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			In the early 1880s, American actress Ella Hattan disappeared from the stage, only to reappear in 1884 as a competitive sword fighter known as La Jaguarina. Over the subsequent years, she defeated more than sixty opponents, including professional soldiers-of-fortune and cavalry officers. She proved herself expert with sabres, broadswords, rapiers, daggers and lances. Newspapers at the time dubbed her ‘Queen of the Sword’ and ‘Champion Amazon of the World’.

			I hope Ella would forgive me for preferring to think of her as Our Lady of Blades.
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			PROLOGUE

			Our Lord of Corpses

			Rijou’s rancorous Court of Blades falls silent as the duellist crosses the marble floor. The city’s lords and ladies, perched in their gilded galleries like splendidly attired geese, crane their necks to admire his passage. Crowded into rough wooden benches below, merchants and artisans clothed in drab browns and greys hold their breath when he nears. Even the colossal statues of War and Death, whose outstretched arms form the archway into the courtroom, seem diminished by his presence.

			Indeed, our paragon stands taller than most men, though he towers above none, gangling height being no more advantageous to his vocation than excessive brawn. The sleeves of his billowing silk fencing shirt, white as a dove’s feathers to expose any wounds he might suffer during the trial, and bound with leather straps from wrist to elbow so as not to impede his blade work, reveal the powerfully corded muscles of his forearms. Likewise, the storm-­grey close-­fitted fencer’s trousers draw attention to thighs and calves wound tight as coiled springs.

			The duellist pauses thoughtfully at the edge of a twenty-­foot ring outlined in glittering ruby mosaic. The inner circle has been masterfully carved from a single slab of alabaster whose smooth texture is well ­suited to a fencer’s intricate footwork. The pristine white stone makes an excellent canvas for any blood that might soon be spilled. He sheds the ceremonial side-­cloak that hangs off one shoulder, setting off a musical clinking of slender bronze and silver medallions called prestiges sewn onto the velvet fabric. Each prestige honours a different judicial duel in which his skill and daring won the trial, increasing the fee he can expect for his services.

			

			Glancing around the courtroom as if only now aware of the audience’s presence, he favours his admirers with a placid smile and faraway gaze that suggests indifference to the outcome of the day’s proceedings. He even winks companionably at the hapless young gemcutter in the defendant’s box who will, moments from now, be condemned to face him blade-­to-­blade in the circle. The defendant, not knowing what else to do, responds with a nervous wave of his hand, perhaps wondering whether he’s being greeted by a long-­forgotten acquaintance and all this talk of sharpened steel and verdict-­by-­combat is merely a misunderstanding.

			No one else is fooled, not the nobles gathered in their galleries nor the common folk huddled on benches. The magistrate seated atop his lofty throne has witnessed the scene about to unfold many times before, as have the black-­clad advocates standing for the plaintiff and defendant at opposite sides of the dais. All those present know that there is only one talent for which this particular duellist is so richly compensated in Rijou’s Court of Blades. He wears no crown nor sits any throne, yet within the walls of this gilded palace of justice, he is more revered and beloved than any king.

			Golden-­haired, fair-­skinned and black-­hearted, his name is Dazidier Enguero, better known among those who can afford his services as Our Lord of Corpses. In a city famed for its fencers, he may well be the deadliest man to ever draw a sword from its scabbard. When the court clerk strikes the bell, his lunge will be as lightning from a cloudless sky: so sudden and merciless that those who blink will miss the moment when his rapier draws a crimson curtain over the trial.

			Shh . . . Don’t tell him yet, but Dazidier is about to have a very bad day.

		

	
		
			

			PART THE FIRST

			THE DEBTOR’S DUEL
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			The duella debtori is fought only to first blood – or so the magistrate will admonish both sides at the outset. Yet if a debtor’s duel were no more than a fencing match ended by a trifling scratch, why would his Eminence reliably invoke the abhorrence of the gods towards those who break contracts? Could it be, perhaps, to suggest that any subsequent lethal mishaps should be attributed to the gods’ divine will?

			Let this be a reminder to any son or daughter of House Vauquelin who sets foot inside a duelling circle expecting to fence their opponent: a fencing match is like a chess game, won by strategy as much as skill, preparation as much as talent.

			But a duel? A duel is a magic trick. That’s why the dead man always looks so surprised.

			P.17 of The Hummingbird Bible,

			family duelling manual of House Vauquelin

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Slanders and Secundiers

			‘My Lord Magistrate, this is nothing less than court-­sanctioned murder!’ shouts the defendant’s advocate, punctuating his outburst with the pounding of his fists upon the bronze base of a throne that rises five feet above the dais before meeting His Most Eminent Sallo Calvino’s ample buttocks.

			‘We will suffer no hysterics in my courtroom, Advocate Vicendi,’ the magistrate warns perfunctorily. Well-­manicured fingers slip a red tenderberry between the bars of a birdcage balanced on one arm of his elevated throne. An eager starling gobbles up the juicy morsel, trilling its appreciation, and Magistrate Calvino smiles for the first time since the trial began.

			The lords and ladies in the gallery begin feeding their own caged companions, the living symbols of their noble houses. Enthusiastic warbling, chirping and squawking soon echo throughout the courtroom, leaving the young advocate locked in an unwinnable contest for the magistrate’s attention.

			Vicendi’s shabby court blacks lay bare his odds of victory: worn leather shoes and patched hose rise to meet the frayed hem of an ebony half cloak that hangs limply over sloping shoulders. The scraggly curls of a black-­powdered wig frame what might have been a modestly attractive face were it not already lined from despair at the futility of his profession.

			Fortunes are made every day in the Court of Blades: by the fencers who fight the duels, the solicitors who secure them cases, the spectators wagering on the outcomes and, of course, the judges overseeing the trials. Alas, the same cannot be said of dewy-­eyed advocates pleading for justice on behalf of penniless defendants.

			

			Somewhere between shame and fury, Vicendi finds the courage – or madness – to say what no one else dares: ‘Must I cover myself in feathers to merit a moment of your Eminence’s consideration for an innocent man’s fate?’

			The vulgar outburst is met with hisses from the galleries and gasps from the benches below. Wagers over how long the defendant will survive in the duelling circle give way to odds being set over whether his advocate will precede him to the coffin.

			Magistrate Calvino, having run out of tenderberries, frowns at this latest interruption. ‘What motion would you have me consider, Vicendi? Surely you cannot expect the plaintiff to duel your client himself when he has recently become afflicted with a most troubling ailment of the lungs . . .’

			All eyes turn to the plaintiff’s box on the other side of the courtroom. A middle-­aged jewellery maker, luxuriously attired in a glorious new burgundy frock coat, is currently preoccupied with an inspection of its tourmaline-­encrusted buttons. When he realises the court is awaiting evidence of his infirmity, he coughs unconvincingly before serving up the sort of smile typically found on the face of a cat in the process of digesting a canary.

			‘Clearly Master Jolen cannot duel today,’ Magistrate Calvino concludes, though with obvious irritation at the jewellery maker’s half-­hearted performance, ‘therefore this court has no choice but to rule that his secundier take his place.’

			At the edge of the ruby-­ringed duelling circle, the angelic Dazidier Enguero tilts his golden head left, then right, to loosen the muscles in his shoulders as he prepares to commit the entirely legal murder for which he’s been commissioned. In response, Vicendi, who might, if he straightened his back and raised his chin – and if you squinted just so – appear a little heroic in his futile quest to save his client’s life, sputters in outrage. ‘You – you cannot call it justice for an untrained civilian to face Our Lord of Corpses in the duelling circle!’

			‘Cease your clucking, man,’ Magistrate Calvino chides him. ‘Have you forgotten that we are assembled this afternoon for a mere duella debtori? Trifling matters of unpaid financial obligations are fought to first blood only. By lunchtime your client will have returned home to his wife and child, having suffered nothing worse than a nasty scratch and wounded pride – though admittedly somewhat impoverished by his intransigence.’

			

			A smattering of knowing laughter drifts down from the gallery. Slouched in the defendant’s box below, Opezo, the luckless young lapidarist whose gemstones Master Jolen has slandered as fakes to every reputable jewel buyer in the city, buries his face in his hands. Even Opezo knows that one does not hire Our Lord of Corpses to fight merely to first blood. They hire him to ensure that first blood is also last.

			‘A continuance!’ Vicendi pleads the court as if from sudden inspiration. ‘A week, no more! Surely the honourable Master Jolen will have recovered from his mysterious ailment by then and be prepared to fight his own battles?’

			The spectators, rich and poor alike, groan at this latest tactic. They paid good money to witness today’s duel. Now this upstart advocate would deny them their meagre entertainment? A smug-­looking libertine in minstrel’s blues comes to their rescue, rising from the commoners’ benches to bellow, ‘A continuance would be medically unsound, your Eminence!’

			‘What?’ demands Calvino, peering across the courtroom at this latest unscheduled interlocutor. ‘What bearing could any ruling of mine have on medical matters? Do you present yourself to this court as a physician, sir?’

			The minstrel momentarily feigns concern before offering his audience a self-­satisfied grin. ‘Alas, only in the treatment of broken hearts. But it requires no medical training to diagnose the patient in this case, which is why I can predict with absolute certainty that a continuance will serve only to ensure that poor Master Jolen’s cough persists unabated!’

			Magistrate Calvino’s booming baritone quickly puts an end to the merriment spreading through the courtroom. ‘Sit you back down, sir!’ He turns both his attention and his ire to the defendant’s advocate. ‘And I remind you, Vicendi, that it was your client who demanded trial by combat to dispute the debt filed against him. He cannot now rescin—’

			

			‘A debt levied in secret by the Court of Coins!’ Vicendi counters. His hand shakes with barely contained rage as he jabs an accusing finger towards the gallery. ‘A privilege afforded solely to Rijou’s Ascendant Houses, which suggests that it was someone in this very chamber who contrived the charges against my client, not their puppet Jolen!’ Now his imprudent finger stabs in the direction of Our Lord of Corpses. ‘Even now, Dazidier Enguero’s own family bolsters their failing mining ventures by wagering fortunes on the outcomes of his judicial duels!’

			The scandalous accusation sets off an indignant hubbub from the other side of the chamber. ‘Unproven!’ the plaintiff’s sleepy-­eyed advocate protests, wiping crumbs from the lustrous black velvet coat straining to contain his belly. ‘Unseemly!’ he adds, readjusting his own more lustrous ebony-­powdered wig before turning to smile broadly at the audience, delighted to have at last contributed to the trial.

			Magistrate Calvino’s eyes flitter up to the gallery, no doubt seeking guidance from whichever of Rijou’s illustrious noble citizens covertly financed today’s ruling. ‘A continuance in a duella debtori is highly irregular and would slow the wheels of justice.’ Calvino’s grumbling delivery suggests he is less than pleased with his own role in these proceedings. Nonetheless, he persists, ‘Would you deny the right of your fellow citizens to a speedy trial, Vicendi?’ Without waiting for an answer, the magistrate slams the ball of his ornately carved wooden sceptre against the bronze bell at his side. The discordant chime rings throughout the courtroom, setting the little starling to fluttering anxiously inside her cage. ‘No, sir, I say no! Had you advised your client competently, he would have accepted the merciful verdict rendered by the Court of Coins. In appealing their decision, he has left himself no choice but to argue his case with steel!’

			Vicendi’s pale cheeks turn crimson. His upper lip curls in disgust. Those few in the audience sympathetic to his case watch in mute horror as he prepares to deliver his final objection. Reckless as he’s proven himself throughout the trial, there is one line the young advocate hasn’t yet crossed – one accusation that no lawyer in his right mind would dare put before the court.

			

			‘Merciful?’ Vicendi asks through gritted teeth. ‘Merciful?’ he repeats, louder this time. ‘The Court of Coins of which you speak with such admiration has rendered many such mercies of late, has it not, ­Eminence? Holding secret hearings on debts filed against master artisans, indenturing them to the plaintiffs, who then conveniently transfer their contracts to one of the Ascendant Houses seated in the gallery behind you? And should the artisan in question dare challenge the ruling?’

			‘We are not here to endure the opinions of a brash, unseasoned advocate regarding the rulings of our fellow magis—’

			‘Then this court provides those same Ascendant Houses the legal means to orchestrate the murder of anyone who refuses bonded servitude!’

			Were he to utter not a single word more, Vicendi’s transgression would already be sufficient to see him shackled in irons and dragged from the courtroom – or worse, into the duelling circle himself. Even so, he levels one final indictment upon the Court of Blades: ‘What your Eminence calls mercy would be better termed court-­ordered slavery.’

			The accusation settles upon the crowded courtroom like a shroud. Slavery is the one penalty banned in Tristia since the country’s founders freed themselves from the yokes of their oppressors. To suggest the nation’s courts could be tacitly complicit in bringing back such a heinous practice is to bring doubt upon the entire judicial system.

			‘Would you accuse me of—?’ Magistrate Calvino’s fury gives way to an unusually grey pallor that creeps over his jowly features, as if he has just been made to swallow something poisonous to his soul.

			Too late, Vicendi opens his mouth to retract his mad insinuation, but Calvino cuts him off with a slice of one meaty hand before turning to conspire with a trio of clerks holding weighty legal tomes. Dutifully, the clerks pretend to consult their texts before looking up and shaking their heads in feigned dismay. Calvino looks almost saddened as he concludes, ‘I have no legal basis for a continuance. I will overlook your seditious slander, Vicendi, but your client must—’

			‘I, too, am sick!’ Opezo the gemcutter declares abruptly, leaping up from his chair in the defendant’s box.

			

			The crowd jeers, no one taking the objection seriously. Opezo can’t be more than twenty-­five years of age, and while clearly no fencer, the broad-­shouldered lapidarist at least evinces the strength to hold a sword, unlike the foppish jewellery maker he’d expected to face in the duelling circle.

			‘You appear hale enough to me, Master Gemcutter,’ the magistrate observes, squinting down at Opezo. ‘Would you perjure yourself in my court?’

			‘But Jolen’s the one who’s lying!’ Opezo insists, gesticulating wildly across the courtroom. ‘I’ve never even done business with that crooked, counterfeiting bast—’

			‘Slander!’ the once ­drowsy plaintiff’s advocate proclaims, beaming now that he’s justified his fees with not one but two feats of legal wizardry.

			Again, Magistrate Calvino slams his sceptre upon the bell. The ingenious design of the bronze half ­globe is such that the harder it is struck, the more discomfiting the clang it produces. The entire courtroom covers their ears as the birds in their cages emit a cacophony of plaintive squawks and trills.

			‘Enough!’ the magistrate growls. ‘We will have our duel. Today. Now.’

			The final act of the trial commences as Calvino turns to the pair of scales mounted on the right arm of his throne. He begins placing tiny silver weights upon them, one after another, as if each ingot were a particular element of the case. The ritual is more theatre than judicial process: by balancing the scales, the magistrate seeks to demonstrate to the gods that the duel has been impartially constructed and now it is for them to determine the outcome.

			At the very last moment, though, still clutching the last silver weight needed to bring the scales into perfect balance, Calvino pauses. The audience watches, enraptured by this unexpected hesitation. This time, the magistrate’s eyes don’t flicker to the gallery, but rise ever so slowly to the thirty-­foot-­tall statues of War and Death standing guard at the entrance to his courtroom.

			‘It is my ruling that . . .’

			Sallo Calvino goes quiet, the last silver ingot still clenched in his fist. He glances briefly at his beloved starling in its gilded cage. The bird cheeps adoringly, or perhaps hungrily, before preening its purple and yellow feathers. Magistrate Calvino holds up the little silver weight for all to see. Gently, he places it upon the scales, bringing them into balance before proclaiming, ‘In the interests of justice, it is the ruling of this court that the defendant may choose a secundier of his own to fight in his place.’

			

			Mayhem erupts throughout the chamber. Accusations of corruption and bribery are shouted from the galleries, with neither irony nor apparent fear of retribution.

			Undaunted, Magistrate Calvino smashes his sceptre upon the bell until the clamour recedes. ‘These are my terms for the duel and they are final!’ His gaze descends upon Opezo. ‘I suggest you find yourself a secundier quickly, sir.’ He points to the massive clock at the opposite end of the courtroom held in the crook of Death’s arm. The time is nearly noon. ‘I grant you seven minutes to choose your champion.’

			The gemcutter’s eyes dart around the chamber in panicked desperation. ‘Why are you just standing there?’ he demands of his advocate. ‘Find me a duellist, quickly!’

			Vicendi doesn’t bother getting huffy about being commanded to perform a task that is neither part of an advocate’s duties nor possible to achieve in so short a time. The process of securing the services of a duellist is a long and complex affair, often taking weeks. ‘I cannot,’ he replies simply, shuffling the papers inside his leather satchel as an excuse to avoid the gaze of his doomed client.

			‘Please—!’ Opezo begs as he runs around the courtroom trying to catch the eye of those few duelling stewards in attendance, hoping against hope that one of them will offer the services of their chamber’s fencers.

			One by one, the grey-­suited stewards turn away.

			‘I have money!’ Opezo insists, holding out a sagging coin purse, as if its mere touch might compel someone to fight on his behalf. Those he approaches lean away from him or laugh in his face. They know full well that the only reason Opezo risked a debtor’s duel in the first place is because the verdict rendered against him by the Court of Coins has already ruined him. Not even the potential fortune in duelling commissions that would surely come to their chambers from a victory against Our Lord of Corpses is enough for any of the stewards to risk the lives of their fencers.

			

			Nonetheless, the desperate young artisan keeps pleading for someone – anyone – to take up his cause, right until Death’s clock strikes the noon hour.

			‘I concede!’ Opezo shouts, throwing himself at the massive bronze pedestal rising up to the magistrate’s throne. ‘I accept the Court of Coins’ most merciful sen—’

			The hideous clang of the magistrate’s bell sounds as Sallo Calvino, his grim features betraying some small hint of regret and perhaps even shame, strikes it twice more with his sceptre. ‘An accusation of defamation and false debt made before the gods cannot be revoked. Only steel can settle the matter now.’

			At the magistrate’s signal, two representatives of the Guild of Weapon­smiths enter the courtroom, each carrying a red-­lacquered case four feet long, six inches high and seven inches deep. The hooded swordbearers approach the edge of the duelling circle. One stands before the plaintiff’s champion, the other before the defendant. Their movements eerily synchronised, they unlatch the crimson cases and flip open the lids, revealing inside each one a single rapier resting on black velvet. The leather grips show the natural dullness of use, but the long, narrow blades are gleaming.

			For a trial to be just, each blade must be newly forged, else wear in the metal could lend unfair advantage to the opponent – that’s what the Guild of Weaponsmiths insists, anyway. At the end of the trial, the blades will be shattered so they can never be used again. The manufacture of duelling weapons is one of the more lucrative industries in Rijou these days.

			Dazidier Enguero, Our Lord of Corpses, draws his rapier, examines it carefully and nods to the first weaponsmith, who closes the red wooden case and withdraws. Master Jolen’s advocate at last rouses himself off his arse to perform his one remaining duty.

			With a swaggering, thumping gait, he begins to stomp around the courtroom, whisking the tails of his long black silk coat as he heralds the champion. ‘Witness you now, my most worthy lords and daminas, as a living legend binds to his hand the means of the gods’ own retribution against those who bear false witness.’

			

			Halfway to the defendant’s side, he stops and turns to smirk at the shabby Advocate Vicendi and his client, the hapless gemcutter. ‘And is any here so foolish as to doubt what their divine judgment will be?’

			He spins on his heel – an elegant manoeuvre for so hefty a figure – and to the audience declares, ‘For here have the gods sent to do battle their most beloved champion, the strong right arm of justice, Death’s most sublime work of art . . .’ He leans back now, his voice a thunderous bellow as he brings the audience clapping and whooping to their feet. ‘His mother dubbed him Dazidier, son of the noble house of Enguero, but the gods and this courtroom know him by his true name . . . Our. Lord. Of. Corpses!’

			The cheers are deafening. The advocate bows deeply, as though he has won the duel himself without even drawing steel. Dazidier Enguero gives a few quick swishes of the rapier. Anyone bothering to examine the blade will have noticed it is several inches too short for Dazidier’s height, having originally been selected for his client, the jewellery maker. The golden-­haired duellist isn’t troubled in the slightest.

			Master Opezo, tears of frustration and despair streaming down his cheeks, scrambles across the courtroom to drop to his knees before his opponent. He grabs for the blade of the other man’s weapon in the vain hope that by cutting himself he can plead the duel has ended in first blood, even though this will ensure his indenture. Enguero is too fast, though, and whips the blade away before striking the gemcutter’s wrist with the pommel.

			Opezo cries out in pain. ‘Please,’ he weeps, at last accepting that Dazidier’s employers will settle for nothing less than his death, ‘make it quick.’

			The beatific smile on the face of Our Lord of Corpses is unwavering as he gazes down at the defendant. ‘Take up your weapon, sir.’

			The gemcutter sobs, ‘Just kill me now, damn you. Get it over with.’

			Without warning, the duellist backhands him across the face. ‘Take up your weapon, sir, or I will beat you until your bones snap and your internal organs burst within the worthless shell of your body. Even that will be no release for you, however, for I will leave your coward’s hide unpierced until it becomes nothing more than a bloated sack filled with coagulated lumps of blood – these being no less rubies than the garish gobs of resin you have foisted as rare gems onto unsuspecting jewellers.’

			

			Appreciative laughter fills the courtroom. In these refined times, a great duellist is rewarded not only for being a skilled fencer, but also a sharp-­witted conversationalist.

			Opezo rises to his feet and only then does the audience see why he’d wanted to face death on his knees: along the left leg of his trousers, a dark stain of urine is spreading. The terrified gemcutter had hoped to die with a shred of his dignity intact. With even that grace denied him, he stumbles, legs shaking, to where the patient weaponsmith awaits, still holding the red case open for him.

			With a trembling hand, Opezo reaches for the sword he will draw once, yet never see the use of. His fingers are about to wrap around the black leather hilt when a new voice breaks the reverential silence of the courtroom.

			‘I’ll fight his case.’

			As one, the audience leaps from their seats, peering into the shadows beneath the arch formed by the statues of Death and War, searching for the source of the irreverent feminine voice that dared interrupt a judicial duel.

			My voice, as it turns out. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			The Challenger

			A hundred pairs of eyes swarm over me like ants, scrutinising every detail of my hair, my face, my clothes, my body. Every glance betrays a question:

			Who is this woman?

			How long has she been lurking in the shadows?

			Does she always dress like she raided a pirate’s wardrobe?

			And, of course, the most important question of all, the one that haunts every waking thought of Rijou’s élite: Is she really foolhardy enough to challenge Our Lord of Corpses?

			I remain at the entrance, leaning impudently against one stone leg of the towering statue of Death, allowing the audience time to examine me. My hair is blue-­black today, with elaborate curls draping down my cheeks to tickle the edge of my jaw. It’ll be obvious to anyone watching that I am young, though a woman grown nonetheless. No doubt they will be surveying the planes of my face, the shape of my nose, the line of my neck, rifling through memories of the children of the noble houses of Rijou.

			A second daughter, perhaps?

			No. If so, my likeness would surely have appeared in the broadsheets, announcing some upcoming marriage alliance – or the scandal of why no such union was taking place.

			A distant cousin, then? Someone less likely to be remarked upon?

			Perhaps, perhaps . . .

			

			The heat in the courtroom is stifling. Unbuttoning my long, reddish-­brown leather coat to reveal the tightly laced duelling waistcoat beneath raises eyebrows. My figure is a trifle too slim to be fashionable.

			The paupered child of a disgraced noble house, then?

			A reasonable conjecture: the fortunes of aristocratic families have always risen and fallen with the tides of Rijou’s never-­ending intrigues.

			Those fitted calfskin fencing trousers, though . . . they reveal thighs that are unusually muscular.

			Not very ladylike, I admit, but useful to a duellist.

			Might the loose, billowing ivory silk blouse partially obscured by her waistcoat be hiding similarly taut muscles underneath?

			I keep my stance casual, almost indolent. It’s easier than I expected, this posing and preening. I feel like a sixteen-­year-­old at the Swan Revel, presenting myself before lines of suitors in hopes of making a suitable match. It won’t be kisses I’ll be exchanging with them today, though.

			Is she drunk? Is this all some churlish prank? I see the nobles in the gallery are wondering as they try and fail to discern my identity, to place me within the ranks of some Ascendant or Rising or Fallen House – to rate me. Soon, though, a rare flicker of despair reveals itself in the narrowing of their eyes.

			What if her nonchalance is a sign of secret knowledge? What if a new piece has been placed upon the game board, this one neither a white pawn nor black, but a grey chevalier – one with cause to believe she truly can defeat the illustrious Lord of Corpses?

			Death’s clock has ticked away three long minutes since I made my entrance. It’s only now that someone in the crowd notices the unusual design of my coat, the sturdiness of the leather and the way the slender, flexible bone plates sewn inside the lining give it the appearance of supple armour.

			‘A Greatcoat!’ the fellow cries out.

			‘Trattari,’ another declares before spitting on the floor.

			Accusations of ‘tatter-­cloak’, ‘spy’ and other less flattering terms spread throughout the courtroom. In the upper galleries, several of the nobles are shaking their fists at me. I notice other hands sneaking into the folds of magnificent coats and gowns, reaching for hidden weapons that are supposed to be prohibited to the public inside the Court of Blades.

			

			You need not fear the King’s Travelling Magistrates, my Lords and Daminas. Upholding the law? Saints, no. I’m much too busy settling the scores the law has already forgotten.

			A quartet of Court Wardens, unsure what they’re supposed to be doing but presuming it involves placing me in irons, begins a lurching march towards me. I casually duck under the outstretched arm of the first one and saunter into the ruby-­ringed duelling circle to stand before the weaponsmith still holding out his polished red-­lacquered case. The wardens halt their approach at the edge of the circle. Duelling is a sacred thing in Rijou, after all, and the entire court heard Magistrate Calvino rule that the gemcutter was entitled to a secundier.

			‘Let’s get on with it, shall we, sweetheart?’ I ask Dazidier Enguero as I draw the defendant’s rapier, before turning back to salute the overdressed and excessively scented sewage who fancy themselves Rijou’s élites. ‘High time someone in this august chamber gets skewered, don’t you think?’

			The crowd gasps, the gemcutter gapes and the magistrate’s clerks shuffle the pages of their ponderous legal tomes in search of a reason to prohibit my participation in the proceedings.

			Our Lord of Corpses merely narrows his eyes in contemplation of how best to end me.

			Are you ready, my darlings?

			Watch closely now. Don’t even blink because, as the old fencing bibles remind us, a duel to the death isn’t a chess match.

			It’s a magic trick.

			And I’ve waited seven long years to perform mine.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			The Mine Girl

			Ten Years Earlier . . .

			‘This isn’t your home, you know,’ the honey-­haired girl informed me.

			‘It’s not?’

			That was odd. The lady who’d brought me here, Viscountess Zephine, had been very specific that this was to be my home from now on. Then again, she hadn’t seemed very reliable on such subjects; she’d also informed me that we were to live in a ‘modest villa’ – whatever that was – but this had to be a palace. Or maybe it was a mansion. I wasn’t entirely sure of the difference.

			The ocean of white marble floors and gleaming golden trim made me squint. Even after six days above ground, my eyes were still accustomed to the perpetual gloom of mine shafts and the endless haze of dust that made you cough every time you took a breath (they didn’t call Domas Lacrima ‘the House of Tears’ for nothing). Flowering vines snaked up the walls to ceilings so high and bright I imagined it must be like being atop a mountain and staring up at the sky. A family of hummingbirds darted about, stealing nectar from the flowers before disappearing an instant later.

			‘Why do you let birds in your house?’ I asked.

			The other girl – Kareline, they’d told me her name was – glared back through narrowed, menacing eyes that didn’t suit her pretty blue and silver dress. In Domas Lacrima, when someone looked at you that way it meant they were about to thrash you.

			A tidily dressed and very polite man who’d bowed a great deal had placed a tray of fruit and cheese on a table next to me. There was a knife on the plate, though the edge didn’t look very sharp, but it was better than nothing. I readied myself to snatch it up and stab the girl, but then she said, ‘The hummingbird is our house sigil, obviously.’

			

			I froze. Had she decided not to fight me?

			She was pointing down at a twelve-­foot-­wide circle in the floor made up of hundreds of shimmering blue tiles forming the picture of a hummingbird holding a gem in its beak.

			‘Don’t you even know what a sigil is?’ she asked, and rolled her eyes the way people sometimes did in the pits – usually when they were having seizures because of too many years breathing in dust. I doubted this girl had ever stepped inside a mine.

			‘How many people live here?’ I asked, playing for time.

			Viscountess Zephine had said her daughter was thirteen, but that hadn’t meant much to me until she’d added that Kareline was two years older than me. I hadn’t actually known I was eleven years old – it’s not something you need to know in the prison mines. But the overseers keep detailed records on those sentenced to serve in the House of Tears and I supposed that must extend to those with the misfortune to be born there too. So I was eleven.

			Kareline didn’t look much bigger than me. We both had orangey-­yellow hair – although mine had been dyed by the Viscountess on the journey here. Kareline’s was far softer and shinier. There was something different about her face, too. It wasn’t just that her skin was so clean and smooth. It was that when I looked at her, some hidden part of me wished I was looking in a mirror.

			My beautiful Kareline, that’s what Viscountess Zephine had called her when she’d introduced us. Maybe I would be beautiful too, when I turned thirteen.

			Kareline sighed. I guess my question about how many people lived in this house had tired her out, or maybe being pretty was a lot of work. That must be why she’d decided not to fight me. ‘Me, my mother and my brother, Farren – oh, and the servants.’

			‘Servants?’

			Again she rolled her eyes. I thought this time for sure it must be a seizure, but she repeated, ‘Servants. Twelve for the household, two groomsmen for the stables, three women who look after the gardens, and of course the house guards. Usually we just have six chevaliers because Mummy is such an excellent duellist, but if a rival family calls a vendetta against House Vauquelin during the Blood Week, then we hire a lot more.’

			

			‘House Vauquelin?’

			‘This,’ she said, stamping a foot on the tiled circle with the hummingbird symbol. ‘My family. We are the Vauquelin, one of the Ascendant Twelve Houses of Rijou.’ She scowled. ‘And you aren’t.’

			I did a quick tally in my head of all the people she’d mentioned. I was pretty good at counting. ‘Only twenty-­six?’ I looked around again. ‘This entire mansion for just twenty-­six people?’

			You could fit a hundred prisoners just in this room. Parlour, I corrected myself. Viscountess Zephine had been very specific that this was a parlour, and a parlour was where very important people gathered to discuss philosophy and politics.

			At the far end of the parlour was a huge staircase rising up in a spiral like a rock snake. There had to be at least two more floors up there, and another one below, since the staircase went down as well. Domas Lacrima never held fewer than three hundred prisoners, but all of our cells put together would easily fit into this house.

			Kareline noticed me eyeing the staircase. ‘Don’t even think about going into my private chambers,’ she warned. She still didn’t reach for the knife, though.

			People who made threats without backing them up didn’t do very well in Domas Lacrima. I felt a little sorry for this mean-­spirited, pretty girl. She wouldn’t stay pretty long once she talked that way to the wrong person and they started cutting her face.

			‘How are we getting along?’ Viscountess Zephine asked, strolling into the room.

			Zephine, Viscountess Vauquelin and Ascendant Holder of the Chalice of Shipping – whatever that meant – was beautiful too, but in a different way. She was thin, like me and Kareline, but even with all the ruffles on her gown you could tell she had strong, broad shoulders. She walked the way fancy people walk. I’d seen them at Domas Lacrima, when they came to buy prisoners to work their private mines. But there was something different about Viscountess Zephine: as if she were just pretending to be sauntering along aimlessly, when all the while, she was secretly stalking you. I waited, expecting a weapon to suddenly appear in her hand.

			

			‘Why did you bring her here?’ Kareline demanded. ‘She’s stupid and she’s ugly and I’ll bet she’s already stealing things.’

			‘Kareline,’ her mother scolded, ‘what a wretched thing to say to your soror!’ She reached over and stroked my hair, the way prisoners sometimes stroked the rats they’d tamed in their cells. ‘Natazia is a good girl. She’d never steal.’

			It was nice of her to say so, but also wrong. I’d already pilfered two oranges and a piece of cheese from the tray when no one was looking. These people weren’t very good at protecting their food.

			‘I don’t need a soror. I don’t want a fake sister.’ Kareline’s eyes filled with tears, even though she hadn’t even been hit yet. ‘How could you do this to Farren? He’s going to think you brought her because you don’t love him any more.’

			The Viscountess’ expression flashed from annoyance to warmth and back again. Maybe their house symbol was the hummingbird because their feelings darted around so much?

			‘Why don’t we ask your brother, then?’ she suggested. ‘After all, a certain little snoop is spying on us right now.’

			I whirled around, looking for this intruder, but wherever he was, he wasn’t close enough to attack me and the door to the outside was still open so I could get away if I ra—

			‘I’m not spying,’ piped an indignant voice from the top of the staircase. ‘I just wanted to see her is all.’

			Down the spiral stairs trudged a boy, younger-­looking than me, with brown hair flopping over a pale forehead and a slump in his narrow shoulders. Farren, that’s what Kareline had called him. He walked funny, legs shaking as he clomp-­clomp-­clomped down the stairs. He kept having to grab the banister to steady himself, but his step floundered every time.

			‘Be careful, my love,’ Viscountess Zephine called out.

			‘I’m fine,’ he said, but he sounded annoyed. He was a nice-­looking boy, now that I could see him closer – not pretty, like Kareline, but he smiled a lot more.

			

			Once he reached the bottom of the stairs, he continued his awkward, trembling walk until he was standing before me with his hand held out. ‘I’m Farren,’ he said. ‘I’m your new brother. I’m sorry I spied on you.’

			I’m your new brother. The words took me by surprise and when I opened my mouth to respond, nothing came out. Farren’s hand was still sticking out, quivering, as if he were afraid of me. Only, his face didn’t look afraid at all. He was trying to be nice to me, and that made me sad for this kind boy with the terrible sister he couldn’t even fight because he was weak and filled with tremors. In the mines, they smothered boys like him in their sleep.

			‘I’m sorry you’re defective,’ I said at last.

			I barely caught the blur of honey hair and expensive blue fabric before I was stumbling back, my cheek stinging. I hadn’t even heard the warning growl in Kareline’s throat before she’d struck me.

			If she’d grabbed the knife first, she could have killed me. Maybe she still would.

			‘Never say that about Farren again,’ she warned. ‘Never!’

			‘Kareline!’ Viscountess Zephine shouted, putting herself between me and her crazy daughter. ‘Tazia didn’t mean what she said; she doesn’t know any better.’ The Viscountess turned to me. ‘We don’t use that word, not here. Even if you hear others say it at school, you won’t repeat it at home, do you understand?’

			A rule. Finally, something that made sense. In Domas Lacrima they teach you how to follow rules. ‘I will never speak that word again, ma’am. Never.’

			Again she got that strange look on her face like she was both relieved and worried all at once.

			‘It’s okay,’ the boy said, pushing past his sister. ‘I don’t care if people call me that.’

			‘Kareline,’ their mother said, ‘take Farren out to play – but no more fencing with sticks, hear me?’

			Still glowering at me, the girl took her brother by the arm and kept him steady as they headed outside.

			‘Kareline will come around,’ Viscountess Zephine said to me. ‘She’s not sure what to make of you yet.’

			

			She pointed towards two chairs set on opposite sides of the table with the tray of fruit and cheese, and when I sat, she produced a rolled-­up piece of paper from the sleeve of her gown. It was the contract for my purchase from the mines.

			‘Did they teach you to read in Domas Lacrima?’ the Viscountess asked.

			‘No, ma’am.’

			‘Not “ma’am”. You must call me Madera now. Do you know what that means? It’s what you call the lady of a house who adopts you.’

			‘Mother?’ I suggested.

			She shook her head. ‘Madera – it’s not the same thing. In some duchies they don’t distinguish between an adopted child and a natural one, but in Rijou, bloodlines are very important. Did they teach you about other places at Domas Lacrima? Did you learn geography, law, politics?’

			‘No, Madera.’

			‘Languages?’

			‘Yes, Madera—’ I thought about that a moment and then realised she must have meant could I speak more than one. ‘No, Madera.’

			She frowned. ‘Well, then, what did they teach you in Domas Lacrima?’

			I felt very stupid, then, and worried that if I didn’t prove myself she would take me back. I had only known freedom and fresh air for the six days of our journey here, but already I was determined that no matter what it cost me, I would never return to those mines.

			I reached for the knife on the table and, with the blade pointing downwards, held it in a reverse grip. You could put more force on it that way. Viscountess Zephine’s eyes went wide and she shoved herself back, the legs of her chair screeching on the marble, but I was already pressing the edge of the knife into the hard surface of the table with all my might. I managed to scrape a little piece off, and when that was done, I started on the next.

			‘What are you doing?’ she asked, watching me.

			‘I’m digging, Madera. In the mines they teach us to dig.’

			She brought her chair closer and placed her hand on mine. ‘I didn’t bring you here to dig, Natazia.’

			I wasn’t stupid. I knew a great house like this wouldn’t want an eleven-­year-­old girl to work their mines, but I had not the slightest idea why she’d chosen me. ‘Am I to be a slave for one of your children, Madera?’ I hoped it would be Farren. I didn’t think I’d like belonging to Kareline.

			

			Viscountess Zephine’s eyes went wide with horror, though she no longer looked afraid of the knife in my hand. ‘Never,’ she said, quietly, but with such vehemence that I was scared I’d offended her.

			‘Please,’ I said, forcing myself not to whimper. People who whimper don’t survive in the mines. ‘Don’t send me back. I’ll be good. I won’t ever—’

			She shook her head, one of her copper curls coming undone from the elaborate comb keeping it in place. ‘Slavery is against the law in Tristia,’ she said, staring at me as if it were terribly important that I believe her. ‘Centuries ago, our ancestors – all of our ancestors – were brought here as slaves. We fought back against our oppressors and sent them scurrying away across the oceans.’ She rapped the knuckles of her right fist against the small round table as if she were preparing to smash it in two. ‘Slavery will never have a place in Tristian society!’ More softly she asked, ‘Do you understand now?’

			I nodded. I didn’t point out to her that she had bought me from a prison mine and that prisoners aren’t much different than slaves since you can do pretty much whatever you want to them. Perhaps it was the impudence of that thought that made me ask, ‘Why did you bring me here then, Madera?’

			Gently, she took the knife from me and flipped it over before placing it back in my hand. I was now holding it as a weapon.

			‘Rijou is a dangerous place, Tazia. Even at school, even among other children, there are many threats to a family such as ours. Among the Ascendant Houses, each generation is called an epocha, and the order of their birth dictates each sibling’s role in the governance of their family. A mother is expected to give birth to no fewer than three children: the first to rule, the second to champion and the third to study. Do you understand?’

			‘So Kareline will be the ruler?’

			‘Yes, she’s the eldest.’

			‘She’ll probably enjoy that.’

			Viscountess Zephine’s smile came and went quickly. ‘When Kareline was born . . . the pregnancy was difficult. I became ill for a long time and the doctors warned me that I mustn’t have any more children. But I had to, Natazia. A noble family which fails to produce enough heirs soon becomes a target for those who would seek to take our place among the Ascendant Houses.’

			

			‘So you had Farren.’

			She nodded. ‘He is a wonderful boy. Clever, so very clever. And kind, which is a miracle in this city. But he is . . .’

			A test, I thought. She’s waiting for me to call him defective again and then she will punish me to ensure I never forget. I would not fall into her trap.

			‘He is perfect,’ I said.

			She stared at me for a moment and then her bottom lip trembled almost like Farren’s hands had done. She grabbed me before I could get away. These people were faster than they looked.

			‘Lovely girl,’ she said, lifting me up from the chair and squeezing me to her chest. ‘Lovely, lovely girl,’ she kept repeating before finally letting me go. ‘You’re right, Tazia. Farren is perfect. And so are you.’

			All at once, I understood why this great lady had come all the way to Domas Lacrima to spend so much money for the release of a prison-­born child whose only right to live came from the necessity that someone serve out her parents’ sentences after they died.

			‘Three children. The first to rule, the second to champion,’ I said, repeating her earlier words. ‘But Farren is younger than I am, isn’t he?’

			She nodded, her eyes never leaving mine. ‘Farren can be a scholar. He will study and explore and seek ways to expand our family’s shipping ventures after I am gone – but only if he is allowed to grow to adulthood. Only as long as Kareline is able to hold House Vauquelin.’

			I looked at the knife, its blunt edge good only for cutting cheese. It seemed to me that Viscountess Zephine had gone all the way to Domas Lacrima just to buy a second cheese knife.

			‘They don’t allow house guards to accompany children to school, do they?’ I asked.

			‘You’re quick.’

			Finally we were on familiar ground. ‘Other children can be dangerous when they want to be,’ I continued, ‘when they’re told who to go after and how much to hurt them. When the other boys and girls try to hurt Kareline or Farren, I am to fight in their place.’

			

			My new madera placed her hands on my cheeks. Her expression wasn’t hard to read any more. She looked grateful, and ashamed.

			‘The laws are different here from other parts of the country, Natazia. The Greatcoats aren’t permitted to enforce the king’s justice in Rijou. Duke Jillard allows the great houses to feud and slaughter each other, and children . . .’ She closed her eyes a moment. ‘This is the price of your freedom, Natazia. You will be my children’s champion for as long as you can still fight. It isn’t fair, not to you, nor to them, but this is how it must be.’

			I didn’t know how to fight. What I knew was how to hide, how to keep my head down. I also knew when to keep my mouth shut, which is why I didn’t say these things to Viscountess Zephine. But I think she must’ve known, because she lifted my chin with her finger and said, ‘We will teach you the ways of the sword and the fist. You will learn how to fall and get back up again, how to suffer a blow without crying or cowering. These skills will not be enough for you to win, but they will keep you fighting until those children of the other high houses, sent by their vicious and cowardly parents who lack the courage to face me in the duelling circle themselves, at last relent.’

			The sadness returned to her eyes as she reached over to touch my cheek again. ‘It is a cruel thing I ask of you, Natazia. I would not blame you if you came to hate me for it.’

			She rose from her chair then, and took me by the hand. She guided me up those grand spiralling stairs all the way to the top and into a room so beautiful that when she said it was mine, I forgave her for everything she had done, and everything she would ever do to me. The bed was so soft I could have slept for a hundred years had it not been for the sound of the door creaking open in the middle of the night.

			I clutched the little cheese knife under the covers.

			‘I don’t care what anyone says,’ Kareline whispered, standing in her night robe at the foot of my bed. ‘You aren’t my soror. You aren’t anything. I am Kareline Vauquelin, daughter of Viscountess Zephine, heir to the most honourable of Rijou’s twelve Ascendant Houses.’ She turned and padded back to the door. Just before she closed it behind her, she said, ‘And you? You’re no one. No one of consequence.’ 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			The Trouble with Testaments

			‘No one of consequence?’ Magistrate Calvino bellows down from his throne. ‘This court commands that you state your name and title and you glibly come back at me with “no one of consequence”?’

			The rumble coming from somewhere deep in his chest recalls that of the overseers in the House of Tears. It threatens to set my hands to shaking. But no matter how much I still smell the damp, wretched mine shafts filled with the sweat of those being worked to death and the fouler stench of those already dead, no matter that even the strongest liquor won’t burn away the taste of stagnant water and mouldy slave bread from my tongue, still I have done what none before me could: I have escaped a prison the devils themselves would curse as too cruel a place for any soul to spend eternity.

			‘You’ll have to pardon me, your Magnificence,’ I say, flashing the magistrate an impudent grin. ‘My mind was elsewhere.’

			My cavalier words trigger tentative chuckles from the crowd, but they do not endear me to Magistrate Calvino, who is wagging his sceptre with such deadly intent that I wonder if he’s planning to hurl it at me.

			‘Do you think this is a game, girl?’ He doesn’t wait for an answer, instead swivelling his head so abruptly towards the nearest of his clerks that his jowly cheeks arrive sometime after his chin. ‘Run across the square to the Court of Plumes and fetch the City Sage. Assuming the senile old fool hasn’t drowned in his soup bowl, have him bring a veritas blade to draw a vial of blood. Let his supposedly gods-­given talent compare this presumptuous interloper’s bloodline to those in the Crimson Registry and reveal her identity to the court!’

			

			The City Sage. Damn me for a fool, I let myself become too swept up in my role as an arrogant duellist. Now my insolence is going to see me in irons before my plans have even begun to—

			‘What’s this?’ Calvino rumbles suddenly at the clerk who, rather than rushing off on his assigned mission, is whispering anxiously in his master’s ear. Calvino’s eyes go wide with disbelief – and no small amount of embarrassment – as the hushed tidings are repeated to him. A moment later the magistrate’s gaze turns back to the statue of the god Death towering over the entrance to the courtroom. ‘To die on the toilet, of all places,’ he says with a solemnity not shared by the audience.

			Calvino bashes his bell once more, commanding respectful silence so that he can once again focus his ire on me. ‘I’ll ask once more, madam. Will you reveal your name to this court, or must I pause the trial to call for a duella interrogito? Let us see if putting a veritas blade in the hand of Our Lord of Corpses loosens your tongue!’

			Dazidier Enguero looks especially enthused by that possibility. Fortunately, while there’s no legal basis for me to refuse a City Sage divining my bloodline, the threat of a duella interrogito is an eventuality for which I’ve come prepared . . .

			. . . with a rhyme.

			 

			My Lord Magistrate, though you may detest

			what my earnest refusal would seem to suggest,

			no hint of insult seek I to render,

			though I beg your Eminence do remember:

			The law does not compel we reveal

			the names of those whose profession is steel,

			for I came not some heroic tale to tell,

			but rather a talent for bloodshed to sell.

			 

			My opening stanza wins me a mixture of delight and befuddlement among the court. Some titter excitedly, others huff and puff in search of an appropriate rebuke for my apparently callow behaviour. Only a few in the crowd gaze back at me with curious eyes that tell me they’ve recognised one of our illustrious city’s long-­forgotten judicial traditions – the elegia copletta, the rhyming attestation.

			

			For his part, Master Opezo, the unfortunate and now utterly baffled gemcutter, stands mute with his sad little bag of coins dangling from one hand, still unsure whether he will live or die this day.

			Join the club, friend.

			I give him a wink and, with the tip of my rapier, scoop his coin purse from his hand before flicking it overhead in a wide arc that lands the pouch in the lap of Advocate Vicendi. The meagre pittance probably isn’t enough to cover his fees, but at least he’ll leave here with a memento of the trial.

			I turn to Dazidier Enguero and finish my little poem, this time in alternate rhyme:

			 

			As to my purpose, I confess it remorseless.

			For there’s only one reason I came:

			To ensure the self-­styled Lord of Corpses,

			Finally lives down to his name.

			 

			More people are nodding their heads now, recalling that there was a time when the most prestigious magistrates required advocates appearing before them to make their cases in rhyme. It was considered a sign of respect for the court, as well as a means of ensuring that lawyers had to actually consider their statements rather than simply blurting out the first objection that came to mind.

			I spot a blue-­jacketed minstrel in the corner – the one who’d made the witty joke earlier about Master Jolen’s cough. He’s favouring me with an approving smirk. Of course he approves; I’m making it that much easier for him to compose the trial song he’ll be performing in taverns around the city tonight for those not wealthy enough to while away their mornings in the Court of Blades.

			Magistrate Calvino gapes at me from his lofty perch, looking genuinely perplexed. He surely recognises the tradition, but can’t be sure whether I’m honouring him or mocking him mercilessly.

			

			Dazidier Enguero, on the other hand, has no confusion on that score. ‘I claim insult!’ he cries.

			‘I should hope so, sweetling,’ I reply.

			He forgets to put the rapier back in its case before striding over to me. Coming within measure like this, armed as he is, gives me the right to strike without warning. Alas, doing so would defeat the point of my presence here.

			Sneering at my stained and patched coat, Dazidier makes sure that the entire court sees how little he fears what it represents, which tells me he fears it a great deal indeed. ‘You think that tattered leather garment means anything here?’ he snarls, only belatedly remembering to add ‘whore’ at the end.

			‘What, this old thing?’ I ask, slipping the coat off my shoulders. I toss it negligently to one of the Court Wardens, who catches it reflexively, then glances up furtively at Magistrate Calvino as if fearing he might have just imperilled his job. ‘I can’t claim ownership of the smelly thing, to be honest. I merely borrowed it.’

			‘From whom?’ Calvino asks.

			‘A dead woman, your Eminence. I promise to return it the very instant she asks for it back.’

			The magistrate begins to huff and puff about impropriety, but it’s Dazidier’s gleaming smile, for which he is so well known, that catches my eye. ‘Tomorrow you can deliver it in person,’ he declares. ‘Today I will merely beat you within an inch of your life, but in the morning I will file a duella honori against you, and by afternoon you will hear Death strike his clock in your name.’

			Duellists. They insist on turning everything into a melodrama.

			Careful not to stab my confused client standing behind me, I curtsey. ‘Death would have to learn my name first, wouldn’t he?’ I ask. ‘In any event, I would be delighted to dance with you tomorrow, my Lord of Corpses, but I’m afraid I have an appointment with my coiffeuse.’ As I stand back up, I let the point of my rapier rise in line with Dazidier’s groin as a reminder not to come any closer. ‘And you, I’m afraid, will be indisposed.’

			There’s a great deal of commotion as the advocates for both the plaintiff and defence – to say nothing of the magistrate and his clerks – finally remember that, in theory anyway, this is their courtroom.

			

			Our Lord of Corpses glares at me, hoping to break through what he believes is a mask of smug self-­confidence. As others debate the legality and legitimacy of my right to act as Master Opezo’s second, I turn to scrutinise the audience.

			Where are you hiding, damn it? I need proof that it was one of you who engineered the gemcutter’s downfall. Surely you wouldn’t want to miss the moment of your victory?

			But the crowd are too many, their own masks too firmly in place, and my gaze darts to and fro, always searching for the next blade or fist or club that could take me unawares.

			You’re in a courtroom, not a mine shaft, I remind myself. No one’s going to sneak up on you. In Rijou, murder is a civilised affair.

			The touch of a hand on my elbow surprises me. As I spin round, I flick the rapier’s blade up high so that I can bring the pommel down with brutal force.

			Shatter the wrist first, then grip the fingers with your left hand and bend them back further so you can draw the rapier into line and drive the blade into—

			I stop myself just in time. My soon-­to-­be client’s threadbare advocate is saying something to me. I conceal my near attempt on his life by bringing the guard of the rapier to my chest and pretending to salute him.

			‘You needn’t offer such obeisances to me, mistress. I merely seek your advice.’

			‘My advice?’ I offer up a duellist’s laugh – quick, thin, never letting it induce the eyes to pinch and thus reduce the range of my vision. ‘My advice, good advocate, is that you take your seat. It’s apt to get a bit bloody in the circle.’

			Vicendi stares back at me with bemusement. ‘The testament, my Lady. As Magistrate Calvino has acceded to your acting as defendant’s champion, I need to know how I should present you to the court.’

			The testament, right. I really must pay more attention. The other side has performed their little song and dance about justice and the gods, so now it’s our turn. Dazidier Enguero is waiting for me, already in position, no doubt considering how best to exploit my unfamiliarity with the contours of the duelling circle and the slickness of its alabaster surface.

			

			But there’s more to a court duel than who wins or loses; there is the tale told afterwards. My purpose requires that I make an impression on these people – the kind of impression that leads to invitations to grand balls, indecent trysts, fiendish intrigues and, most important of all, offers of employment as private duellist for one of the Ascendant Houses. Unfortunately, in all my planning to reach this moment, I neglected to consider the testament, and Vicendi doesn’t look the type to give my introduction the flourishes it requires.

			‘If you’ll allow me, my Lady?’ asks another man who’s come rather too close for his own safety.

			I turn to find the rakish minstrel in the blue jacket standing behind me. On closer inspection, the man himself is nowhere near as handsome as his smile, although I doubt anyone’s told him that. Everything about him is lank, from his lazy, indifferent posture to the limp brown hair that doesn’t so much frame his face as slump alongside his cheeks. But he’s a confident devil, I have to give him that. Already he’s gazing out at the audience as if to claim them for his own.

			I dislike people taking the stage in the middle of my own performance.

			‘I thank you for your offer, sir, but I’m quite capable of—’

			He all but ignores me as he gives Vicendi a playful slap on the shoulder. ‘Rest easy, Advocate, I’ll herald our mistress to the court.’

			‘You?’ Vicendi asks with far more acid in his tone than I’ve heard thus far. ‘My Lady, I must warn you away from this man, this disreputable wastrel, this infamous philander—’

			‘How dare you, sir?’ the minstrel demands with mock haughtiness. ‘A philanderer misspends his days in unpaid sexual adventures. I’m well compensated for my seductions.’

			‘You’re a courtezano?’ I ask, wondering how someone who looks so slovenly makes such a living.

			‘Bézan Grise, at your service.’ He gives me a bow that would have required a great deal more effort on his part to reach perfunctory, then winks at me. ‘Whichever service best pleases you.’

			‘Again, my Lady,’ Vicendi protests, ‘I urge you to allow me to make the testament on your behalf. Bézan Grise is—’

			‘Notorious,’ the minstrel cuts him off yet again. ‘Detested, reviled, and frequently drunk.’ He wags a finger in the air as if he’s just remembered something important. ‘Though far too sober at the present moment – a situation I’d dearly like to rectify, which will be considerably easier to do once you’ve paid me my heralding fee.’

			

			Without any of us having noticed, he’d purloined the bag from Vicendi and now empties out the gemcutter’s coins into his palm. ‘Gods and saints love you, man,’ he says, shaking his head at Opezo, ‘for it appears no one else does.’

			The audience laughs, delighted by this unexpected turn of events. I suspect Bézan Grise is well known around the city’s taverns and brothels.

			‘Enough of this buffoonery!’ Magistrate Calvino growls from high atop his throne. He slams his sceptre once again and Bézan looks up in mild surprise.

			‘Where were we?’ the minstrel asks, glancing about as if only now realising he’s in the middle of a courtroom where blood is about to be spilled. ‘Ah, yes, the testament. What to say . . . what to say?’

			He is apparently oblivious to the magistrate’s glare.

			I’m about to boot his arse out of the circle before he further complicates my plans when Opezo stammers, ‘Tell Jolen he’s a bastard!’ Now that it won’t be his blood washing the floor, the gemcutter’s veins are filling with righteous indignation. ‘Tell them all that he’s a bastard, and a liar, and a—’

			‘I think I’ve got the gist of it,’ Bézan says, and gently pushes the big man towards the defendant’s box outside the duelling circle.

			‘Forgive me, Lady,’ Vicendi persists, still apparently hoping I’ll dismiss the minstrel. ‘Despite Master Opezo’s desires, the testament must address the key points of our—’

			Bézan prods him away, too. ‘I promise, Advocate, I’ll say only bad things about the bad man, good things about the good one, and then our two duellists can go stabby-­stabby on each other a while so the worthy nobles in the audience can return to feeding their precious birds and you and I can go and get magnificently drunk.’

			That wins him another round of laughter from the crowd.

			Vicendi throws up his hands in disgust and abandons the duelling circle.

			

			I look up above the dais where Magistrate Calvino’s jowls are practically swelling with sanctimonious outrage.

			‘Do you—?’ He coughs, possibly choking on his own hypocrisy, before wagging his sceptre dismissively at Bézan Grise and asking me, ‘Do you intend for this scandalous good-­for-­nothing rake to be your herald, Lady . . .’ Calvino hesitates, lacking either a name or a title for me, then with the hint of a wry smile that belies his otherwise bellicose demeanour, he declares triumphantly, ‘Lady Consequence?’

			The audience laughs, nobles and commoners alike. The magistrate has at once reasserted his authority and tacitly endorsed the chicanery they all seem to be enjoying. Even Dazidier looks pleased to see me the butt of Calvino’s joke.

			‘Lady Consequence,’ I repeat quietly under my breath as the crowd goes silent once more. ‘I like it.’

			There’s a moment as I hold a finely made rapier in my hand, with all these gentles waiting for me, mesmerised by this charade I have wrapped around myself, when I almost believe this could be a life for me: Lady Consequence, the mysterious swashbuckling duellist, sent by some irreverent saint to rain mockery down on the Court of Blades. Then I recall that my reason for returning to Rijou probably wouldn’t please the saints – not the nice ones, anyway.

			‘Have you any skill at this heralding business?’ I ask Bézan Grise in a whisper.

			He takes advantage of my need for discretion, bringing his lips far too close to mine. ‘Depends. Do you want me to fill the people of this courtroom with love and admiration for your talents, or to enrage Dazidier Enguero and his employers against you?’

			‘The latter. In the extreme.’

			Bézan grins. ‘My specialty, as it happens.’

			He spins away from me, spreading his arms wide as he addresses the crowd. ‘My Lords and Daminas! Witness now what the gods valiantly tried to make plain to you with your own eyes.’ One arm swings out like a ship’s yardarm towards the plaintiff’s corner, where Master Jolen scowls uncomfortably beneath the audience’s sudden scrutiny. ‘That scoundrel, that so-­called “jewellery maker”’ – Bézan covers one side of his mouth with his palm as if sharing a secret with the entire audience – ‘in truth, a fabricator of gaudy baubles so unsightly they can only have been fashioned to mirror his own rat-­like countenance – that two-­legged spleen is nought but a foul slanderer whose deceitful attempts to justify his flimsy trinkets to his customers contrive to unlawfully dispossess my client, a good man, an honest man, an impeccable artisan of the finest gemstones, Master . . . Oh Hells, what was his name again?’

			

			The audience roars with laughter.

			‘No, really,’ Bézan says in mock helplessness. ‘Who is this poor fool?’

			‘Opezo,’ the advocate whispers furiously at him.

			‘Right, of course!’ The minstrel resumes his wandering perambulation around the court. ‘As I was saying, these malefactors have cravenly sought to steal from Rijou’s own favoured son, Master Opezo, first his income, then his freedom, and here today, with the recruitment of a notorious blackguard’ – he thrusts an accusatory finger at Dazidier Enguero, who is now trembling with rage – ‘a contemptible lout whose only redeeming quality is the legendary inadequacy of his sword arm, our client’s very life. I declare to you, my Lords and Daminas, that the slanderous Master Jolen and his benefactors, who hide like cowardly mice in this very courtroom, will not win today. The gods will not allow it. She will not allow it.’

			He’s pointing at me now. His hand opens as if inviting me to dance, but then his fist closes and he raises it on high. ‘She comes to us nameless, my brothers and sisters: a mystery. An omen. A whisper on the wind soon to become a hurricane. A warning to all malefactors and malfeasants that Justice may wear a beguiling face and a tattered coat, but she also comes bearing a sharp blade, thirsty for blood. In modesty she claims to be “no one of consequence”, but by nightfall, you, I, and every man, woman and child in this city will know her by her most deserved title . . .’

			Bézan Grise holds them like that, suspending their very breaths even as the clock held above all our heads by the statue of Death ticks away the seconds. I notice Vicendi in his chair in the defendant’s corner shaking his head wildly as if he’s guessed the minstrel is about to hugely overstep the bounds of his assignment.

			

			Bézan looks at me a good long while, a mischievous imp contemplating his latest trick upon hapless humanity. The next words are bellowed so loudly that no one in the room will ever doubt they’d heard him proclaim me: ‘Our. Lady. Of. Blades!’

			Our Lady of Blades.

			The sudden intake of breath from all those gaping mouths is so sharp as to make me wonder if there’s any air left inside the courtroom. The sobriquet Bézan has so glibly thrust upon me is one sought by every female fencer in the city. It is a title many of them would kill for: the traditional honorific bestowed upon Rijou’s Ducal Champion – an honour granted only once in the last hundred years, and not held since the days of the unrivalled Curzia Enguero, who just happened to be grandmother to Dazidier and worse – far worse – his sister, Spada.

			‘Too much?’ Bézan asks.

			Despite his protestations of sobriety, the wine on his breath is almost enough to soothe my nerves. ‘Just a touch,’ I reply, but he’s already strolling away from the duelling circle and out of the doors of the courtroom, clinking Opezo’s paltry coins in his palm and leaving chaos in his wake.

			The audience erupts in outraged fury, many demanding my immediate arrest, a few even shouting demands for a duella honori against me.

			Dazidier begins spewing every name he can think of for me, eventually settling on just repeating ‘whore’ over and over until foam appears at the corners of his mouth.

			Magistrate Calvino slams his sceptre again and again on his brass bell, trying in vain to regain control of his courtroom. After nearly knocking his poor starling’s cage from the arm of his throne, he hurls down his sceptre in frustration and mutters so quietly that I doubt anyone but Dazidier and I can hear him, ‘For Hells. Go ahead and kill each other.’

			Our Lord of Corpses needs no more invitation than that. He takes a short hop to enter the circle and follows with a lunge that shapes him from the heel of his back foot to the tip of his rapier blade into an arrow shot straight for my heart.

			In response, I close my eyes and spread my arms wide, as though to embrace a lover – one whose arrogance is about to betray him. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			The Hummingbird

			Nine Years Earlier . . .

			‘Are you trying to get yourself killed?’ Kareline asked.

			The polished brass lanterns swaying from the ceiling above the Vauquelin family fencing salle twinkled mercilessly, distracting me with their flickering flames. Apparently this was by design, as a proper swordswoman should be able to focus on her opponent no matter what else takes place around her. But even after a year away from the mines of Domas Lacrima, my eyes still got confused by bright lights. The lanterns kept winking at me, demanding my attention and tricking me into ignoring the more subdued reflections from Kareline’s blade.

			‘Ow!’ I cried out.

			Again I’d lost track of the tip of her sword, and paid for it with a nasty welt across my cheek. Our blades weren’t sharp, but Kareline was an expert in whipping the slender steel so that even when I did manage to parry, the blunted tip came around my guard and stung the exposed skin of my face.

			‘You were already ugly when we started,’ she observed.

			I should have kept my mouth shut, let her amuse herself with insults rather than blows. That’s what a sensible mine girl would’ve done. But I was so desperately tired of being sensible and afraid.

			‘Would you be less cruel to me if I were prettier?’ I asked.

			Kareline didn’t so much as raise her own weapon into a guard position. She just strolled about the twelve-­sided dodecahedron piste, forcing me to keep turning on my heels or risk her outflanking me.

			

			A proper duelling circle is – well, it’s a circle. But when training, it’s better to see all the different angles for thrusts and defences. Lines were engraved into the polished mahogany floor beneath our feet, along with various inscriptions of mathematical formulae meant to offer insight into the relative strengths of one line of attack against another – yet more things to distract me.

			‘I’ve been doing my best to improve your countenance, really I have,’ Kareline went on, ‘but I’m afraid it’s just not working.’

			The cruellest part of her disdain was that it did nothing to keep me from wishing I could be more like her. At fourteen, Kareline was already a stunning beauty and a devilishly skilled fencer. She was clever, too: expert in all the proper ways to behave and converse with anyone, from foreign dignitaries seeking an audience with Zephine to snooty messengers delivering formal insults from enemy houses, and even stablehands and gardeners (all of whom she treated with meticulous kindness and respect). Kareline could jot out the indecipherable diagrams of intrigues, while helping her mother counter the plots against her from rivals hoping to embarrass her at court and undermine House Vauquelin’s ranking among the Ascendant Twelve.

			Most of all, though, where I had spent my whole life feeling clumsy and scared, Kareline wasn’t afraid of anyone or anything, not if they threatened her family – and especially not if they threatened Farren. She was like . . . like some swashbuckling, sword-­wielding heroine with a hummingbird perched on her shoulder risen from one of the blue ­and ­silver tiled mosaics depicting the grand traditions of House Vauquelin in the upstairs hall.

			In the back of a little notebook Viscountess Zephine gave me to practise my letters, I kept a list of all the things I’d tried over the past twelve months to get Kareline to like me – or at least, to lessen her incessant spitefulness.

			 

			1. Tell her she’s pretty.

			2. Compliment her on being good at everything.

			3. Do whatever she tells me to do.

			4. Do things she wants me to do without her asking.

			

			5. Give her gifts even though I can’t afford nice things and she’ll just throw them in my face anyway.

			6. Do not cry when she’s mean to me.

			7. Cry when she’s mean to me.

			8. Stop trying to make her like me and instead show her how much I care about Farren who is the only person she loves in the whole world and prove to her that I will never let any harm come to him no matter what.

			 

			That last one hadn’t worked out at all. In fact, that’s how things had got so bad between us.

			‘Go on, Tazia,’ she said, the venom in her voice making it clear she hadn’t forgiven me for the incident at school last week and never, ever would. ‘Show me how you stood up for my brother when the Engueros were bullying him.’

			‘I tried!’ I shouted, my movements sluggish and awkward from the bruises that were still purple and puffy, and weighed down by more guilt and shame than I’d ever believed possible. ‘I did everything Mother taught me to—’

			Like a snake, Kareline’s tip darted out at me. I brought my guard up, but at the last instant, her point weaved beneath my pommel to come around and hit me in the throat. I gasped without getting any air into my lungs and fell to my knees, convinced that the blunted tip had crushed my windpipe.

			I’m going to die on this stupid fencing piste, I thought helplessly, tearing at the collar of my fencing shirt, choking to death just like I would have if Zephine had left me in Domas Lacrima.

			I heard Kareline’s footsteps on the marble floor as she came to tower over me. ‘Never call her that. She is Viscountess Zephine to you, or “madera” if you must. Not a drop of her blood flows in your veins. You will never be her daughter.’

			That was what had made Kareline decide to murder me? Daring to call the Viscountess ‘mother’? Such a small thing . . . but had I done it on purpose? Had I brought this on myself because maybe, just maybe, I was sick and tired of my ‘soror’ treating me like a slave?

			Suddenly the muscles in my throat unclenched and I sucked salty, sweat-­filled air into my lungs. The sounds that croaked out of my throat were like the hideous rasps of a dying animal.

			

			‘Surely you would be happier back at home,’ Uncle Delino observed from the doorway, laughing.

			The finely dressed, soft-­bellied scholar son of Kareline and Farren’s father’s line leaned against the frame as if he ruled House Vauquelin rather than his sister-­in-­law. Not that his ambitions ended at merely governing the household. With his brother a year dead, Delino was intent on persuading Zephine to marry him – for the good of the family. I sometimes suspected he’d be equally content to marry Kareline when she turned of age.

			He would often turn up unannounced when his niece and I were scheduled to practise, and he provided impressively convoluted explanations to the Viscountess when my bruises could not plausibly be the result of a friendly practice bout. At the end of those visits, Delino always made sure to remind me that while I had clearly tried my best, I’d only proven how ill-­suited I was to the role for which Zephine had mistakenly selected me, and wouldn’t it be better for everyone if I went with him in his nice carriage and let him return me to Domas Lacrima where I belonged?

			‘Yes, Tazia,’ Kareline said, stepping back to her first position on the piste. ‘Why don’t you just lie down a while and we’ll have the servants carry you outside. You can sleep in one of the kennels tonight and in the morning crawl your way back to your proper home.’

			So damned smug. They were all like that, these children of Rijou’s great houses. At school the teachers couldn’t even ask a question of their pupils without the answer coming back laden with self-­important disdain. Everything was a performance to the idle rich: a competition won by starting with a thousand advantages and then claiming everything had been achieved through talent.

			In the mines, I’d thought myself clever. Before he died, my father had taught me what he could during those precious moments between the back-­breaking work of clawing out what few shards of raw sapphires, rubies and romantines remained in the long-­depleted shafts. But how do you teach a child to read when there are no books and no light to read by? How do you teach her anything when hunger and exhaustion crash over you like a rockfall every night?

			

			The private school I now attended with Kareline and Farren was, they frequently reminded me, the finest in all of Tristia. So far, all I’d learned there was that I knew nothing. I studied every spare minute I could while others hardly worked at all, but I was still rubbish at every subject – mathematics, languages, history. I’d started so far behind that I could never catch up. The worst of it was that it turned out I was even bad at fighting.

			I had only one thing these prim and preening nobles lacked: I’d been born into a harder world than Kareline or Uncle Delino or the rest of them could ever imagine.

			And I was never, ever going back.

			‘I am the duellist daughter of House Vauquelin,’ I said, curled in a ball on the salle floor, repeating words I didn’t believe. Viscountess Zephine reminded me of them, over and over again, as I lay crying in my room almost every night. ‘I am its shield.’ I stretched out an arm to grasp the leather-­wrapped hilt of my lousy fencing foil. The blade had bent again in the fall. I rose unsteadily to my feet, determined that no matter what else, my point would strike Kareline at least once before this was over. ‘I will be its sword.’

			She sneered at me. ‘Where was Farren’s “sword” when two sons of House Enguero ambushed him in the school refectory last week?’

			Her blade lashed out and knocked mine out of line, exposing me to a simple, elegant thrust to the stomach that hurt like the devil.

			‘Where was House Vauquelin’s “shield” when Dazidier and Taridan Enguero beat Farren over and over and over again until, thank every saint living and dead, their older brother Galdrien heard the screams and ran to put a stop to it? Can you even conceive of how weak it made our family appear when an Enguero had to rescue my brother?’

			Doubled over from the pain, I wished Galdrien would come to rescue me. Darker-­haired and slighter of build than his younger brothers, yet all the more handsome for it, he’d been so kind, so decent. When he’d come upon us in the refectory, he’d leaped into the fray, shoving his brothers aside and standing between them and Farren until, at last, the teachers returned. Meanwhile, I’d been wailing like a trapped alley cat, my wrist twisted behind my back by Syldia Leander while her brother Castilis whispered awful promises in my ear of the things he’d one day do to me.

			

			It shouldn’t have happened that way. In Rijou, even children have rules about duelling. Castilis, sitting next to me in rhetoric class, had warned me about Dazidier and Taridan’s plan, and convinced me that together we could teach the Engueros a lesson. He’d told me that when he looked at me, he didn’t see a mine girl, he saw a brave and beautiful hummingbird.

			And like an idiot, I’d believed him.

			The instant the first blow had been struck, the Swan Twins had switched sides. Castilis Leander had laughed as he reminded me that theirs was a Rising House beneath the wing of House Enguero. What fool would believe such a bond could ever be broken?

			Of all the lessons I’d failed to learn in this awful city, surely the most egregious was my ignorance of the ever-­shifting relationships between all these Ascendant, Rising and Fallen Houses. Farren had paid the price for my ignorance with a broken ankle that might never heal properly.

			‘The Engueros will keep coming after him,’ Kareline said, and even her rage and hatred of me couldn’t hide her despair for her brother. ‘They will keep tormenting him to humiliate our house before the rest of the Ascendant Twelve. This is how the game is played in Rijou – because if Viscountess Zephine can’t protect her own children, how can House Vauquelin be entrusted with one of the twelve great monopolies on which the ducal economy depends?’

			‘It’s all about money and petty vendettas to you people,’ I said bitterly.

			The balled tip of her sword came at my face like a bolt of lightning hurled by a vengeful god, stopping less than an inch from my left eye. ‘It’s about family, you stupid, stupid mine girl!’

			‘Niece, please,’ Uncle Delino said with mock despair, gently pushing aside the blade as he came to stand between us. ‘Look at the poor creature. She doesn’t understand at all, does she?’ The silver and blue silk frock coat walling me off from Kareline and her fencing sword terrified me more than ever. ‘Family is everything in Rijou,’ Uncle Delino began. He turned to look at me, but I knew he was talking to Kareline. ‘More than our names, more than our dreams – more than our very lives – our family is who we are. It is the one thing about us that is eternal. Our bloodline begins before we are born, and we continue to be a part of it even after we die.’

			

			‘Madera said I was—’

			Uncle Delino cut me off, leaning closer to whisper in my ear, ‘Here is something you might understand, little mine girl, because you must have witnessed it in Domas Lacrima. Desolation is the wound that never heals. Zephine suffers such a wound every day, not only because of my brother’s death, but because she knows that her failure to give him more heirs has left Kareline and Farren in constant danger.’

			I wanted to shout that this was all I thought about, my role to fight in their place, because it was the only thing keeping me from returning to the mines. I wished I could scream it so loud that his fleshy cheeks would ripple back on the bones of his face as if he were standing in a hurricane.

			‘Zephine hides it,’ he went on, ‘but desolation is slowly driving her mad. She makes enemies out of potential allies, favouring weakling families like the Tiarrens instead of the Leanders, who could actually advance our political aims. Worse, she sides with the king’s meddling Greatcoats against her fellow Ascendant Houses. Sometimes, I think she secretly longs to become a Greatcoat herself! Do you know what my beloved sister-in-law did last night, little mine girl? She accused Curzia Enguero of murdering a mining overseer who was spreading drunken rumours about some secret horde of romantines hidden in the bowels of Domas Lacrima.’

			Kareline gasped, so I guessed she hadn’t been aware of her mother’s plans. ‘Did she . . . ?’

			He shook his head. ‘Curzia Enguero is getting past her fighting days. She refused the duel, of course, as is her right as Ducal Champion, and the magistrate threw out the case. But that Zephine dared challenge Our Lady of Blades at all is madness! She hasn’t been herself since my poor brother died.’

			

			He turned his attention back to me. ‘But of all her reckless acts of late, the most delusional is imagining that dressing up a mine girl in pretty clothes and handing her a sword will protect that which is more valuable than all her untenable ideals or this house or even our shipping rights.’

			He jabbed a finger at Kareline as if he were pointing at his personal property, but spoke to me. ‘Family, Tazia. In the end, it is all we have.’

			And I have none, which means I have nothing and am worth nothing.

			‘I’ll do better,’ I promised earnestly. ‘I’ll study harder, fight any—’

			‘Will you murder one of the Enguero boys?’ Uncle Delino asked, not giving me a chance to finish. ‘Dazidier broke Farren’s ankle. Will you sneak into his bedchamber tomorrow night and slit his throat?’ He leaned closer. ‘Will you drop poison into his soup at school to sicken him?’ Whispering, he added, ‘Will you slip a vial of that same poison into the pocket of your closest friend the next morning so that their house takes the blame instead of ours?’

			‘I . . .’

			‘Stop stammering, girl. The question is simple enough. Would you commit murder and watch an ally hanged for the crime, if that’s what’s necessary to protect this family?’

			I had spent the first eleven years of my life in what everyone there – my father, the other prisoners, the overseers, everyone – had claimed was the cruellest, most brutal place in the entire world. How naïve they had all been.

			‘Zephine, Viscountess of Vauquelin, adopted me so that I would become her children’s champion,’ I insisted, ‘not an assassin!’

			‘A champion?’ Uncle Delino asked, stepping back so I could see Kareline.

			The coldness in her gaze told me that her uncle’s speech had convinced her more than ever that her family needed to be rid of me.

			‘A daughter of House Vauquelin begins to fence at the age of five,’ he declared, ‘not at eleven, when the muscles have developed too much to absorb the proper forms.’

			Kareline, picking up her cue from the smirk he shot her, swung the blade of her training sword in the air in an uncomfortably accurate parody of my own clumsy efforts.

			

			Her uncle chuckled in appreciation.

			‘By age six,’ he went on pompously, ‘the child knows the eight fundamental attacks and defences. She can stand in a proper en guarde position without complaint for as long as the master commands.’

			My own legs had been burning for the last hour.

			‘At nine, she can apply all thirteen of the duelling principles. She will fence with boys her age and older, and if she can’t beat them more than half the time, the lessons become considerably more painful.’

			There was something in Kareline’s posture . . . an eager anticipation of something to come. She’s going to lunge, I realised, preparing myself to parry. Let her come to you. Forget Uncle Delino’s mockery. Ignore the damned swaying lanterns. Focus on your defence. Just get that right and figure out the rest afterwards.

			Kareline showed no sign of attacking, though, not until her uncle said, ‘By the age you are now, no daughter of House Vauquelin would be caught by so simple an attack as this!’

			His words were like the release of an archer’s fingers on the bowstring. Kareline’s assault was so graceful it was like watching an arrow fired from a hundred yards away. I felt as if I should have all the time in the world to dodge the shaft or even knock it right out of the air. Kareline wasn’t slow, though. She was fast – so fast! She took two passing steps and then leaped up high into a tiero jetté like a cat pouncing on a helpless mouse. I was ready, though, and so very determined not to let her hit me again. I got my blade up in the correct position to counter.

			But then the cat became a hummingbird.

			Mid ­leap, as if she’d known exactly where I’d place my weapon, she batted my blade out of the way. Instinctively I lurched back, inadvertently giving her exactly the distance she needed to land with her point back in line and the tip striking me dead centre in the chest. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 6

			A Reputation for Recklessness

			The tip of Dazidier Enguero’s rapier stutters to a halt barely an inch from my clavicle. I know this, even though my eyes are closed, because I hear the audience gasp. And, of course, because I am not dead.

			In prison, fights were a simple affair: Win. Lose. Live. Die. Here, though, in this vast, airy courtroom with its polished marble floor and towering statues, among these elegant worthies with their tame birds and untamed intrigues, there is something duellists value even beyond life and death: prestige. In the Court of Blades, these intricate metal tokens are the currency of renown, as intangible as a story, yet more prized than any gemstone. A fencer’s record of victories, daring feats of glory accumulated during perilous duels like sapphires dug from unyielding rock, is precious enough to buy passage into the most exclusive parlours and debating salons in the city.

			In the mines, to possess something of value is to invite others to take it from you. Our Lord of Corpses wears his reputation like a fine cloak. The problem with cloaks is that you tie them around your neck. This makes you much easier to strangle.

			Dazidier Enguero is famed as one of Rijou’s deadliest fencers. That coveted legacy is also a burden he must uphold. I, on the other hand? Despite Bézan’s scandalous attempt to dub me ‘Our Lady of Blades’, all anyone sees is a slip of a woman with a loud mouth and a boastful manner. Given Dazidier’s esteemed reputation and my lack of one, impaling me on the very first lunge without my even attempting a parry would have proven me a naïve amateur and him a brutish lout. Worse, he would have opened himself to prosecution, for while the accidental – however conspired – death of an opponent during a fight to first blood is considered an unavoidable risk of the profession, a duellist who plainly kills by design can be charged with murder. Had I not intervened in the trial, Our Lord of Corpses would have batted the hapless gemcutter around a few times until he’d scared him into reckless action; only then would he have contrived to kill Opezo ‘by accident’. That is the service for which you hire a man like Dazidier Enguero, and that is why he stopped short on his lunge.

			

			I open my eyes and bring my rapier’s forzita – the thickest part of my blade near the guard – down hard on my opponent’s vebla, the sharpest but thinnest part of his. The tip of his sword goes swinging out of line, but of course he’s far too fast for me to take advantage of the moment. In a flash his point returns to aim squarely at my chest as he retreats out of his lunge.

			The two of us have fallen out of measure now, so neither can strike in a single tempo. ‘Are you suicidal?’ he asks.

			That’s a fair question – one that the old woman who kept me alive for seven years in the House of Tears asks me daily ever since our escape.

			‘I’ve come to Rijou fully intending to abandon the life to which I was born,’ I inform Our Lord of Corpses.

			The ambiguity of my answer provokes as much anger as confusion. Dazidier is not a man who takes kindly to being denied what he wants. ‘Who are you?’

			We begin to circle each other. He will be searching for imperfections in my style – a subtle imbalance in my step; the slight droop of the arm signalling a weakness in the shoulder; perhaps the twitch of the blade that reveals too much tension in the grip.

			For my part, I have more important concerns than Dazidier Enguero’s many, many flaws since none of them involve his fencing skills. ‘Did you not hear the magistrate bequeath my name, sweetling?’ I take a sideways step along the line of the circle so I’m almost facing the audience now. ‘I am Lady Consequence! And does not consequence follow close on the heels of every bad deed? I have come merely seeking my due.’

			

			Dazidier takes his own step, a little wider than mine, seeking to get just off-­line of my blade where he can initiate a double ­lunge to my liver. An unpleasant way to die, that.

			‘So you’ve come here for me,’ he says, as if there could be no other explanation.

			I chance a small smile and wiggle the tip of my sword at him. ‘You have been rather naughty of late, Dazidier.’

			I let him think on which of his various misdeeds brought me here, while my own attention goes to the noble lords and daminas in the gallery. I need to see who is most concerned with the outcome of this duel: who is glaring at me through narrowed eyes; who shows the glint of sweat on their brow at the chance – however slim – that Our Lord of Corpses will lose today.

			Dazidier and I exchange a few thrusts and parries. Nothing serious, just little tests of speed, reflexes and how accurately the other places their point. The blades chime pleasantly, adding melody to our dance, but nothing more.

			The simple truth is that Dazidier Enguero is the least of my cares. My interest is in the gemcutter Opezo and specifically, who orchestrated the duella debtori that would make a bloody example of him. Who among Rijou’s wealthiest citizens has the most to gain from bringing indentured servitude back to this already loathsome duchy?

			The reason I’d worn a dead woman’s greatcoat into the Court of Blades this morning was to unnerve whoever among the nobility might be involved in such a scheme. Rijou’s Ascendant Houses despise the King’s Travelling Magistrates almost as much as they fear them meddling in their affairs.

			You needn’t worry about me, my Lords and Daminas, I think, stealing a glance at the galleries while Dazidier delivers a flourishing quartet of angled thrusts. I evade them by giving ground. I don’t care if you drag this entire duchy into a pit deeper than any in Domas Lacrima. I just want my brother back.

			Dazidier’s almost backed me up to the edge of the duelling circle. He’s setting me up for his copo di grazo – the final masterstroke that will restore his reputation and put me in the grave.

			

			Not yet, sweetling, I think as I take my final backwards step. Not until I’ve found your secret patron, the preening pigeon whose feathers I will pluck and pluck until I can make wings of my own and rebuild my family’s nest higher than any of you can ever reach again.

			The flaw in my plan is that the nobles of this city spend their entire existence mingling with their adversaries: political opponents, business rivals and fellow bleak-­hearted malefactors, all plotting and scheming to destroy entire families. They learn to banish despair and worry from their features, lest they be used against them, which is foiling my efforts to prove my suspicions about precisely who is pulling the strings of Our Lord of Corpses. The one I seek is simply too good at hiding; I need to force them to reveal something they aren’t skilled at concealing: glee.

			‘Well, darling?’ I ask Dazidier, flicking the tip of my blade in the air between us as I dance three steps in a row along the circle, once again forcing him to adjust his stance. ‘Are we to spend the afternoon waltzing together or can we get down to the business of me beating you senseless in front of your admirers?’

			The Engueros have always been easy to goad. Dazidier feints a step to the right, forcing me to follow if I am to keep him in front of me. At the last instant, he pivots on his back foot and unexpectedly changes his angle before launching into a magnificent tiero jetté.

			Dazidier’s lean body is breathtakingly graceful as he leaps up, creating a lovely arc that starts at his splendidly muscled legs, continues up his torso and along the line of his arm. His blade knocks mine aside as he turns his wrist to create a sharper downward angle with his sword that brings the point past my guard, aimed straight for my heart.

			How very Enguero of him. All talent and no artistry.

			The beauty of this moment seems to slow time down, but Death’s clock ticks away at the same steady pace, and by the time anyone in the breathless crowd is aware of what Dazidier is doing, it’s already too late. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 7

			Tenacity

			Nine Years Earlier . . .

			‘Brava!’ Uncle Delino cheered, clapping the fingers of one hand against the palm of the other with the swift rhythm of a hummingbird’s wings.

			Kareline gave him a curtsey, cheeks flushed with pleasure at his approval.

			I was hurting so much, I couldn’t breathe. It wasn’t just from the impact of the blunted steel sword slamming into my chest – in Domas Lacrima you got used to pain – but from the total lack of concern in Kareline’s face for how much I hurt. This girl was supposed to be my soror, yet she was breaking me with scorn as much as skill.

			‘Are you crying again?’ she asked, stalking me as I staggered out of the circle to lean against the wall, determined not to fall again, but wanting so badly to huddle in a heap and wait for the pain to end. My foil fell from my grasp, clattering to the salon floor.

			Kareline’s weapon rose ominously once again, the tip seeking me out like an exuberant hunting hound.

			‘Kareline, stop!’ Farren stumbled into the room, leaning heavily on the crutch he now depended on, thanks to my failure to protect him. The doctor had warned that he might never again walk unaided, which would make him even more of a target for his family’s enemies.

			‘Get out, Farren,’ Kareline said, but even when she tried to be stern with her brother, still you could hear the adoration in her voice. She wanted so badly to be house champion, to protect her family and take care of her brother, but her mother had adopted me for that.

			

			‘Come now, Farren,’ Uncle Delino said, grabbing the boy in an affectionate hug, leaving the crutch to fall next to my foil. ‘Stop playing the little Greatcoat, sticking your nose in everyone else’s affairs. Go back to your books. Take it from a fellow scholar son: the greatest victories are won with words, not blades.’

			‘Kareline, Tazia did try to defend me,’ Farren insisted, struggling in vain to extricate himself from his uncle’s arms. ‘She tried really hard!’

			Uncle Delino carted him out of the fencing salle, surreptitiously nodding to Kareline. She frowned, her lower lip starting to quiver as if she were the one being punished, not me, but the look in her eyes was as sharp and sure as steel.

			That’s when I understood.

			The two of them were done trying to convince the little mine girl to abandon House Vauquelin of her own accord. I wasn’t being punished for having failed to protect Farren; I was about to be crippled, to ensure I could never fail him again.

			‘Leave me alone, Kareline,’ I warned her.

			‘Do you know who first taught me to fight?’ she asked, grabbing me by the shoulder and shoving me back into the middle of the piste. ‘My father. My mother fought many more duels than he had during the Ascension Wars which won us our place among the twelve great houses, but she refused to teach me. My father, though, he believed I could be a great duellist – that with the right training, I might eventually take the title of Our Lady of Blades from the Engueros.’

			‘Kareline, please, don’t do this,’ I said, unable to hold back a sob. I wanted to fall at her feet and beg her for mercy.

			‘My father’s dead now,’ she said flatly, tossing her own sword away. ‘He died barely a month before Mother went to the House of Tears to buy you.’

			Tristia has no slavery, I reminded myself. No one can buy me.

			‘Father was murdered. I’m certain the Engueros did it, though we’ve no proof. House Enguero holds the charter for gem-­mining in Rijou, did you know that? Domas Lacrima belongs to them.’

			The falcon sigil did hang above the overseer’s door, but I’d never made the connection before.

			

			‘You belong with our enemies,’ Kareline said. ‘You’re practically one of them.’

			I swung at her, but she ducked beneath my clumsy blow and drove her fist into my stomach.

			‘They have a daughter my age,’ Kareline informed me, although it was hard to hear her over my retching. ‘Her name is Spada. She’s the one who broke Farren’s ankle while you hid underneath him, remember? Spada,’ Kareline repeated. ‘In archaic Tristian it means sword.’ She grabbed me by the collar and hauled me up. ‘Do you understand, you worthless little mine girl? The Engueros named their second child Spada because that’s what she is: the blade of House Enguero!’

			Kareline paused in her abuse just long enough for my eyes to focus on her again. Why did she care whether I understood her reasons for hating me or not?

			‘Those gem mines of theirs are almost depleted now,’ she went on. ‘Domas Lacrima hasn’t yielded a single romantine in years. They’ve dug so deep that one day soon the shafts will collapse, and so will the Enguero family fortunes. Theirs will become a Fallen House – unless they can convince Duke Jillard to grant them another house’s monopoly – something valuable, like textiles or metalworking.’ Her face came so close to mine that I could feel the flush radiating from her cheeks. ‘Or shipping.’

			That was House Vauquelin’s monopoly – Farren was always talking about how one day he’d sail the seas on the great Vauquelin merchant ships and explore far-­off continents.

			Kareline slapped me, apparently deciding my glazed look meant I wasn’t paying attention. ‘Someday soon, Spada’s father is going to send her after me.’ Even through her rage, I could hear the terror she was trying to hide. ‘Spada will hurt Farren in ways that will leave me no choice but to challenge her to a duel. It won’t be a legal duella honori, of course, because we’re under-­age, but I’ll have to fight her anyway, because otherwise the whole city will know that House Vauquelin is weak. And if that happens, my family’s future will be ruined, just like that.’ She snapped her fingers in my face.
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