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   Enter the SF Gateway …


   In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


   

   ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





   Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


   The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


   Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.






 

I knew him, Horatio—a fellow of infinite jest, of most excellent fancy....

Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act V, Scene I
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NOTES ON BAELISH

 

 

An archaic form of Chivian, Baelish is written much as English was written a thousand years ago. The alphabet contains twenty-four letters. Every letter is pronounced, even when this seems impossible, as in cniht or hlytm.

j, k, q, x, z were not then in use. Three letters have since been abandoned: eth (D, ð) and thorn (Þ, þ) are both pronounced like the English th, while the ligature Æ is a separate vowel sounded between a and e (roughly a as in "bade," æ as in "bad," e as in "bed").

c: before e or i, c is prounced like our ch (clid was "child," after s pronounced like our sh (scip was "ship"); otherwise, c was pronounced k (Catter was "Kater").

g: is tricky! It could be hard (Græggos would sound very close to "gray goose"); but it could sound like j, as in hengest ("stallion"); thus hengestmann was a stable hand and gave us "henchman." If a lord arrived with his stallion men, look out!

The suffix -ing (meaning "son of' or "descendant of') was probably sounded like the same letters in our word "finger," so Radgar Æleding would be "Rad-gar Al-ed-ing-g."

However g before e was usually sounded as "y" as in our "sign" or "thegn." Gea! survives as "Yea!"

(ge was a common and meaningless prefix attached to many words such as refa in scir-gerefa. As "shire-reeve," this metamorphosed into modern "sheriff.")

 

Some of the place names should now make a sort of sense if you puzzle at them. Cwicnoll means "quick-knoll," "live summit," which seems apt enough for a volcano. Haligdom would be pronounced "holy dome" and Swðecg not far from "South Edge."

Many Old English words have gone out of use: wer meaning "man" survives only in "werewolf." Others have survived unchanged—a hwæl is still a "whale." Cniht, which originally meant "boy," (cnihtcild was a "boy child") became "knight," and that k was still being pronounced when English spelling was standardized a couple of hundred years ago.

 

 


 

PART I

 

AMBROSE
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"The King is coming!" The excited cry rang out over the sun-bright moorland and was picked up at once by a half dozen other shrill trebles and a couple of wavering baritones. Alarmed horses tossed heads and kicked up heels. The cavalcade on the Blackwater Road was still very far off, but sharp young eyes could make out the blue livery of the Royal Guard, or so their owners claimed. In any case, a troop of twenty or thirty men riding across Starkmoor could be no one but the Guard escorting the King to Ironhall. At last! It had been more than half a year.


"The King is coming! The King is coming!"


"Silence!" shouted Master of Horse. The sopranos' riding classes always teetered close to chaos, and this one was now hopeless. "Go and tell the Hall. First man in is excused stable duties for a month. On my signal. Get ready—"


He was speaking to the wind. His charges were already streaming over the heather toward the lonely cluster of black buildings that housed the finest school of swordsmanship in the known world. He watched to see who fell off, who was merely hanging on, who was in control. It was unkind to treat horses so, especially the aging, down-at-heel nags assigned to beginners; but his job was to turn out first-class riders. In a very few years those boys must be skilled enough and fearless enough to keep up with anyone, even the King himself—and when Ambrose IV went hunting he usually left a trail of stunned and mangled courtiers in the hedges and ditches.


There went one ... and another ... Ouch!—a bad one. No matter, young bones could be repaired by conjuration and the mounts seemed to be surviving. Unrepentant, Master of Horse rode forward to rescue the casualties. On this blustery spring afternoon in the year 357, the moor had masked its ancient menace behind a deceptive glow of friendship, soft and green and smelling of clover. The sky was unbelievably blue. Broom was bursting into yellow glory. There could be few things finer in all creation than having a reasonably good mount and an excuse to ride it flat out. As the race faded into the distance, he could see that the piebald mare was going to win, thanks more to her own abilities than the skills of her rider, Candidate Bandit.


 


Ten minutes after the sighting, the winner thundered in through the gate and yelled oat the news to the first people he saw, who happened to be a group of fuzzies engaged in rapier drill. "The King is coming!"


In seconds the word was everywhere, or almost everywhere. The candidates—sopranos, beansprouts, beardless, fuzzies, and especially the exalted seniors who wore swords—all reacted with indrawn breath and sudden internal tenseness, but even the instructors narrowed their eyes and pursed their lips. The Masters of Sabers and Rapiers heard it on the fencing ground, Master Armorer in the Forge. Master of Rituals got the word in a turret room, where he was studying arcane spells, and Master of Archives in a cellar, where he was packing ancient records into fireproof chests. All of them paused to ponder what else they need do to prepare for a royal visit. The answer, in all cases, was absolutely nothing. They were more than ready, because it had been seven months since Ambrose had come to the school. In all that time, only one candidate had been promoted to Blade. The question now—of especial interest to the seniors—was: How many would the King harvest this time?


The lowest of the low was the Brat, who was thirteen years old and had been admitted to Ironhall only two days previously. On the theory that a man can get used to anything, he had concluded that this must be the third worst day of his life. Down on his knees, he was attempting to wash the main courtyard with a bucket of water and a small rag—an impossible task that had been assigned to him by a couple of beansprouts because trying to drive the Brat crazy was the juniors' traditional pastime. Having all survived Brat-hood themselves, they felt justified in giving what they had received. Few of them ever realized that they were being tested just as much as the Brat was and would be expelled if they displayed any real sadism.


An elderly knight passing by when the shout went up told the Brat to run and inform Grand Master. Grand Master was the highest of the high, but the Brat felt comfortable near him, safe from persecution. Grand Master did not dunk him in a water trough or make him stand on a table and sing lewd songs.


The old man was in his study, going over accounts with the Bursar. He displayed no emotion at the news. "Thank you," he said. "Wait, though. Bursar, can we continue this another time?" Then, as the other man was gathering up his ledgers, he turned back to the Brat and absolutely ruined his third worst day. "His Majesty will undoubtedly bind some of the seniors tomorrow night. You have heard of the ritual?"


"He sticks a sword through their hearts?" the Brat said uneasily. It was a sick-making thought, because one day it would happen to him.


"Yes, he does. It is a very potent conjuration to turn them into Blades. Don't worry, they always survive." Almost always. "But you will have a part in the ritual."


"Me?" the Brat squawked. Conjury? With the King present? That was worse than a hundred water troughs, a thousand....


"Yes, you. You have three lines to say and you lay the candidate's sword on the anvil. Go and find Master of Rituals and he will instruct you. No, wait. First find Prime and make sure he knows about the King." Prime, after all, must have more interest in the royal visit than any other candidate, for his fate was certain now. Whoever else the King took, Prime would be first. "He'll be in the library."


Regrettably, Grand Master was wrong. The seniors were not in the library that afternoon. The Brat had not yet learned his way around the school and was too unsure of himself to ask for help, so he never did deliver the message. By the time Raider heard of the King's approach, the royal procession was at the gates and escape had become impossible.
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Even before the King's arrival, that day had been a memorable one in Ironhall. Two swords had been Returned and three names written in the Litany of Heroes. It was the Litany that was special. Returns were common enough, for the school had been turning out Blades for several centuries and they were mortal like other men. Unless a Blade was lost at sea or died in a far country, his sword came back at last to Ironhall to hang in the famous sky of swords.


Every newcomer began as the Brat. The ideal recruit was around fourteen with good eyes and fast reflexes, either orphaned or rejected by his family, and at least rebellious—preferably a holy terror. As old Sir Silver had said on numerous occasions: "The wilder the better. You can't put an edge on soft metal." Some of them were driven out by the hazing, a few gave up later, and very rarely a boy was expelled. Those who lasted the full five years emerged as the finest swordsmen in the world, companions in the Loyal and Ancient Order of the King's Blades, every one as sharp and polished and deadly as the cat's-eye sword he was then privileged to wear. The King accepted about half of them into the Royal Guard and assigned the rest to ministers, relatives, courtiers, or anyone else he chose. To serve was an honor, and Grand Master turned away many more boys than he accepted.


It was only four years since Lord Bannerville, the Chivian ambassador to Fitain, had bound Sir Spender as his third Blade. When Fitain had erupted in civil war, Spender and his two brother Blades, Sir Burl and Sir Dragon, had managed to smuggle their ward out of the chaos, but the latter two had died in the process. That morning Spender had Returned their swords.


Standing in the hall under that baleful canopy of five thousand swords, the survivor told the story to the assembled candidates, masters, and knights. He said very little about his own part; but his limp, his pallor, and the jumpiness in his voice backed up the eye-popping stories of his injuries that had been whispered around beforehand. Everyone knew that a Blade defending his ward was harder to kill than a field of dandelions. But death was not impossible, and many of the juniors were openly sobbing by the end of the tale.


The hero ate lunch in private with Grand Master and some other teachers. He wanted to leave right after the meal, but Master of Protocol persuaded him to stay and instruct the seniors on politics. Prime invited him to do so in the tower. Thus most of the seniors were in the tower that afternoon, which was why the Brat did not find them.
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Ironhall had never been a castle, but its wild moorland setting had inspired some long-forgotten builder to festoon parts of it with turrets, loopholes, and fake battlements. The most obvious of these follies was the tower whose attic served as the seniors' private lair. Generations of future Blades had idled in its squalor without ever having a single thought of cleaning or tidying. The furniture was in ruins and heaps of discarded clothes and miscellaneous clutter moldered in the corners. But by tradition—and everything in Ironhall ran on tradition—no one ever set foot up there except the seniors themselves—not Blades, not Grand Master, not even the King. No one had ever explained why any of those men should want to, but the invitation to Sir Spender was supposedly a great honor. It also kept Master of Protocol out.


Wasp was the first to arrive, trotting up the stairs carrying a respectable ladder-back chair for the guest, which he placed in front of the fireplace. He rearranged a few of the other chairs to face it and then nabbed his favorite for himself, leaning back in its moldering excretions of stuffing to watch the others arrive. Fox appeared and made a dive for the second-best chair; Herrick led in six or seven more; then there was a pause while Sir Spender came up one step at a time, escorted by Prime. More seniors clattered up behind them, chattering like starlings. They draped themselves on tables or rickety stools, propped themselves against the walls, or just sprawled on the boards.


"Flames and death!" the guest declaimed. "This place is still the same disgusting midden it was when I left. Have those windows ever been cleaned?"


"Certainly not!" said Mallory, who was Second. "You can't break tradition that way in Ironhall!"


"Those look like the same ashes in the hearth."


"They're traditional ashes," said Victor, who fancied himself as a humorist. "And the cobwebs are priceless."


Spender limped over to the fireplace to hunt for his signature, for all the paneling and the steeply pitched roof and even parts of the floor were inscribed with the names of former candidates. Wasp was written near the door, very small within an overlarge initial; and he had found two other Wasp inscriptions, although Master of Archives had records of only one Blade by that name, an undistinguished member of the Royal Guard back in the days of Everard III. The other must have been even earlier and spectacularly mediocre. It would be the third Wasp who made the name memorable!


Herrick was very dark, Victor unusually blond, and Raider—who would not be coming—had hair as red as a Bael's; but with that trivial exception of coloring the seniors were as alike as brothers: all lean and agile, moving with the wary grace of jungle predators, neither too small to be dangerous nor too large to be nimble. Five years of constant effort, superb instruction, and in most cases a dash or two of conjuration had produced these fledgling Blades, awaiting only their master's call. Even their features seemed alike, with no extreme bat ears or crooked teeth. Wasp wondered if he was just noticing all this anew because Spender so obviously belonged there, an older brother come home to visit. Few Blades cared to remember any other home. Wasp was an exception there, but then he was exceptional in other ways too painful to think about.


Raider hurtled up the stairs three at a time and strode over to flop down on the floor under the south window, putting his back against the wall and stretching out his long legs. He caught Wasp's eye and grinned at his surprise. Wasp rose and went to sit beside him, putting friendship ahead of comfort and provoking a minor tussle as three men simultaneously tried to claim the chair he had abandoned.


"Thought you were drilling beansprouts in sabers?"


Raider's emerald-green eyes twinkled. "I wrapped Dominic's leg around his neck until he offered to help me out." He was lying, of course. Giving the juniors fencing practice was never the most popular of assignments; but only Raider would rather listen to a talk on politics, even with the Order's latest hero doing the talking. Dominic would have agreed to the exchange very readily.


The door slammed, then Fitzroy came clumping up the stair to announce that this was everyone. Wasp looked around and counted two dozen seniors present. Traditionally there should be less than that in the whole class, but the King had assigned only one Blade in seven months. Poor Wolfbiter had been twenty-one by the time he was bound last week. Bullwhip was twenty. The rest were all eighteen or nineteen, unless some of them were lying about their ages—as Wasp was.


As Prime, Bullwhip made a little speech. He was chunky by Blade standards, a slasher not a stabber—meaning saber not rapier—sandy-colored, the sort of man who would charitably be described as "stolid." He was certainly no orator. Spender thanked him, took the chair Wasp had brought, and began to talk politics, specifically politics that led to civil war.


Master of Protocol and his assistants had the unenviable task of preparing the candidates for life at court. That included teaching them dancing, deportment, elocution, etiquette, some history, and a lot of politics. By their senior year it was almost all politics—taxes, Parliament, foreign affairs, the machinations of the great houses. Frenetically active and athletic young men would much rather be fencing or out riding on the moors than listening to any of that stuff, with the possible exception of the racy court scandals. At least Spender was a novelty and hence more interesting than the usual fare. The King of Fitain had lost control of his barons and failed to rally the burghers. Even kings needed allies. And so on. Twenty-four young faces made earnest efforts to seem attentive.


Only Raider would not be faking, Wasp decided. Glancing sideways he saw that his friend was indeed very intent, nodding to himself as he listened. He had the strange perversion of finding politics interesting. He was probably the only man in the room who cared a snail's eyebrow about what had happened in Fitain. Everyone else just wanted to hear about the fighting and how it felt to keep on fighting when you knew you ought to be dead after having your thigh crushed and a sword run through you.


The sky was blue beyond the dirty panes.


Back in Wasp's beansprout days he had watched Lord Bannerville bind Spender. Dragon and Burl must have been there, attending their ward, but he could not remember what they had looked like.


No one had thought to open the windows and the room held too many people; it was stuffy. Attentions were wandering.


At the far side of the room, Herrick stifled a yawn.


Suddenly Wasp's jaw took on a fearful life of its own. He struggled desperately, but the yawn escaped. That one Sir Spender noticed.


Sir Spender exploded. "Smug young bastards!" he snapped. He heaved himself to his feet. "You don't give a spit about this, do you, any of you?" His already pale face had turned white as marble. "You don't think it matters! Doesn't concern you, any of you, does it?" He glared around the room, eyes flashing with fury, left hand steadying his scabbard as if he were about to draw. "You insufferably stuck-up unbearable latrine cleaners, all of you!"


Twenty-four seniors stared up at him in horror. Wasp wanted to die. How could he have done that? Yawning! What a crass, imbecilic, childish thing to do!


But Spender's rage was not just against him—it was directed at all of them. "I know what you're thinking!" He grew even louder. "You all think that the King takes the best for the Guard and it's only the failures he assigns as private Blades. Don't you? Don't you? Just nod!" he said, dropping his voice to a menacing growl. "If that's what you think, you young slobs, just nod once and I'll give you a fencing lesson with real swords. I'm a private Blade and proud of it. Burl and Dragon were my brothers and they're dead! They didn't rank second to anyone!"


Wasp stared appealingly at Prime and so did everyone else. Say something! A week ago Wolfbiter had been Prime and Wolfbiter would have known exactly what to say. But Wolfbiter had gone, and in Bullwhip's case the sword was mightier than the tongue. He had straightened up off the wall, where he had been leaning. His mouth opened but no sound emerged.


Spender had not finished. "You all think you're going into the Guard, don't you? Nothing but the best! Well, I tell you being a private Blade is a thousand times harder than lounging around the palace with a hundred others. It's a full-time job. It's a lifetime job! None of this ten-years-and-then-dubbed-knight-and-retire nonsense. We serve till we die! Or our ward does."


Bullwhip's freckled, meaty face remained locked in an agony of embarrassment. Mallory, who was Second, seemed equally frozen, unwilling to upstage his leader—good manners but not good sense when a hero started having hysterics.


Wasp jabbed an elbow in Raider's ribs. "Say something!" he whispered.


"Hmm? All right." Raider flowed to his feet, unfolding like a flail. He was third in line, after Mallory. He also stood almost a hand taller than any other man in the school, long and lean; with that copper-red hair and green-green eyes he was never inconspicuous. Everyone looked, including Spender.


"With respect, sir, I certainly do not believe that. I doubt if anyone here does. Wolfbiter is the finest fencer Ironhall has produced since Sir Durendal and just a few days ago we all saw him being bound as a private Blade. He put all of us to shame with steel, yet the King assigned him to someone else, not the Guard."


Twenty-three throats made earnest sounds of agreement.


"In fact," Raider added, perhaps hoping to change the subject, "he assigned him to Sir Durendal and none of us can imagine why."


Spender stared at him in silence for a moment. His color flamed swiftly from its corpselike white to brilliant red. Wasp relaxed. Everyone did. They had been taught that pallor was the danger sign. Blushing meant apology or bluff. The hero sank down on his chair again.


"I'm sorry," he muttered. "Sorry, sorry, sorry!" He doubled over.


Bullwhip waved hands at the stair, meaning everyone should leave. Raider made contradictory signs—stay where you are!—and everyone stayed. No one ever argued with Raider, not because he was dangerous but because he was always right.


"Sir Spender," he said, "we are sorry to see you distressed, but you should know that we continue to admire you enormously and always will. We are proud to know you, and when we become Blades ourselves we shall be inspired by your example and what you and your two companions achieved. We think no less of you for being human."


Nobody breathed.


"The last entries in the Litany," Raider continued, "were made two years ago during the Nythian War. Sir Durendal saved the King's life outside Waterby. He defeated a team of four assassins single-handed and did not suffer a scratch. I mean no disrespect to him, Sir Spender, but he is so close to a legend that he hardly seems human. You inspire me. He makes me feel horribly inadequate. Your example means much more to me than his does, and that is because I know that you are flesh and blood, as I am." Nobody else could have taken over from Prime without giving offense, but Bullwhip was beaming gratefully.


The Blade looked up and stared at Raider. Then he straightened and wiped his cheeks with a knuckle. "Thank you. That was quite a speech. It means a lot to me. I'm afraid I've forgotten which one ..."


"Raider, sir."


"Thank you, Raider." Suddenly Spender was in charge of the room again, sustained by the four or five years he had on all of them. "Sorry I lost my temper." He smiled ruefully, looking around. "Blame the King. He ordered me to come here and Return the swords. I shouldn't have let old weasel-tongue Protocol talk me into staying on. I haven't been away from my ward since the night I was bound. Commander Montpurse gave me his solemn oath that he would assign four men to keep watch over His Lordship day and night until I get back, but it isn't the same. And after what happened in Fitain, I'm extra sensitive. It's driving me crazy!" He smiled at their horrified expressions. "You didn't think being a Blade was easy, did you? You don't care about rebellion and civil war. Why should you? It isn't going to happen here in Chivial. And I need to be with my ward. So, if you'll excuse me now, I'll be on my way. The moon will see me back to Grandon." He was talking of an all-night ride and he looked exhausted already.


When Bullwhip tried to speak, Spender stopped him. "You have other things to attend to. I promised not to warn you, but in return for the honor you have done me, I will. The King is on his way. He should be here very shortly."


Raider spun around but not before Wasp was on his feet and looking out the window. Horsemen in blue livery were riding in the gate.


"He is!" Wasp screamed. "He's here! The King is here!"


His voice cracked on the high note. He turned around to face the glares of a dozen men who wanted to murder him on the spot.
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By tradition—and tradition was law in Ironhall—the King entered by the royal door and went directly up to Grand Master's study. There Grand Master waited, fussing around, vainly trying to flick away dust with a roll of papers and mentally reviewing his notes for the thousandth time. A small fire burned in the grate, a decanter of wine and crystal goblets waited on the table. He was a spare, leathery man with a permanently bothered expression and a cloud of white hair reminiscent of a seeding dandelion. Foolish though it seemed, he was presently as nervous as anyone in the school. This was the first time he had played host to the King. Usually the Blades' own rumor mill ground out warnings of the King's visits, but this time it had not.


The previous Grand Master, Sir Silver, had ruled the Order for a third of a century; but half a year ago the spirits of time and death had caught up with him at last. His memory still haunted this room—his ancient furniture, his choice of prints on the walls, even some of his keepsakes still cluttering the mantel of the fieldstone fireplace. His successor had added a tall bookcase and his own books, plus a large leather chair, which he had ordered made to his specifications in Blackwater as a celebration of his promotion. Nothing else.


Long ago he had been Tab Greenfield, unruly younger son of a minor family, which had disposed of him by enrolling him in Ironhall—the best thing that had ever happened to him. Five years later he had been bound by Taisson II in the first binding of his reign, becoming Sir Vicious, enduring eight years of routine and futile guarding before being dubbed a knight in the Order and so freed. Having a longtime interest in spirituality, he had enlisted in the Royal College of Conjurers and had done some original work on invoking spirits of earth and time to increase the stability of buildings. He had even toyed with ambitions of becoming grand wizard, but eventually the opportunity to merge his two careers had brought him home to Ironhall as Master of Rituals. Last Ninthmoon he had been genuinely astonished when the Order chose him as Grand Master and even more surprised when the King approved the election. He was about to be tested in his new duties for the first time.


He had a problem, a candidate who did not fit the pattern.


The King was taking his time! Possibly he had ridden round to West House to inspect the fire damage. The noise of the carpenters working was faintly audible even here, although Grand Master had grown so used to it now that he never noticed it. He looked around the room yet again. What might a new Grand Master have forgotten?


Flames, his sword! Only a bound Blade could go armed into the King's presence, and Grand Master should be the last one to forget that. Appalled that he had so nearly made a major blunder, he drew Spite and stepped up on the muniment chest to lay her on top of the bookcase, out of sight. His baldric and scabbard he folded away in the chest itself.


He was just closing its lid when the latch rattled on the inconspicuous door in the corner and in walked Hoare—a typical Blade, all lean and spry. Until now his only distinguishing features had been a grotesque tuft of yellow beard and a vile juvenile humor, which his chosen name did not deny, but now he sported the baldric of Deputy Commander across the blue and silver livery of the Royal Guard. Smiling, he advanced with hand outstretched.


"Grand Master! Congratulations!"


"Deputy! Congratulations to you, also."


Hoare had a grip like a woodcutter. "My, we are coming up in the world, aren't we?" His eyes raked the room. "How does it feel to be chief keeper of the zoo?"


"Very gratifying. How does it feel to step into Durendal's shoes?"


Hoare shuddered dramatically. "I expect it would make me very humble if I knew what the word meant." He shot a quizzical glance at the older man. "Odd business, that! Did he by any chance drop any hints while he was here? Where he was going? Why the world's greatest swordsman needs a Blade to guard him?"


"Not a peep. I was sort of hoping you might tell me."


They exchanged matching frowns of frustration.


Hoare shrugged. "Hasn't been a word from anyone. Grand Inquisitor probably knows, but who's going to ask her? The Fat Man isn't talking. Never forget, Grand Master, that kings have more secrets than a dead horse has maggots, and most of them nastier. Even Leader swears he doesn't know."


Grand Master would believe that when Montpurse himself told him so; he got on well with the Commander. "Leader is not with you this time?"


"Yes, he's coming. Janvier? Something wrong?"


There was another Blade standing in the doorway, a younger one—Janvier, a rapier man who had been Prime very briefly and bound on the King's last visit, together with Arkell and Snake. He had always been quiet, acute, and self-contained, but why was he just standing there like that, head cocked, frowning as if listening for something?


Grand Master opened his mouth, and Hoare held up a warning hand. He looked amused, but Hoare always looked amused.


Sir Janvier marched unerringly across the room and stepped up on the muniment chest. "There's a sword up there." He sounded more aggrieved than surprised.


Hoare grinned like a pike and waggled a reproving finger at Grand Master. "Naughty!"


Incredible! "How does he do that?" Many Blades had instincts for danger to their wards, but Grand Master had never witnessed sensitivity on that scale.


"Wait till you hear about the wood sliver under the King's saddle! Tell Grand Master how you do it, brother."


Young Janvier had jumped down, holding Spite, and was admiring the unusual orange glint of the cat's-eye stone on her pommel. He looked up blankly. "I don't know, Grand Master. I heard it buzzing. It's you who should be able to tell me."


Buzzing? "There are some reports in the archives.... I resent the implication that my sword is in any way a danger to His—"


"Any sword can be a danger if it falls into the wrong hands," Hoare said. "You're supposed to set us kiddies a good example. Put that wood chopper somewhere safe."


Janvier headed for the corridor door, peering at the inscription on the blade as he did so. "Why Spite?"


"Why not!?" Grand Master snapped. Seeing another man handling his sword was a novel and extremely unpleasant experience. Spite was his and he had not been separated from her in almost thirty years.


At that moment the door at the bottom of the stairwell slammed. Hoare ran across to Janvier and shot him out of the room, Spite and all. He had the corridor door closed again and was standing with his back to it and his face completely blank when the heavy tread approaching reached the top step.
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The King ducked his wide, plumed hat under the lintel and paused to catch his breath. He stood much taller than any Blade and was visibly bigger than he had been on his last visit, much too large for a man not yet forty. The current fashions made him seem gargantuan—puffed, slashed sleeves on a padded jerkin of green and red hanging open to reveal a blue silk doublet, legs bulging in striped gold and green stockings, green boots. The tawny fringe of beard was flecked with silver, but Ambrose IV of the House of Ranulf showed no signs of relaxing the granite grip with which he had ruled Chivial for the last eight years. His amber-colored eyes peered out suspiciously between rolls of lard.


He acknowledged Grand Master's bow with a nod and a grunt. As he unfastened his mud-spattered cloak of ermine-trimmed scarlet velvet, Montpurse materialized at his back to lift it from the royal shoulders. Then the Commander turned as if to hang it on a peg, but Grand Master had been unable to think of any reason for that peg to be there and had removed it so he could hang a favorite watercolor in its place. Montpurse shot him a surprised smile and laid the garment over a chair. With flaxen hair and baby-fair skin, he looked not a day older than he had on the night he was bound. Spirits! That was just after Grand Master came back to Ironhall ... was it really almost fifteen years ago ... ?


The Commander closed the outer door and took up his post in front of it. Without removing his hat, the King headed for the new leather chair and settled into it like a galleon sinking with all hands. He was still short of breath.


"Good chance, Grand Master."


"Thank you, sire, and welcome back to Ironhall." Vicious reached for the decanter. "May I offer you some refreshment?"


"Ale," said the King.


Grand Master strode to the other door and peered out. Wallop and the Brat were waiting in the corridor as he had ordered—the Brat looking scared to death. But Janvier and Scrimpnel were standing there also with the patience of mountains, and Wallop held a tray bearing a large flagon, a drinking horn, two pies, several large wedges of cheese, and sundry other victuals. Wallop had been a servant at Ironhall since it was built, within a century or two, and he obviously knew the present king's preferences. Granting him a sheepish smile of thanks, Grand Master took the tray and bore it back to the monarch. He laid it on the table as Hoare whipped away the wine to make room.


The King reached a fat hand for the flagon. "So how are you settling in, Grand Master?"


"With great satisfaction, sire. I welcome this opportunity to thank you in person for the extreme honor you—"


"Yes. When will the repairs be completed?" Ambrose put the flagon to his mouth and drank without taking his shrewd, piggy gaze off Grand Master.


"By the middle of Fifthmoon, sire, they assure me. We shall be ... We are looking forward to it." The school was presently packed to the rafters, although a dozen elderly knights had been temporarily evicted to find other accommodation. To point that out to a touchy monarch might be dangerous, since the overcrowding was partly due to his delay in harvesting qualified seniors.


"Thunderbolts in the middle of winter?" The King wiped his beard with his sleeve and glowered suspiciously. "You are satisfied there was no spiritual interference? None of those batty old pensioners experimenting with conjuration? Kids holding midnight parties and upsetting candles?" His father had always seen conspiracies where others did not. Perhaps all kings did. Why else the Blades?


"Thunderstorms can strike Starkmoor at any season, sire. Some superstitious people tried to relate the accident to the death of my predecessor so soon before." Did the King's scowl mean that he was one of them? "I do not believe in ghosts, and if I did I could never believe Sir Silver would return from the dead to attack the Order he served so long and well. The storm brushed Torwell also. It roared half the night away here. We have some very deaf old knights among us and I don't think one of them was asleep when we were hit."


The King grunted and reached for the drinking horn. "So what have you for me this time? How many stalwart young swordsmen, hmm?"


"A great many, Your Majesty. A couple of them are outstanding. I fancy the King's Cup will be safe from outsiders for many years to come."


"I'll have you drawn and quartered if it isn't!" He laughed, and the famous royal charm dismissed any threat in the words. "We don't have Sir Durendal to rely on now."


Ah! "We don't?"


"No we don't." The King cut off that line of conversation. "Start with Prime."


Noting that he had not been invited to sit down, Grand Master stepped away from the fireplace in case he forgot himself so far as to lean an elbow on it. He folded his hands behind his back and prepared to perform like a soprano reciting the Ironhall creed.


"Prime is Candidate Bullwhip, my liege. A fine—"


"Bullguts!" The King glared as he filled the horn. Foam spilled over his hand, but he ignored that.


"Sire?"


"Bullballs! How shall I feel if I must address one of my guards at court when he has a name like that? In the presence of the Isilondian ambassador, perhaps? I know you said Bullwhip, Grand Master! I had occasion many times to reproach your predecessor for some of the absurd names he allowed boys to choose and that is an egregious example! I hope you will display better judgment!" Scowl.


Hoare, standing safely out of sight behind the King, stuck out his tongue.


Grand Master bowed, recalling that two days ago he had approved the registering of a Candidate Bloodfang who stood less than five feet high and had freckles. "I shall inform Master of Archives of Your Majesty's instructions." He wasn't going to change the tradition, no matter what the King said. The right to choose a new name mattered enormously to a recruit. It was a rite of passage, recognition that the old person was forgotten and from now on he was who he said he was, to be whatever he could make of himself. This was going to be a stormy audience if Ambrose objected to a name as innocuous as Bullwhip.


"Well, carry on!"


"Yes, sire. Bullwhip is an excellent saber man."


Silence. The King wanted more. He took great personal interest in his Blades, like a horse breeder in his stable.


"Not truly outstanding with a rapier, but of course that's speaking relatively. By any standards but the Blades' he is superb."


The King paused in raising the drinking horn to his mouth. "The man himself] If I'm going to have him under my feet for the next ten years, I want to know what to expect."


"Yes, of course—"


"I can still assign him to my Minister of Fisheries, you know!"


"Er, certainly, sire. Bullwhip is, hmm, solid. Popular. Not especially imaginative, but very, um ... solid."


Hoare rolled his eyes. Grand Master resisted a temptation to throw something at him, preferably a sharp knife. Hearing no further comment from the King, he plunged ahead.


"Second is Candidate Mallory, sire." At least Ambrose could not object to that name. "A rapier man, a very fine rapier man. Personality ... lighthearted, jovial, well liked. But not flippant, at all, sire! Good all- rounder, I'd say. No problems." He was not doing well at this. In a year or two, when he'd had more practice and knew what to expect ... He could feel sweat running down his temples, and the King could probably see it. The trouble was that all the candidates were good men. The weaklings had long since been driven out. He was expected to find fault where there wasn't any.


"Umph. And third?"


Wait for it ... "Candidate Raider."


The royal glare chilled the room. "That is another example!"


Five nights ago, right here in this room, Grand Master had asked advice from the celebrated Sir Durendal, who was one of the King's favorites and reputed to handle him better than anyone except possibly Montpurse. "Never let him bully you," Durendal had said. "If you don't know, say so. If you do know, stand your ground. He respects that. Give him an inch and he'll trample you into the mud."


"With respect, sire, perhaps not! I mean," Grand Master added hastily as the royal temper glinted, "that 'Raider' is certainly a foolish name, but I cannot at the moment recall whether it was ever formally approved. I never chose to be called Vicious."


"You didn't?" The King did not like to be contradicted. He had probably been saving up some pointed observations on the subject of Sir Vicious.


"No, sire. I wanted to be Lion. I was entered in the rolls as Lion, but the sopranos had already named me Vicious and it stuck. When the time for my binding came, I had grown into it. Candidate Raider is unusually tall. Even when he was the Brat he was big, and he has very, hmm, very red hair." The ground was especially treacherous here, for Ambrose's hair and beard had a decidedly bronze hue.


"Oh, that one!" Ambrose said with welcome signs of amusement. "Year by year as I've come here, I've watched that flaming red head moving up, table by table. I'll be interested to meet its owner at last."


"Hmm, yes, sire. At first sight they called him the Bael, of course, because of his hair. This was while the Baelish War was still raging, and stories of atrocities were drifting in almost every week—piracy, raiding, slaving. He wore it long when he arrived, so the first night the sopranos hacked it all off him. Naturally! I mean, how could they resist? But it took six of them to hold him down and when they thought the scramble was over, he did not agree. One can start a fight but it takes at least two to stop it. Raider wouldn't stop. He broke one boy's jaw and knocked teeth out of several others."


"Broke his jaw?" The King raised his tawny brows. This was exactly the sort of childish tale that impressed him. "How old was he then?"


"Thirteen, sire."


"Broke a jaw at thirteen?" Ambrose chuckled, releasing a gleam of the royal charm. "No milksop, obviously!"


"Far from it, sire. That was only the beginning. By the time his term as the Brat was up, he'd cowed all the sopranos and most of the beansprouts, and I don't remember anyone else ever managing that. He sabotaged their clothes and fouled their bedding with horse dung. He woke them in the night.... They could gang up on him, of course, and they did, but they couldn't stay together in a pack all the time. Whenever Raider could get one of them alone, he would jump out and take his revenge. One-on-one he could pummel any of them. I have never seen so many black eyes and split lips. It was a reign of terror. They were scared of him, and it's supposed to be the other way. They named him Raider, sire!"


Ambrose roared out a thunderclap of laughter that seemed to shake the building. "Feels good to tell me that, doesn't it? All right, we shall issue a royal pardon to Candidate Raider for being Candidate Raider. He obviously earned that name. If he ever goes near the coast with that hair they'll lynch him. They have long memories for those evil days. You suppose his mother was raped by a Baelish raider? Tell me more about this demon." He reached for a pie.


Grand Master breathed a silent prayer of thanks to the absent Durendal. "But the point is that he isn't a demon, sire! He's affable, courteous, sociable. Self-contained, inclined to be meditative. Very popular and respected. We find this often. No matter what their background, once they've been through their testing as the Brat, as soon as people start to treat them like human beings, they begin to behave like human ..." He recalled another of Durendal's tips: Never lecture him. "Yes, well, Raider's a future commander of your Guard, sire. I'll stake my job on it."


This threat to the royal prerogative caused the porcine eyes to shrink even smaller. "You will, will you? I'll remember that, Grand Master. By the eight! I don't recall your predecessor ever making so reckless a prediction." He emptied the drinking horn and bit a chunk out of the pie.


Hoare was grinning, so he had guessed what was coming.


"He made this one, sire. He made it several times. A superb judge of men. And he was taken from us before the night of the fire. It was Raider who ran back into the building and made the rescues. Two knights and one candidate are alive today only because of him."


The King must know all this. Grand Master's reports on the seniors were officially addressed to Commander Montpurse, but he certainly passed them on. Ambrose could probably quote them word for word if he wanted to.


"So he's lucky and he's foolhardy. How is he with a sword, hmm?"


"Adequate."


The royal scowl darkened the room again. "Is that the best you can say about this paragon? Adequate?"


"I am confident his skills will not be found wanting." The truth was that the fencing masters refused to commit themselves on Raider's swordsmanship. Fencing was an obsession for most of the boys, but not for him. He was easygoing, even indolent, practicing no more than he had to and frequently letting his opponents score—he admitted he did that, although holding back was regarded as a major breach of the code. Winning mattered more to them, he said. He had been ranked as "disappointing." But one day, just once, he had taken offense at something Wolfbiter did or said, and then he had given the school wonder a thorough trouncing with foils, around and around the courtyard. It had been the talk of all Ironhall for days. He had been unable to repeat that performance since and nobody knew whether he could do so in a real sword fight.


The King had sensed the evasion but he let it go. "Well, they can't all be heroes. Bullwhip, Mallory, Raider ... Who's fourth?" He reached for the second pie. There was gravy in his beard.


"Wasp, rapier man. Fine swordsman. Popular, sharp ..." Grand Master hesitated one last moment, and then said it. "I have reservations about him, sire."


"What sort of reservations?"


"He's only a boy."


"Shaving yet?" the King asked with his mouth full.


"Probably not. Wasp is not ready, but there are a dozen first-class men waiting behind him. It seems very unfair to hold them up because of him."


That was the rule—candidates must leave in the order in which they arrived. Awkward though this ancient edict often was, it did encourage cooperation in the Order. The faster learners worked hard to help the slow ones. Any other arrangement would make them compete against one another, leading to bad blood and feuds within the brotherhood. Thus was it done and thus shall it always be done.


The King was scowling again. Monarchs liked to think they were busy people, and Ambrose grudged the time to come to Ironhall. It was a duty he could never delegate, for a Blade must be bound by the hand of his ward. "His fencing is good?"


"He lacks the heft for the heavier weapons, but with a rapier he's brilliant. He'll be even better when he stops growing so fast—it skews his coordination." It was his very skill that was the problem, of course. He was too young to handle the deadly abilities Ironhall had given him. A band of drunken aristocratic fops poking fun at a boy Blade might provoke disaster. "I'm sure there's nothing wrong with the man himself, sire. He's just immature—suffering from a bad attack of adolescence. He can neither swim with the tadpoles nor jump with the frogs. One minute he expects to conquer the world, next minute he's convinced he's human trash and a total failure; or his friends have left him behind and life isn't fair—that sort of thing. We all go through some of it in our time, but he has a severe case. His terrible experience in the fire set him back. And he is an Ironhall swordsman!"


Hoare was pulling faces again.


Ambrose had started on the cheese. "How old?" he mumbled.


"He says eighteen, but he may have lied when he came in. A lot of them do and it rarely matters. He was orphaned by a Baelish raid—must have been about the last one of the war. He turned up at the gate here alone. Normally we don't accept a boy unless a parent or guardian sponsors him, of course. Wasp claimed to have walked all the way from Norcaster. He was in a very weak state—close to starvation, feet bloodied, incipient pneumonia."


"Are you accusing your predecessor of being motivated by pity, Grand Master?"


The Durendal gambit again: "I am sure he was, sire, many times. But he very rarely made a mistake." The ensuing silence was encouragement to continue. "And in this case, he may even have been anxious to find a Brat to replace Raider before he devastated the entire soprano class!"


Ambrose munched for a moment, then took a gulp of ale. "How did the rat pack deal with him?" It was an unexpected question, a reminder that a king who looked like a butter churn might yet have a sharp mind.


"They hardly touched him. Pardy, I think, they were sorry for him. Most of them are here because they made the world too hot to hold them, but Wasp was different. More important, Raider was still resentful and opposed to the hazing. He put the new Brat under his protection. They have been staunch friends ever since." Grand Master saw that Hoare had picked up the hint, so it was a fair bet that Ambrose would raise the matter if he tried to shirk it. "Inseparable friends."


"Like that?" It was known that His Majesty disapproved strongly of that.


"No, not like that, sire," Grand Master said firmly. "If it were like that, then there would be jokes and gossip, and there aren't. You cannot keep such secrets in Ironhall." Not easily, anyway. "I'm sure they are just what I have said, very close friends. It is common enough in the Order. Boys arrive here rejected or recently orphaned. The school is harsh—it is no wonder that they reach out for friendship."


The King grunted skeptically. Hoare rolled his eyes.


Grand Master said, "Wasp's misfortune is that he was young when he came and he has turned out to be a slow developer."


And now he was inconveniencing his sovereign lord, who was displeased. "You have conjurations to nudge them along!"


"They are not infallible, sire. Even the ritual to stop a boy growing taller than Blade limits did not work for Raider, although it is one of our standards. There is a maturation enhancing ritual we could have tried on Wasp, but I never risked it when I was Master of Rituals and I will not allow it now. The danger is that it invokes only spirits of time, and such monoclinal adjurations risk perturbing the diametric complement, which in the case of time is chance, thus hazarding aberrant and unpredictable eventualities. The College has records of children dying of old age before the ..." The menace in the King's face stopped him.


"You're lecturing!"


"Your pardon, sire!" Grand Master hesitated and then decided that in fairness to the boy they were discussing he must tell the rest of the story. "There is more, sire. His entire family had died in a fire, understand. When we had the fire here, last Eighthmoon, he became separated from the others. I suspect ... Well, there is no doubt, really. He panicked. When everyone else went down the stairs, he must have run the wrong way or hidden somewhere.... We counted heads and discovered he was missing—this was after Raider had already helped the two knights out. We tried to stop him, but he went back a third time to look for Wasp and carried him out just moments before the roof collapsed. There is absolutely no doubt that he saved the lad's life. The boy has not quite recovered from that experience even yet. He needs more time...."


"Tragic!" rumbled the King. "But we cannot let one boy's problems disrupt our Royal Guard. I do not want tearful tales, Grand Master, I want recommendations. This is a difficult situation, one that your predecessor faced more than once. I look to you for judgment."


Grand Master sighed. "Yes, Your Grace. It depends entirely on the urgency of Your Majesty's needs. If Commander Montpurse requires up to fifteen new Blades, Ironhall can supply them, and fourteen will be entirely satisfactory. Probably the fifteenth will also perform as required and I am just worrying overmuch, like a mother hen. On the other hand, if three will tide the Commander over for a couple of months, then I would recommend that this be Your Majesty's decision."


"Two months?" the King growled. "Sounds like the boy needs two years."


"With respect, sire, he will be Prime. That is a considerable test for any candidate and those with apple cheeks most of all. I suspect the Commander could confirm that statement for you." He glanced around, and the fair-faced Montpurse grinned and nodded agreement. "Wasp will not have his hero to rely on any more. The candidates behind him will guess that he held them back and seniors can make Prime's life utter misery if they want. So can Grand Master, if he must. I will guarantee, sire, that within two months, Candidate Wasp will either have snapped like a cheap sword and run away across the moors screaming, or he will have hair on his chin. It may not be visible to everyone, but it will be there. And in that case, both Your Majesty and the Order will have gained an excellent Blade."


For a long, uncomfortable moment the piggy eyes assessed Grand Master as if he were a juicy acorn. "And if you're wrong?"


"Minister of Fisheries, sire."


The King leaned back in the big chair and uttered a couple of deep whoofs that grew into a sort of deep-seated chortling, a peculiar eruption that made his bulk shake. "So you can be ruthless? I confess I wondered if you were man enough for the job, Grand Master. I am pleased to see my doubts were unjustified. I need men who know when compassion is no kindness. Commander, can you live with just the three paragons for now?"


"For two months, yes sire." Montpurse had obviously been amused by the exchange. He must have witnessed many similar sessions. "Longer than that might be troublesome."


"Then you have your two months, Grand Master. Bring on your swordsmen. We shall leave the Wasp in his nest for now."
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Ever since the fire in West House, the senior seniors' dormitory had been a room in New Wing big enough for two beds but containing six. Bullwhip's and Mallory's were next the door. Herrick and Fitzroy had to climb over Wasp's or Raider's to reach theirs. The King's unexpected arrival had thrown all the seniors into panic until they realized that they were already wearing their best outfits, which they had put on for the Return that morning and had not had cause to change. All that was required was some washing, straightening, and combing. Herrick had shaved again, because his jowls were permanently blue, but now six men—five men and a boy—were stretched out on their cots awaiting the King's pleasure.


Herrick chewed his nails. Fitzroy cracked his knuckles. Mallory was polishing his boots for the fifteenth time. Bullwhip kept getting up, looking out the door, closing it, sitting down again.... And so on. The only calm one in the place was Raider, silently reading a book of poetry with his long legs stretched out. Wasp, who was always being accused of fidgeting, prattling, and making his bed squeak in the night, was absolutely determined that this time he would show no impatience whatsoever. None. He had his hands behind his head so they couldn't tremble and he was concentrating on not moving a single muscle. Not a blink! Like Raider. Trouble was that all the pressure seemed to be rolling into his stomach and he was fairly sure he was about to explode and sick up.


Not that his fake calm was going to deceive anyone after that farce he had staged when Spender announced the King was coming—leaping up to look out the window and then screaming like a kid! A dumb kid! What sort of swordsman made a fool of himself like that? And his voice cracking! Oh flames! It was two years since his voice changed. It didn't have to put him through that again. Not now, please not now, with the King in the school.


Bullwhip, Mallory, Raider, Wasp, Herrick, Fitzroy ... Herrick and Fitzroy wanted to lynch him at once. So did all six men in the second seniors' dorm next door, and some others might be talked into it. All of them shaved or wore beards. Some of them had hair on their chests, too—Herrick without his shirt looked like one of the stable cats. But the King would not bind a mere boy, so Wasp stood between them and the Royal Guard.


Soon the summons would come. At the very least it would be a call for Prime and Second to report to Grand Master, but after seven months the King would certainly harvest more than one. However many he wanted, Grand Master would summon them and one more. That was the way it was done. Last week Wolfbiter as Prime and Bullwhip as Second. This week ... What Wasp feared most was a summons for four: Bullwhip, Mallory, Raider, and Wasp. Three to be bound and Wasp to remain behind.


Then he would be Prime! Oh, flames! Mother confessor to a hundred candidates. "Prime, why can't I move up to the beansprouts' table?" "Prime, my neighbor snores...." "Prime, why can't I keep my hands off myself in bed?" And this Prime was only a boy. The seniors would eat him raw. Death! The sopranos would eat him raw. He would be like that King of Fitain Sir Spender had described, with barons and burghers and peasants all after his blood at the same time.


He couldn't possibly need to go pee again, could he? At least he didn't wet the bed now, as he had for the first few nights after the fire, but he still woke up choking and sobbing, dreaming he was back in the burning dormitory, flailing around unable to see or breathe in the smoke, alone and deserted, or even all bundled up in a blanket, being carried out by a stumbling, cursing Raider. It had been a fiendishly close call, true, but what sort of swordsman wept in bed? And so often it got all mixed up with that other fire, the one he had almost managed to forget....


Raider closed his book and laid it down. "The time has come, soldiers of fortune. I'd like to tell you all that I've enjoyed knowing you and I'm proud to have been your friend. May the spirits of chance grant you all the success you have earned."


After a moment's puzzled silence, Mallory said, "I'm sure we all feel the same about you, dread warrior, but surely we can storm the palace together?"


"No."


"We six!" Fitzroy protested. "The King will take at least all of us here, even if he doesn't—"


"No." Raider grinned but offered no explanation.


"What do you mean?" Wasp cried, and again heard that stupid squeak. Once a man's voice had changed it was not supposed to change back!


"Yes, what do you know?" Bullwhip was glaring as if his honor as Prime was being threatened, but the others were frowning too. If Wasp had spoken as Raider had, then everyone would have assumed he was just jackassing around, but Raider's pronouncements always carried conviction.


He smiled at each of them in turn, last and longest at Wasp. "I can't tell you how I know, but I do. For me this is good-bye. So good-bye. Good chance to you all."


Any further argument was blocked by a soft tap on the door. Bullwhip reached it in one bound from a sitting start, almost flattening Mallory, who was there before him. Between them they hauled it open to reveal the Brat dithering outside and about twenty juniors goggling in the background.


"Message for P-p-p-prime!" The kid had not stammered yesterday.


"Well? Let's hear it!"


The Brat dropped to his knees and bent his face to the floor—the sopranos had him well trained already.


"Never mind groveling," Bullwhip said, more gently. "We know why you're here. How many of us does Grand Master want to see?"


The Brat looked up and licked his lips. "F-f-f-f-four, honored sir."


Wasp's world shriveled up and died.


"You heard him," Bullwhip said harshly. "Let's go. Second. Raider. Wasp? Yes, Wasp." He sounded surprised, as if he couldn't believe Little Peach-face was so senior. "The rest of you kiddies can go back to fencing."


Wasp croaked, "Ready," and lurched to his feet. His stomach writhed and then steadied. It was probably waiting to do its atrocity until it could shame him in front of the King.


 


With the Brat trotting to keep up with those he was supposed to be leading, they marched across to First House and into the oldest part of that oldest building. The corridors were dingy and dark, still clammy with winter's chill. Halfway along the library corridor, they came on two Blades waiting at the bottom of a narrow staircase—Sir Hoare and Sir Janvier. Those stairs led up to the Flea Room, which was where Grand Master interviewed applicants. It was also where seniors met their future wards, so for most Blades it marked the beginning and the end of life in Ironhall. Yet Raider claimed that he had never seen it and Wasp remembered only dropping in a dead faint at Grand Master's feet.


"Brat, you can run and help the cooks," Hoare said cheerfully. "Tell them you're ready to start skinning the horse now. Prime! Congratulations!" He offered a hand. They all knew Hoare. His scathing humor was much admired and quoted for weeks after his visits. "The Guard's been waiting for you for too long and that is not your fault. The same applies to you, Second."


The candidates mumbled thanks for the compliments and moved on to be greeted by Janvier, who had been Prime before Wolfbiter.


"So you're Raider?" Hoare appraised Raider. "You're not quite as tall as the Big Man, but close. Congratulations on being called."


"Thank you. And congratulations on your own promotion, Deputy."


Only now Wasp noticed the narrow silver baldric. Everyone but Raider had missed it.


"Thanks. It's about time they got someone competent," Hoare said. "And you're Wasp. Tough luck, candidate. Next time we'll ... Huh?"


Janvier was ignoring Raider's offered hand, staring up at his face with a puzzled expression.


"Trouble, brother?" Hoare asked. His hand slid to his sword hilt.


For a moment there was silence and the dingy corridor seemed to fill with menace.


"Something," Janvier muttered. "It's very faint."


Raider spread out his hands, showing that they were not near his sword. Very softly he said, "I can't see how I can be a danger to Good King Ambrose. I strongly suspect he is a danger to me, so perhaps that's what your talent is detecting, Sir Janvier."


"How do you know about his talent?" snapped Hoare.


"Snake told me about it when he was here last week." Raider's eyes never left Janvier's face.


"What talent?" Bullwhip demanded. He was ignored.


"Make up your mind, Janvier." Raider's gentle manners went only so far, as everyone knew. "If you want to try and kill me, I'll enjoy making a sieve of you. If you'd rather do it with fists, I'll be happy to reset your face the way I did last time. Otherwise stand aside, because I have business with the King."


Janvier did nothing. He seemed to be paralyzed.


"Brother, why don't we carry on now?" Hoare said. "We can mention your doubts to Leader and Grand Master before the binding tomorrow."


Reluctantly Janvier stepped back, still watching Raider.


"Fists for preference!" Raider looked to Hoare. "I think I know what's rankling him and it's no danger to His Majesty. Can we move on? I have to dye my hair tonight."


Hoare grinned. "I'm the joker here, candidate. Off with the swords, lads. Stand 'em up in the corner here and collect them when you leave. Remember, it's Grand Master who's summoned you. You go to him. When he presents you, you turn your back, drop your hose, and bend over. Anyone want to practice that now?"


"I'll do it and say you said to!" Bullwhip snarled.


"Me? I told you to kneel and kiss the royal fingers. Don't lick them, even if they do have gravy on them. Any questions?"


"Will he be hiding behind the door like Durendal was?"


"No," Hoare said patiently. "They only play that trick with commoners. Otherwise you'd have your backs to the King and that isn't proper. Spirits, cheer up! You all look scared shoeless. You're supposed to be swordsmen, not milkmaids. This is what you've all been working for all these years! Stick your chins out and swagger. He's a growly fat old bastard, but he's a fiery good king too, and we're all lucky to be able to serve him. Ready?"


"And I don't get asked, do I?" Wasp said.


"Not unless somebody drops dead. You get to stay home and be Prime, you lucky lad. Come along, kiddies."


 


The Flea Room was small and cold, with two unshuttered windows and an empty fireplace. Dusk had arrived there already, for outside the westward sky was turning pink over the moors and stars shone in the east. As the four candidates formed themselves into a line facing Grand Master, Hoare closed the door with himself on the inside of it. The King was watching from the corner—large and menacing, but smiling and presently officially invisible. The man lurking inconspicuously at the far end was Commander Montpurse.


"You summoned us, Grand Master?" Bullwhip said hoarsely.


Grand Master's swansdown hair rippled as he nodded. "Yes, Prime. His Majesty has need of a Blade. Are you ready to serve?"


This was the ritual. They had all heard tell of it a hundred times, but Wasp had been included so he would know exactly how it was done and could carry word back to the next crop and thus to generations yet unborn. Everything in Ironhall was ritual, tradition, ancient custom.


"I am ready, Grand Master."


The old man smiled approvingly and turned to bow, acknowledging the royal presence. "Your Majesty, I have the honor to present Prime Candidate Bullwhip."


Now everyone could take notice of the King. Wasp had never seen him close, only across half the length of the hall. He was very large. In his voluminous garments he made everyone else present seem small, even Raider. The plume on his hat almost touched the ceiling. Bullwhip made a full court bow, then walked forward and knelt to the sovereign.


"Glad to have you, Prime," he boomed. "Grand Master speaks very highly of your skill with the saber."


Bullwhip mumbled something appropriately modest and was permitted to kiss the royal fingers, rise, bow, step back into line.


"Candidate Mallory," Grand Master bleated, "His Majesty has need of a Blade. Are you ready to serve?"


"I am ready, Grand Master."


One more and then Wasp could go away and begin his ordeal as the Runt Who Wasn't Good Enough. He wouldn't have his friend Raider around to complain to. He would have no friends in Ironhall. Nothing was more certain than that. In a week or so some vapid aristocratic nobody would turn up with a warrant from the King to claim him and turn him into a lap dog. That was what they did with failures—palmed them off on worthless courtiers who needed a bodyguard like a third ear.


The King had been well cued. "A fine rapier man, I hear, to balance a saber one. Welcome to our service, candidate."


Mallory returned to Bullwhip's side.


"Candidate Raider, His Majesty has need of a Blade. Are you ready to serve?"


Raider said, "No, Grand Master. I regret to say that I cannot."


That was not part of the tradition.
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The King put his fists on his hips and seemed to swell until he filled the room. Grand Master's face turned as white as his hair. Everyone stared at Raider as if doubting their ears. There was no ritual for this, obviously. There might not even be a precedent—had any candidate ever refused his sovereign? A private binding, maybe. That might be understandable, although Wasp had never heard even a whisper of any refusals, so they must be extremely rare in the three-century history of the Order. And to refuse the King!


Why? After all these years of hard work and effort? Any candidate was free to leave at any time. They were all told that on the day they were admitted, but they were also warned that they would walk out empty-handed, wearing nothing but a peasant's smock. Wasp had known many to disappear. But to give up after five years, at the last possible instant, in front of the King himself ...


An astonishingly long silence.


"If I may have your leave to withdraw, Grand Master," Raider said quietly, "and an escort past the Blades on the gate, then I will leave Ironhall at once." He was easily the calmest man present. He had not been surprised, of course. This was what he had been hinting at back in the dorm.


Grand Master made a choking sound. "You certainly will!" He was not having much luck with his first harvesting.


"Wait!" The King stepped forward until he was right in front of Raider, almost nose to nose. He was not much taller, but taller he was, and bulky enough to make the boy look like a fishing pole. "Radgar!" he barked.


Raider flinched. It must be years since he had needed to look up to anyone, but that did not explain the flinch. Whatever the charge, he was obviously guilty. "Your Majesty?"


"Raider—Radgar! That's why you hung on to that stupid name, isn't it?" The King smiled, if every satisfied display of teeth must be classed as a smile. "I want to hear more about this. We shall talk with you later, young man. Stand over there. Carry on, Grand Master." King Ambrose spun around and stomped back to his place in the rapidly darkening corner.


"Carry on, sire?"


"That's why you have Second, isn't it? Isn't it?"


Grand Master made a visible effort to gather his wits. "Ah, yes, of course." He looked doubtfully at Wasp.


Eek! Wasp had become the center of attention. Of course technically Second must become Prime Candidate as soon as Prime accepted binding—or refused it. And so on down the line. That meant that he was now ... Eek! Eek! Eek!


"Candidate Wasp." Grand Master pulled a face as if the name tasted bad. "His Majesty has need of a Blade. Are you ready to serve?"


Another silence ...


Wasp wanted to look at Raider and see if he could offer any hints, even just a nod or a head shake, but Raider had been removed from view. Whatever was Raider planning? He had nothing: no money, no home, no relatives. All he had ever said about his family was that both his parents had died in a fire. That was something they shared, because so had Wasp's. A peasant's smock and nothing else. He did have his Ironhall training. Any nobleman needing a household guard or a fencing instructor would jump at a chance to hire an Ironhall man. So why let King Ambrose drive a nail through your heart and serve him body and soul for ten years or more? Looked at in that light, Raider had made a very logical decision. Ungrateful, larcenous, and rapacious, perhaps, but he could leave at any time. Those had been the terms offered.


Wasp's hesitation was becoming obvious. The King was glaring. Grand Master was glaring.


"Wasp!" Raider shouted from somewhere in the background. "Don't be a fool! Don't do it!"


Why not? They could go together.


"No, Grand Master. I am afraid I cannot."




 


 


8


 


Blades did not approve of upstart sword brats who insulted their liege lord. Hoare cracked no jokes now, and Montpurse's fair face was dark with anger. They removed ex-Candidate Wasp from the royal presence, jostled him along to the guardroom, and pushed him into a corner with his face to the stonework. He was told to stay there and say nothing. He was aware that Raider had been similarly placed in the opposite corner, because Raider tried to speak and then cried out when someone struck him. After that there was silence.


King Ambrose was not an absolute despot. Unlike monarchs of less enlightened lands, he must observe the law and truckle to Parliament to some extent. But if he chose to throw two friendless Ironhall orphans into the rankest dungeon in Grandon Bastion and leave them there to die of old age, who would call him to account?


As time dragged by, one thing became more and more certain—Raider had not acted on the spur of the moment. More than anyone else Wasp knew, he always kept his head and thought things through. Having decided to refuse binding, he would have counted on at least a few hours' grace to make his escape, because the King's visits were normally known in advance. He had not intended to provoke a confrontation. But he had, and then dumb-kid Wasp had jumped in and turned it into a conspiracy. They had insulted their king.


Enraged their king.


Guards came and went, for this was the Blades' own room at Ironhall. Words were spoken—not many, but enough to inform Wasp that a dozen astonished seniors had been summoned to the Flea Room and eleven had agreed enthusiastically that they were ready to serve. The King was now dining in the hall. Bullwhip and Mallory had been sworn to silence. If refusals were treated as state secrets, they might not be so rare after all.


Perhaps they buried the bodies on the moor.


 


Long after sunset the miscreants were fetched to Grand Master's study, which Wasp had not seen since his far-off days as the Brat. The King stood in front of the fireplace, showing no evidence that dinner had improved his mood. Behind him logs crackled cheerfully on the hearth and candle flames danced atop silver candlesticks on the mantel.


The prisoners were stood by the window, facing the King but on the far side of the book-littered table. Janvier was already guarding the outer door, and when everyone else had departed, Montpurse took up position before the inner one. That was all, just five of them, no Grand Master, no witnesses. Would the Guard commit murder on the King's orders?


Wasp had not had a chance to exchange as much as a wink with Raider since this catastrophe began. Raider must have reasons, or at least some plans, so when the King finished his glowering and started asking questions Wasp would have to take his cue from him.


The King cheated—he began with Wasp. "When is your birth week?"


"First quarter of Fourthmoon, Your Majesty." His voice sounded very small, even to him.


"What year?"


There was going to be a problem here. "Um, 340, sire."


The King had very tiny eyes, and at that news they seemed to shrink even smaller. "You aren't even seventeen yet! How old were you when you were admitted?"


Gulp. "Eleven, Your Majesty."


"And how old did you say you were?"


Wasp whispered, "Thirteen ... sire."


"So you gained admittance under false pretenses! For five years you have eaten my food, slept under my roof, worn my clothes, taken lessons from my instructors, and now you think you and your friend can just walk away without paying a copper mite?"


There was no answer to that. Wasp hung his head.


"Look at me, thief!" roared the King.


Wasp raised his chin. As he had come to Ironhall, so was he leaving. He was back to being the Brat again. Raider had not kept all the torment from him then, and Raider could do nothing at all for him now. No one could shield him from a bullying monarch with a phalanx of enthralled swordsmen eager to satisfy his whims.


"What's your real name?"


Something rattled its chain, wanting out. "I don't remember!"


Raider cleared his throat in quiet warning.


King Ambrose raised a fist. "Well, boy, you had better start remembering, because I'll get the truth out of you by whatever means it takes. I can have inquisitors here before dawn, and you can't lie to them. I can have you put to the Question. I can have you tortured. Or I can do it the easy way. Commander Montpurse, if I ask for three or four volunteers to interrogate this suspect, what sort of response will I get?"


"Enthusiastic, sire. Blades don't like ingrates and renegades."


"Some men never recover their health after that sort of experience—you understand, boy?"


"Yes, sire."


"Then what's your name and where did you come from?"


Even then the resentment straining at its chain made him delay a moment before he answered, just to watch the King's anger mount. "Will. My father was Kemp of Haybridge by Norcaster."


"And what happened to him?"


Not fair! Everyone knew that admittance to Ironhall was a fresh start, that a man would never be asked for his old name or details of his old life. The slate was wiped clean. Even the law said that, the charter. But the King was the King.


"The Baels got him," Wasp muttered. His father, his mother, his brothers, and a few older relatives. It had been the last raid of the war—in fact the war had been officially ended and all Chivial celebrating with dancing and bonfires, but one Baelish ship had either not yet heard the news or had chosen not to listen. The King was waiting for details. "The squire rallied everyone into the big house, but the Baels burned it." Wasp had been out in the hills, gathering the cows for the evening milking. He had seen the glow of the fire in the dusk.... The raiders had come for the cattle and looked for the herd boy. He had hidden in a badger's sett, wriggling in feet first, terrified the badger might start chewing his toes but more terrified of the two-legged monsters hunting him above ground. In the morning they had gone, but there had been nothing of Haybridge left, nothing at all.... "I had nowhere to go, no one to turn to. I walked here. I lied to Grand Master because I didn't want to starve to death out on the moor."


The King's fat lips moved in and out as he considered this answer. "And tonight? Why did you refuse to be bound?"


Now Wasp could look up at Raider for help. But Raider was ignoring him, staring glumly at the King.


"My friend needs me."


"Why?"


"I ... I'm a better swordsman than he is."


"And why does he need a swordsman?"


"Er ... I don't know."


The questions flashed like rapiers. The answers grew more and more pathetic until Wasp was reduced to repeating, "He saved my life!" over and over and the King shook his head in exasperation. "Grand Master certainly nailed you in the gold. You're an idiot child, Will of Haybridge! A brainless, headstrong, immature brat!"


Wasp's anger had all gone. He just hoped he wasn't going to weep. Anything but that! "Yes, sire."


"You've thrown away everything and you don't even know what you chose instead. What's your name, Bael?"


The switch came without warning, but Raider smiled as if he had expected it. He glanced over the audience—Montpurse, Janvier, Wasp—and shrugged.


"You guessed who I am, Uncle."


Wasp jerked out of his misery and took a hard look at that familiar bony face with its invisible eyebrows and lashes, brilliant green eyes. Same man as always. Uncle? Had Raider simply gone insane? Had the King? Was that what all this was about—craziness? Raider had always denied being a Bael. How could he be the King's nephew if he was really one of those monsters? Aha! Wait a moment! Wasp recalled a dim memory of Master of Protocol mentioning some obscure and disgraceful connection....


The King scowled. "Why did you refuse binding?"


"Because binding would kill me. I am already enchanted."


Montpurse's sword flashed into his hand.


Raider eyed him warily. "The conjuration cannot harm anyone else. If His Majesty wishes, I can demonstrate its effects."


"Sir Janvier?" growled the King.


Janvier seemed more puzzled than worried. "He does feel like a threat to you, sire, but only vaguely...."


Ambrose dismissed this diagnosis with a snort. "Show us."


"Yes, sire," Raider said calmly. "Commander, I must remove my doublet."


Montpurse took a step closer, still clutching Talon, and Janvier drew his sword also. They watched like cats as the prisoner stripped off his jerkin and then his doublet. Moving deliberately, he rolled up his right shirt sleeve, exposing an arm like any ordinary arm—somewhat slender for a swordsman's perhaps, but a quite respectable pale-skinned and boyishly hairless forearm. "Now, Commander, if you would fetch me one of those candles?"
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