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Chapter 1
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Easing the collar of his dress uniform, uncomfortable in the unexpectedly warm spring day, Commander Sionnach grimaced and cursed the stiff-necks of the Jastrovian delegates he was here to meet. Because they stood on ceremony at every possible chance, it meant that he would have to dress up to receive the delegations from the Vyetic Republic and the Kingdom of Triqlinia in the coming days too - just to make it clear there was no bias towards the Jastrovians. At least in those cases, though, he wouldn’t have such a long ride to get to greet them. They, thank their various gods, would come by ship direct to Staer-Dushan, leaving only a short ride to the palace. However, in order to get the Jastrovians to the palace of Al-dushara, where customarily the political wrangling would take place, they had to be met first thing in the morning – gods forefend that they might have to spend the night in less than glorious splendour!

Not a problem for the Jastrovians themselves, who had embarked on their ships yesterday afternoon and slept in comfort through the night as they traversed the Sound of Dushan; but grim for their escort, who’d had to ride most of the way on into last night, and then take what accommodation they could in the cramped conditions of Sevar town. Sevar was just a port, nothing more. Why would its inns pay for extravagant luxuries which the Jastrovians would hardly ever use, and which the ordinary people of the island of Dushan couldn’t afford? So the inn on the outskirts of Sevar, where Rufus Sionnach and his men had partaken of a rough breakfast, had done little for him except give him a nasty suspicion that he’d picked up a flea or two. The coarse bread he’d gnawed for breakfast was already sitting like a brick in his stomach, giving him indigestion and not improving his mood.

“Stop scowling, sire,” his captain said with a hint of amusement. “You’ll scare our guests if you greet them looking like that!”

Rufus turned to face her, then gave a disgusted sniff but also managed a vague smile as he saw Olwine’s mischievous grin. “Scare them? The bloody Jastrovians are too preoccupied with themselves to take any notice of the likes of me!”

Olwine eased her horse forward a pace or two so that she was alongside Rufus, and so close they were almost knee to knee, guaranteeing that nobody else would hear what was said next.

“I left the horse for Elias tied up behind the sheep pens on the hill as arranged,” she confirmed softly. “If he’s not on this ship I can easily send someone to collect it on the way back.”

“By all that’s holy, he’d better be on the ship!” Rufus growled. “I want to know what he’s managed to find out, and preferable before the Jastrovians start trying to play puppet master with us in the conference again! I want to know what that conniving bunch of peacocks are up to!”

Olwine smiled again. Rufus’ dislike of the Jastrovians was nearly as legendary amongst the guards as the man was himself. Today she was commanding her half of the personal guard of the Palma-Fayre family, minding the person of Gabor, the duke-regent, while her counterpart back at the palace was doing her best to keep Duke Tervel out of harm’s way. Of the two unenviable tasks, Olwine was glad she was here doing this one. She was a big woman, standing six feet in her socks and built to match. With her thick dark hair tied back in a military queue, she was regularly mistaken for a man from behind, and sometimes even face to face when she was in uniform. It also meant she was easily a head taller than Duke Tervel and he hated her for it. Bad enough that Rufus, who was taller again, and even his brother Gabor, could look down upon him, but for a woman to do it? Intolerable!

Captain Teryl Denderis, on the other hand was of middling height, slim with just enough curves, and devastatingly pretty. As a captain of the guard she had far more trouble with men thinking that they could push her around than ever Olwine did, but it was a rare man who ever did it to Teryl twice. The only one who never took the hint that the stunning assassin-trained captain was completely disinterested in men was Duke Tervel himself. However, despite Teryl loathing the very sight of him, she was cunning enough to use his lust-fuelled ego when necessary to keep the wilful duke to heel. Olwine had no such advantage, and it was more often than not on her watch when the duke would do one of his disappearing acts. Thankfully, Rufus too had trouble with the immature duke, and so he never blamed Olwine for it – something she could have had far more trouble over if a different man had been in command – but it did mean that on occasions like this when they wanted the duke to still be in the palace when they got back, that Teryl got the job of minding him, while Olwine got to ride out with Rufus and do the bowing and scraping to visiting diplomats.

The diplomats were at present hoving into view, their ship being a specially converted version of those which sailed the Tyhrion Sea, which the island of Dushan sat in the middle of. It always gave Rufus a quiet moment of glee when he saw the ship, knowing how it irritated the Jastrovians that the massive single-sailed ships they used in the outer oceans could not make the passage into the Tyhrion Sea. In the north, the gap between the two continents was so narrow that even the local shipping went single file through its towering, chasm-like walls. Only the Narwal Horde who occupied the western side of the Gullet, as it was called, could get two ships abreast, and even then they had to be careful that their galleys didn’t lock oars in places.

The only other ways into the Tyhrion Sea were both in the south to either side of the long thin island of Sinzeim, and again, neither of them were particularly deep – and certainly of insufficient depth for the great pot-bellied ships of the Jastrovians. In truth the Sea had only been a sea for a few centuries. Before that it had been a series of low-lying large lakes, but the catastrophic blowing of a volcano just to the south had caused waves of such ferocity as to tear the two southern passages out as it battered southern Sinzeim. And since then the sea had gushed into the low lying lands and taken over.

The Jastrovians, who inhabited the northern coast of the new sea and beyond, seemed to have run for centuries on a system of absolute despotism moderated by assassination. Ten years ago, when Duke-regent Gabor had taken over the reins of power in the Duchy of Palma for his mentally less-stable brother, the Jastrovians had just emerged from a previous decade where they had changed emperor many times, and all violently. The current incumbent, on whom Gabor and Rufus were waiting, was a former general in the Jastrovian army and, as much as any outsider could tell, was making a fair job of restoring some much needed stability to the sprawling conglomeration of people the empire encompassed.

Prior to that, the last member of the Khazarig dynasty had been overthrown and sent into exile into a monastery far, far away, after the obligatory disfigurements the Jastrovians seemed to take a perverse delight in. He’d been more fortunate than some of his predecessors in that he’d escaped with his life, although Rufus and his friend Elias had often wondered whether he’d seen it in quite that light after the punishment of castration and forcible retirement to a monastery. But then maybe he had, given that the sentence he himself had passed on his own predecessor was to be dragged apart by horses, after having his eyes put out and his ears cut off. Failure could be painful in Jastrovia!

It had been fighting that same utterly mad Moyerin Khazarig which had brought Rufus and Gabor together, and Rufus exchanged brief glances with Gabor as the duke-regent looked back over his shoulder and gave a wry smile as the Jastrovian ship docked. Rufus knew that both of them were glad that former-general Jeno was the man they were going to deal with today, even if they didn’t like his politics much. Emperor Moyerin had been so filled with the belief of his own divinity that such a meeting would never even have got beyond the planning stage. Whereas Emperor Jeno recognised that the empire would need allies not enemies if it was to survive, even if changing things internally was an uphill task.

The sails emblazoned with the Jastrovian arms had been furled almost completely now, and the ship was drifting the last few feet towards the quay, with the welcoming party able to see the Jastrovian delegation all up on deck surrounding Emperor Jeno.

“He looks almost as uncomfortable as I feel,” Rufus joked softly to Olwine, and indeed the emperor had every appearance of wishing he could shed a few layers of the heavily embroidered clothes he was swathed in.

“And you think your dress uniform is uncomfortable!” Olwine quipped back. “I presume this means you won’t be making moves to have yourself proclaimed duke-regent any time soon?”

“Bugger off!” Rufus snorted with a chuckle. “Gabor can have his job and keep it! I’d run a bloody mile before anyone would make me take on that role! I bet his thoughts towards his father for wishing it upon him must have the old duke squirming in his grave on days like this – however necessary the decision was. Can you imagine the farce we’d be enduring now if it was Tervel sitting on the white horse out in front?”

Olwine smiled. “I think we can safely say that there’d be no more chance of this conference taking place if Tervel was duke in anything more than name, than if Emperor Moyerin was still in charge of Jastrovia.”

“Good grief, you know how to depress a man,” Rufus declared with a mocking rolling of his eyes. “And you had the cheek to accuse me of being gloomy about this meeting!”

But Olwine suddenly wasn’t listening. “Look, sire!” she hissed. “Over at the stern!”

Amongst the flurry of activity as sailors threw ropes down to the quay, and the resident dockhands and stevedores hurried to make the ship fast, one of the sailors from the Jastrovian ship had slid down the foremost rope and onto the stone quay, without waiting for the bow to be pulled in or the ship secured. Totally alert, Rufus and Olwine were doing their best to watch in every direction while still appearing to have eyes only for the delegation.

“To the left!” Rufus breathed softly.

“Got him! ...He’s just passed the baker’s shop on the street one row back,” Olwine answered him, just as Gabor called out,

“Commander! Form line of escort!”

“Form line of escort!” Rufus bellowed back to the waiting men, who heeled their horses forward so that they formed up in two ranks along each side of the broad road which led up from the quay. Several men dismounted and led spare horses forward for their guests, who were now processing down the gangplank. 

“Here we go,” Rufus grumbled, tossing his horse’s reins to Olwine and swinging down onto the quay, to stride in Gabor’s wake the obligatory two paces behind.

Gabor halted a few paces short of the emperor and kept his hands by his sides. It was expected that the emperor should decide who he would and wouldn’t shake hands with, and it was a political faux par his hosts had long ago learned not to make. Yet this time, the speed with which Emperor Jeno came up to them and reached out to embrace his host surprised both Gabor and Rufus.

“Duke Gabor, am I glad to see you,” the emperor declared with a noticeable edge of worry in his voice. “We have much to discuss! I hope that the other delegates won’t keep us waiting too long before they get here?”

“No, your imperial majesty,” the startled Gabor replied, wrong-footed. “The ...erm ...prince of Triqlinia is due tomorrow morning, and we expect the Vyatic guildsmen either tomorrow evening or the morning after.”

“Which prince of Triqlinia?” Jeno demanded. Such blatant disregard for the courtesies of state greetings, such direct coming to the matters in hand, transmitted the level of the emperor’s concern to Gabor, and in turn to Rufus.

“It’s Prince Imry,” Gabor told Jeno, after a momentary falter of surprise.

“Blessed be the great Demastarii!” the emperor breathed with relief. “I was dreading that the Triqlinians might have sent that young fool, Sebin!” That wasn’t just not observing court protocol, that was blowing it out of the water! To call one of the joint leaders of another state a fool, and out in public where anyone might hear, was not only not the done thing, it was virtually unheard of.

“I couldn’t say more of why I wanted this meeting in my messages,” Jeno was continuing, “so I had to couch my request in the most general of terms, but given that, I feared there was always the risk that you and the others might not attach much importance to it. The guildsmen I always reckon on having to argue with, but Prince Sebin is beyond reasoning with.” He seemed to become aware that his entourage were getting more distraught with every sentence he was speaking, and visibly fought to regain some composure he was clearly a long way from feeling. “But I can tell you more when we get to Al-dushara,” he sighed, but still held onto Gabor’s hand for a moment longer, clasping it hard with his other hand too, as if reassuring himself that all would be well now.

The Jastrovians all mounted up, and Rufus led the long procession out of Sevar to begin the long ride up through the hills towards Al-dushara. Olwine and a corps of hand-picked men now brought up the rear, watching for any sign of them being followed, or of anyone who might have ideas of causing harm to the visitors. Not that there was much likelihood of that from the locals. If any trouble was going to happen it was much more likely to come from someone the Jastrovians had brought with them, and as Olwine’s sentries had reported back to her, nobody had left the ship who shouldn’t have – although, of course, they hadn’t spotted Elias. That meant that there was room to doubt whether they could be absolutely certain an assassin hadn’t crept ashore as well. And few things would ruin the tentative peace of the last few years than a Jastrovian emperor being assassinated here in the Duchy of Palma.

Therefore, despite the odds against anything happening, Olwine still took her role seriously and kept her eyes on the surrounding hillside, as did her men. Once she thought she caught a glimpse of a patch of blue up ahead, of the same hue as the uniform Elias had been wearing. That was nothing to worry about, given that it was just where she would’ve expected to be able to see someone far ahead of them on the same road. But having seen someone who was almost certainly Elias up ahead of them, she did wonder if her eyes were deceiving her when she caught another glimpse of blue behind them.

The second time she got the briefest flash of the same acidic blue-green of a Jastrovian sailor’s outfit, though, she knew they had company.

“Head up lads!” she declared, “keep looking forwards, but we’re in business!” All were well enough trained not to do the instinctive thing and look back despite the warning, but all eight of the men stiffened to attention. “When we get around Compass Hill, we’ll let the rest ride on up Tovine Valley and pull off the road before our tail has the chance to see what we’re about.”

It was a tense quarter turn of the glass, but then, being the last of the long train of riders, Olwine and her men made the sharp turn of the hill into the long, wide valley which pushed deep into the range of hills at the eastern end of Dushan. Four men instantly dived off their horses and led them up into the dense shrubbery above the road to the right. Olwine and the other four stayed mounted, but pulled around to the left to hide behind a massive boulder, which in some previous age had been ripped from the mountains to the west.

They didn’t have long to wait. The first signal was the soft clipping of horse’s hooves as someone tried to ride their mount as close to the grass verge as possible. Around the bend came a figure dressed as one of the sailors, but with a muted green cloak thrown over the uniform which disguised it for the most part. With the hood thrown up over his head the rider was unrecognisable, but was also partly blinded to what was waiting for him. The four on foot were on the wrong side of the road to be able to jump him from off the steep bank, but once he was past them they leapt down onto the roadway and blocked off his retreat. Olwine led the others out in front of him, swords drawn to emphasise that they meant business.

“And what are you about, stranger?” she demanded firmly.

She half expected some blustering, or even a calm denial with some story about having legitimate business for being on the road. The savagery of his reaction, though, came close to taking her off-guard. The head came up revealing two eyes which glowed with an almost sickly green light, though the rest of the face remained in shadow beneath the hood. Without a word the figure moved at lightning speed to throw a knife with each hand, even as he dug vicious-looking spurs into his horse’s sides, catapulting it forward so that it all but collided with the soldier to Olwine’s left. The two outer mounted men were already out of action from the knives, although mercifully neither were dead, and with the third thrown from his horse it was down to Olwine and the last rider to react. As the stranger forced his horse through the gap he’d made, Olwine managed to get in a thrust with her sword, but was dismayed to hear it strike metal. So, he had armour on under his disguise!

Wheeling her horse to follow in his wake, she was careful to keep to one side as the four on foot began to loose arrows at his back. Word had it that the Vyaticans were experimenting with producing a hand weapon which worked with powder and shot like their recently invented bronze cannons did; and Olwine fleetingly wished that she had such a thing with her, as she watched the arrows bouncing harmlessly off the stranger’s back, or dangling uselessly in the folds of his cloak to clatter against one another without doing him any harm at all.

She saw him turn in the saddle, and flung herself flat against her horse’s mane as she saw him bring a small tube up to his lips. Her man riding behind her wasn’t so quick, and she heard his cry of pain and then the thump as he hit the ground.

“You bastard!” Olwine cursed, although saving her breath and refraining from shouting it as she wanted to. “Right! You’ve really pissed me off now!”

As her galloping horse began to gain on his, she reached down and withdrew a long, thin dagger from her boot-top. It was a weapon Teryl had taught her the value of, for it wasn’t the kind of knife the regular army had any use for, being too fine to withstand the rough usage of hand to hand combat. As she closed on him – and she was fairly certain it was a ‘him’ – she sat up in the saddle again and brandished her sword somewhat aimlessly in her left hand, luring him into thinking she was going to try and engage him in a fight. When her horse’s nose had passed the rump of his, he turned again but with a sickle-shaped blade in his hand, yet before he could make any cut, Olwine dived flat again, and with her long reach, drove the needle-like blade up and through his thigh towards his groin.

His blade suddenly went limp for a second, allowing Olwine to shift her sword from her left to her right hand and thrust it upwards to where she hoped his throat was. She felt it slide along metal again, but then skittered off and into flesh. Kicking her feet free of the stirrups, Olwine launched herself sideways and wrapped her arms around the would-be assassin, dragging him to the floor as they both tumbled free of the horses. He broke her fall as she landed on top of him, resulting in her straddling his chest within moments of their contact.

“Right, matey, let’s see who in the Underworld you are!” she snapped.

With her legs pinning his arms down, preventing him from making any further stabs at her, she was surprised to feel him lurch and then find his feet coming past her face to try and clamp around her throat with his legs. He was probably counting on her loosing his arms as she got up to save her face from a raking with his spurs. Instead, she stayed put, grabbed both feet and yanked them down and apart. His scream of pain was rewarding, but by now Olwine was truly furious. In a heartbeat she had both hands back at his head again and was throwing back the cowl.

What she saw momentarily gave her pause as she realised that what she was looking at was some kind of mask, possible made of copper given its greenish tinge.

“Oh, you’re not playing games with me!” she snarled and seized the edges of the mask to yank it off.

The scream of pain and the unexpected resistance she felt did stop her, though. Was the mask actually welded onto his face? Even as her fingers scrabbled around behind his head, trying to find some sort of strap or band, he struck again, punching her on the side of her head. Not sufficient to knock her out, but enough to get her just enough off balance that he was able to wriggle free. However, by now the other four soldiers were upon them and first one then another dealt him savage cuts to his arms and legs.

“Keep him alive!” Olwine commanded. “We need to questi...”

But he had anticipated his fate, and even as she was speaking, drew another of the small darts from his pouch and plunged it into his own neck. Before Olwine could reach him he was falling, white froth bubbling from his mouth which then became tinged pink with blood as he hit the ground, already rigid.

“Bastard Hounds of the Wild Hunt!” one of the soldiers swore – another big redheaded Islander like Rufus.

“Lamia, rain your curses on him!” swore another, who was a native of the duchy as Olwine was.

She staggered to her feet, then went and gave the stiff corpse a hefty kick. “I hope Ratis gives him the roughest of rides to the Underworld!” she snarled, and booted him once again for good measure, then looked around her.

“Errol and Loris are dead,” she was told as she looked back to where the first two had fallen to the stranger’s knives. “Poisoned blades, the bastard!”

She didn’t need to ask what had happened to Fallon, who had taken the dart meant for her. He lay just as stiff on the ground as his killer.

Walking away for a moment to collect her thoughts, Olwine offered up a brief prayer to Sattada the Intercessor for the souls of the fallen, and to Alator, god of war and soldiers, for the chance to revenge their deaths. Fallon’s death in particular she regretted, knowing that he left behind a wife with two young daughters and another child on the way.

Why? That was what she couldn’t even begin to fathom. As far as anyone here in the duchy was aware, there was nothing out of the ordinary about this conference. No treaty hung upon it. No planned invasion stood upon an alliance to be made. In fact, there was nothing in the way of a clue at all in the missive sent from Jastrovia. The more she thought on that the more Olwine began to get angry again. What had they not been told? She must get to Rufus as fast as possible and warn him! Were they about to get dragged into some new plot to change emperors in Jastrovia? Was that what was behind this strange attempt to get to the emperor? Or was it even more of a tangled web? Was someone playing with them, wanting them and the other delegates to get nervous in order to make them more pliant to some scheme or other? Well they’d soon learn that taking the lives of some of her men in the pursuit of their twisted game was the wrong move to make!

“Don’t touch the bodies!” she said decisively, turning back to her men. “We’ve no idea how toxic that poison is. It might only take you brushing against it for you too to be killed, or at least become desperately ill. Guard them, but don’t move them. I shall ride on and inform the Commander, then I’ll send on to Al-dushara and get someone from the alchemists guild and one of the physicians to come out with a wagon and collect them. They ought to know what they’re doing, and if they don’t, they’d better start learning quick, because I’m certain that the Commander and Duke Gabor will want some answers, and fast!”
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By the time Olwine caught up with the main party Rufus was already turning some men back to look for her – one of the rearguard having noticed that they’d been gone for rather longer than expected. As she told him the tale, Rufus’ face darkened with anger, not least because someone had clearly done his best to try and kill Olwine, for he had a very soft spot for both of his female captains. Not love in the romantic sense, let alone lust, but a deep and abiding affection for them both which went beyond the professional regard which he felt for the four male captains under his command.

“You’re all right?” he asked her, leaning across to squeeze her arm gently as a further sign of his concern.

Olwine nodded. “Yes. More furious than anything, although I’m still a bit shaken by it. I just wasn’t expecting anything of that ...that viciousness! It was almost as though he personally hated us – and deeply! Sattada knows we’ve foiled enough assassins in our time, but I can’t think of one who attacked with such passion, except for that mistress of Duke Tervel’s, and the son of the old man whom the late duke rode down in cold blood, and who tried to kill him in revenge. It was the eyes, Rufus!” It was a measure of how much the event had thrown her that she used his given name. It was a familiarity the captains only ever used in private, never in public. “There was something so unnatural about the eyes! And that cursed mask – it’s as if it’s been glued onto his very face! I doubt it will come off without taking a layer of skin with it. Who does such a thing? None of our traditional enemies, that’s for sure! And speaking of enemies, what’s that conniving sod Jeno got us caught up in?”

Rufus patted her arm again in reassurance. “I know, I’m with you every step on that one! It can’t be coincidence! I daren’t start quizzing the bloody man here on the road, but rest assured, once he’s in the palace I shall be wanting some answers!”

Leaving Olwine to continue with the rearguard, Rufus cantered to the head of the procession once more, detailing four men to ride ahead with all speed and get the wagon to go and fetch the corpses. But also to inform captains Nicholo Gardizi and Dreya Lagoda, who were in charge of the greater palace complex of Al-dushara, that matters had taken a sudden turn for the worse and to implement the extra security measures they had planned, never expecting to actually have to use them. Both Nicholo and Dreya were immune to the protesting and posturing of the hangers-on around the ducal court, and would have the palace locked up as tight as one of the Vyatic Republic’s bank vaults well before the visitors got there.

“A problem, Commander?” Gabor queried as Rufus passed him to warn the soldiers forming the advance guard to expect trouble.

“Our guest’s ship seems to have had an infestation problem,” Rufus replied softly, so that the emperor wouldn’t hear him over the clatter of the horses’ hooves.

Gabor’s eyebrows went up briefly in surprise before assuming the diplomat’s impassive expression once more. “A personal one?”

“Hard to say as yet. Could be, or something he chose to leave behind.”

A steely glint came into Gabor’s eyes, but he said nothing more, leaving Rufus to get on with his job, while he turned once more to make polite conversation with the emperor and the two from his entourage who were closest to him.

By the time the sun was sinking into the west and creating shapes of mythical monsters out of the dark clouds in front of it, the main party was riding up to the main gate of Al-dushara, having already been passed by two wagons heading back the way they’d come with a new escort. Once up to the outer compound walls, however, everyone had to dismount, regardless of rank, as the great strength of the palace was that there was no way to take a horse within the walls of the palace proper. It made it a very safe place to hold delicate negotiations in, especially as it was situated high on a rocky knoll with only one road into it. Some of those who had passed within its walls in the past had found such isolation disconcerting, and whenever any of the chieftains from the Narwal Horde came to a meeting they inevitably chose to sleep in tents beyond the palace grounds, and only come inside when needed. Others, too, found it unnerving to know that any armed troops they brought with them would be beyond their summoning once inside Al-dushara, and so Rufus was watching Emperor Jeno like a hawk for his reaction now. Would the emperor look back to his men being directed off to the guest barracks half a mile away?

Yet to both Rufus and Gabor’s surprise, Jeno seemed to breathe a sigh of relief once he had climbed the short stair up onto the first level, and passed through the ornamental gardens to the towering stone bulwark of the next set of walls.

“We’ve put you in the usual guest suite in the Muralla palace,” Gabor was saying with studied casualness. “I hope that meets with your approval?”

“Oh yes,” Jeno said with rather more relief than his hosts were expecting. “The east wing?”

“Yes, indeed, the east wing,” Gabor confirmed. “Come. Let me walk you over there.”

The guest palace of Muralla was a building which stood between the ducal family’s quarters in the Palma building – by itself a large palace built in part into the southern wall of the greater complex – and the garrison buildings on the northern side of the Al-dushara complex. Essentially a hollow square, the Muralla palace had two suites of rooms on its western side – neither of which could access the other – with three chambers accessed off the gardens on the northern side, and the suite of rooms which the emperor would be using on the eastern side, which were also self-contained and not reachable via any of the other suites. Each suite had elegant rooms on the ground floor of sufficient grandeur for entertaining fellow delegates, and sumptuous bedrooms on the floor above. The second and third floors provided ample room for the copious numbers of servants many of the delegates brought with them, so it was with some surprise that Gabor received the emperor’s request that some of the ducal servants be allowed to attend upon him.

“For the life of me I can’t work out what’s eating at the man!” Gabor muttered darkly to Rufus as they strode away from the guest quarters. “Now for pity’s sake, tell me, what happened on the road?”

As Rufus told of what had nearly happened to Olwine, Gabor halted and stared at him in open astonishment. “An assassin? Here in the duchy?”

“I’m afraid so,” Rufus told him, dropping the ‘sires’ now that they were alone in the ornamental courtyard garden of the ducal apartments. “But I’m buggered if I can tell you who was his target for certain. When Olwine told me, my first thought was that the Jastrovians have got sick of Jeno and are planning to bump him off and put another puppet emperor on the throne. But then I thought, why would they wait until he was here? They’ve never been shy of doing their dirty work at home and in public before, and there’s nothing about the situation over there that we know of that would change that. And surely, trying to murder the emperor in a strange land, where you can’t know for certain what the military and physical problems would be, is unnecessarily complicating matters?

“He’s had to travel nearly two hundred miles through unforgiving terrain from Dhaspara – where he said he held his last court – to get to the coast, with some of those roads through the highlands by cliffs or lakes. Unless he’s lying about that, surely you could find somewhere better to knock him off than here! And that makes me think that he’s not the target. Or at least not for reasons of political expediency in the empire. But I can’t help but think it ought to be connected to these talks. It’s too coincidental. All these diplomats arriving and then for this to happen. And yet...?”

Gabor sighed. “And yet! Yes, I see what you mean. We’d be foolish to think that it has to be connected, and risk missing or ignoring evidence which points another way. ...Any word from Elias yet?”

Rufus shook his head. “No, but then I haven’t had chance to go to any of our normal meeting places. And if there’s a real danger then he might not want to come to me too openly and risk showing our hand.”

By now they had passed through the courtyard and a room much wider than it was deep, to come into one of the oldest towers of the Palma palace. Unlike some of the other buildings, this one’s top floor was at garden level, with two beneath it built into the very rock-face of the southern cliff. It meant that this upper room served as a mirador – an elegant garden room looking out at the spectacular view over the river valley below, and down to the distant coast where the lights of the port of Staer-Dushan now twinkled in the dusk. To the right as they walked in, an arched doorway gave out onto two long wall-top gardens which enjoyed the same glorious views. It was a favourite spot of Gabor’s. A place which he came to when the pressure of running the duchy weighed heavily upon him. Already servants had laid out food under one of the small gazebos, with a spirit lamp keeping a pot of tea hot while it waited for him. However, Olwine and Teryl were already there before them, and by the looks on their faces the night wasn’t about to get any better.

“At least let me wash the dust of the road from my mouth before you break even more bad news,” Gabor pleaded with a mock fending off of his hand. He drew a steaming cupful of tea for himself, and one for Rufus, the fresh scent of peppermint wafting from the cups on the cool evening air. Four stone braziers were keeping the chill off this first and lower garden, which sat snug between the tower and the higher walled garden beyond it, and Gabor went and stood between two of them to watch the view as he took the first few sips of tea.

Rufus, however, could guess just by Teryl’s face what had happened.

“Not again,” he sighed, although with no rancour towards her.

“I’m so sorry, sire,” Teryl said, her feelings of guilt evident in the way she deliberately kept her words formal. “I did everything I could to keep an eye on him. One moment he was there, the next he’d done his vanishing act again. I’m so sorry. I know how important it was to have Tervel here as the reigning duke, even if it’s my lord Gabor who’ll do all the work.”

“Oh don’t look so dejected,” Rufus said wearily. “I sometimes think nothing short of a ball and chain will keep the fool where we can watch over him.”

Gabor turned back towards them, having heard what was said.

“I’m sorry, my lord, I ...”

Gabor waved Teryl to silence. “Rufus is right, captain. There’s only so much you can do. If he was a child, or even a very young man, I might be more angry. ...Tell you that you should have taken more care. ...But he’s forty-five years old, by Lamia! I swear he’s a plague sent upon our house by the great god Unseni himself! If he hasn’t woken up to the fact that as the ruling duke – even if it is in name only! – he’s vulnerable to attack, then there’s little anyone can do. The gods know I’ve tried reasoning with him enough times. Yet all he can do is blather out the same old trite stuff about how he was the one to inherit the Gift from our father. How if I’d had the Gift too, I would understand how he feels. Arrant nonsense! Even if he does still have the Gift – which these days I’m beginning to wonder about, given the quantities of wine he’s swilled down his throat over the years – it doesn’t render him immune to a knife in the back in the dark. He may be the one to bring forth the ultimate defence of the people of the duchy in a crisis, but not if he’s cold and stiff he won’t!”

Gabor downed the rest of his tea and went and poured another before coming back to them. “Aach, I’m sorry, you’ve all heard my rants too many times before. But that means you don’t have to keep apologising either, Captain Denderis!”

“No, sire,” Teryl replied with a faint twitch of a smile finally creasing her worried face. “But it bothers me beyond words that he can actually manage to do it time and again. For someone who can be – if you’ll forgive me for being so blunt, sire – so bloody stupid and so often in his cups before the sun has barely risen, it’s astonishing that he can fool us all still after all this time.”

Rufus, who had been gnawing ravenously on a series of cooked chicken legs, now waved a cleaned bone in admonishment. “Yes, but that’s just how he does do it, Teryl! Because he’s such a confounded idiot most of the time he lulls us into thinking that he can’t think at all! And that’s not a criticism of you, because I fall for it too. He’s just cunning enough to know how to play on it, so that we all get to the point of wanting to tear our hair out at him playing the yampy twit, or smack him one just to rattle some sense into that empty thing he has for a head. Then when we’re all desperately sitting on our hands to restrain ourselves instead of him, he goes and sneaks off, safe in the knowledge that it will take us ages to find him, because we’re incapable of thinking at such a tortuously low level to understand what he’s after or aiming for.

“Take now, for instance. When we do find him, he’ll no doubt come up with some harebrained notion of how by going missing he’s proved to the emperor that he, as the duke, is more important than him. Or something equally as cracked in its reasoning. ...Or of course, he could just have got tired of the palace courtesans and gone for a bit of a rough shag down by the docks.”

“Rufus!” Gabor protested at his friend and commander’s coarse assessment, although not with much heart. He knew too well that his brother Tervel had been found in some shockingly compromising positions in the past, and had been unrepentant for the trouble caused, or for the disrepute he’d brought on the Palma-Fayre name.

“I’ve got men out searching everywhere,” Teryl added, “both up here and down in Staer-Dushan. I’ve even sent word to captains Demeter and Fischa down in the port so that they know to keep an eye out for him. Nicholo and Dreya knew pretty much straight away, of course, because their men have been helping mine comb the palace for him, but I didn’t dare send too many away from the palace just at this moment.”

“Captain Fischa will probably find him if he’s down in Staer-Dushan,” Rufus said with confidence. “Sometimes I worry about that young man. Having a whole family full of smugglers and pirates does seem to give him unrivalled access to the darker side of the city!”

Teryl and Olwine gave one another knowing glances. Both knew that Rufus trusted Theo Fischa implicitly, whatever his family background, and it was true that if anyone could navigate the darker corners of Staer-Dushan it was him.

“I’d better ride down there,” Teryl sighed. “Best be on hand when we drag his sorry behind out of whichever hole he’s fallen into this time.”

“I’ll come with you,” declared Olwine loyally.

“No you won’t!” Teryl told her firmly, although with her first genuinely felt smile of the evening. “Thanks for the offer, but you’ve been in the saddle all day, and had a nasty brush with an assassin. Go and get some rest. I can cope with Tervel and his tantrums.”

“But I will come with you,” Rufus said, grabbing another couple of chicken legs from off the buffet and wrapping them in one of the snowy-white linen napkins. “This time, duke or no duke, he’s going to get the rough edge of my tongue! Today we’ve had proof of a real and present threat. The first of such magnitude in many years. We can’t have him gallivanting around like some giddy lad! And if he doesn’t believe me I shall drag him up to the alchemist’s tower and make him take a bloody good look at that corpse. That ought to sober him up if nothing else does!”

“I suppose I’d better go and make a courtesy call on our illustrious guest,” Gabor sighed. “On days like today I envy you, Rufus. What I wouldn’t give to be back in uniform with something to do – not just fawning around people endlessly.”

“Well one thing you can do,” Rufus told his duke with scant regard for the formal distinction between them, “is start asking Jeno to elaborate a bit more on what’s going on! If he’s so twitchy as to not want his own servants to be alone with him, then there’s something happening in Jastrovia, even if it’s separate to our dead assassin. Bring him out here if necessary. Ply him with wine! Get him away from those courtiers and then badger him until he gives you something to work on!”

“Yes, sire!” Gabor laughed, throwing Rufus a mocking salute. “I really should know better than to give you an opening like that after all these years!”

“Well you did say...!” Rufus quipped back, but then became serious. “But all joking aside, Gabor, you’re probably the only one who can get Jeno to open up and get something like the truth out of him. And it has to be this evening! Once the other delegates get here he’ll have to stand on his dignity a bit, so if there’s any time to worm more information out of him, then it’s going to be tonight.”

Gabor nodded. “You have a point. All right. You two go and see if you can track down my pestilent brother, and I’ll go and ply the emperor with our best wine and see what I can tease out of him.”

As the two of them rode down the broad road towards Staer-Dushan, Teryl watched Rufus massaging the tired small of his back and said,

“You really didn’t have to come, you know. You’ve been riding for just as long as Olwine.”

Rufus realised he’d been spotted and grimaced. “I know, and I’ll probably be as stiff as a board in the morning, but do you know, Teryl, something’s nagging at me. I can’t put my finger on it, but all of my instincts are saying there’s some serious dirty work afoot here.” He suddenly sat up a bit straighter and gazed off at the stars for a moment before asking her, “Just when did you notice Tervel had gone walkabout?”

Teryl winced. “Around midday. ...I know, I should have gone and checked on him sooner. But when does he ever get out of bed before then?”

“That’s it!” Rufus gasped as an internal light dawned. “When we were riding out yesterday morning, I went to tell Gabor that we were ready for him to join us, and Tervel was in the mirador on the couch with that pretty young red-haired daughter of the Marquis of Bikesh. He was going at her hammer and tongs – not that she was exactly putting up a fight, either! Well you know what he’s like when he’s got between the thighs of a new woman! All he thinks about is sex! We can barely get his trousers on for state occasions! And then he goes and disappears? No, that’s all wrong! He might go down to the docks when he’s bored with all the refined courtesans. When there’s no new blood at court. But she’s only been here a week! And I’d bet her family have at least been trying to keep him away from her, so what’s the betting that yesterday was only the first or second day he’s been bedding her? Certainly not long enough for him to be tired of her just yet. When you went looking for him that’s where you should have found him!”

“But he wasn’t,” Teryl answered, slapping her thigh in frustration at not having spotted it herself. “In fact, she was in quite a huff that he’d left sometime in the night and hadn’t come to her yet this morning.”

“Shit!” Rufus muttered, and both of them urged their horses into a canter without having to say another word, knowing that this did not bode well.
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The bad news greeted them before they even got to the city gate. One of Theo’s men was urging his horse to greater efforts as he tore up the hill to bring the news, and very nearly collided with them at the first bend out of Staer-Dushan.

“Oh thank Sattada!” he gasped when he’d recovered his balance from nearly being pitched into the road when his horse reared. “Sire, you must come at once!”

“Tervel?” Rufus sighed.

The messenger started. “Yes, sire! How did you know?”

“We guessed,” Teryl said wearily. “Just putting two and two together about how he’s been acting these last few days. The Commander was the one to put his finger on it, though. What’s happened to him this time?”

The messenger gulped. “He’s dead, ma’am.”

“Dead?” Rufus barked in shock, as Teryl buried her face in a gloved hand and groaned, “Oh crap!”

“Captain Fischa said you were to be brought to him at once,” the poor man said anxiously, hoping like mad that nobody tried to blame him for this almighty mess.

“Lead on, soldier,” Rufus commanded, then spotting how worried the man looked, thought to add, “Don’t worry, I shall make very sure that nobody passes even part of the blame for this onto any of the guard. Duke-regent Gabor said only this night that one day we would fail to protect the Duke from himself. How prophetic!”

Riding in through the triple-gated arch of the city, their guide led them straight onwards toward the quays, past the bonded warehouses of the guilds, and around to the far side of the great inner dock-basin. When several other soldiers hurried forward to take the reins of the horses, Rufus and Teryl knew with sinking hearts where they were heading. Staer-Dushan’s houses swept uphill from the water to the city walls on its three land-ward sides. Up by the wall on this south-western side was the nearest thing Staer-Dushan had to a red-light district. Few people wanted to live in the first two streets where they turned to head towards the sea again once a prison had been built beyond the warehouses, and as a result had it butting almost up to them as a very close neighbour.

So what had once been four streets of fine three-storey stone houses, had become the territory of the dockland pimps and their women, catering to the eternally transient population of sailors looking for somewhere to spend their pay. At first this street, like the others, just climbed in a steep slope from the quay. But after its intersection with the long street behind the first rank of houses, like all the other streets on this side of the basin, it became a long upward flight of steps until it flattened out just before reaching the street by the city wall.

It was nearly at the top of the steps where they were saluted by yet another worried looking soldier, and pointed in to a cobbled courtyard surrounded on all sides by houses. The evening gloom was broken here by two large oil-lanterns on either side, high up on the side of the buildings. By their light Captain Fischa saw his commander appear and hurried over to him. Rufus was a big man by anyone’s standards, but Theo Fischa was enormous. He was probably the only person in the duchy who could look down on Rufus, and who was nearly half as wide again. Tonight, though, he seemed bowed down by the enormity of what was unfolding.

“Sire,” he greeted Rufus, with almost a cringe in his voice. “He’s over here, sire.”

Duke Tervel Palma-Fayre was dead, there was no doubt about that. Dead as the squashed frog Rufus had seen in the stable yard the previous morning – an analogy made all the stronger in his mind by the way the duke’s green brocade coat was liberally anointed with his own blood. The blood showed in the lamplight as dark, dense patches blotting out the ornate gold-work stitching, but Rufus knew the smell of blood well enough not to need telling further, and neither did Teryl.

“He really is dead, isn’t he?” one of the young soldiers said, somewhat nervously.

Rufus was about to snap back that the duke was hardly taking a nap, given that his brains were also splattered across the filthy cobbles, when he curbed himself. To a man, the soldiers of the city guard were on edge. Finding your ruler in such a compromising situation, let alone dead, would unnerve the best of them, and the one who’d spoken was only a young recruit. New enough for Rufus to not even know his name yet. If it was deeply worrying for Rufus, why should the young man be any less aware of some of the implications of the duke dying like this? Especially when there were foreigners here to watch all the goings on. That thought brought on a whole new headache – how in the name of all that was holy were they to get the corpse back to the palace without the emperor noticing?

A door opened somewhere in the gloom, casting a brief shaft of light out across the floor, and was then snuffed with the click of a latch. A slender figure stepped softly out into the cool air and walked towards them. It was Elias, for once not worrying about who saw him as he stepped silently up to Rufus’ side.

“Can you tell me anything?” Rufus asked his smaller friend – if Rufus stood out in a crowd, Elias could disappear into one virtually in front of your nose with unnerving ease. He was as nondescript as it was possible for a man to be. Of middling height, slender build, and with dark brown hair and eyes, he could fit into almost any society amongst the peoples who lived in and around the Tyhrion Sea. Because of that he could, and did, move with ease amongst the lower levels of Staer-Dushan society in a way that Rufus never would. At this moment that made him the best person to tell the big commander if anything was amiss, but he seemed destined to have no answers to such questions tonight.

“Not a bloody thing,” Elias answered regretfully. “I can’t see a sign of any sort of struggle in any of the rooms up above where he’s lying. To my mind, he has to have come out of the window of one of the two rooms up on the top floor for him to be in such a mess. Possibly even the roof – although how they’d have got him up there is a challenge I’m not up to answering. If he’d fallen from the first two floors he’d be a bit battered, but not smashed on the cobbles like this.” 

“Do you think the fall killed him?” Rufus asked, having gestured the soldiers to stand back out of earshot. “I mean, can you tell if it’s likely he was alive when he took his dive out of the window? Or was he stiff as a board already? Dead by some other means beforehand?”

His friend and informant shrugged. “I can’t tell just by looking at him in this murk! Get him back to the palace and let me have a few moments with him with plenty of candles around, or an alchemical lantern or two, and I might be able to say more, but not here. I can’t even tell if he died here in this house or was brought here already dead, then thrown out of the window to disguise what had happened to him. There’s certainly no sign of a struggle up there, nor any blood to give us a clue.”

“You think he might have been killed somewhere else altogether?” Rufus asked with dread, if only because he wanted to hear someone else give voice to what was starting to churn not so quietly in his own mind.

The people here in the whores’ streets might be rough and ready, prone to picking pockets and slitting the throat of the odd unwary sailor who’d bragged too much about how much coin he had on him, and been foolish enough to get drunk on his own. But they had a healthy wariness regarding attacking anyone of quality for fear of what it would bring down upon them. If the reward was sufficiently tantalising they might pick a noble’s pockets, but harming one of the great and wealthy brought so much trouble into the quarter, and disruption to its lucrative trade, that it almost never happened. And that was in instances of someone getting a bit of a beating! Out and out murder of a noble ought to have had the place swarming with people, desperate to tell anyone and everyone in authority that they’d had nothing to do with it. Instead the streets close by were unnaturally silent. It might be the dark of night by now, and with three great cargo vessels having pulled out of dock only this morning – meaning that the whores would be counting their earnings not touting for trade – but in these streets there was always someone about the place somewhere. But not tonight. Tonight the silence hung threatening and heavy, as if the whole quarter was holding its breath in fear.

Elias scratched under his dark skullcap of a hat and set it straight again before answering. “I fear so. I hate to say it, but I think if he came here of his own accord, then he was doing something other than satisfying his unquenchable urges for once. And I don’t think he’s been killed simply because someone didn’t know who he was. A knife in the dark by mistake wouldn’t have frightened the locals like this. Someone, or something, has put the fear of the gods into these people – and given who’s lying here, I can’t help but think they’re connected. Therefore his death can’t be straightforward, and any answers will be hard come by.”

Rufus grunted miserably, but was prevented from discussing the matter further by the appearance of Theo again, accompanied by four men bearing a stretcher. The stretcher had done service before, carrying the duke home when too drunk to walk even as far as a horse or carriage. Now it would carry him for the last time in a very different state.

“Put him on there and then cover him with your cloaks,” Teryl instructed the men. “Make sure they drape over the sides so that it looks like any old stretcher, not this one. If we’re lucky, anyone seeing us might just believe that it’s one of our own we’re carrying.”

Elias gave her a watery smile. “Nice thought, Teryl, but I don’t think you’ll fool anyone. I’d bet good money on the word having already gone around that it’s the duke who’s been splattered on the cobbles in here.”

However, Rufus was nodding at her. “Granted, Elias, but Teryl is right – we have to get through all of the town, and not everyone is going to be up here with the whores, or will even listen to gossip from this quarter. If nothing else, we might buy ourselves a little time to decide what to do next before the guildsmen come up the hill, and start hammering on the palace gates.”

The men who now lifted the limp duke up were all hand-picked. Men who knew how to keep their mouths shut about what they’d seen and heard. Their duke had a long-standing reputation for being found in ‘difficult situations’, but none of his bearers had ever anticipated this variation. Four of them were battle-hardened veterans, but their hands had a tremor to them as much as the two younger men’s, as they hoisted the stretcher up to get the poles onto their shoulders for ease of negotiating the long flight of steps. With Rufus, Teryl and Elias keeping pace with them, and Theo scouting ahead to make sure they went unobserved, they carried the corpse down to the water and then out of the city gate; then loading him onto a horse-drawn cart to make the climb back up to the palace.

At Al-dushara they were admitted quietly by an alert sentry who didn’t call out the normal challenge. There was no mistaking his commander, and he knew that Rufus and Teryl had ridden out in haste earlier, and also what the cart inevitably meant. His face when he saw that the body was shrouded, though, was one of pure shock.

“Not a word,” Rufus said softly, clapping him on the arm in an act of solidarity.

The sentry nodded, wide-eyed, and the small party once more hoisted the stretcher onto their shoulders and headed across the gardens, keeping to the path closest by the high wall and in its shadow. For all that it was night, it was still early enough that the gardens were lit by many lanterns for the pleasure of those nobles who might want to take an after-dinner stroll.

“Blessed Rowan keep them all at the table and ingratiating themselves with the emperor!” Rufus prayed from the heart as he cast about him, peering into every darker corner for fear of disturbing some courting couple with their hideous burden.

He’d rarely been so glad to make the ascent up the steep flight of stairs to the side door to the Palma palace – even given some of Tervel’s wilder previous exploits – and heaved a sigh of relief as Teryl shut the door behind them and bolted it. Acting out of habit despite their stress, the duke’s bearers turned to the stairs and went straight up to the duke’s own bedchamber. Only then did they stop and look about them to Rufus for guidance. Putting the duke to bed wasn’t going to be an option this time!

“Take him through into his bathroom,” Teryl commanded them, having thought quickly that they certainly didn’t want a pile of ruined bedclothes to add further fuel to the gossip, which would soon be running rife through the palace. Tervel’s bathroom wasn’t particularly huge, but it did have marble floors surrounding the sunken bath, and marble walls which would reflect the lamplight better for Elias. It would therefore be far easier to clean of any grim mess oozing from the corpse.

When they’d placed Tervel reverently on the marble bench by the window, Teryl ushered the men out.

“You don’t need me here, do you, sire?” she asked. “Only I think I should go and inform Nicholo and Dreya of what’s just arrived, and Olwine too.”

“Good thinking,” Rufus agreed, “but as soon as you’ve found Dreya – I think he has the watch this evening – get him to go and extract Gabor from wherever he is. Do it quietly! Something like an urgent message. Under no circumstances give the emperor any hint that things are amiss, but get Gabor here fast!”

“Yes, sire!” Teryl disappeared at speed, herding the men before her and leaving Rufus and Elias alone with Tervel’s body.

Rufus followed her just enough to bolt the main bedroom door behind her, to prevent any servant walking in on them, then went back to the bathroom to find that Elias had closed the second set of shutters on the bathroom windows, and was now lighting the lanterns.

“Isn’t it going to get a bit smelly in here with him and the windows closed tight like that?” Rufus wondered.

Elias looked up at him from where he’d just knelt to get a closer look at Tervel’s head. “Yes, but I’d rather that than risk someone watching.”

“Watching? This looks onto the gardens and we’re three floors above them!”

“Yes we are. But there’s that tower at the end of the gardens, remember? Do you want someone to get curious as to why the duke’s bathroom is lit like the dancing floor, and go up there with a spyglass?”

Rufus blinked in surprise. “You think there’s a real danger of that?”

Elias didn’t bother looking up from his inspection as he spoke. “I don’t know what to think, but what’s normal in any way about what happened tonight?” Then he stiffened. “Come and have a look at this!”

Rufus knelt beside him and Elias moved a straggling lock of Tervel’s hair aside with the blade of his knife. Around the edge of one of the tattered remains of skin there was an eerie glow.

“Alchemical?” Rufus queried.

Elias nodded. “Certainly something with phosphorous as a constituent part, I would say. And you don’t get that from just being tipped out of a whore’s window!”

A knock came at the bedroom door and Rufus hurried to it. As he opened it, accompanied by a guttering of the candles on the fireplace, Gabor strode in.

“Rufus.” Then he saw Elias in the bathroom doorway. “Elias, so you’re here too. Good!”

Teryl briefly stuck her head around the door, signalled to Rufus that she’d keep guard, and then closed it again.

“Brace yourself, it’s not a pretty sight,” Rufus warned the duke-regent gruffly.

Whatever their differences, Tervel was still Gabor’s brother, and Rufus knew that no amount of experience on the battlefield was going to simulate the experience of seeing him dead. Gabor squared his shoulders and then made for the other door. He might have robed himself outwardly in a fine dressing gown, but beneath it was a plain soldier’s night-shirt, speaking of them finding him just as he was about to retire. That at least pleased Rufus, since he could therefore assume that the emperor had made an early night of it after the long ride, and if the emperor had retired then most of the court would be tucked up in their own quarters if not actually in bed. That simplified things, if only because now nobody was likely to come looking for Gabor.

Rufus saw his old friend stiffen, then stand back and sigh. “May Vicres the Chariot Driver take him to the heavens,” he intoned sadly.

Before anyone could comment further, the bedroom door opened again to admit Dreya ushering the palace’s chief alchemist and physician, Myster Ratbod, before him. Like Teryl, Dreya briefly caught his commander’s eye then disappeared again.

“What’s he done now?” Ratbod grumbled, peering myopically about him as he rummaged in his gown pockets for his spectacles. “In here?” he gestured towards the bathroom questioningly, dumping his medicine bag on a small side table and bustling in before anyone could stop him.

“Don’t...” Rufus tried to warn him, even as the Myster reached towards the cloth-draped head and whipped it back.

“Almighty Sattada!” the old man squeaked, reeling back and fumbling with his spectacles. “What curse of Unseni is this?”

“You won’t be reviving him this time,” Gabor said sadly.

“But... But what about the ceremony?” Ratbod spluttered. “Where’s his blood?” He rounded on Rufus as the most likely culprit. “You didn’t collect his blood?” The old magus was near apoplectic with anguish and despair. “Why didn’t you bring him to me sooner?” And he cast about him frantically as if looking for a vessel which might yet contain the precious liquid. “Where’s the blood?”

“In the gutter with most of his brains, and the shit and piss of the Trees only know how many sailors!” Rufus spat back, his nerves already strained to snapping point by this day, and desperately needing to vent his own feelings. To be blamed for this gods-almighty mess was just the last straw. He just about managed not to shout for fear of waking people, but it was a struggle. “Of course we could go back and dredge the gutters out? They haven’t been cleaned yet this month. He’ll be in there with the rest of the crud from the whore’s quarter. Where would you like us to put the barrels of turds floating in piss – along with our sweat, I might add? In your laboratory? The main hall? I’m sure that would tickle the emperor’s fancy!”

“Don’t be foul, Rufus!” the old man snapped back, but wilted somewhat from his spitting indignation as the enormity of what had happened sunk in.

In his turn Rufus turned and walked away, flexing his tense shoulders as he took a couple of deep breaths. “We had no idea it was anything different from his normal antics,” he turned and came back saying in a half-apology to Ratbod. “Both Captains Demeter and Fischa were scouring the city for him, and Captain Denderis let them know as soon as she realised he was missing. It’s none of their faults that it took nearly twelve hours before he was found.” The length of time suddenly hit him as he had to spell it out for Ratbod, and by their expressions it had only just dawned on Gabor and Elias as well. Put like that, it became even more peculiar. Theo Fischa and Mikail Demeter would certainly have searched the whore’s quarter at least once, and probably three or four times in that time, knowing how the late duke was so often drawn there. That they hadn’t found anything suspect until the last time made Rufus even more worried, and he could see that Gabor and Elias were frowning with concern at the thought too.

Almost thinking out loud, Rufus added, “You can’t blame the rogues this time, Myster. This wasn’t him going down to the city and getting drawn into drinking contests, with them intent on fleecing him at dice or cards afterwards. How he came to go head first out of that third-floor window, or higher, is something we don’t know as yet.”

Ratbod winced, no doubt imagining the result of the impact from that height, then looked at the mangled remains of Tervel again and shuddered. “Then I’d better be quick and prepare to salvage what I can,” he sighed resignedly. He picked up his bag and held it clasped before him like a shield against the horrors of the night, then turned on his heels shaking his head.

However, he was halted by Elias speaking for the first time since the old Myster had arrived.

“Save your energies, Myster Ratbod,” the spy said patiently. “He’s already long cold. What little blood remains in him will be clotted and useless for your extraction. He’s limp because someone’s broken his joints to be able to move him. Not because he’s so recently dead that rigor mortis hasn’t set in yet. In fact I suspect that the rigor has already peaked. All he’s good for now is his grave.”

Ratbod swung back to them, eyes wide in disbelief. “Then we have none of his blood?”

Elias shook his head. “I’m sorry, Myster, no. None at all.”

Ratbod clutched his bag even tighter, making the leather wheeze in protest. “No blood at all? Then there can be no ceremony? No passing of the Gift? ...Oh this is bad! Dear Sattada intercede for your people! This is very bad! Very, very bad!”

Gabor came and placed a consoling hand on the old man’s bony shoulder. “You don’t have to tell me that, Ratbod. My father dying without passing his share of the Gift to me and my brothers was a tragedy, but for both of my brothers to die without passing it on is a catastrophe. Not least because of the three of us I have the least natural talent in it.”

The Myster bowed his head, a hint of a blush of shame on his cheeks at having committed the faux par of reminding Gabor that he hadn’t a scrap of talent with the Gift. Old King Erique had been a nightmare to live with and around, but he’d been measured by the Mysters in the college of alchemists in Staer-Dushan and had been declared exceptionally Gifted – but he’d received the distilled blood of his father and grandfather, and beyond, back for four generations. With each new generation adding their own talent to the cumulative Gift of those before, the Mysters had dared to think that the duchy was drawing close to being as capable of defending itself against unnatural threats as it had before the Great Catastrophe, when the sea had sundered the Old Kingdom into bits.

Now, in one generation, all that had fallen into disarray again. Erique had died in strange circumstances and alone, by which time his oldest son Xavier had already committed suicide without passing on his Gift, and almost as bad, had died heir-less. That had left Gabor, a widower with three daughters and no talent in the Gift of his own, and Tervel – highly talented, and who knew what he might have achieved with the extra influx of ancestral power – and Tervel’s two sons.

Of the two young princes-in-waiting, Morency had been as mad as a bottle of wasps for years, and had followed his uncle in taking his own life eighteen months ago. The other son, Marcus, was as dissolute as Tervel and as hard to control. Rather more pressing in the current circumstance, Marcus was also missing and had been for the last two years. Gabor and Rufus had long wanted to send search parties out to bring the fool back, but in a rare show of flexing his ducal powers, Tervel had insisted that his remaining son be allowed to go and spread his wings for a while.

“Had I had the chance to be a normal young man I might be different now,” Tervel had told his brother and Rufus in martyred tones during a closed meeting. Neither of them had believed that for a moment. Tervel had been a pain in the arse from childhood, long before his sexual urges had developed, and if Rufus hadn’t know him then, he had certainly seen what a revolting little shit Marcus had been as a child, and heard Gabor muttering darkly about just how like his father at that age he was. Indeed maybe it was because he saw himself in his younger son, that Tervel was glad for him to be out of sight for a while. The duke never had liked being reminded of his less attractive qualities!

Rufus was jerked out of his memories by hearing Ratbod saying unctuously,

“My apologies for my tactlessness. Oh my lord, what grief you bear! A double deprivation – the old and the new. To think we’ve come to this hour! Only young Lord Marcus left now of the Gifted – oh my lord Gabor, you must be father and uncle to him now! Bring him home and guide him, for all our sakes. The duchy must not be left unprotected!”

Gabor patted the old man on the shoulder again, causing Ratbod to look up miserably at him and say,

“I shall go and make the preparations for his...”

He stopped, flummoxed. When the Gift was passed on, the alchemical process virtually desiccated what remained of the giver, and the dried remains were placed with reverence into a large urn, which in turn was placed in the crypt deep below the palace’s temple.

“What do you wish done with him, my lord?” Ratbod asked tremulously. “A full state funeral as we did for your father?”

Before Gabor could reply Elias spoke,

“No, you can’t do that! If you do that you show to all the world that he’s dead! You can’t hide it from the people then. Think, my friends! Tervel was such a flamboyant character he’ll soon be missed. That you can’t avoid happening. But if you have a funeral and then cremate his remains – as you did for old Duke Erique – then it signals to the whole duchy that he didn’t pass on the Gift. Everyone will know that his blood wasn’t collected and refined by Myster Ratbod into the vital elixir. They need to believe that you have it waiting for his son when he returns. And at least that will mean that you won’t be expected to suddenly appear Gifted, my lord Gabor. Or do you want to tell the hundreds of people in the city below that they’ve suddenly become defenceless? That if the worst happens there’s nobody to activate the city’s defences, and therefore leave the whole island defenceless too?”

Rufus and Gabor stared at Elias in horror as the truth of what he’d said sunk in.

“Cross-of-bleeding-Swords!” Rufus swore in his native tongue in shock. “Can you imagine the panic? We’d have mobs on the street and the Trees only know how many new deaths as a result if they hear that. ...May the Oak protect us, but Elias is right, there mustn’t be even a hint that Tervel died without passing on the Gift. And not just because of our own people! Think of who’s here and who’s arriving tomorrow! Curses, what a bloody time to have ambassadors from all our neighbours coming here! One whiff of that to them and they’ll be carving us up like a feast-day joint of beef!”

Gabor wore a pained expression, but at that last shook his head. “I don’t think they’ll be that quick to try and take us over, Rufus, not least because we’re so very useful. We’re geographically in the middle of all of them, and the one neutral territory they can all come to without reservation. If one makes an aggressive move towards us it’s damned near an open declaration of war which the others can’t ignore.” He held his hand up to prevent Rufus arguing the point. “But I wholly agree with you that we shouldn’t be handing out the information unless we have absolutely no choice – and that stage is not here yet! And you two have made a very good point about our own people. We mustn’t cause panic amongst them! Better that we turn around at some distant point in the future, and tell them just how long they’ve been living without the protection of the Gift without their world coming to an end. That will ease their grief, we must pray!”

“But what should I do with him?” a distraught Ratbod asked, pointing a wavering finger at the corpse.

“Put him in a lead-lined coffin,” Elias said practically. “I know you think burial only fit for heathen foreigners, but I’m not talking about planting him the ground just yet – not least because there’s the danger of someone spotting the disturbed earth and digging him up to investigate! No, we have to put him in a coffin so that he doesn’t start stinking the place out, and then we can hide him somewhere where we four can keep an eye on it. Can you do that much, Myster Ratbod. Find him a coffin and wrap him in binding sheets?”

A couple of fat, wet tears ran down Ratbod’s wrinkle cheeks. “I never thought I should mourn the passing of such a reckless duke, ...such a wayward man as Duke Tervel, ...but not to give him a proper Sending is harsh beyond anything I ever thought of. Even past dukes who died on the battlefield were brought home and their souls given the proper Sending. Oh, his poor soul!”

Rufus felt sorry for the old man whose faith was so offended, and went to take him gently but firmly by the shoulders. “I know this feels about as wrong as it’s possible to get,” he said sympathetically. “If it helps, think of it like this – we’re doing a small evil to prevent a greater one. Tervel may have been born in the purple-marbled baptistery, but that doesn’t mean we should weigh his soul as being that much more important than those of the hundreds of others who live around here. I wish as much as you that we had other choices, but Tervel’s own foolishness has contributed significantly to this dreadful mess, and we have to make the best of some rotten options. If the gods wanted us to do otherwise, they needed to have intervened much earlier on.” He didn’t believe in the whole pantheon of gods and the complex religious system which the folk of the duchy subscribed to, but in the years he’d been living here, he’d learned that however bizarre the whole thing seemed to outsiders like him, the people’s faith was deep and devout. And sometimes he had to couch painful decisions in terms which fitted in with that faith. He’d luckily judged it right this time, because Ratbod drew in a ragged breath, but managed to square his stooped shoulder just a little.

“Yes. Yes, ...you’re right Commander Sionnach.” He coughed and sniffled into a handkerchief briefly. “I cannot fault what you say. Sattada hear my prayers, but I have just such a coffin already in my laboratory. I ordered it as the best vessel to keep certain potions in, because the lead lining makes it the safest way to keep certain ...volatile ...alchemical mixtures cool in during the summer. It’s a standard size – I wasn’t being fussy back then. I just needed a cupboard, but the carpenters didn’t know how to do it and the coffin-maker did. So he should fit into it. ...I can order a new one before the weather gets hot. I’ll tell the man I had an accident with one of my potions when the lid was off. If I leave it a month or so he shouldn’t connect it to the duke’s passing.”

“A very good idea, Myster,” Elias consoled him. “And I think the coffin should come out of your laboratory only once – and that when we have a final resting place for him. It should never come into Palma palace, let alone the ducal apartments. Can you cope with having him sharing your work space?”

Ratbod nodded with more willingness than any of the others expected, then his explanation revealed why. “Oh yes! And then I can say the prayers for his soul properly, in private if not in public. I should feel so much better if he’s not left totally bereft of the proper observances!”

“Good man!” Rufus encouraged him. “Why don’t you go and start making the rearrangements in your tower? We must bring him across before dawn breaks, so you don’t have that much time. If you need anyone to help you with the lifting of things, ask Dreya – Captain Lagoda – to help you on your way out.”

With a sad, backwards glance to Tervel, Myster Ratbod hurried out. Only when the door closed behind him did Elias turn to Gabor.

“May I?” he asked, gesturing to Tervel too.
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Gabor went and slumped wearily into the soft seat in the corner of the bathroom. “Go ahead,” he said, “my poor brother can’t be offended by anything you do to him now.”

“I was rather thinking of you,” Elias said with considerable sympathy. “If you didn’t want to watch me poking and prodding your brother’s remains, I’d quite understand.”
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