour to be the first to swear fealty before your Grace, the Margrave of Val Iramont, Lord of the proudest territory in all of Baern.’

			The wedding guests finally had a situation for which they knew the appropriate response; they didn’t even need the tiny prompt from Rhetan’s soldiers to burst into wild applause.

			Rhetan acknowledged their cheers with a bow that lasted less than a second before turning back to me. ‘I’ll expect to receive word of the tax exemption within the week.’

			Captain Pheras stepped forward and motioned to Evidalle’s body. ‘What should we do with him?’

			‘Take him ashore with the rest of the dead. You can bury him after everything else is dealt with.’ Rhetan looked down at his nephew’s corpse. ‘Impatient fool. He could easily have been Duke one day, but he had to play the rebel hero.’ He shook his head. ‘You can’t just go around killing people in a blatant bid for power.’

			Most days I know when to keep my mouth shut, but in this instance I couldn’t stop myself. ‘You do recall that you stuck a dinner knife through the back of your nephew’s neck just a few moments ago?’

			‘True – but you were the one who declared my nephew guilty of treason, invoking my legal responsibility in front of all present. I really had no choice but to assist you.’

			‘And gain all of Margrave Evidalle’s lands in the process,’ Kest noted. ‘And anyone aggrieved by the outcome will blame the ­Greatcoats, not you.’

			Rhetan, Margrave of what was now the largest and most powerful territory in the Duchy – and by extension, the presumptive future Duke, once Ossia either abdicated or died, set his gaze on me. He finally gave a wide smile that looked as if it had been waiting patiently for years to show itself. ‘As I told you: patience reaps rewards – especially when folly paves the way.’

			This is why I despise the nobility.

			Evidently my distaste showed on my face because Rhetan was staring at me with one eyebrow raised. ‘Don’t get all pious with me, Trattari. You don’t seriously expect anyone to believe that Duchess Ossia – a very patient woman, I can assure you – sent you here just to rescue the poor, pitiful Lady Mareina?’ He gestured at the wedding guests who were even now hastening to disembark from the barge. ‘I’m not a gambling man, but if I were, I’d wager my new lands that your orders were to spy on the assembled nobles and quietly report back who was showing any enthusiasm for Evidalle’s conspiracy and who might remain loyal to the heir.’

			He clapped me on the shoulder and added cheerily, ‘I expect you’ll have some explaining to do once you get back to Aramor.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			The Wedding Cake

			The execution of a Margrave creates a surprising amount of paperwork. Military forces, for example, can’t simply be dumped together like vegetables in a stew: each side’s officers must now begin vying for command of the newly combined force, while the common soldiers, always convinced that the other guy’s troops get better pay (and even if they don’t, they should), will immediately start demanding higher salaries. Not that more money even begins to deal with the possibility that you’re suddenly part of the same squad that just killed your comrade or even one of your brothers.

			Then there’s the matter of taking over the palace, eliminating anyone related to (or having sex with) the deceased Margrave, and most important of all, securing the treasury before its contents mysteriously disappear. A great many people need to be bribed, especially the clerics – even in a country where the Gods have been murdered, you still don’t want to be on the wrong side of the Church.

			And, of course, when wedding celebrations come to such an unexpected and bloody end, you have to decide what to do with the cake.

			‘It’s not bad, actually,’ Brasti said, licking his fingers as he sat back down on the edge of the dock.

			The narrow beach was littered with wounded men awaiting ­treatment, lying groaning amidst the decorative silk streamers meant to guide the happy couple along the gilded path that led up a gentle slope to the Margrave’s summer palace.

			Kest looked up from cleaning the edge of his shield. ‘You should probably leave the cake alone,’ he warned Brasti.

			‘Why, is it bad luck?’

			Kest pointed at the remains of the cake, sitting unceremoniously next to a pile of dirty dishes. ‘I suspect that’s not raspberry sauce.’

			Brasti looked at the red splatters on the icing, momentarily horrified, then he shrugged and used the head of one of his arrows to slice himself a second piece, this time taking care to cut around the red parts. ‘I’m going to miss this, you know.’

			‘Desecrating dead men’s wedding cakes?’ I asked, following Kest’s example and carefully running a cloth along the blade of my rapier. The problem with killing people is that if you forget to polish the blood off your weapon, you’re liable to find it stuck in its sheath the next time you need to take someone down.

			Brasti kicked an unconscious guardsman. ‘This. Travelling around the country together, beating the hells out of corrupt nobles and their thuggish lackeys.’ He let out a sigh. ‘Mark my words, Falcio, life will become terribly dull once Aline becomes Queen.’

			‘You foresee a shortage of corrupt nobles and thuggish lackeys in our future?’ I asked. ‘Or is this because you’re going to abandon Kest and me so that you can run off and marry Darriana?’

			He turned abruptly serious. ‘Come on, Falcio, it had to end sometime. You’ve done your duty: you’ve fulfilled the King’s last request; you’ve found his “Charoite” and pretty soon she’s going to be taking the throne. Our time is over. Let someone else take a turn at judging whose sheep ate whose grass.’

			There was a certain logic to his words, of course, but it still struck me as highly optimistic – or pessimistic, perhaps, depending on your point of view. I didn’t really have the energy to contradict him, though, so I looked at Kest, who shook his head at me. ‘You forget, Falcio, when the King was in power we weren’t constantly racing about the country trying to save it. Most of the time we just rode our circuits, heard our cases and delivered our verdicts.’

			Brasti blew a strand of damp hair out of his face. ‘Gods, those circuits: twice a year, the same bloody route, the same wretched towns and villages, and the same pressing need to work out how to saw a cow in half in order to settle some bloody-minded farmers’ dispute. I swear they glued the damned things back together after we left just so they’d still have something to fight over.’

			Some part of me knew that Brasti was right – although hopefully, not about the cow. I felt an odd pang in my chest just then; I’d only recently discovered that I had a habit of remembering the past somewhat more . . . well, romantically than perhaps it deserved. Whenever I thought back to the early days in the Greatcoats, I remembered the deviously complex cases, the perilous duels and daring escapes. There’d certainly been a fair few, but they’d taken place over years, not weeks. Believe it or not, most trials don’t end in swordfights. Once Aline became Queen, the fate of the country would no longer be in our hands at every turn – we’d go back to being judicial functionaries. Bureaucrats. I’m sure I used to enjoy that life . . . so why did the mere thought of it feel so foreign now?

			I felt Kest’s hand on my shoulder. ‘It’s not just you, Falcio. The mind can become accustomed to almost anything, even the chaos of an interregnum and the daily struggle to avoid death.’

			Brasti jumped to his feet. ‘I have an idea.’

			No good has ever come from those four words coming out of that particular mouth.

			He waited patiently to be asked – almost a full second – then pointed at the deceased Margrave’s wedding barge. ‘We should become pirates!’ He caught my expression and hastily amended his suggestion. ‘I mean, good pirates, of course. Noble pirates.’

			‘“Noble pirates”?’ Kest asked.

			‘How would that work, exactly?’ I asked, having already forgotten my rule about Brasti and ideas.

			He looked thoughtful, as if he’d given the matter extensive consideration. ‘Well, we only attack the ships of excessively rich and venal men, and then we . . .’ He made a series of gestures with his hands that made no sense to anyone, then explained, ‘We sort of . . . well, redistribute what we took, give it to those in the greatest need. Minus a reasonable commission, of course.’

			Kest tilted his head. ‘You’re suggesting we switch from enforcing the laws to actively breaking them by stealing from those with wealth to give it to those without?’

			‘Minus a reasonable commission,’ he repeated. He saw me staring at him and added quickly, ‘Not a big commission, of course! I’m sure Kest could come up with a suitable formula.’

			‘“The Greatcoats”,’ I announced, ‘“stealing ships from the wealthy to give unto the poor . . . minus a suitable commission”.’ I slid my squeaky-clean rapiers back into their sheaths. ‘Not exactly the most memorable catchphrase.’

			Brasti sulked. ‘Not the way you say it.’ He looked past me and grinned. ‘On the other hand, perhaps you can ask Rhyleis to come up with something more poetic.’

			I turned to see the beautiful – and dangerous – Bardatti guitarist from the wedding walking towards us.

			Brasti was suddenly close behind me. ‘You really should bed that woman, Falcio. I warn you, I won’t wait much longer before I make her a better offer.’

			‘You already did,’ Kest said. ‘Five times, by my count.’

			‘How dare you, sir!’ Brasti said, doing his best impression of a gentleman whose good name has just been slandered. He has to do it as an impression, of course, because he’s never actually had a good name. ‘I will have evidence from you, Kest Murrowson, or have no choice but to challenge you to—’

			‘When we first saw her in that tavern on the road back to Aramor,’ Kest said, putting down his shield so that he could keep a tally using the fingers of his left hand. ‘You hadn’t even asked her name before you made some rather elaborate suggestions as to how the two of you might pass the time together.’

			‘Aha! You see? I didn’t know her name, so it didn’t count.’

			‘Then there was the moment when Falcio left the common room and you asked her again – we all knew her name by then.’

			‘An innocent misunderstanding.’

			‘Also at the Busted Scales, shortly before the battle against the Blacksmith and his God, then again during the fight.’

			‘You propositioned Rhyleis during a battle against an actual God?’ I asked.

			He shrugged. ‘The rest of you were busy.’ He turned to Kest. ‘That was only four times. I’ll have my apology, oh Saint-of-remembering-things-no-one-wants-remembered.’

			‘Wait for it,’ Kest said to me.

			Rhyleis approached us, hands on her hips. ‘Well, if it isn’t the King’s Heart, the Queen’s Shield, and . . . the other one.’ She looked up at Brasti. ‘I forget, what is it you’re known for, again?’

			He grinned salaciously at her. ‘Why, I’m an explorer, Rhyleis, and if you’d like to come for a little walk inside the palace with me, I promise to explore you most thoroughly.’

			‘And there’s number five,’ Kest said.

			‘You’re a terrible friend, you know that?’ Brasti asked. ‘I expect recompense in the form of strong drink.’

			The two of them headed up the path towards the former Margrave of Barsat’s summer palace. I briefly considered running after them, but Brasti would never have let me live it down, so instead I turned and faced Rhyleis: musician, actress, spy, and some day soon, quite likely the death of me. The smile on her face and the curve of her hips filled me with more trepidation than all of Evidalle’s men combined.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			Duelling Flirtations

			‘Why Falcio,’ she began, turning my name into the opening of some kind of tune, ‘you look like a frightened cat backed into a corner by a bloodthirsty hound.’

			Even I wasn’t going to fall into the trap of admitting that her words perfectly summed up the situation. ‘Rhyleis, you are, as always, a delight to the eyes, music to the ears and an unspeakable terror to the hearts of innocent men everywhere.’

			All right, so poetry isn’t a weapon with which I’m particularly skilled – but I still thought it a passable opening salvo.

			‘The same could be said of all women, don’t you think?’ she asked.

			Another trap. Never let yourself be tricked into comparing one woman with all others; it rarely turns out well. ‘Rhyleis, is there any chance I could convince you to punch me in the face now rather than spinning out whatever torment you’ve got planned for me?’

			The Bardatti looked utterly crestfallen. She took a shallow breath. ‘Oh, Falcio, is this to be our relationship? I come to you with adoration and you spurn me until my heart grows so fragile it awaits only one final snub before breaking entirely?’

			And here it was: the ambush.

			Any time I think I have Rhyleis figured out, she turns this petty flirtation of hers around on me and the next thing I know, I’m apologising for having hurt her feelings. She’s just too damned good an actress – but for all her teasing, there’s always a subtle question beneath her words, played out in brief flickers in her expression that makes me wonder if – just perhaps – this game of hers might mask a genuine affection that she’s otherwise unable to express. If I push her too far, I risk hurting her feelings.

			That’s assuming that she has feelings.

			I held up my hands in surrender. ‘Can we not simply agree that you’ve got the better of me once again? That I look like a fool while you are charming, witty and devastatingly brilliant?’

			She tumbled into my arms as if we’d come to the romantic climax of the play. ‘Falcio, oh my Falcio! You always know just what to say to make a girl melt . . .’

			I stood there awkwardly, trying to find some configuration of embrace that was neither inviting nor callous. She nestled closer to me. Apparently in my efforts not to offend, I’d overshot the mark considerably.

			‘You should be nicer to me, you know,’ she said, reaching up a finger to tap my nose. ‘Wasn’t I the one who brought you word of Margrave Evidalle’s little revolution in the first place? Just think how much fun you’d have missed without me.’

			‘I came here to enforce the laws, Rhyleis. Despite what you might think, I don’t actually go around looking for trouble.’

			She tilted her head, just a little, and whispered, ‘Are you sure? Trouble can be rather fun, in the right company.’

			Her breath was a mixture of sweet and spice that sent my heart racing. The moments after you’ve just survived a battle are a poor time to resist temptation. ‘Rhyleis, please . . .’

			She placed her hands on my chest and arched her back to look up at me, briefly dropping the role of seductress. ‘Oh, Falcio. Am I really so menacing? Must you always act like the innocent boy, pining away on his lonely farm, dreaming of the day when the Saint of Mercy will finally come back to him?’

			‘Could we leave Ethalia out of this?’

			She raised an eyebrow. ‘I would dearly love to, Falcio, but you appear to be incapable of letting her go.’

			Though I wished it weren’t so, there was some truth to what she said. I did miss Ethalia. Our romance might have ended, but the ache of being apart from her hadn’t gone away.

			‘Has Ethalia-who-shares-all-sorrows returned from her Saintly pilgrimage?’ Rhyleis asked innocently.

			‘You know she hasn’t,’ I replied.

			Rhyleis ignored the bite in my remark. ‘I wonder, in her quest to find the other remaining Saints, if she might fall in love with one – what a remarkable song that would make, don’t you think?’

			‘Rhyleis, is this some bizarre effort to make me get off my arse and go chasing after Ethalia, or are you just trying to get me into bed again?’

			She laughed enigmatically, in the way of actors, poets and other liars. ‘Can’t it be both?’

			I felt her hands reaching up behind my neck, pulling me down into what would soon be a kiss. Our lips moved closer and my body politely requested that my mind stop getting in the way.

			‘Perhaps it’s time you stopped confusing sex with love, Falcio val Mond,’ she whispered.

			I felt my body, quite of its own accord, start to give in. Rhyleis was wild, unpredictable, clever, beautiful, and any number of other things that would make anyone feel lucky to be in her company. On the other hand, it really pisses me off when people try to manipulate me. The instant before our lips would have met, I turned my head and whispered in her ear, ‘Maybe it’s time you stopped confusing being beautiful with being desirable.’

			She stiffened. For a moment I feared I’d gone too far, that my cruelty would be repaid with a devastatingly biting remark paired with a slap in the face. Instead, Rhyleis laughed, her voice neither cruel or mischievous, but light and winsome, like a bird taking flight. ‘“Stop confusing being beautiful with being desirable”,’ she repeated. ‘I love it! I must use that in a song some day.’

			I let out a breath I hadn’t realised I’d been holding in.

			‘Oh,’ she said, patting me on the chest, ‘I almost forgot why I came to find you in the first place.’

			‘That seems unlikely.’

			‘Don’t be like that. This is important. Duchess Ossia requests that you rendezvous with her at Werta’s Point, three days north of here.’ Rhyleis shook her head mournfully. ‘I believe you’ve got rather a severe scolding coming to you.’

			‘But . . . but how could she possibly know already that we didn’t exactly follow her orders?’

			Rhyleis tilted her head at me as if it were an odd question. ‘When do you ever follow orders, Falcio?’

			I suppose she’s got a point.

			‘Now, I must go and write down that wonderful line of yours. As always, you are an inspiration to me, Falcio.’ She gave me a peck on the cheek and momentarily pulled away, fooling me into thinking the moment had passed and the danger averted, but then her hand snaked behind my neck, she pulled me closer and kissed me full on the lips. I doubt a dozen such kisses have ever existed in the history of the world.

			‘Why did you that?’ I asked, when the kiss was over. For all her games and flirtations, Rhyleis had never pushed things this far before.

			She looked up at me and something in her gaze had changed – it wasn’t love or ardour or even mischief, but a kind of sorrowful compassion. She reached out a finger and traced the line of my eyebrow. ‘You are too serious, Falcio. When the bad days come, I want you to remember that there can still be bright and playful moments, even in the darkest of times.’

			She kissed me once more, on the cheek this time, and started up the path towards the palace.

			‘Wait,’ I called out to her, ‘what do you mean, “the darkest of times”? What do you know that I don’t, Rhyleis?’

			The Bardatti turned her head and flashed me that roguish smile of hers, as though nothing had happened between us. ‘A great many things, Falcio val Mond. A great many things.’

			I stood there like an idiot watching her saunter away until ­Chalmers came up alongside me. ‘Is she really a Bardatti?’

			‘As far as I know. They don’t exactly wear insignia.’

			Chalmers gave that some thought. ‘It’s just odd, because she was talking to me earlier.’

			‘And?’

			‘Well, I’ve never met a Bardatti before. I always assumed the experience would be . . . I don’t know. Different. Mystical somehow?’

			‘Was that not the feeling you came away with?’
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