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      In the narrow hallway outside the king's own door, Roger feinted back, pretending exhaustion--another lie--and let the royal guard pursue him.  At the last moment, he spun and brought up his sword.  His blade rang against the guard's, stopping the swing that should have killed him.  The force of the impact shuddered through his arm and slid him back three feet down the castle corridor. The guard's teeth gleamed as he snapped back his sword and swung again.

      "Your Majesty!" a woman's voice called--Caterina.

      Where was the king—the real one?  Roger resisted looking, but as he parried the new assault and stumbled out of the way he saw the heavy door remained shut, four more guards tensed before it.

      "Your Majesty--watch out!"  Caterina cried again. Roger parried desperately and slipped to one knee, landing with enough grace to make it seem on purpose.  Your Majesty, she called, trying to warn him.  Because he was the king—harder to remember now that the rebellion reached the castle itself.

      He thrust up his sword and won blood that spattered hot against his face.  Nausea curled in his belly, as it had for weeks, but he did not give in.  He was the king now, at least as far as these people were concerned:  he must remember that.  His sword arm throbbed with exertion, but he pushed aside the body, only to find two more guards towering over him.

      Roger put up his sword as they stabbed down at him.  One man grunted and tumbled to the side, blood gushing from his mouth as a new figure joined the fray, turning her sword as if in a dance.  Down, aside, up, a beautiful figure carved in the air by the flash of steel in lamplight.  Abstractly, Roger knew his fascination was not a good sign.  His exhaustion, then, had been no lie.  The elegant blade thrust home, another shower of blood, and his last attacker fell.

      His savior stooped, keen green eyes examining his face and form, then a smile slender as her blade. Lady Rania, called the Runaway Duchess for the way she dodged the king's brother every time they were to wed, almost like a person from one of the stories he told. The duke still pursued her, in spite of her embrace of the less feminine arts.  She had been Roger's first ally among the gentry, the one person in the castle whose notice he never imagined he'd win.  "Can you rise, Your Majesty?" she whispered.

      "I can," he told her, but his voice was weak, breathless. He drew a deeper breath, and said, "I can. Honest and true."

      The smile grew from poniard to scimitar.  "I'm glad to hear it, Majesty."  She caught his elbow and swung him back to his feet. He swayed and leaned on her more than he should--not half as much as he'd like to.

      "Oh, Your Majesty.  Are you hurt?"  Caterina reached him at last.

      Through a pointed grin, the other woman said, "Don't just cry warning, next time give aid."  She moved him aside, her hand as assured on Roger's arm as it had been on the sword.  A few ragged men of Roger's army regulars pounded by.  A few young nobles in their fine armor followed moments later, slowed by the metal but undaunted.

      Seeing that reinforcements had arrived, Roger let himself be drawn from the line of battle into a cross-passage.  "Don't chide her, my lady--we each of us do what we can."

      "Some of us, Your Majesty, rise to the occasion," said the lady, with a tip of her head in his direction.  She stood a bit taller than he, and much taller than Caterina, a former scullion like himself who had been one of his first supporters. He had proclaimed her as his Defender of the Weak, and she had taken the role to heart.

      For Caterina's sake, Roger straightened and forced the tremors from his arm.  Caterina slipped up against him, her bright eyes searching his face as her quick fingers brushed away some of the blood.  She lowered her hand a moment, and came back with the kerchief she kept tucked in her sleeve to wipe away the rest.  "You're not hurt, Rog--I mean, Your Majesty, are you?"

      "No, Caterina, I don't think so."  Just aching in every bit of himself.  He felt like a tough cut of meat being tenderized for the royal supper.  The metaphor amused him; twenty-four years in kitchens would do that to anyone.

      Lady Rania smiled again, and the world felt brighter.  "We're almost there, Your Majesty--that much nearer to your throne."

      In the corridor, something crashed, and all three started, then stuck their heads out.  A fresh party of soldiers--well, of the stable hands, barmaids, and petty nobility who passed for soldiers--carried a long, oak bench from one of the great halls downstairs.  As Roger looked on, they drew back again, then ran forward, slamming the end of the bench into the king's door.

      Rania laughed.  He knew her from his years by the hearth, knew her in passing, the way that a kitchen boy knows a lady, and had heard her name spoken by any of a number of hunting partners come to retrieve the lunches they ordered in the wee hours of the dawn.  Now that he was King Roger, he had the right to that name, a name that had never crossed his lips.

      "Oh, you are hurt, Roger,"  said Caterina, his left hand resting atop both of hers, her head bent over it.

      "Is he?"  Rania moved in, but Caterina gave no ground, and the other woman could only peer down from her greater height.

      The wall shuddered as they rammed the door again, and Roger's teeth chinked together, sending a jolt to his pounding skull.  His hand did feel a bit sharp, now he came to think of it.  "Come, I'll wrap it," Caterina told him, leading him down the hall a few more feet, leaving the lady behind.

      Quickly, Caterina dabbed away some of the blood, revealing the clean edges of a simple slash across the back of his hand.  Roger thought of skinning pheasants, and let that go, looking away.  A cloth binding snugged about his hand, held so carefully in hers.  Lady Rania stared at them a moment longer, her eyes briefly shiny, then turned sharply back toward the door.  "Come on, you lot!  Work together!  One, two, three, four!  Again!"  She strode away her sword flicking blood in her wake.  He had never seen her look that way before, not at him, nor at anyone.  Perhaps being king had some attraction after all.

      "There y'are, Rog--Your Majesty."  Caterina still held his fingers warmly.  "We ought to get it stitched proper, though, being your sword-hand and all."

      "Thank you."

      She, too, gazed at him with shining eyes.

      For how much longer? Bile simmered in Roger's gullet, almost to a boil, and he hated himself so thoroughly that he thought the floorboards might part beneath him and send him plunging to a death he richly deserved.  He looked over her head, drawing back his hand.

      "One, two, three--"With a rending sound, the door burst free of its lock, leaving the metal fittings twisted and dangling.  A cheer resounded from the narrow hall.  Roger pushed off from the wall, taking up his sword again as the soldiers surged into the broken chamber with the duchess howling after them.  Soon, now, and it would all be over.  He hoped down in the bowels of the castle, that another door had broken, setting its prisoners free.  For a moment, he imagined his mother hobbling out in to the light, squinting, sniffing, and declaring the day required cinnamon.  How many tales had he invented for his mother, in which she became daring and bold? A quiet chuckle escaped him and he reached up to wipe his eyes, then remembered the bandage.

      "Come, Your Majesty!"  Rania popped back out of the chamber, her eyes alight in quite a different way.  "We've got him!"

      Roger motioned for Caterina to go before him.  She curtsied, but shook her head.  "It's not for you to follow me now, Your Majesty."

      "Right," he mumbled and swallowed his hurt and exhaustion.  He longed to curl up on the great kitchen hearth and sleep as if he were a child again. He had no time for his own aches:  the moment of victory lay upon them and he would seize it as his people deserved. Ahead, Rania stood watching, her feet set apart and hands upon her sword.  When he drew near, she swept the blade up to touch her forehead, then slipped it to the side to give him passage, her head bowed.  A few strands of red hair trailed through the sweat upon her neck;  he licked the sweat from his own lips as he stepped by.  Then he caught a whiff of pepper and the hint of something more tangy.

      Someone inside screamed.  On instinct, Roger spun himself against the outside wall, dragging Rania with him.

      "Get down!  Hold your breath!" he shouted to the men inside. Screams filled the chamber and spilled into the hall, followed by staggering forms, clutching at their throats. Caterina started forward, but he caught her and propelled her down the corridor.

      "But they're dying,"  Rania snarled, fighting his arm.

      "Stay."  He stared at her fiercely, bringing his hand up to his mouth to yank free the kerchief with his teeth.  "Stay," he growled again.

      After a deep breath, he tied the bloody cloth quickly over his nose and mouth and dropped to his hands and knees, scrambling forward.  Already, his eyes stung as the billowing smoke struck him full force and he fought the urge to gasp for air.  His hand pulsed with pain as he scrambled forward.  He climbed over the fallen soldiers, swinging his head this way and that.  The device must be nearby.  His soldiers writhed around him, clawing at their faces while the dust swirled its poison around them.  The device, but where--?

      A snigger, stifled quickly, reached his ears, and Roger shot in that direction, rising to his feet, but staying low.  He saw a pair of boots, shuffling back from him:  someone was still standing.  Someone who knew what to expect.  His eyes burned, tears streamed down his cheeks, and his chest pinched with the strain of not breathing.  He lunged against the figure's knees, toppling him to the ground.  The device, a brass pot carried on a long wand, struck the ground and rolled, still spewing its poison.  Roger ignored the man he had felled and leapt onto the pot, smothering it with his body.  He shut his eyes, squeezing out the tears.  He snaked his arm down to the pot and gave the lid a twist, feeling the slits snick shut and cut off the smoke.  One of his mother's finest creations, never meant for this.

      Something tapped his shoulder, then slid, cold and stinging along his throat to the soft place under his jaw.  "Too bold, peasant."  The voice, as cold as its blade, sank among the rising sobs of his stricken soldiers.

      Roger shoved his heels against the floor, gaining precious inches from the sword, then rolled sharply.  He seized the wand attached to the smoke bomb and whipped it about, the chain catching his assailant's legs as the pot smacked into his groin.

      The figure reeled and moaned before it toppled, a cloth mask fluttering away to reveal one of the king's ministers.  But where was the man himself?

      "Your Majesty!  King Roger!"

      "Here," he choked out.

      "Is it safe?"

      He narrowed his sore eyes at the ceiling where the smoke lingered, then pushed himself back up again, swaying among the bodies on the floor.  He stumbled to the windows and shoved them open, one after another, down the long side of the chamber.  At the last, he leaned out and held aside his kerchief to gulp at the clean air.  The screams around him subsided into moans, gasps, and coughing.  The bat poison would leave them stinging for a while, but they'd be alright.  Bat poison.

      Roger swung around from the window, letting his mask fall back in place.  He squinted and spotted two doors cut into the stone.  From past experience, he knew that one led to the king's bedchamber, and the other to a staircase he'd never yet climbed.  Where else in the king's suite would bat poison be needed?

      "Is it safe?"  Caterina called again, but Rania simply shouted, "We're coming in--we've covered our mouths and noses!"

      Roger ignored them and made for the stairs.  What could the king hope to achieve by fleeing up?  Perhaps he believed the Lords Themselves would carry him to safety.  Not this time.  This time, he could not escape.  Roger's companions stumbled across the floor, pausing to clear out the soldiers who moaned and cursed as the smoke dissipated.  Good.  Roger threw himself up the stairs, following the twist with one shoulder brushing the outside wall in an effort to keep himself going.  He passed an open door and hesitated, seeing the sloped beams of an attic and the propped handles of a few more bat bombs.  Other doors might lead out again in the dim recesses, still, it didn't feel right.  He kept climbing, his calves throbbing with every step, and reached the top at last, a square trapdoor in the wooden floor blocking his way to the roof.  He nearly reached out to fling it open and burst free to the daylight that seeped through the crevices between the boards, but he held himself back, swallowing his breath.  A shadow shifted to one side of the trapdoor. Someone waited for him.

      Roger reached to the small of his back and found the hilt of his paring knife still tucked into his belt.  He slipped it free and climbed two more stairs.  The shadow froze.  Roger thrust upward, shoving the blade between the boards and grunting as it cut leather.  Blood oozed to his hand and the man howled, the shade twisting and flickering.

      Roger popped up then, sword in hand.  The man twisted again, trying to balance, tugging at one leg then roaring his pain as he swiped in Roger's direction.  "You!"  The man spat, his mane of golden curls tossing back over his shoulder.  "You stabbed my foot!"  The tip of the knife barely poked through the leather boot. The king's damnable boots. The memory of wax and leather filled Roger's mouth.

      For a moment, Roger blinked at the king--the king!  He had anticipated another guard or minister, another man to be sacrificed in the king's stead while the monarch slipped away.  The sword slashed again and Roger leapt back, then flailed his arms as the low wall pressed into his thighs and his weight would carry him over.  Wind whipped across his back and throat.  The landscape spun about him, the rooftops of the castle giving way to houses, manors, fields, hills, an endless blue sky.

      King Agravaine bared his teeth, feinting again, trying to drive him the last inch over the wall.  Roger pulled himself from the brink, dropping to one knee, his free hand pressed to the wood.  Even then, the dizzying sight of the surrounding countryside remained in his vision, waving and taunting.  His stomach clenched.

      "It's a heady thing being so high up."  The king squinted across the trap door at him.  "Ah. You're that brute from the kitchen who thinks to unseat me."

      The sheer insensitive arrogance of the king's words swept away the nausea and Roger discovered a hard, sharp spike of anger at his very core.  "You dare call me a brute.  You sent thousands to die while you gathered their livestock for feasts.  You imprisoned anyone who protested.  When you saw the battle went ill, you abandoned the eastern realm to the demons.  You dare--"

      "I'll call you worse than that, you traitorous swine." King Agravaine wrenched free his foot with a grimace and waved his sword.  "You're a pustule on the rump of your whoring mother."

      "Call me what you will but leave my mother out of it.  She deserves better from the likes of you."

      "She'll still be rotting in my dungeon while your guts are draping my blade."  The king lurched forward, but the touch of toe to floor set him cursing.

      The clatter of footfalls echoed up the stairs and their eyes met.  Agravaine staggered backwards and started to clamber over the low wall toward the thick copper ridge along an adjacent roof.  Roger pounced on him and pulled him down, flinging him to the ground.  He set his sword point to the pinkish, trembling throat of the king.  The golden curls tossed about the king's head framed his face like a portrait on a pincushion.

      "I can make you a very wealthy man," the king murmured, and Roger could see the fear that edged his eyes. The king, at last, afraid as he should be. Agravaine went on,  "I can set your mother free."

      "Why would he be merely wealthy when he shall be king?"  demanded Rania as she emerged through the trapdoor.  Rather than pull herself up, she remained there, at eye-level with the fallen monarch.

      "Him?"  the king snorted, his throat bobbing against the blade with a prick of blood.  "Aside from slovens like yourself, the barons would never submit. I'm glad you've not married my brother; he should at least be choosing from the stable instead of the sty."

      At mention of the despised duke, she grinned and advanced a step higher to look down upon him.  "Oh, many of the barons pledged fealty when they knew the truth.  Roger is your own son."

      Roger cringed inwardly and the king snorted again, "Him?  Nonsense!"

      "'Tis true.  Tell him, Roger.  As you told me."

      "Roger!  Have you got him?  I knew you would!"  Caterina bobbed down below.  "Will you move, m'lady?"

      Rania glowered, but did as she was bid, coming to stand at Roger's side, weighing her blade as if to double their threat.  Clambering up as well, Caterina edged into the little space that remained, across the door from the central figures.  She had reclaimed the paring knife from where it had fallen into the chamber below and brandished it now.  "You did it, Your Majesty!  I always believed in you."  Her face lit as she looked to Roger, even as his hopes died. Funny, that. He imagined himself dead before they ever got this far. Instead, he faced the moment he feared these many months, when the truth would be told.  He wished he could delay it even a few minutes longer.

      "Majesty?  My son?  What horse shit has he been spreading?" The august features of the king furrowed in confusion.

      Roger felt an urge to apologize and help him up, wiping away the uncouth dirt and spattered blood, but his eyes still stung from the poisoned smoke and he cleared his throat.  "We should bind him and take him below to face justice." Roger should've killed him, but to do so now that the king was at Roger's mercy would be the coward's way.

      "We've lost count of the women you forced to your bed, Your--" Rania broke off, shaking herself to stop the title she nearly spoke.

      "Hundreds," sighed the king.  "Thousands."  His eyes focused beyond Roger's head as if remembering.  "And how many bastards have I?"  His gaze returned.  "Same as the number of my sons.  Not a single one.  Especially not this one."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            LONG LIVE THE KING

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “He'll be a liar to his grave!"  Caterina said.  "Tell him, Roger."

      Roger stared down at the man who could not be his father.  He, too, could be a liar to his grave, as he had believed he would be.  "The dungeons," he said, "are they emptied?"

      Rania frowned, taking a half-step back, then glanced over her shoulder and down.  "Hard to say.  I can see the yard.  The fighting's stopped. . . "she leaned a little further, then whooped aloud.  "Yes!  I see the prisoners.  Our men are bearing them up."
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