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      Halla of Rutger’s Howe had just inherited a great deal of money and was therefore spending her evening trying to figure out how to kill herself.

      This was not a normal response to inheriting wealth. She was aware of that. Unfortunately, she didn’t seem to have many other options. She had been locked in her room for three days and the odds of escape, never good, were growing increasingly slim.

      Her relatives were going to be the death of her.

      She had always believed that this was true in a metaphorical sense. Her two aunts and her assorted cousins would have tried the patience of a paladin or a saint. It was only in the last two days that she’d realized it was probably true in a literal sense as well.

      Halla rested her forehead against the diamond-shaped glass in the window. Uncle Silas had been reasonably wealthy, partly because he never spent a single penny he didn’t have to. All the windows were made of many tiny panes, inexpensive to replace if one was broken. He would have used oiled paper if he could have gotten away with it, like the poorest houses in the village, but as he aged, the damp got into his joints. When not even a roaring fire could drive it away, he finally gave up and put glass in the windows.

      It was cheap glass, full of bubbles. The reflection it threw back to her was distorted, so she could see only an oval of pale skin, pale hair, and respectably dark mourning clothes.

      She wished Silas had spent more on glass and saved less. Or at least had the decency to leave the money to his other family members, and not to her.

      The look of shock on Aunt Malva’s face when the village clerk had read out the will had been gratifying for an instant. Then the rest of Silas’s family had turned to stare at her and it had sunk into Halla’s brain that her great-uncle had really and truly left everything to her.

      He’d probably thought he was doing her a favor.

      Now I have something they want, and they can only get it by going through me.

      Married or buried, I suspect it’s all the same to them. So long as the marriage comes first.

      Cousin Alver had proposed that first evening. She rebuffed him, claiming that she was still much too distraught to think of any such things. The conversation hadn’t gone well after that.

      “Your husband is long gone,” said Aunt Malva, setting her knife down on the table with a click. “You cannot possibly still be in mourning for him!”

      Halla narrowed her eyes and set her own fork down. “My great-uncle passed away yesterday, madam!”

      Aunt Malva flushed. Her skin was whited with powder to an unnatural shade, which matched the whitewash on the walls. It made her flush of anger all the more vivid, coming out in red blotches around her eyes and her ears where the powder hadn’t quite gone on correctly.

      Great-Uncle Silas had not believed in wasting money on tablecloths, even if it made the kitchen look like a poor crofter’s hall, so Malva’s hands were very white against the dark wood of the table. She reminded Halla of a ghost or a ghoul.

      Mostly a ghoul. Coming along to gnaw the corpse before Silas is even cold.

      Hmm, perhaps a ghoul would prefer a warm corpse, now that I think about it. Maybe it’s like fresh bread out of the oven, if you’re a ghoul.

      “Well,” said Aunt Malva. “I suppose I am simply surprised that anyone would mourn Silas, that’s all.”

      “Mother,” said Cousin Alver quietly.

      “I’ll speak the truth, Alver! I always do, no matter how it costs me. Silas was a strange, wretched, tight-fisted old man, with no proper affection for his kin or clan.”

      “He is not even in the ground,” said Halla, abandoning her thoughts about ghoul diet. “And he was very kind to me when I was young.”

      “And even kinder now that you aren’t!”

      “Mother.”

      “In fact—” Malva began, and then a guttural voice interrupted her.

      “Into the pit, the pit, the black pit, when the souls scream and the worms coil…”

      Halla seized on the excuse gratefully and rose to her feet. “You’ve upset the bird,” she said.

      The bird in question was a small, finch-like creature that could have perched easily on Halla’s smallest finger, had she been foolish enough to stick her finger in its cage, which she wasn’t. It had a red beak and red eyes and most of the time it sang a repetitive three-note song that went, “tweedle-tweedle-twee!” Occasionally, its eyes would flash green and it would begin roaring in an impossibly deep voice about the end of the world and the screams of the damned.

      Great-Uncle Silas had been extraordinarily fond of it. Two priests and a paladin had certified that it wasn’t possessed by a demon, although they also all said that there was clearly something very wrong with it and had recommended a great deal of fire followed by a great deal of holy water. Silas had instead put it in a cage in the dining room, because he was that sort of person.

      “Hush,” said Halla, pulling the tray with the bird’s food out. It was built so that you never had to put your hand inside the cage. She took a bit of chicken off her plate and put it in the tray, then slid it back in. The bird leapt on it, cackling in a voice like a very old man heard through a drainpipe.

      “Nasty creature,” said Aunt Malva.

      Normally Halla would have agreed with her, but she didn’t want to give the woman any satisfaction. “Silas was fond of it,” she said.

      “Silas was fond of a great many useless things,” said Malva, giving her a look that left no doubt who she was referring to.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” said Halla, “I find I have no appetite.” She stalked from the room, angry and shaken and secretly relieved that she had a perfectly good excuse to flee from Alver and his mother.

      Cousin Alver had caught her on the stairs. She might have felt the smallest twinge of respect for that, except that she had clearly heard, as the door swung shut, Aunt Malva saying, “Well? Go after her!”

      You know that she is wrong, but you feel no need to smooth things over unless she orders you to do it.

      “Halla,” he said from the bottom of the staircase. He curled his hands around the banister. He wore large gold rings set with stones. The servants said he never took them off, not even to bathe or sleep, and Halla knew that the skin around them was always clammy with sweat.

      She could imagine, far too easily, those clammy, ringed hands on her skin. Her stomach turned over and she was glad that she hadn’t eaten much.

      “Halla, my mother doesn’t mean the things she says. She just wants what’s best for you.”

      “She means every word,” said Halla. “It’s just a shock to her that I’m not her nephew’s penniless widow any longer.”

      Cousin Alver gripped the knob at the base of the banister, not looking at her. “You know she’s always been fond of you.”

      “She’s got a damned strange way of showing it!”

      “Yes, she does.” His voice was so dry that for a minute Halla was forced into unwilling sympathy with him. However hard it was to deal with Aunt Malva in small doses, being her son was probably an entirely different circle of hell. Then he destroyed that instant of sympathy by saying “She’ll be better if there are children. She’s always been very good with children.”

      “I have not agreed to your proposal!”

      “Well.” Cousin Alver still didn’t meet her eyes. “We’ll discuss this tomorrow, when you’re less tired.”

      Halla wanted to be the sort of person who yelled at her cousin and forced him to acknowledge that she had a choice in the matter. Unfortunately, it seemed that she was the sort of person who ran up the stairs to her bedchamber, grateful for the reprieve.

      This was a depressing discovery.

      But not, I suppose, an unexpected one.

      At least I am the sort of person who slams the door. That’s worth something.

      She collapsed on her bed, the echoes of the slam still ringing through the house.

      The money was useless to her. She knew that she would never be allowed to touch it. They would marry her to Alver and take it away so that it stayed in the family and everything would be just as it had been, except worse because Alver was alive and Silas was dead.

      Why couldn’t it be Alver who was old and had bad lungs? Why couldn’t he have died instead?

      Well, but if Alver was old then he wouldn’t be looking to marry me, and presumably there’d be someone else to fill the Alver-shaped hole in the world, and I’d be right back here except with a different obnoxious person trying to wed me.

      Although at least that person might not have clammy hands.

      She got up and stared out the window into the dark, thinking about all the ways a woman could die.

      Even if her cousins did not actually poison her or push her down the steps, there were many ways to make an unwanted relative’s life shorter. Medicines administered for her “health” that left her docile as a milch-cow. Wonderworkers whose talents ran to harm.

      Childbirth.

      Halla shuddered.

      Her late husband had been more dutiful than passionate, but at least he hadn’t made her skin crawl. They had gotten along tolerably well for a few years, until a late spring fever had swept the land and carried him off. His estate had gone to his brother and Halla had found herself nearly penniless after the death duties.

      A young widow, she might have remarried if she were wealthy, but there was no market for widows of no particular wealth and no particular beauty. Her mother’s family was far too poor to be burdened with another mouth to feed. Her husband’s great-uncle, Silas, had taken her in and she had become a middle-aged widow in his house, running the household and seeing that his old age was as comfortable as she could make it.

      He had been a strange, erratic, maddening man, but she had always been grateful. He put up with her, and Halla knew that could be difficult.

      She knew that he had saved her from the convent, or worse.

      There was a click at the door. She knew without turning that someone had bolted the door to her chamber.

      It seemed that worse had finally caught up with her.
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      She had naively assumed, that first night, that they would unlock the door in the morning. In retrospect, she wasn’t sure why she had assumed that.

      I thought I was being punished like a naughty child who misbehaved at dinner, not being held prisoner in my own home like…well, like an extremely unwilling potential bride…

      In the morning, the door had still been locked. She had rattled the knob and hammered on the door until Malva came through, glaring at her. “Stop making all that racket! People are trying to sleep!”

      “Well, if you hadn’t locked the door—” Halla began.

      “The door,” said Malva, drawing herself up, “will remain locked until you have learned how to conduct yourself in a manner becoming a woman of this family.”

      Halla should have said something clever. She’d eventually had three days to think of all the clever things that she should have said. But it was such an incomprehensible thing that in the moment, Halla’s first thought was that she had misheard or misunderstood, and then she said, “Excuse me, what?” and then Malva made a disgusted noise and pulled the door shut and locked it.

      They’d brought her food. Alver came up to say, politely, that he was sorry about all this. Halla stared at him and said “So why aren’t you letting me go?”

      “Mother, you know,” said Alver, wringing his clammy, ringed hands.

      “Get out,” said Halla. To her moderate surprise, he obeyed.

      She was extremely tempted to throw the chamber pot at Malva the next time she arrived. The only reason she didn’t was because it would get all over the floor and the doorway and then she’d be sitting in the stink of it, and she was increasingly certain that they weren’t going to let her out.

      “You’ll change your mind,” said Malva airily, bringing up dinner. Her sister waited in the hallway, which meant that even if Halla had overpowered her, the door would simply get slammed in her face again, and they’d come back in greater force.

      “About what?” said Halla.

      “Marrying Alver, obviously. It’s the only sensible thing to do. You just need some time to think on it.”

      “Or what? You’ll keep me locked up here forever?”

      Malva shrugged.

      “You’ll have to let me out for the funeral,” said Halla, through gritted teeth.

      “No, I don’t,” said Malva. “You’ll be overcome with grief, that’s all. Although if you’d stop being so stubborn and simply agree to marry Alver—who is better than you deserve!—you’ll be able to attend as you ought.” She set the tray down on the cedar chest at the end of the bed. “Really, Halla, if you had any feeling for Silas at all, I would think you would do whatever it took to attend, but I suppose such family loyalty is simply beyond you.”

      Halla hated that she had never been able to get angry without crying. It meant that her vision was too blurred for her to actually hit Malva with a flung candlestick. Fortunately, the other woman’s expression was also too blurry to make out.

      “Really, Halla,” she said, and swept out of the room.

      Midafternoon on the second day, there was an ungodly commotion downstairs. Halla heard shouts and a scream, and for one moment thought that someone might be coming to rescue her. She half-rose from her seat by the window. Then she heard a guttural voice shouting, “Hellfire! Hellfire and burning for the worm, the worm that gnaws the roots of the world!” and realized that the bird was loose.

      “Blast,” she muttered, dropping back into her chair.

      The thumping and shouting went on for some time. She hoped they hadn’t killed the bird. She didn’t like the bird, but at the moment, she had a certain amount of fellow feeling for it.

      “The veins of the earth run fat with rot!” shrieked the bird.

      “Get a broom!” shouted someone, probably Alver.

      More thumping, followed by cackling, followed by silence.

      One of the cousins brought her food that night. Halla couldn’t remember her name, but it didn’t much matter, since they were all fairly interchangeable anyway. Sayvil, Aunt Malva’s sister, lurked on the other side of the door, watching them through a crack.

      “What was all that noise earlier?” she asked.

      “Malva told Roderick to wring the bird’s neck,” said the cousin.

      “He opened the cage, didn’t he?”

      The cousin nodded. “Fastened onto his face like a leech,” she said, with a certain amount of relish. “He was screaming and hopping around like anything. Then he got it loose but it flew up into the rafters.”

      “Oh dear.” Halla composed her face to look as innocent as possible. “I’m good with the bird, I could probably get it back.”

      The cousin looked blank. “Do you think we were born yesterday, girl?” snapped Sayvil from the door. “Anyway, the bird’s gone out the door, and good riddance.”

      Halla sagged. Well, it had been a thin hope.

      It was that night, as she sat brooding, that she realized that she was probably going to have to kill herself.
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      Halla had no great desire to die, but she had even less desire to remain living among her relatives. This did not leave her with many options. She had run through every possibility in her head and no matter which way she turned it, her continued life was about to get very, very bad.

      If I could just break out of the house and…and what? Be penniless on the street on the edge of winter?

      This was a daunting prospect, but she’d been willing to try. It wasn’t the worst situation she’d ever found herself in. If she could get to a convent, she could throw herself on the mercy of the nuns, like so many other unfortunate women did. It would probably mean a lot of scrubbing floors, but Halla wasn’t afraid of hard work.

      If she could get to a priest, things would get easier. She could throw herself on the mercy of the Four-Faced God, whose priest currently inhabited the village church. He wouldn’t let her be dragged to the altar unwillingly.

      But that assumes I can get out. And that’s the tricky part.

      Well, the windows are right out. Even if they weren’t these stupid diamonds, I’m two floors up. I’d fall in the street and probably break my legs, and then I’d be in pain as well as betrothed. And then I couldn’t run.

      The notion of being at Alver and Malva’s mercy and unable to escape…she couldn’t imagine.

      No, wait, she could imagine it very well, since it was apparently happening right now.

      Once they start locking you in your room, it only gets worse though. I’m going to be kept in an attic like a mad aunt. And Alver seems to think we’ll have children, which… Halla shuddered. Locked in a room, pregnant…gods above and below…

      She didn’t even dare to think about what else could happen. There were rumored to be drugs that could render someone docile or wipe their mind as clean as new snow. Death was undoubtedly preferable to that.

      No, the future is not looking very good at all. Unless I do something…drastic.

      There was a sword over the bed, in a tarnished silver scabbard. One of Silas’s prizes, no doubt. He had collected strange objects and left them scattered haphazardly around the house. She’d found a manticore skull in the pantry once. It had just stared eyelessly at her and eventually she rearranged the sacks of flour and jars of spices to make room. It was still there. The cook had screaming hysterics when she found it the next day, but you got used to things. She’d never been quite sure if Silas had gone senile or just enjoyed leaving things where they would shock people.

      And then, of course, there was the bird. It had been sold to Silas as a dwarf parrot, which it certainly was not, and while you could argue that it did talk, it did so in a way so unnatural that it raised the hair on the back of your neck. Two servants and the cook had quit on the spot. The cook had to be rehired at twice her previous wage and one of the servants had refused to come back for any price.

      Halla took the sword down and stared at it. The hilt was wrapped in leather and the crossguard was plain. The scabbard was the only ornamented part, the metal etched with interlocking circles. The grooves in the etching were black, with paint or tarnish, she didn’t know.

      It looked old. She wasn’t even sure if she could pull it out of the sheath or if it had rusted in place.

      She tried to hold it by the hilt and her wrists immediately began wobbling with the weight.

      How did you kill yourself with a sword? People in ballads and sagas fell on their swords, but what did that mean? If she fell over on the sword, presumably she’d be lying on top of a sword and then what? If it was lying flat on the ground, nothing would happen, and if it was lying on its side, she might get cut up a bit. Were you supposed to wait for infection to take you?

      No, no, don’t be stupid. Obviously you have to prop the thing up on the floor somehow so it goes through you when you fall on it.

      …however the devil you do that.

      Obviously, guardsmen and soldiers killed each other with swords all the time. It was just that it seemed like it would be much easier to kill someone else, when the sharp bits were all aimed away and you didn’t have to worry about whether it hurt. In actual practice, Halla found herself looking at the sheathed sword and thinking that she could probably hurt herself quite badly, but what if she lived?

      Aunt Malva might try to nurse me back to health. Dear sweet merciful gods, please, anything but that.

      And they’ll post the banns while I’m in bed and when I wake up, I’ll be wed to Alver.

      She put the sword on the bed and made another circuit of the chamber, looking for usefully fatal objects. There weren’t many.

      Why couldn’t Silas have left bottles labeled Deadly But Conveniently Painless Poison lying around?

      She could make a rope of blankets and try to hang herself, but there weren’t any exposed rafters. And her bedchamber had quite low ceilings and was stuffed to bursting with furniture that Silas had needed to store somewhere, so even if she’d somehow managed all the rest, she could have just put her feet onto the bed once it got hard to breathe.

      Even in her most dramatic imaginings, Halla didn’t think she could beat herself to death with the chamberpot.

      It was going to have to be the sword. Halla sighed.

      No use dithering. Roll up your sleeves and get to work.

      Her mother had always said that, although to be fair, not usually about killing oneself.

      The sword was just so unwieldy. If it had been a knife, she would have had no problem, but the blade was so long that if she held the hilt in her right hand, she had no way to get the point actually into her chest.

      How marvelously stupid. Give me an enormous piece of sharp metal and I still can’t think of a way to use it. Perhaps I should just wait for Aunt Malva to come in for the night and try to cut her head off.

      Tempting as this idea was, she would merely end up in a prison cell. If she was lucky, they would hang her. If she was unlucky, the family would argue that she had gone mad, take her home, and lock her up somewhere. And Alver would probably still marry her and her nieces would still not get any money out of the deal.

      She left the sword in the sheath while she tried to figure out what to do. With her luck, she’d cut something off while trying to prop everything in place.

      Something not vital enough to kill me, but something I’d miss. A thumb, maybe. I would miss my thumbs.

      Maybe if she braced the pommel on the wall, somehow fixed it in place, and then got a running start…around the night table and the large ornamental chest and the bed posts and…

      All right, the running start was probably not going to work either.

      The pommel on the wall was still the best bet though. Perhaps against the windowsill. She had no idea how to make it stay in one place, though. Could she hold the blade?

      I could try, I suppose…and there would go my thumbs again…

      If I’m dead, I don’t need both thumbs.

      She stripped down to her shift to make it easier to stab. Stabbing through cloth was already a pain. Through the heart? Yes, that seemed best. People in ballads always stabbed themselves through the heart.

      She tugged the fabric down. No sense in getting more cloth in the way of things.

      I’ve already got far too much in the way there, she thought glumly, looking down at her chest. What a nuisance. Over the top and I’ll have to keep the blade angled well up. It would be humiliating to try to stab myself in the heart and get hung up on my own left breast.

      Still, I suppose it’s easier than it would have been before I turned thirty and everything began sagging…

      Somehow this was not terribly comforting.

      Okay, I brace the end there, and then I shove myself onto the sword. Through the heart.

      Fast. I should try to do this fast.

      There was just barely enough room between the edge of the bed and the windowsill that she thought she could manage it. She was also rather gloomily certain that she would be standing there with a sword in one hand for the next hour and end up not actually stabbing herself at all, but maybe she’d surprise herself.

      What other choice do I have? I don’t want to die, but at least this way, my nieces inherit everything and I don’t end up locked in Alver’s attic.

      Maybe it will be easy.

      She didn’t think it would be easy. She didn’t want to die. She quite liked living. Even when it was bad, it was interesting. There was always something fascinating going on.

      On the other hand, being locked in Alver’s attic for the rest of her life would not be interesting. In fact, it would likely be a combination of horrific and horrifically boring. Surely death was preferable to that.

      “Well,” she said out loud, trying to bolster her own courage. “My mother’s clan were raiding cattle and slaying their enemies only a generation ago. Some of them probably still are. Let’s go.”

      Let’s go did not seem like very good last words, so she added, “I commend my soul to any god that will take it.”

      It occurred to her suddenly that the sword might very well be rusted into its scabbard, in which case she’d feel rather stupid about standing here, bare-breasted, commending her soul to the gods.

      She drew the sword.

      There was a crack like silent thunder and blue light pulsed around the sheath. She immediately dropped the sheath, but the light was faster. It ran over her hands and down her wrists. She clutched the sword hilt in sheer astonishment.

      The blue light shot around the room and coalesced into a figure. It was roughly human-shaped, although man or woman or both or neither, she could not tell.

      It could be a demon for all I know.

      She threw her empty hand up in front of her to ward off the blaze of light. When the light faded, leaving orange afterimages on her eyes, there was a man standing in her bedchamber, in the narrow space between the chest and the night table.

      “I am the servant of the sword,” he said. “I obey the will of the—great god, woman, put on some clothes!”
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      Halla lowered her hand slowly, her mouth hanging open.

      A man just came out of the sword. I drew the sword and he appeared.

      Oh gods, it’s magic, isn’t it? Something horrible and magicky happened.

      It was possible that she’d gone mad with grief and was hallucinating. Halla had no illusions about her grip on reality. But if she were hallucinating, would she really have included a man coming out of the sword and yelling at her to put on more clothes?

      Well…yes. That is exactly the sort of thing I would do.

      Her possible hallucination had staggered back and thrown his forearm across his eyes, apparently to block out the unexpected sight.

      She pulled her shift up so that her breasts were covered. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Wait, he just appeared from a sword and I’m apologizing for scaring him?

      “I’m not scared!” The man in question was trying to scan the room while not looking anywhere near her. “I’m used to being summoned on the battlefield, not a brothel!”

      “This isn’t a brothel! I’m a respectable widow!”

      “You aren’t dressed like a respectable widow!”

      “I wasn’t expecting company!”

      The servant of the sword looked at her cautiously through his fingers. Seeing that she was at least covered by her shift, he lowered his hand. “Sorry,” he said, sounding as if the word was getting dragged out of him. “Didn’t mean to give offense. I just wasn’t expecting to see that…ah…much of you, that’s all.”

      “I’m not offended,” said Halla. “I think we…errr…” Not scared. He got very prickly about the word ‘scared.’ “…startled each other.”

      “You could still be wearing a bit more,” he said reproachfully, keeping his eyes very obviously above her collarbone.

      Halla looked down, realized that anyone looking at her would know that it was quite cold in the room, and fumbled for her dressing gown.

      “I’ll take it you were not summoning me deliberately, then?” the man said, trying not to look.

      “No! I didn’t know you were in there! Err—you were in there, right?”

      “In where?”

      “In the sword. I thought you came out when I drew the sword but it occurs to me that it could have been a coincidence and you just happened to appear as I was drawing the sword…”

      “Yes. That’s why I’m the servant of the sword. I’m in the sword.” He pointed to the sword in her hands. There was a look on his face as if he didn’t know whether to laugh or begin yelling.

      “This sword here?”

      “Yes. That sword. That you’re carrying. Which just summoned me. Because that’s what it does.”

      Halla had no idea what to say to that, so she settled on, “That’s very interesting.”

      He rubbed his face. “So we’re not in battle, then.”

      “No. Err. Sorry?” The dressing gown was proving to be a problem. She needed two hands to get her arms through the sleeves and tie it and that would involve putting down the sword. It seemed, for some reason, enormously rude to put the sword down in front of its…owner? Spirit? Djinn? But she couldn’t very well hold the collar of the dressing gown in the hand she was trying to put through the sleeve.

      I don’t think I can hold the sword in my teeth. That would probably be rude.

      “You don’t need to apologize for that,” said the man. “A battle’s not…a…oh, for the god’s sake. Turn around.”

      She turned around. He held up the dressing gown so that she could get her arms into it, although she had to swap the sword between hands.

      “I’m a warrior, not a lady’s maid,” he said. “If you’re summoning me to help you dress, there’d better be assassins in the garderobe next time.”

      “Oh, I don’t have a garderobe,” Halla assured him.

      “Or assassins?”

      “Well, I don’t think there are any. I suppose if they were any good, I wouldn’t know, would I?”

      She thought this was quite logical, and did not know why he stared at her for so long.

      Finally, he looked around the room again, shaking his head. “Not that I see where you could fit an assassin in this place. Under the bed, maybe. Have you checked?”

      “For assassins? No, I—”

      He promptly dropped to his knees and peered under the bed. “Nothing,” he said, sounding slightly disappointed.

      Halla stared at him as he rose to his feet.

      He was only about an inch taller than she was, but the breadth of his shoulders made him look much larger. He had deeply tanned skin and long hair that curled when it reached his shoulders and was gray mixed liberally with black. His close-cropped beard was shot with gray as well.

      Not a young man, then.

      Sword.

      Being.

      He was wearing a leather surcoat which left his upper arms bare, heavy leather gauntlets that covered his forearms, and he also seemed to be carrying quite a large sword of his own. That struck Halla as bizarre. Why does a sword need a sword?

      He made a circuit of the room. Halla sat down on the bed to give him room. He checked the great wooden wardrobe, lifted the lid on the chest, and then, apparently satisfied that there were no assassins anywhere, turned back to her.

      “So why did you summon me, then?”

      “I didn’t mean to,” Halla said. “Sorry?”

      “Well. I am the servant of the sword. I serve the one who wields the sword.”

      “Uh. It was my great-uncle’s sword, but he died. And left everything to me.” Did that count as wielding? The warrior was looking at her like it might. She gulped, remembering suddenly what kind of trouble she was in because Silas had left everything to her. “I’m Halla.”

      “Lady Halla.” He inclined his head. “Then I’m to be a lady’s guardsman, am I?” The thought seemed to amuse him, but Halla caught bitterness in the quirk of his lips. “I’d draw my blade and swear you fealty, my lady, but I’m afraid it would stick in the ceiling. So we’ll wait on a more convenient moment.”

      “Why do you have a sword, anyway?”

      He looked down at the blade by his side, then up at her. “To fight with. It’s a sword.”

      “Yes, but you came out of a sword. It seems redundant.”

      He stared at her as if she had lost her mind. “I can’t very well wield myself, lady.”

      Oh. Perhaps he’d go blind.

      It occurred to her that this would not be a very good thought to say out loud, so she plastered an agreeable look on her face.

      “Where is this place, lady?” he asked.

      “My bedchamber,” said Halla.

      “Yes,” he said patiently. “I had worked that much out. What land is this?”

      “Oh! We’re in Rutger’s Howe. That’s in Archenhold.”

      He shook his head. “I do not know that land.”

      “Archenhold’s outside of Anuket City.”

      “Anuket—ah! The place of the artificers?”

      “Yes.” Silas had visited the markets of Anuket City often. She was pretty sure that was where the manticore skull had come from, although he was far too cheap to buy any of the strange mechanical constructs that the city exported.

      “I have come far south of the Weeping Land, then. And the year?”

      “1346.”

      He shook his head. “It was the Year of the Ghost Sturgeon in the great god’s reign of heaven.”

      It was Halla’s turn to shake her head. “I don’t know when that was. I’m sorry. Err…the sword’s been on my wall for years. I think it was here before I moved in. I thought about asking him to replace it with something better—maybe a stuffed fish or a portrait of a saint—but he was being so kind taking me in that I didn’t want to seem ungrateful and then you know how it is, suddenly it’s a decade later and you’ve stopped even noticing there’s a sword on the wall…”

      She stopped because the servant of the sword was staring at her again. “Did I say something wrong?”

      “A…stuffed…fish.”

      “You know, with the fins and the sort of…” She trailed off because he was turning an alarming color. “Look, I didn’t do it. Your sword stayed on the wall. I thought it was quite pretty. Err, I mean that you were quite pretty.”

      He put his hand over his face again. His shoulders were shaking.

      “I’m sorry I don’t know what year it is. Or what year it was. Comparatively.”

      He accepted this change of topic gratefully. “Well, that is the peril of being a sword. You have no clear perception of time passing. I suppose we will make do.”

      “So are you the sword? Or do you live in it?” She looked at the naked steel in her hands, then back up at him. “Like a djinn in a bottle? Wait, are you a djinn?”

      “Most certainly not!” He looked offended at the very notion. “I’m a human man, or was before I went into the blade. Now I suppose I’m a bit less human, but not a spirit or a djinn.”

      “Or a demon?”

      “Definitely not a demon!”

      “That’s good!” said Halla. Goodness, he was prickly. She wondered if he’d been like this before he became a sword or if being enspelled in metal made a person grouchy. “Do you have a name?”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s writ on the blade, my lady.”

      She looked down at the sword. The blade had what looked like an entire saga engraved into it, in fine, spidery script.

      She squinted. “I don’t recognize this language. I’m sorry. Could you just tell me your name?”

      “Oh?” For an odd moment, she thought he was pleased by that. “Sarkis, my lady.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ser Sarkis.”

      “Just Sarkis,” he said. “What lands I held are far from here and long forfeit.” He frowned at her, as if realizing something. “So why is a respectable widow drawing swords in the middle of the night?”

      “Oh!” Halla waved her free hand. “I was planning on killing myself. By…err…stabbing myself through the heart. On the sword. Which I guess is your sword?”

      “You will do no such thing!”

      Halla blinked at him. “They’d have cleaned the sword after. I’m pretty sure. It looks like it might be valuable, you see, and Aunt Malva never wastes money.”

      “The great god give me patience!” shouted Sarkis. “That’s not my concern! I’ll not have any woman under my protection killing herself!”

      “Keep your voice down!” hissed Halla. “They’ll hear you!”

      He looked mutinous, but dropped his voice. “Who’s they?”

      “My relatives. Well, my husband’s relatives. They—oh, blast…”

      Footsteps sounded in the hall. “Halla? Halla, what’s going on in there?”

      “Oh gods, it’s Aunt Malva.” Halla looked around wildly. “Hide! You have to hide!”

      Sarkis drew himself up to his full height. “I’ll not hide from—”

      “I will get in serious trouble if there’s a strange man in my room!” Halla looked around frantically. Could he fit under the bed?

      “Oh. A question of honor. Of course. Forgive me.” The servant of the sword bowed his head. “Sheathe the sword.”

      “What?”

      “Sheathe the sword.”

      “Halla, do you have someone in there?” She could hear Malva fumbling with the lock.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Aunt Malva!” shouted Halla. “I couldn’t possibly!” She snatched up the sheath and tried to jam the sword back in, missed the opening twice, then got it the third time.

      Blue light writhed over Sarkis’s skin, and then he was gone. The crossguard clicked against the mouth of the scabbard. She dropped it to the floor and shoved it hastily under the bed with her foot.

      Aunt Malva finally got the door unlocked and pushed it open. “What are you…”

      Halla blinked at her innocently.

      The woman’s eyes narrowed and she scanned the room as intently as Sarkis had done earlier. Threats to my life, threats to my virtue… Halla had gone for years without anyone worrying about people hiding in her room, and here she was dealing with it twice in one night.

      It’s not like I make a habit of hiding people in my room. I don’t know why everyone is so suspicious all of a sudden.

      “I heard voices,” said Malva.

      “I was praying for Silas’s soul,” said Halla.

      Aunt Malva’s eyes narrowed even farther. “I heard a man’s voice.”

      “Maybe it was a god answering.”

      Malva snorted loudly. “Don’t be smart with me, girl.”

      “I am thirty-six,” growled Halla. “I am not a girl!”

      “So you should be well aware of what duty you owe the family! And well past dithering like a maiden when you’re offered a chance at a respectable marriage.” She drew herself up and looked down her powdered nose. “You’ve no beauty and no prospects. And only a year or two left where you might bear children. Don’t be a fool.”

      “I’ve not the least desire in the world to bear children,” said Halla. “And certainly not Alver’s!”

      “Alver will be a fine husband and a fine father!”

      “So bed him yourself, if you’re so keen on it!”

      Aunt Malva inhaled as if she’d been struck.

      “You’re out of your head with grief,” she announced. “I’ll not listen to such talk. Tomorrow we’ll have a family meeting and you’ll keep a civil tongue in your head and remember what you owe a family that took you in instead of casting you out on the street.”

      Halla could think of so many things to say in response that she choked. Silas had taken her in, not their precious family. Malva had treated her like a drudge whenever she came to visit, which she did as rarely as possible. And they’d never cared much for her husband when he was alive, only to turn him into a saint after his death.

      “I—you—how dare—”

      Aunt Malva slammed the door. The lock clicked again.

      Halla stood with her chest heaving, clutching one of the bedposts for strength. How dare that powdered old monster talk to her about gratitude? How dare they…how dare she…

      “What an unpleasant woman,” Sarkis said, from under the bed.

      Halla yelped and went down to her knees. He lay flat under the bed, wearing a resigned expression.

      “I thought you went back in the sword!”

      “I did. Unfortunately, I came loose when you kicked the scabbard under the bed.” He crawled free. “I didn’t think that my presence would contribute much to the conversation, though.”

      He rose and handed her the sword, still several inches out of the sheath.

      “Well, now you see why I have to kill myself,” said Halla.

      His eyebrows slammed together over his nose. He had a broad nose and a scar cut through one eyebrow, which gave him a singularly wicked look when he scowled. “I see no such thing!”

      Halla groaned. “Look. My husband died years ago. His great-uncle Silas took me in. Silas left me everything in his will, like an idiot. His family wants that money, so now they plan to have me marry my husband’s cousin Alver, which will keep it in the family.”

      “Which I gather does not please you, lady.”

      “Alver wouldn’t please anyone. He’s got clammy hands.”

      “The great god save us.” Sarkis raised his eyes, presumably to heaven. “Death is too good for such a creature.”

      Halla was fairly sure that he was making fun of her. “You’re missing the point! Once I’m married to Alver, my life won’t be worth a penny anyway. They’ll kill me off so that Alver can marry someone younger and get heirs. But if I die now, before I get married, it will all go to my mother’s family. I’ve got a will with the town clerk that says so.”

      “Where is your family?” Sarkis growled, his voice dropping an octave. “Why are your kinsman not saving you from these grasping maggots?”

      She sighed. “They’re poor.”

      “Poverty’s no shame, lady, compared to abandoning kin to these jackals.”

      “Yes, but…well, after my husband died, I didn’t want to burden them. They didn’t need another mouth to feed. And then my sister died and now it’s only my nieces, you understand, and…well.”

      “What of your father’s kin?”

      Halla shrugged. “I don’t expect a lot of help from that quarter.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t know who they are?”

      Understanding dawned in Sarkis’s eyes and he looked down hurriedly. “Apologies, lady.”

      “It’s fine. It was Great-uncle Silas who took me in.” She sat down on the bed. “And really, Silas wasn’t that wealthy. But it would be enough, if the clerks could get it to my nieces, that it would help. They’d have dowries. Good ones. They could marry who they wanted instead of who agreed to take them.”

      Sarkis folded his arms. His upper arms were bare and tattooed in dark blue. He wore leather forearm guards and leather gauntlets. He scowled again. “You’ve no male kin to ride to your aid?”

      Halla snorted. “My niece Erris would ride to my aid in a heartbeat, if she could afford a horse, and if I had any way to get a message to her.”

      She expected some kind of sarcastic rejoinder to that, but Sarkis nodded. “A strong shieldmaid is the equal of any man in combat. Certainly equal to an old woman and a man with clammy hands. Have these jackals any guardsmen in their train?”

      “I think you’re missing a critical point here,” said Halla, rubbing her face. “I mean, yes, they’ve got one. Malva won’t travel without a guard in case of brigands. His name’s Roderick.”

      “Will Lady Erris be able to dispatch this Roderick?”

      “I—no, we’re not—” She set the sword across her knees and put her head in her hands.

      My great-uncle died three days ago. His wretched family descended on me a week ago. I vowed to kill myself this morning. And I have just drawn a magic sword with a man inside and now I am discussing whether my fifteen-year-old niece can slaughter Aunt Malva’s guardsman.

      What in the name of all the gods is going on?

      “She’s fifteen,” said Halla, since Sarkis seemed to be waiting for an answer.

      Sarkis frowned. “How much sword training has she had?”

      “She’s a farmer! She’s a very fierce farmer, but she can’t—Roderick’s an ex-mercenary. I mean, I don’t know anything about how he fights. Just that I have to warn the servant girls before they come to visit, because he’s got wandering hands.”

      “Oh,” said Sarkis, his lips thinning with disgust. “One of those men. Your niece will do the world a favor removing him.”

      “My niece is a farmer! And she isn’t here.”

      “I will undertake her training, then,” said Sarkis, nodding as if something important had been decided.

      “Fine! I’ll write a note saying that the sword goes to her! Then can you please kill me so she has a chance to inherit you?”

      “Most certainly not!” He looked deeply offended. Halla dug her fingers into her scalp in frustration.

      “Then Alver’s going to marry me and when his wretched aunt kills me off, he’ll be your next owner!”

      “I shall not be wielded by a man with clammy hands!”

      “Keep your voice down!”

      “Oh. Of course. Apologies, my lady.” He lowered his voice. “I will not allow you to kill yourself, however. Certainly not with my blade!”

      “Oh!” Halla had a sudden thought. “Would you feel it? I mean, if I did that on your sword? Would it hurt?”

      “It would hurt you.”

      “Well, obviously. But I mean, would you be able to tell it had happened?”

      “You would have to draw the sword in order to kill yourself on it. I would be standing right here. I believe that I would notice, yes.”

      “Arrgh.” She wrung her hands.

      “And you are my wielder,” said Sarkis. “I am bound to protect you. If I tried to kill you, I would be forced to leap between your neck and my own blade.”

      “That sounds awkward.”

      “I do not think it would go well, no.”

      “And if I killed myself?”

      “I would try to take the blow myself. I have no choice.”

      This was getting worse and worse. Halla groaned. “Do you have any better ideas? Other than my fifteen-year-old niece somehow staging a rescue that she doesn’t know anything about?”

      Sarkis frowned and leaned against the bedpost. “Clearly you must drive these ruffians from your home and then alert her.”

      “Drive them from my home?” Halla almost choked at the impossibility of it all. “They wouldn’t go! Nobody thinks it’s really my home, no matter what the clerks say! I’m locked in my own room!”

      He inhaled sharply. “You are a prisoner here?”

      “Yes! I’ve been locked in here for three days!

      This seemed to change everything. The servant of the sword was abruptly all business. “We cannot wait on the honor of your kinswoman, it seems.”

      “…my fifteen-year-old kinswoman…”

      “Pack for a journey. I will allow no one under my protection to be held prisoner, even by their marriage kin.”

      “Wait, it’s all right if they’re not locking the door, but since they are, now we’ll leave?”

      He looked at her as if she were daft. “Yes.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Clearly.”

      She put her hands on her hips. Sarkis sighed. “It would be extremely rude to interfere with your kinswoman’s efforts to rescue you. An insult to their honor. But as you are clearly in immediate and present danger, we cannot afford to wait. We must leave this place at once.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Away from here.”
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      It did not take Halla long to pack. She had few enough possessions…at least, not possessions that she felt were hers, and not Silas’s. Most of those she abandoned without a qualm. The jewelry that her husband had given her, she dutifully packed, feeling that it was the sort of thing a widow ought to keep.

      I suppose I could sell it if I have to. It’s not worth much, but it might…oh, damn, I’m doing this wrong. I should be very upset that I have to sell my jewelry, shouldn’t I?

      It’s just that I’m fairly certain his mother picked it out. Or he picked it out thinking it was something his mother would wear.

      Her late mother-in-law had been cut from the same cloth as her sister Malva. Halla had tried to love her and then had tried to like her, and then had tried to be dutiful and compliant, and finally had settled for not being too obviously relieved when the woman had dropped dead.

      All her possessions and a spare change of clothes, the tiny tinderbox she kept for lighting candles, and a few coins piled together. It made a pitifully small bundle.

      She thought about trying to find more to pack, then heard her mother’s voice in her head: No use dithering. Roll up your sleeves. Very well. She tied it all up, started to heft it, and Sarkis took it and slung it over his shoulder.

      He had turned his back earlier while she changed into sturdier clothes for travel. She’d had no idea that an enchanted sword would have such a strong sense of propriety.

      Well, perhaps it’s different where he’s from. The Weeping Lands? I’ve never heard of them, but I suppose that doesn’t mean much.

      She slithered hastily into a long woolen habit with somber sleeves. The material was fine enough, but the dark color and lack of ornamentation marked her as either mourning, eccentric, or on her way to a convent.

      And I might be all three, for all I know. A convent might be the best place for me. Except that I ask too many odd questions and I don’t think you’re supposed to do that in a convent, are you?

      Well, it probably depends on the god.

      “Do you know if there’s any god that doesn’t mind lots of questions?” she asked.

      Sarkis looked at her as if she’d gone mad. “What?”

      “Questions. I ask a lot of them, you see.”

      “I had noticed, yes.”

      “Gods don’t like that.”

      He shrugged. “Your decadent southern gods might not.”

      This gave her pause. “You have a less decadent god?”

      “The great god is not decadent.”

      “How does he feel about questions?”

      “I don’t know the mind of the god.”

      “Yes, but if I ran away to join a convent, you see, I’d want to pick the correct sort of convent or else they might throw me out and I’d be right back where I started.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose again. “Is this the best time to discuss theology, lady?”

      “Err…no?”

      “No.”

      “All right then.”

      For all his claims of not being a lady’s maid, Sarkis helped her put on her cloak and then to arrange the sword slung across her back, which might otherwise have taken all night and ended with Halla cutting her own head off. They wrapped the cords of her dressing gown around the hilt of the sword and the opening in the scabbard so that the sword was held in place with an inch of steel still drawn.

      “How many people are in this house?” he said, adjusting the buckles that held the scabbard in place.

      “Eight. Me, Cousin Alver, Aunt Malva, her maid, her sister, and two cousins. And Roderick.”

      “Are any of the cousins warriors? Are they armed?”

      “Uh…I mean, Cousin Sayvil’s got a pretty wicked pinch. And I suppose they have…err…needles? Oh! And embroidery hooks!”

      “Embroidery hooks.”

      “Yes. Do they have them where you’re from? They’re sort of—err—pointy—” She tried to explain with hand gestures.

      Sarkis began muttering savagely under his breath. He didn’t look at her while he did it.

      “What are you saying?” she asked.

      “I’m counting,” he said, with marvelous patience.

      “Why?”

      “So I don’t scream at you. My lady.”

      “Oh. Silas used to do that, too.”

      “I am not in the least surprised.”

      When he had reached a sufficiently high number—Halla noted with interest that Sarkis seemed to count by eights instead of tens—he said “The woman’s sister? Is she a shieldmaid?”

      “She’s seventy-three.”

      “I would fear a trained shieldmaid if she were a hundred and three.”

      “Oh. No, she’s not. I mean, she can be annoying asking for her tea to be brought to her at exactly the right temperature, but that’s about it.” She frowned. “Are we going to have to go through all those people? Err—are you sure you can?”

      “Are you asking me if I think I can fight one guard and a group of elderly women with embroidery hooks?”

      “…yes?”

      “My lady Halla, I have fought dragons on multiple occasions.”

      Halla considered this. “Did you win, though?”

      Sarkis coughed, looking suddenly embarrassed. “Well, one time.”

      “What about the others?”

      “It was more of a draw. The point is that they were dragons, not your cousins.”

      Halla folded her arms. “How big is a dragon, anyway?”

      “What?”

      “I’ve never seen one. Are they rabbit-sized? Cow-sized?”

      “They’re dragon-sized!” he started to roar, caught himself, and continued in an angry whisper, “They’re the size of a house!”

      “All right, but a big house or a small—”

      Sarkis turned around and began to beat his forehead very gently against the wall. “The great god is punishing me,” he said softly, “for my crimes. I cannot go to his hell, and so he has sent a woman to torment me.”

      “Hey! You could just chop my head off and we’d be done here!”

      “I will not chop your head off. I will, in fact, defend you to my dying breath. It is what a servant of the sword does.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.” He didn’t sound as if this made him very happy. “And after, for that matter. If I am mortally wounded, I will return to the blade,” he said. “Should that happen tonight, get away as swiftly as you can and draw it in a fortnight’s time.”

      “You’re not going to be mortally wounded,” said Halla. The whole evening had assumed a desperately surreal quality. A man in a magic sword? Really? Probably she was having a dream.

      Would that be so bad? Maybe I’ll wake up and Silas will be alive and everything will be back to normal…

      “It is highly unlikely, but if I must fight this Roderick to ensure your escape, then there are no guarantees.”

      Halla gazed at Sarkis in frank disbelief.

      He might be shorter than Roderick, but he was at least as broad across the shoulders. His armor was stained and scarred with use and his gloved hand rested on his sword hilt with the ease of long familiarity. His bare arms were as thick around than her thighs, and Halla was not a small woman. She compared him in her head to her aunt’s guardsman and couldn’t even fit them into the same mental picture. It would be like a wolf fighting an overfed bulldog.

      “What?” he said.

      “One of us is very confused,” she said. “I won’t swear that it’s not me. Is this really happening?”

      Sarkis frowned at her. “Of course.”

      “That’s what you’d say if you were a hallucination, too.”

      He held out his gloved fingers impatiently. “I am not made of dream flesh, lady.”

      She took his hand. It certainly felt solid.

      There were machines in Anuket City that the artificers made that felt almost real as well, though. She’d gone to the market there with Silas once and shaken hands with a contraption that had wooden fingers inside a glove.

      And would that be more or less strange than a man enchanted into a sword?

      “How did you come to inhabit a sword, anyway?”

      “The usual way.”

      “I have no idea what that might be.”

      “Sorcerer-smith,” he said, dropping her hand. “Forge the sword, quench the steel in the blood of the one you wish to bind.”

      “Really! How much blood does that take? Do you have to use leeches?”

      Sarkis stared at the ceiling, his lips moving silently. “I was stabbed through the heart, actually.”

      “Dear gods! Didn’t that hurt?”

      “A great deal. Are we ready to leave this accursed house?”

      “It’s not that accursed. I mean, the fireplace draws very badly, but you get used to it.”

      Sarkis gazed up to heaven again, perhaps looking for strength.

      “How are we getting out, anyway?” asked Halla. If I am having a dream or a hallucination or if devils are sending me visions to torment me, it is likely best just to go along with what is happening. And on the remote chance that this is, indeed, happening, I will at least be away from Cousin Alver.

      “Through the door. Climbing down from the window will take too much time.”

      “But it’s locked—” she started to say, and then Sarkis kicked the door down.
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      The lock held. The door itself held. The door frame did not. The door shot open with a sharp splintering noise, the bolt dangling at eye level, scraps of wood still clinging to it. It slammed against the hallway wall and rebounded with a bang.

      Sarkis drew his sword and stalked down the hallway. Halla’s sense of unreality got even stronger. She’d had sweet herbs strewn on the floor mats just five days ago, she brought the basket up herself, and here they were, crunching softly under the feet of a swordsman who’d come out of nowhere in a flash of blue light.

      Very belatedly, it occurred to her that Sarkis himself might be dangerous.

      You were hoping he’d kill you anyway, so what does that matter? Your family will still get your inheritance.

      And let’s be honest, he’ll probably make much less of a hash of it than you will. You couldn’t even figure out how to stab yourself with a sword.

      Sarkis did not look as if he would have any problem stabbing someone with a sword. He looked like the sort of man who stabbed people all the time, possibly before breakfast.

      The sound of the door breaking had woken everyone in the house, assuming they’d been asleep. Doors opened. On the floor below her, she heard Aunt Malva’s querulous voice demanding to know what was going on.

      “We should go,” said Halla.

      “Stay behind me.” Sarkis led the way down the hall, sword at the ready.

      Cousin Alver came up the stairs, wearing a long white bedshirt. He squinted up the steps. “Halla? What are you…”

      He stopped.

      He stared.

      “Is this your relative with the clammy hands, lady?” asked Sarkis.

      She peered over his shoulder. “Yes.”

      “Halla, what in the name of heaven is going on?” cried Alver. “Why is this person here?”

      “And your niece is fifteen, you say?”

      “She is.”

      Sarkis shook his head in disgust. “She could fight him without my help.”

      Halla burst out laughing for the first time since her great-uncle had died.

      “Alver?” shouted Aunt Malva. “Alver, what is happening?”

      Cousin Alver drew himself up as tall as he could. Since he was still about five steps down, this brought the top of his head even with Sarkis’s shins.

      “There is an intruder in the house, mother!” he shouted. “Stay in your room!”

      “We were just leaving,” said Halla.

      “You’ll do no such thing, cousin! If you think that I’ll stand by and let my betrothed be kidnapped—”

      “We are not betrothed! I didn’t agree to anything! I won’t agree to anything!” Halla started forward, furious, and Sarkis had to shift hastily to one side to block her advance with his shoulder.

      “Halla, you are overwrought! And clearly in danger! Go back to your room, and Roderick and I will deal with this…this person!”

      Sarkis rolled his eyes, took a step forward, and lifted his sword. “Go back down the stairs, little man,” he said. “With your head or without it, it’s all the same to me.”

      Cousin Alver’s mouth fell open.

      “May I kill him now, lady?” asked Sarkis politely.

      “Yes! No, wait, that’s not charitable of me. Can you just cut him? His mother’s really punishment enough.”

      Alver leveled a trembling finger at Sarkis. “I don’t know who you are or how you got in here…”

      “I am Sarkis of the Weeping Lands!” roared the servant of the sword, in a voice loud enough to shake the walls. “And you are in my way!”

      Cousin Alver let out a squeak and nearly fell in his haste to get off the staircase.

      “It is so gratifying when that works,” murmured Sarkis.

      “Does it not usually work?”

      “Not on actual warriors, no.” He started down the steps, one hand gripping Halla’s. “Normally they just yell back, ‘No one cares, come and die.’ Is anyone likely to come from above?”

      “The servants go home at night. Silas wouldn’t pay for them to stay full time. It’s just attics now.”

      Cousin Alver hit the landing where the stairs met the second floor hallway and really did fall. He landed at his mother’s feet and crabwalked backward.

      “I knew it!” cried Aunt Malva. She held a candle in her hand, casting shaky yellow light across the scene. “I knew I heard a man in your room, Halla!”

      “He’s not a man! He’s a sword!”

      “I am actually both,” said Sarkis, sounding somewhat apologetic. “First one, then the other.”

      “Sorry. No offense meant. It seems very complicated.”

      “How long have you been disgracing your dear husband’s memory with this man?!” shouted Malva.

      “I haven’t disgraced anybody’s memory! But he’s been here about an hour, I think.”

      “What?!”

      “You are laboring under a misapprehension,” said Sarkis sternly. “I am the servant of the sword. Lady Halla is under my protection.”

      “Are you raving?” Aunt Malva’s dressing gown flapped like wings. Cousin Alver had taken refuge behind her.

      Sarkis angled his body as he reached the landing so that both he and his sword were between Halla and her aunt. Clearly he had identified the real threat, and it wasn’t Alver.

      Halla could hear the sounds of the other family members stirring in the rooms off the hallway. Two cousins and Malva’s elderly sister. Halla felt no great affection for any of them, but their malice had been mostly in service to Aunt Malva, not to themselves.

      “Stay in your rooms!” shouted Alver, trying to sound authoritative but squeaking a bit on the last word. He was still on the floor, which didn’t help. “There’s a madman in the house!”

      “Roderick!” bellowed Aunt Malva. “Roderick, where are you?”

      “Go past me,” said Sarkis, releasing her hand. “Down the next set of stairs. I’ll hold them off.” His lip curled as he looked at Alver. “Or…well, I’ll hold her off.”

      “She’s the dangerous one,” agreed Halla. She hastily fled down the stairs. Moonlight fell in a dozen diamonds across the front hall.

      “Roderick, stop them!”

      “Mistress Malva?”

      Oh damnation, thought Halla. She’d been hoping that her aunt’s guard would be asleep himself.

      “Are you in danger, Mistress?” The guardsman’s voice was depressingly alert. He barreled in from the back of the house. Judging by his attire, he either hadn’t been asleep or was an extraordinarily fast dresser.

      “Yes!” cried Malva. “Yes, I am! This—person—is trying to abduct my niece!”

      “I am not being abducted!” yelled Halla. “This man with a sword is just breaking me out of my room so I can leave and—oh, hmm, when I say it like that, I suppose it does sound a little—”

      “Roderick!”

      “But I want to go! It’s not an abduction! Really!”

      Roderick started up the stairs. There was a bandage across part of his face, probably where the bird got him. Halla hoped he took care of it. The bird’s wounds tended to fester. Then it occurred to her that Roderick was part of the reason she was trapped in her own home and made up her mind not to care if his wounds turned so septic that his nose fell off.

      Sarkis muttered something under his breath and went down the steps two at a time. Halla flattened herself against the wall to let him pass, and he halted on the step just below her.

      “It’ll go easier on you if you just surrender,” said Roderick. “I’m not looking to shed anyone’s blood.”

      “I could say the same to you,” said Sarkis. “But I’d be lying. Bloodshed is beginning to seem like quite a fine idea. Starting with that clammy-handed fellow there.”

      “Can’t let you do that,” said Roderick. Halla was probably imagining the note of regret in his voice.

      “No, of course not,” said Sarkis. “Your duty does not permit it. Shall we duel, then?”

      Roderick groaned.

      “Kill him!” Malva and Alver stood at the top of the stairs, neither one quite willing to descend. Unsurprisingly, Aunt Malva was the one shouting for blood.

      “Look,” said Roderick in an undertone, “this isn’t the best job, but it pays well. Do we really have to do this?”

      “It seems we do,” said Sarkis. “Draw your weapon, man, and defend the honor of your liege’s house.”

      “She’s not my liege,” said Roderick. He drew his sword anyway. The sound of steel ringing out of its sheath made Halla wince.

      Sarkis took a step forward. Roderick took a step back.

      The first swing was clearly a test. The guard slapped it away and countered with a swing of his own. Sarkis didn’t even bother to counter, simply leaned back and let it cleave empty air.

      Another exchange of metal and Sarkis drove Roderick down two steps, apparently without effort.

      They’re fighting in the dark. On the stairs. This can’t be a good idea. Halla wondered if she should be helping. She had quite a large sword on her back, didn’t she?

      And if I try to swing it, I’ll probably accidentally take Sarkis’s head off and that will be extremely awkward for everyone. Does that count as a mortal wound? I imagine it would have to be, wouldn’t it? Or is it worse than mortal? Would he be able to come back from that?

      “Sarkis, is beheading just a mortal wound?”

      “What?”

      “I thought—”

      “Great god’s breath, not now!”

      Roderick swung again and was easily batted back down the stairs.

      “Is this how you defend your liege’s house?” Sarkis growled.

      “I told you, it’s just a job,” said Roderick.

      “If you were a man in my command, you’d be stripped of rank for such half-heartedness!”

      Roderick might have had something to say to that, but Sarkis swung at his head and the guardsman was driven back down the steps. His back struck the front door of the house behind him.

      A clammy hand closed over Halla’s wrist. She cried out, partly in surprise and partly in disgust. “Let go of me!”

      “Come on,” hissed Cousin Alver. “While Roderick’s got him distracted!”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you!” Halla twisted her arm, feeling Alver’s rings cut into her skin. “You’re a nasty little—little—”

      She was trying to think of something suitably nasty and little to describe Cousin Alver when Aunt Malva slapped her.

      For all her querulousness, there was nothing elderly about that slap. Halla’s head rang. She stumbled backward, missed her footing on the stairs, and fell. Alver yelped and released her wrist as if it were on fire.

      Uh-oh, she thought, and that was as far as she got before someone caught her.

      Her weight knocked Sarkis into the wall, but he kept his feet somehow, holding her up with one arm while she tried to get her footing back. She heard a scrape of steel and a hiss of anger.

      “Are you all right?” she said. “I fell on you.”

      “I fear that I am going to have to kill your aunt’s hireling.”

      “Go right ahead.”

      “Hey now…” said Roderick.

      Sarkis released her and struck out with sudden fury.

      The guardsman let out a squall of surprise and fell over sideways. Malva screamed.

      As the echoes faded, the sound of Roderick’s labored breathing seemed very loud in the house.

      “Is he going to die?” whispered Halla.

      “He may or may not. But he won’t hold a sword again.” The servant of the sword looked back up the steps toward Malva. The candle in the old woman’s hand shook so wildly that the flame looked close to guttering out.

      “Is there anything else you require from this house, lady?” asked Sarkis politely.

      Halla had an intense desire to run back to her room and hide under the covers. The violence of the last five minutes had been more than she had experienced in a decade.

      But then:

      “You’ll be hanged!” hissed Malva. “For murder! For abduction! And don’t think you’re coming back here, Halla. You’re dead to this family. Dead!”

      Oh gods, please let that be true.

      She raised her chin. “Just to leave it.”

      Sarkis stepped over the prone Roderick and pushed the door open. The square of moonlight on the other side looked cold and clear and extraordinarily inviting.

      “Then let us go.”
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