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    The Great Houses of the Diaspora




    ORFANI




    Lucien ‘Sinistro’ di Fontein




    lacks ears and confidence, lives with House Contadino




    Golia di Fontein




    a hulking brute, possesses tines that grow from his forearms, lives with House Fontein




    Araneae ‘Anea’ Oscuro Contadino




    a fearsomely intelligent veiled young woman, never speaks




    Dino Adolfo Erudito




    a young Orfano of some pluck, lives with House Erudito




    Festo Erudito




    the youngest of the current Orfano




    HOUSE FONTEIN




    Duke Fontein




    an elderly and conservative member of the nobility




    Duchess Fontein




    his notoriously bad-tempered wife




    Maestro Superiore di Spada Giancarlo di Fontein




    senior sword master, originally a commoner from the Contadino estates




    Maestro di Spada D’arzenta di Fontein




    Lucien’s tutor and long-suffering member of


    Giancarlo’s coterie




    Maestro di Spada Ruggeri di Fontein




    laconic, to say the least




    Capo di Custodia Guido di Fontein




    an ambitious fop and popinjay from a minor house




    HOUSE CONTADINO




    Lord Emilio Contadino




    a viscount of middle age, yearning for prestige




    Lady Medea Contadino




    the viscountess, the soul of House Contadino,


    diplomatic to a fault




    Massimo Esposito




    the viscount’s indispensable aide




    Rafaela da Costa




    housemaid to Lucien di Fontein, a wise head on


    young shoulders




    Camelia di Contadino




    cook, no-nonsense giantess of the kitchens




    Nardo Moretti




    messenger and loyal servant




    HOUSE ERUDITO




    Maestro Gian Cherubini




    head of House Erudito, a voice of reason




    Professore Falcone Virmyre




    stern lynchpin of the teaching faculty




    Dottore Angelicola Erudito




    possessed of permanently poor humour




    Professore Russo di Fontein




    an ambitious and talented teacher




    Mistress Corvo Prospero




    whip-thin dance teacher and scourge of the ill coordinated




    HOUSE PROSPERO




    Duke Stephano Prospero




    a stentorian barrel of a man with poor hearing




    Duchess Salvaza Prospero




    his much younger and often dissatisfied wife




    Stephania Prospero




    the image of her mother, a sharp wit and kind heart




    Raul da Costa




    a craftsman of rare skill




    OTHERS




    The Majordomo




    the voice of the king, Steward of Demesne
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    The Looking-Glass


    HOUSE FONTEIN ANTECHAMBER


    – Febbraio 315




    Lucien di Fontein stood in the antechamber waiting, feeling his pulse quicken and his mouth go dry. It was always the same before a testing. His breath steamed on the air. This part of the castle lacked heating, and he was grateful for his vest, dress shirt and frock coat. He clenched, stretched and clenched again his nearly numb fingers, chiding himself for not requesting gloves. He made a mental note to obtain calfskin fingerless ones. Assuming of course he lived out the rest of the day.




    The room was a simple affair. Behind him stood tall double doors. Ornate black iron hinges lent the aged wood a severe solemnity. A pair of matching doors loomed ahead, a portal to the training room beyond. Two pews, narrow and uncomfortable, ran down either side of the chamber. A faded flag in the scarlet and black of House Fontein had been left in the corner, the fabric providing a feast for the moths. Latticed windows let in pale autumnal light, throwing a diffuse net shadow over the interior.




    A lone pot plant grown monstrous and a full-length looking glass were the only other decorations. Biology was not his forte, although he suspected the growth was poisonous in some way. The looking glass reflected a man-child of eighteen summers, a grave expression etched onto his face. He had polished his knee-length boots to an impressive shine, the deep brown leather worn and sturdy. The buckles had been buffed to a honey-coloured gleam. His trousers and frock coat were of a blue so deep as to be mistaken for black in poor light. He was particularly taken with the fine embroidery on the lapels, a repeating motif of vines and leaves. The buttons had been made from shark teeth on his insistence. Virmyre had told him the creatures regrew their teeth many times over the course of their lives. The idea of renewal had appealed to Lucien, the possibility of attaining something once lost. He’d imagined the buttoner cutting his fingers to shreds on the awful teeth. Filing down the triangular shards into ivory discs must have been an ordeal – still, there were worse things in Demesne. Hoops of copper run to verdigris decorated the epaulettes of the jacket, just as he’d requested. Being Orfano he was expected to present a certain profile and had taken a fancy to sketching unlikely outfits when his tutors bored him. All in all he rather liked his new wardrobe; too bad it would see ruin at the hands of his opponents.




    Worst yet, it might be the outfit he died in.




    He was aware enough by now to know his obsession with finery was simply compensation. He couldn’t change the way he looked. He hoped he might yet grow into a more aristocratic-looking young man. His brow was too heavy for his tastes, his eyes too deeply sunken, lips too thin. He felt rather stocky and squat, sulking for a month when he realised he would never be as tall as Golia. No matter. He’d be the better of Golia in other ways, ways that mattered. He raised his right hand to his hair. Thick, black, coarse hair that he’d let grow long against Superiore Giancarlo’s wishes. And Mistress Corvo and a number of other teachers. He hesitated from lifting the swathe of black, not wanting to see the disfigurement beneath. And his nails. The newer staff thought him effete, or affected, or both. His nails matched his hair but he’d never once painted them. Angelicola had been unable to tell Lucien why his nails should be such a dismal hue. Nor had the belligerent dottore managed to decipher why Lucien bled clear fluid that turned pale blue after a few seconds.




    It was the same for all of the Orfani: they hid their disfigurements as best they could. The deformities were an open secret among the subjects of Demesne in spite of the Orfani’s attempts to appear normal. Lucien knew full well the common folk branded the Orfani witchlings – streghe in the old tongue. He felt the familiar sting of pique. His hand strayed toward the ceramic blade resting in its sheath on his right hip.




    Lucien drew the weapon, holding it out in front of himself, the tip just inches from the floor, looking almost casual. Almost. He brought the blade up to his face in the fencer’s salute. None of the Orfani were allowed to carry a metal blade. It was tradition, so they said. Only proven men or women could be trusted to carry such an expensive weapon. Metal cost money and could not be squandered on the young. Lucien didn’t believe a word of it. Ceramic blades were just as difficult to produce, so he’d been told. Still, this blade was his, a constant yet silent companion. The weapon had a stylised crosspiece in the Maltese fashion. The hilt was bound in taut scarlet leather, worn soft by endless training. Three notches marked the leading edge, almost too small to see. The blade was the colour of bone and it pleased him, he’d chosen it especially.




    ‘Which style will you fight in?’




    Lucien spun and almost lunged. Dino gave an almost imperceptible shake of the head, disapproval etched on his lips. He was dressed in sober grey.




    ‘Trying to get yourself killed?’




    The boy shrugged and pushed out his bottom lip. His hand rested casually on his own blade, but there was no suggestion of drawing. The Orfano bore a certain fearlessness in his grey eyes despite being six years Lucien’s junior.




    ‘You’ll make a fine assassin one day if you keep sneaking around like that.’




    ‘So they tell me.’ Another shrug.




    Lucien sheathed his blade. ‘Is there something you need?’




    ‘Thought I should wish you luck,’ replied Dino. ‘We’ve not spoken for a while.’ His eyes showed nothing; he folded his arms and slouched against the wall.




    ‘Virmyre sent you, didn’t he?’




    The boy nodded. Lucien felt no need to fill the silence that followed. Dino let it spool out between them until his curiosity snagged a question from his lips.




    ‘Any idea who you’ll face? What style?’




    Now it was Lucien’s turn to shrug. Rumours of his intended opponent had been scarce, unusually so considering gossip was currency in Demesne. He still didn’t know what awaited him beyond the doors of the training chamber, whether it was to be a fight to first blood or to the death. The one thing he could depend on was Maestro Superiore di Spada Giancarlo. The superiore administered every testing. A sour tang flooded Lucien’s throat. His palms began to sweat.




    Maestro di Spada D’arzenta had been Lucien’s primary teacher, an even-handed but reserved man in his mid-thirties. He taught in the stile vecchio, a single blade in the leading hand, the empty hand for balance.




    Superiore Giancarlo taught spada e pugnale, attacking with the sword and parrying with a dagger in the off hand, although his opinions were sharper than both. Lucien had endured a dozen lessons by the superiore. Eleven lessons too many.




    Maestro Ruggeri didn’t waste time on opinions, if indeed he had any. Ruggeri simply taught. There was the correct way or the incorrect way, no praise, no chastisement. Ruggeri favoured the cloak and sword.




    ‘Well, the pleasure was all yours,’ mumbled Dino, interrupting Lucien’s thoughts, but there was no real bite to his sarcasm. The younger boy edged toward the door, made to let himself out.




    ‘Dino.’




    The boy turned, mouth set, a flat line holding something back.




    ‘I’m sorry. For that night.’ Lucien cleared his throat, ‘After La Festa when you were with Stephania…’




    ‘Well, it’s done now.’ Dino shrugged again, a slow blink of those grey eyes. A touch of sadness about them perhaps. ‘What happens if you fail today?’




    ‘I’m not sure,’ replied Lucien, ‘Shame and embarrassment certainly. Perhaps success leads to some position in Demesne. I don’t know what failure will bring.’




    ‘They say Golia may join the Maestri di Spada.’




    ‘All I ever wanted was to be part of House Fontein.’ Lucien chewed his lip, regarded the hilt of the sword. ‘And now I’m here at my final testing, and I don’t know what I want.’ A weary breath escaped him.




    ‘Don’t fail,’ said Dino. ‘And don’t die.’




    The younger Orfano flicked a lazy salute and was gone. Lucien stood in the chamber remembering the bitter morning after La Festa. How he’d felt responsible for Stephania coming to his chamber somehow. Ridiculous of course. Regret coiled around him like mist. The doors behind opened again and he resisted the urge to draw his blade in response. The history books of Landfall were littered with feuds between the houses. The Orfano were not immune to such internecine violence, despite being under the nominal protection of the king. Assassination had been a currency paid out all too keenly in earlier decades.




    Anea slipped into the room unescorted. Lucien realised he was holding his breath. As ever she wore her veil: midnight-blue fabric covering the bottom half of her face. Tiny bronze discs and tassels decorated her forehead, suspended from a headscarf of white. Her dress, a matching midnight-blue, was tightly fitted. The sleeves were elegantly slashed to show the white blouse beneath. Her skirts were of an impressive volume, almost floor length. She reached into her sleeve and Lucien’s hand drifted to his blade, he dropped back a step. Anea caught the motion, holding out her hand, placating. She drew a palm-sized leather-bound book from her dress and searched for a particular page.




    Just three years younger, nearly matching him in height, he guessed she was wearing her heeled boots, buttons running to the ankle in neat precision. Her blonde hair had enchanted the houses when she had first arrived on the steps of House Contadino. She looked up, caught him with her piercing green eyes, proffered the book to him. Her exquisite script curled and ran across the page:




    I know things have been difficult between us lately but I wanted to wish you luck. Keep your wits and your feet. Don’t let him talk down to you.




    Everyone knew Anea, the silent Orfano. Araneae Oscuro Contadino by birth, Anea on account of hating her full name. It was tradition for Orfani to petition a house for adoption at sixteen. They took the name of whoever they lodged with in the interim. Anea was, if rumour were to be believed, the most fiercely intelligent Orfano in a hundred and fifty years.




    ‘Thank you,’ he replied. ‘I should have spoken with you since La Festa, but I’ve been busy training.’




    Anea took a moment to scribble another message in the book, a pencil appearing from nowhere in her clever fingers.




    And with the wedding plans? It seems you are destined for great things, provided you survive the day.




    Lucien read the note, then glanced at her, unsure if he was being mocked.




    ‘The wedding isn’t set. No formal offer of marriage has been made.’ He struggled to maintain a polite tone of voice. ‘I’m still undecided.’ This last an escaped stray thought. Demesne had been aflame with talk from the ruling nobles to the farmers in the fields. There could be few in Landfall who didn’t know of the potential pairing.




    Anea’s eyes narrowed above the veil, her pencil resumed its scratching in the book, the strokes more hurried. Lucien waited, flinching as she thrust the book at him.




    You’d be a fool not to marry Stephania. What else is there? Marrying into one of the great houses is your most prudent option. A political marriage could give you a degree of safety.




    ‘Safety? What do we know about safety?’ Lucien curled his lip. ‘We’re protected by the king’s own edict, yet we live our lives in fear of poison and fire, blade and maul. Some safety. Do you really suppose a political marriage will change anything? For you? For me?’




    Anea stared, green eyes hard like jade. Tears formed but refused to brim over. Lucien immediately regretted mentioning the fire. Clearly the memory of that particular night burned all too brightly in her mind. She scribed another message, agitation obvious, her handwriting now jagged.




    You’re pathetic. You don’t even have the sense to save yourself. Even after everything that’s happened.




    She snatched the book back from his fingers before he could respond and swept out of the room, not bothering to close the doors behind her. Lucien sighed. He made to close the doors, pausing a second to watch her march down the hall, passing from darkness through pools of lantern light and back again. Her heels rang out on the stone floor, fading into the distance as she passed deeper into the castle, back to her studies in House Erudito.




    The antechamber was silent again. Now he could press on with the business of clearing his mind, letting the noise and confusion of the day quieten. Dino’s visit had provided some measure of closure, Anea had only reminded him of a situation that was all but inevitable. Thoughts came to him, roiling waves breaking on the shore. The anxiety in his stomach rose and fell, his breathing continued slow and steady. Superiore Giancarlo was on the other side of the doors, waiting for him in the training chamber. Giancarlo and all of his towering disdain. Lucien pushed the thought away and kept breathing. Maestri di Spada D’arzenta and Ruggeri would also be there. This was a more welcome thought but he turned it to one side all the same. Quite why Anea had suddenly appeared was a mystery. Images of her leather-bound book and angry green eyes filled his mind. He reined his concentration back, setting aside the curious visitation. The anxiety within dwindled. He breathed, immersed in the sound of the wind howling around ancient towers and weathervanes.




    His thoughts strayed to Rafaela. She’d been conspicuous only by her absence these last few days. Their paths crossed less and less, it seemed.




    Back to concentration, back to a clear mind. The tension moved out of his gut now, lurking in his shoulders and at the backs of his knees. That was to be expected. He remained standing, kept breathing. The doors to the training chamber opened, yawning wide, creaking on ancient hinges.




    ‘Are you ready to be received?’ said a deep voice. Lucien raised his face, eyes hard.




    ‘I am ready to be received.’




    Lucien stepped into the chamber beyond, chin pulled in tightly, staring out from under his brow. His fingertips rested on the hilt of his blade. Two final diversions raced across his mind before the testing began. The first was of gloves for his icy fingers, the second was of Rafaela.
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    Ancient Tales


    HOUSE CONTADINO


    – Settembre 306




    It was a day of many firsts, but Lucien always looked back on it with a feeling of disquiet. The soft innocence of childhood had been snatched from him that day; things would never be the same again.




    He’d started his physical training just after his eighth birthday. The Majordomo had taken to visiting his rooms once a week. The small talk was strained, sparse from the boy, dry from Demesne’s warden. The seasons were on the change, ushering in winter with the shrieks of night-time storms. The days were an endless susurrus of leaves caught in autumnal winds. Lucien wondered if the castle would ever be warm again. He’d have happily stayed in bed until spring, nestled among sheepskins with the fire banked up. He’d not thought it strange to have his own apartment back then. It was all he had ever known.




   The Majordomo entered the sitting room without knocking, as he always did. Lucien glowered at him, setting aside the oversized book of fairy tales. He’d been roused from his bed early that day, taken from sleep by nightmares. The book had been a comfort in the early hours of the new day. The armchair was a small fortress about him. He slunk from it like a reluctant hound, immediately wishing he hadn’t. The Domo was tall in a way that was uncanny in Demesne, perhaps seven feet of ashen robes. His deeply lined face remained hidden under a heavy cowl, only his great chin jutted out, like some work of masonry. A purple rope served as a belt, holding together the many folds of fabric that comprised his attire. Skeletal hands extended from voluminous sleeves, the skin on them stained parchment, busying themselves attending to the fire. Lucien stood rooted to the spot, unsure of etiquette, dread seeping into him for no discernible reason.


    

The Majordomo was the voice of the king, that shadowy recluse lurking at the centre of Demesne like a spider in its web. The four houses, and all of the houses minor, paled into insignificance when placed alongside the power and influence of the Domo. And here he was, banking the fire with desiccated hands, nails dirty and cracked. He spoke in a tired drone, like the buzzing of insects, enquiring about Lucien’s studies. He looked ridiculous, hunched down at the hearth – the quality of his robes marked him out as beggar, certainly not anyone of substance. Lucien answered in single stunted syllables, chewed his lip, folded his arms.




    ‘And Professore Virmyre is teaching you well, I trust?’




    ‘Yes, and Maestro Cherubini too.’ Who was far easier to talk to than the stern and unreadable Virmyre.




    ‘And Maestro di Spada D’arzenta speaks very highly of you.’ Just for a second there was the shadow of inflection. Lucien wondered if this was some slight or sarcasm.




    ‘That’s good,’ he breathed, willing the gaunt collection of rags out of his apartment.




    The hooded official finally left, staff beating out a slow percussion on the corridors. Lucien wasted no time finding himself a blanket to nestle under, snug again in the high-backed armchair. The life of an Orfano was a lonely one; he’d nearly finished the book of fairy stories when the next visitor arrived.




    She leaned on the doorway, arms folded across her chest. Her hair was untied, thick corkscrews of rich dark brown falling about a heart-shaped face. Her hazel eyes were filled with what Lucien thought at the time was amusement, but would come to realise was tenderness. It was Rafaela’s day off, but she looked much as she always did. She wore a cream blouse, rucked and ruffled where it met her black bodice, tightly laced. Her skirt was a rare shade of scarlet, the colour of cheap wine, and her lips. Buttoned boots peeked out from the demarcation of her hemline, heels adding inches to her height. At that time Rafaela was fifteen or thereabouts; the first blush of womanhood had taken to her well. She had neglected to wear her apron, sending out a clear signal she was not present at Demesne to perform duty.




    ‘Ella. I wasn’t expecting to see you today. What are you doing here?’ He set the book aside and kicked off the blanket, becoming tangled in it a moment before finding his feet.




    ‘Come to find my charming prince, of course. What are you reading?’




    ‘Oh, just some nonsense for children.’ He shrugged.




    Rafaela laughed and shook her head.




    ‘You are funny. The things you say. Come on, I’ll take you on an adventure and you can hear a much better story. How about that?’




    ‘Won’t we get into trouble?’ he said, glad to be released from being alone.




    ‘Not much.’ She smiled at him. ‘It’ll be fine.’




    They left Demesne and Lucien was wide-eyed with excitement and more than a touch of fear. He’d not set foot outside the brooding collection of stones before. The towers reached into the sky, pointing at pale blue heavens. The last of the stars were fading and the moon remained only as a chalk smudge. The squat bulk of the sanatorio stood apart from the castle proper, with gargoyles flocking the roof, staring after them as they retreated into the countryside. Rafaela had dressed him in peasant’s attire when they’d reached the kitchens of House Contadino.




    ‘It’s a disguise,’ she explained. ‘Today you are not Orfano; today you can be a normal little boy. We’ll call you Luc.’




    ‘I’m not a little boy, I’m eight,’ he replied affronted and wishing he were already nine or even ten. He couldn’t even imagine what it must like to be ten. Incredible, most likely. He’d probably have to start shaving when he reached ten.




    Cook Camelia had given them apples, watered-down wine, a good cheese and some bread past its best. She spoke quietly to Rafaela in that voice the teachers used, seemingly below the range of children’s hearing. Perhaps he’d learn how to talk like that too when he grew up.




    The wind whipped about them and Rafaela concentrated on driving the cart, the mule plodding, perhaps less than walking speed. The countryside stretched away ahead of them, orderly hedgerows and drystone walls marking boundaries and paths. In the distance a copse of cedar trees clustered together, swaying at the dictates of the weather. Birds broke from cover in a commotion of wings and sleek bodies, flying in formation, wheeling about high above. They swooped and climbed, turning back to retake perches among the whispering trees. Lucien pulled the knitted skullcap down, clutching at the simple jacket he wore.




    ‘Make sure you keep your hat on all day: it’s cold,’ said Rafaela. Lucien nodded, thinking this an obvious thing to say.




    ‘Where are we going?’




    ‘We’re going to the Contadino Estate. It’s where I grew up, where my family live.’




    ‘Is your father a farmer?’




    ‘No. Not everyone who lives on the Contadino Estate works the land or fishes the sea, just as not everyone who lives on the Fontein Estate is a soldier.’




    ‘That’s what I want to be. I want to be adopted by House Fontein when I’m sixteen.’




    Rafaela laughed, her hazel eyes twinkling, ‘And I’m sure you will be, if you practise with your blade and don’t spend windy days reading fairy stories.’




    Lucien blinked a few times, not sure if he was being chided or not.




    They continued onwards, the cart creaking and rocking on the road, which was in good repair. They passed a small huddle of buildings, shuttered against the wind, smoke dissipated in a pale grey plume above the chimneys. Lucien spotted some boys playing outside, ragged-looking things, pinched and dirty. Their clothes were a uniform blend of dark grey and smudged brown. They wore no shoes, their feet pale underneath the mud that clung to them. Lucien said nothing and looked down at his boots, grateful for the thick socks he wore.




    ‘Why aren’t those boys at school?’ he asked.




    ‘Because their parents can’t afford it, most likely.’




    ‘What do you mean, afford?’




    ‘It costs money to send children to school, and not everyone has enough. Some people struggle to feed themselves.’




    ‘Who pays for me to go to school?’




    ‘Well.’ She paused. ‘The king, I suppose.’




    ‘And where does he get his money from?’




    ‘The king takes money from the people. Taxes.’




    ‘Even from people who don’t have enough to eat?’




    Rafaela nodded.




    ‘Even from people that don’t have shoes?’




    Another nod.




    ‘I don’t think I understand taxes,’ mumbled Lucien against the wind.




    ‘Few people do,’ said Rafaela, concentrating on the road ahead.




    Finally they came to a building. Based on its size, Lucien guessed it was a barn. Moss had grown up one side of the structure, creeping across the stacked stones and feeble mortar of the bottom half. The top was constructed entirely of wood, caulked with flaking white plaster.




	‘This is a strange building,’ whispered Lucien, not knowing why. Rafaela smiled at him and jumped down from the cart, unhitching it from the mule.




    ‘What makes you say that?’




    ‘Well, half of it is made from wood.’




    ‘Not everyone can afford a castle made out of stone, little prince.’




    ‘So it’s about money? Again?’




    Rafaela smiled and nodded.




    ‘Everything is about money.’




    ‘Then why have I never seen any before?’ he asked.




    ‘The rules don’t apply to you; you’re Orfano.’




    She tied the mule up and made sure it had access to water, then held out her hands to him.




    ‘Come now, jump down. I want you to hear this.’




    They entered the building and Lucien struggled to breathe. Inside were close to thirty children, ranging from six to twelve years old. He’d not seen so many before, certainly not children who were anything but scullions or pages. Even in the training rooms of House Fontein the number rarely rose above fifteen of Demesne’s privileged noble young. The children in the barn sat at small tables, chatting to each other and reading aloud from books. Some noted down single words on scraps of parchment and took them to a wooden board where they pinned them up. Most of the children had shoes, but their clothes were well worn and often threadbare.




    Rafaela rested a hand on Lucien’s shoulder, holding him against her. She was taller than him back then. He looked up at her, forcing a nervous smile.




    A woman attired all in black clapped her hands twice. The children became hushed, folding hands neatly in front of them. Some couldn’t quite direct their attention to the teacher, instead staring at the girl and the shivering boy who had just arrived.




    ‘Today we have a special treat. Mistress Rafaela has come to speak to you. As many of you know, Mistress Rafaela works at Demesne, but once she attended this very school. She learned her words just as you now are learning yours.’




    The schoolteacher nodded politely to Rafaela, a small smile stealing over her thin lips. She was a severe-looking woman, her black hair scraped back into an unflattering bun. She had an abundance of forehead and rather beady eyes. Lucien was glad she wasn’t one of his tutors.




    Rafaela ushered the children to one end of the schoolhouse, where they variously wriggled and bumbled about, managing to cram onto a broad, slightly mangy rug. Lucien perched on a corner near the front, not straying far from Ella. The children sat beside him and said nothing. They stared with owlish expressions or ignored him altogether, some more interested in the contents of their noses.




    ‘Hello. My name is Rafaela, and this is my little friend Luc.’ She indicated Lucien and he swallowed, felt himself blush.




    ‘I’ve come to tell you a folk story today, and perhaps some history too. The problem is this all took place so long ago no one quite knows what happened for sure.’ When she spoke loudly Lucien became aware of a pleasant timbre to her voice he’d not noticed before. Usually, when she was about her work at Demesne, she spoke in a respectful hush.




    ‘All we have is the story, and I will recount it as well as I can. Are you all comfortable?’ Ella smiled as thirty heads nodded; excited squeals escaping in anticipation of what was to come. Outside it began to rain, the drops drumming lightly on the wooden shingles above, the dull pattering providing a backdrop of sound.




    ‘A long time ago, perhaps three hundred years ago now, there were three great ships. They set out from a land a long way from here. Many, many miles. The ships carried people, dozens of people, even hundreds, and these people came looking for a new home. However, the ships were undone with bad luck. The captains, who were very old when the voyage began, died one by one. The first died in his sleep, the second captain collapsed while checking the maps. The last captain despaired. The ships had stumbled into a great storm, and it were as if many days had passed since anyone had seen the sun. In fact, many crew members on the ships were beginning to believe they were shrouded in constant night. When the storm reached its worst, the winds howling and shrieking like hungry ghosts, the last captain passed away. The crews of the three great ships were distraught, but the captain had seen a glimmer in the darkness before he died. With his dying words he gave orders to sail toward the blinking light. The glimmer was in fact a lighthouse, made to warn sailors that the coast was unforgiving and rocky, but the crews did not know this. Due to the storm’s great power, and the fact the crews were much diminished without their captains, the ships were wrecked.’




    Rafaela paused. Outside the schoolhouse, the wind had picked up. Lucien could well imagine how frightening it must have been to hear that dire sound under darkness, perhaps feeling the ocean crashing against the cliffs. Behind him the children were rapt in silence.




    ‘All was not lost. By some great stroke of providence, the ships were not sundered on the cliffs, but instead washed up on the beaches of an island. Almost all of the people on the three ships had been asleep, lulled to their beds by the constant night of the voyage. Many of the sleeping travellers were saved by soft blankets when the ships ran aground on the shore of the island. The crews however were not so lucky.’




    Rafaela raised an eyebrow at this, before giving a sly wink to Lucien. A few of the children mumbled to each other about the fate of the crew and shivered at the thought.




    ‘Eventually the storm blew itself out, exhausted and spent. Blue skies revealed themselves, but the people in the ships slept on, because there was no one to wake them.




    By chance a clever and powerful man was out walking along the coast that day. He spotted the three ships, now wrecked on the beach, and took it upon himself to wake the people.’




    Lucien fidgeted. The press of bodies behind had made him hot. He noted the schoolmistress had built up the fire. Sweat prickled under his woollen cap. He did his best to sit still for Rafaela, not wanting to be a nuisance.




    ‘The clever man did not wake everyone all at once, for he only had so much food to share. He woke some and they made the first farms together. He woke some more of the slumbering travellers and they built the castle we now call Demesne. The clever man worked ceaselessly, until all the people on the ships were awoken and then he declared, “I am your king. You would not be alive if it were not for me, would not have farms to tend nor shelter from the rains. I am your king and I ask for your loyalty.” ’




    A few of the children on the rug smiled, others looked smug. They were beginning to understand what they were being told and were making sure their peers knew that they had made the leap of logic.




    ‘Of course the people could not argue with such a thing. They divided themselves by function: the most talented with wood and metal formed House Prospero, the fiercest became House Fontein, the most skilled with the land, House Contadino, and life went on. Eventually the clever man, whom everyone now called the king, became sick and retreated into the castle. He couldn’t tell the people his clever secrets, or share his wisdom with them, so he created House Erudito.’




    This would explain why Erudito had no ruling family, and was instead governed by a board of directors, decided Lucien.




    Rafaela smiled at her audience and the Orfano smiled along with her. He was at once entranced by her storytelling and unbearably hot. He slipped the woollen cap down from his head and balled the material up in his fist.




    ‘And that is how we come today to live around the great walls of Demesne, and why the king never shows himself at La Festa or at parades. Now, who has questions?’




    Lucien felt someone shift behind him and a knee in his back, not hard, but it surprised him all the same. He turned, coming face to face with a boy his own age holding up his hand limply. The boy had sandy hair and dull green eyes. He needed his nose wiped. There was an expression of absolute horror on the boy’s face. Lucien looked around, noticing the same look seep through the crowd. Each face was caught up in it, a rictus contagion. Lucien became painfully aware all the children on the rug were staring at him, and had drawn back, revolted.




    ‘Yes?’ said Rafaela, her voice wavering with uncertainty. The sandy-haired boy flinched, his eyes flickered to her.




    ‘I have a question.’




    ‘Please.’




    ‘Why doesn’t your friend Luc have any ears?’


  




  

    3




    The Shattered Blade


    HOUSE FONTEIN


    – Febbraio 315




    Lucien entered the testing chamber, a circular room fifty feet across. Thick candles sprouted at intervals, waxy fungus grown on ledges in the wall. Daylight spilled in from portholes high above, a chill draught on his skin like a phantom’s breath. A dais rose from the floor on the opposite side of the room, bearing the face of the king in profile, like a discarded giant coin. Giancarlo stood on the platform, arms crossed over his barrel-like chest, brow furrowed. Three narrow standards provided a backdrop. The flags were divided diagonally into two colours.




    Lucien regarded the material as it swayed gently in the draught. Red like dried blood, black as any tar, the flags bore no crest or symbol. He’d longed to wear those colours, the colours of House Fontein, for so long, a yearning now eroded by contempt. House Fontein: few in number and yet wildly self-important. The double doors Lucien had just passed through boomed closed behind him, snapping his attention back to the task at hand, away from the bitterness in his heart.




    On his left-hand side, a dozen feet above the smooth granite tiles, was a recess in the wall. D’arzenta and Ruggeri looked down from the balcony above, two stern presences barely lit. Lucien allowed himself a moment of eye contact with D’arzenta. The maestro shook his head almost imperceptibly, signalling his unhappiness. Lucien felt cold sweat break out under his arms and across his back. Ruggeri stood statue still; if he had any opinion on the format of the testing he did not show it.




    Lucien wasn’t sure what he was seeing at first. He’d expected Giancarlo to make things difficult, but this beggared belief. Three common folk stood huddled together in irons next to the dais. The men looked thin and dirty, their eyes hollow. The rags they wore were soiled with their own foulness.




    He turned his attention to Giancarlo, the superiore. A broad slab of a man, Giancarlo possessed a wide face and heavy-lidded eyes. A fencing scar ran down his right cheek, parting the olive complexion with a dark exclamation. His hair was cropped and unfussy, deep brown and yet to show any grey. As ever, he wore his uniform, tan leather britches and a battered jacket reinforced with studs. His boots were immaculate, a product of novices currying favour. Two sashes in house colours were tied around his left arm displaying his allegiance, the statement redundant. All knew of Giancarlo’s unflinching loyalty, the favourite son of House Fontein. Another deep red sash was wrapped twice around his waist, marking him out as the superiore.




    Lucien struggled to keep his expression neutral. There were few people in all of Demesne he wanted dead, but Giancarlo’s name was top of the list and underlined for good measure. Lucien gripped the hilt of his sheathed sword and forced out a calming breath.




    It was then that he recognised one of the prisoners. Franco was in his late fifties and owned a large orchard on the Contadino Estate. The cider he produced was very popular across Demesne’s many hamlets and farmsteads. His forearms were like great hams from fetching barrels; iron-grey hair fell to his shoulders, now lank and greasy from imprisonment. Lucien liked him very much, even grooming his ponies on occasion in earlier times. Franco had always managed to make Lucien feel like a regular boy, never putting on the airs and graces required to interact with the Orfano. Many were the times Franco had rescued him from misery with a kind word.




    ‘Why are they here?’ said Lucien quietly.




    ‘They’re criminals,’ replied Giancarlo. ‘It has been decided that they can go free if they face you in single combat.’




    ‘To first blood?’ said Lucien, feeling a chill in his veins.




    ‘To the death.’ Giancarlo’s face was stony.




    Lucien’s lips twisted in a sour approximation of a smile. He’d long known Giancarlo would stoop to any depths to unman him – he’d grown accustomed to it – but this was beyond the pale.




    ‘I’m a student of the sword, not an executioner. This is a farce.’ Lucien’s eyes locked on Giancarlo. The superiore stared back unperturbed. Lucien thrust out his chin and crossed his arms.




    ‘Golia had no such reservations when he tested three years ago. Still, if you’d rather cling to ethics I can fail you right now. And these wretches can return to a slow death in the oubliette.’




    A novice appeared from behind Giancarlo in House Fontein livery, one of the Allatamento boys. His tunic was overlong, the cream hose sagging. He couldn’t have been more than fourteen summers, already gangly and awkward with the onset of puberty. He fussed at the farmers’ irons with a key and unlocked the three prisoners, scurrying back to Giancarlo’s elbow, where he waited with anxious eyes. He looked ridiculous in contrast to the threatening bulk of the superiore.




    The captive farmers rubbed feeling back into their wrists and ankles. They glanced at each other, eyes haunted with unease. Giancarlo pulled his blade from the scabbard, advancing toward one of the men. He looked to be in his mid-twenties and gazed at the superiore, incomprehension frozen on his face. Giancarlo muttered something to the man, handed over the weapon and withdrew with an expectant look.




    Lucien swore under his breath. Ten tests, beginning at age eight, continuing each year until eighteen. Failure at any point could mean expulsion from House Fontein. Only Lucien’s title had prevented his ejection before now.




    Refusing this final test would mean a mark against him for all time, as both student and Orfano. He really didn’t want that particular reputation dragging at his heels. Giancarlo would damn him with a loss of status and a significant dwindling of prospects.




    The farmer advanced, the tip of the sword shaking, weaving in the air before him. Not any sword but Giancarlo’s own blade. The superiore’s slight did not go unnoticed.




    ‘What did he do?’ said Lucien, ignoring his opponent. Giancarlo frowned.




    ‘That is not important. Only the fight is important.’




    ‘What was the crime?’




    Giancarlo sneered and said nothing.




    With his opponent on his right side Lucien crossed his left foot behind, turning and drawing his sword, striking in one fluid motion. There was no need to look directly at the target. His peripheral vision was more than adequate for such a blow. The man ducked under the sword’s reach, then backed away breathing heavily, visibly shocked with the speed of the attack. Lucien followed up, feinting high. His opponent’s eyes went wide with fear, throwing an awkward parry in front of his face, lurching back from the waist. Lucien winced as his own ceramic blade hit the steel of Giancarlo’s sword, the superiore had stacked the odds steeply. The ceramic stayed true and Lucien realised his opponent had forgotten his feet. Lucien’s next strike came low at the exposed front leg, then pulled his blow at the last moment to avoid contact with the kneecap. The farmer attempted a clumsy counter, and Lucien ducked beneath it, then withdrew three steps.




    ‘I could have immobilised him. The fight is mine. There’s no need for this charade to continue.’ Lucien struck Giancarlo with a wintry look. ‘Release him.’




    The superiore scowled back but said nothing.




    The farmer sneaked forward while Lucien was distracted with Giancarlo. The blade clattered from Lucien’s hastily prepared parry and bounced up, opening a small cut on his shoulder. Lucien snarled and swore. Stepping back he let forth an angry bark and unleashed an overhead blow, a hammer strike, knocking his opponent’s blade downwards. Lucien knew first hand how demoralising this manoeuvre was. Golia was all too fond of exactly that style of combat. He remembered numb fingers and an arm too sluggish to respond. Lucien had not wanted to hurt the man, but was struggling to contain his pique.




    Too bad.




    Lucien struck again, made contact with the farmer’s right arm. He spun back on himself, lashing out again to connect with the farmer’s left arm. Lucien feinted low, striking high with the bone-coloured blade before the man could mount a defence. There was a wet smacking sound and the farmer crumpled to his knees. A choked sob reverberated through the training room. Lucien stood over his opponent breathing lightly. No blood had spattered the tiles. The farmer checked himself in shock and wonder. Lucien had used the flat of his blade to batter his opponent into submission. He was bruised, certainly, but unbloodied.




    ‘Finish him,’ grunted Giancarlo.




    Lucien resheathed his sword with a flourish, then folded his arms.




    ‘Finish him yourself,’ he replied.




    The superiore was behind the farmer before he’d regained his feet. Lucien stared at him, unable to believe what was happening. A knife appeared like a conjuration in Giancarlo’s hand, a twist, a jerk, and then the farmer was face down on the floor, clutching at his throat. Deep red fluid grew in a pool around him. Lucien stared aghast, barely able to breathe. The farmer made a last pitiful wet cry and expired. Lucien stared up to the balcony, where Ruggeri was carefully inspecting his fingernails. D’arzenta looked away with a creased brow.




    ‘Figlio di putana,’ whispered Lucien, knowing he could be failed for insulting the maestro superiore di spada.




    The Allatamento novice ran over and dragged the corpse to the side of the room, struggling with the weight. Lucien scowled at the lack of dignity, then concentrated on making his hands stop shaking. The novice mopped up the blood and none could ignore the taint of voided bowels on the air. The clatter and clang of the mop and bucket was a crude and unpleasant din in the silence following the farmer’s death. Finally the chamber was ready for the second test.




    ‘Knife fight,’ was all Giancarlo said. The novice scuttled forward, equipping the second man with a short blade, then withdrew. Even across the room Lucien could tell it was a well balanced weapon, the hilt wrapped in deerskin. Lucien laid his sword on the dais with reverence. He looked up to find Giancarlo gazing down intently. Neither of them spoke.




    It was unusual but not unheard of for students to be tested on the knife. It wasn’t regarded as a noble weapon but a crude tool for thugs and petty thieves, the domain of desperate women and assassins. If Giancarlo had wished to insinuate something through his choice of trials then he was making his message admirably clear.




    The man circled Lucien and regarded him with cool grey eyes. He was weatherbeaten, olive-skinned with a large aquiline nose. His right eye bore the purple-yellow of severe bruising. The knifeman’s left hand extended forward, fingers spread wide, the knife held up next to his face in his right hand, ready to be thrust into unprotected flesh. His knees were bent slightly, weight over the balls of his feet. Lucien hadn’t conceived there might be dangerous criminals in the lands surrounding Demesne. He quickly revised this opinion.




    The punch from the left hand caught him off balance. Clattering into his jaw and knocking him to one side. There was a twinge of panic as he realised how quick his opponent was. Lucien purged the feeling, holding a picture of Virmyre’s most admired sharks in his mind. Deadly, implacable, attacking without reserve or hesitation.




    Lucien slashed across the man’s torso, making him leap back, then directed a backhanded blow with the hilt of the weapon, cracking it across his opponent’s nose. Blood spilled in a torrent; the criminal stumbled and swore. Lucien attempted to kick his feet out from under him, instead walking into a wild swipe that opened the right breast of his jacket. The flesh beneath remained whole. The man grinned, his teeth a foul shade of yellow. He launched in with a series of staccato jabs, using the point of the blade to drive Lucien back across the chamber. On and on, his attacker pressed forward, not pausing for a second, each thrust faster and more ferocious than the last. He punctuated the knife thrusts with strikes from his left hand. Lucien batted the blade aside with his knife held in a reverse grip, watching the knifeman’s left hand warily. Much more of this and he’d be up against the wall.




    A split second, a realisation. The man had overextended himself. Lucien bent his knees, punching with every ounce of force in his body. Using the blunt handle of the knife he mauled the man’s ruined nose. The criminal howled in pain, staggering back, blinking away tears. The farmer, if indeed he had ever been a farmer, slipped on the spattering of blood from his own nose. He hit the ground with a muffled yelp, his right hand concealed by the weight of his body. He attempted to stand, then exhaled noisily, an awful shiver running through the length of his body.




    The training room pitched into silence.




    ‘Get up!’ roared Giancarlo, who cuffed the novice soundly across the back of the head. The novice ran forward, in turn giving the criminal a generous boot to the ribs. The man didn’t flinch, a deadweight. The novice looked to the superiore with an edge of rising panic on his face. Giancarlo approached and rolled the body over. The man had fallen on his own blade, betrayed underfoot by his own slippery blood.




    ‘This at least you have managed to get right, bastard boy,’ said Giancarlo eyeing Lucien. ‘Let’s see if you’ve really got the nerve to wear the sashes of House Fontein.’




    Lucien stepped forward to the dais to retrieve his cherished blade. Giancarlo calmly laid one boot down on the scabbard and folded his arms. A cruel smile twisted on his lips.




    ‘You’ll not need this. The last fight is hand-to-hand.’




    ‘What?’ said Lucien, outraged. No testing had ever been conducted in such a way. ‘I have to kill a man with my bare hands?’




    ‘If you think you can manage it,’ sneered the superiore. He knelt down and collected Lucien’s blade, drawing it slowly. ‘After all, there will be times when you don’t have a sword to rely upon.’ Lucien stared open-mouthed in horror. Giancarlo hefted the weapon above his head, then brought the bone-coloured blade crashing down onto the granite floor. The blade flew apart, shattered into uncountable pieces.




    Lucien felt the fury grow behind his eyes, at the back of his neck, coiling in the muscles of his torso like reptiles. His fingers curled into claws and then he was lunging forward.




    D’arzenta shouted something from the balcony, but the sound came from a great distance, drowned out by Lucien’s rage. The smirk on Giancarlo’s face gave way to uncertainty. Lucien grasped him by the jacket, mashing his forehead into the nose of the superiore. Giancarlo collapsed with a muffled thump, blood streaming down his chin.




    For a few seconds no one in the chamber moved. D’arzenta and Ruggeri stood leaning over the balcony, faces frozen with shock. The Allatamento boy cowered, keen to be away from the furious Orfano. Franco sidled to the wall, flattening himself against it, perhaps hoping he would be forgotten. Lucien stood at the edge of the dais, the remnants of his blade scattered all around like bone fragments. His hands were shaking but his anger had fled.




    Giancarlo dabbed at his face with blunt fingertips, regarding the blood on them. He looked at the bright fluid for a few seconds and laughed.




    ‘Striking the superiore. This is… unforeseen.’ He stood up and Lucien backed away from the dais, hand straying to his knife.




    ‘Not only am I failing you, but I’m petitioning Duke and Duchess Fontein to strip you of your colours.’ Giancarlo’s eyes glittered coldly. ‘You’ll be forced to change your house name.’




    Lucien tried to swallow, struggled to breathe. He’d delivered to Giancarlo everything the superiore could have hoped for short of dying. Everything Lucien had worked for, all he’d dare dream of, swept away in one moment’s insanity.




    ‘In fact, I’m taking this further,’ growled Giancarlo. ‘I’ll petition all of the houses for your immediate expulsion.’




    Lucien staggered back a step as if he’d been struck. He totalled up the votes. Against him, Duke and Duchess Fontein, Lady Prospero and the capo de custodia. Golia most certainly. In his favour, Lady Stephania, if she was allowed to vote. Dino perhaps. Unknown: Lord and Lady Contadino, the Majordomo, the directors of House Erudito. Would Anea stand by him or simply abstain? Worse still no student had ever struck a maestro in all of Demesne’s history, much less a superiore.




    ‘Why don’t I save you the bother and just leave,’ he whispered.




    ‘Oh no, I’m going to enjoy this.’ Giancarlo grinned through blood-rimmed teeth. ‘I’ll see to it your name goes down in Demesne’s history books as the most wretched Orfano that ever existed.’




    Lucien turned and walked out of the chamber, the sound of his boot heels too loud. He struggled with the door, pushed through into the antechamber, then away into the dank corridor beyond. All that followed him was silence.
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    Festo’s Arrival


    HOUSE CONTADINO KITCHENS


    – Ottobre 307




    Lucien leaped out of bed, eager to spend a few hours practising before his testing with Superiore Giancarlo. His first test, the previous year, had been unremarkable. He’d passed largely at the charity of Ruggeri and D’arzenta, eliciting a sneer and nothing more from the belligerent superiore. Lucien had noticed that Giancarlo’s school were heavier in the shoulder than other students. They wore their hair cropped close, like the Maestri di Spada who trained them. Giancarlo’s school was a mix of students from the lower classes, or else the second or third sons of noble families. At best they could hope for commissions among the guards of House Fontein. They were a far cry from the bravos trained by Ruggeri, or the gentlemen duellists tutored by D’arzenta. Giancarlo wasn’t a teacher you respected, they said; he was one you feared.






	Lucien regarded himself in the looking glass, adopting a stern demeanour. Certainly he could benefit from some additional muscle. A lean-limbed slip of a boy looked back from the oak-framed mirror. He hoped he’d be bigger next year, after he turned ten. Some boys remained small until they turned sixteen or seventeen, then sprouted suddenly, surprising everyone. These thoughts weighed on him with increasing frequency. He shivered in the cool morning air then flicked his fringe back from his face. His black hair had grown long in the year since Rafaela had taken him to the Contadino Estate. Since that awful day at the schoolhouse.




    Why doesn’t your friend Luc have any ears?




    He recalled the words all too often.




    He dressed himself in his practice clothes before belting his blade and checking himself in the mirror once more, keen that his disfigurement remained hidden. He waited for Rafaela to appear on her morning round. The long-case clock in the hallway chimed eight, audible through the stout oak door of his sitting room.




    Still no Ella.




    He didn’t want for a nanny but no one had brought breakfast. And there was the fact he’d not spoken to anyone since dinner the previous night. Sharing the top table with Lord and Lady Contadino should have been a pleasure, but instead proved awkward. The nobles had a duty of care to him, though he was not their son and there was sparse affection. All interaction was bound up in formality and reserved in the extreme, conversations stunted on the rare occasions they flourished. The Contadini had their own children to dote on, and so Lucien would sit at the end of the table, slipping away as soon as etiquette allowed.




    Still no Ella.




    He fussed at his sword belt, checked himself in the mirror one last time, then set off on the long walk to D’arzenta’s practice chamber. Disappointment dogged his steps, a rumbling stomach his only companion. The Majordomo had also failed to make his customary appearance, but this fact was largely unheeded by the armed boy stalking the corridors of the castle.




   Rafaela was not alone in being unavailable to him that day. D’arzenta took ill barely twenty minutes into practice, blaming the damp climate of Landfall for setting off his racking cough. The pale maestro di spada gave his apologies and departed, wheezing his way down the curving corridors of House Fontein, leaving his student alone. Outside the wind howled, rattling the windowpanes. Lucien continued his forms, concentrating on cut and slash, thrust and riposte, making his footwork meticulous. Spine straight, chin tucked in, knees bent ever so slightly, weight on the balls of his feet. D’arzenta’s words repeated in his mind like a whisper, chanted over and over.




	Tempo. Velocità. Misura.




    Finally he gave in to pique, swearing at the absent adults. Angry at Rafaela for not greeting him, cursing the Contadini for being aloof, sneering at D’arzenta for his weak lungs. Was there no one in this damned edifice that would keep him company? He slunk out of the practice room clutching the hilt of his blade, a sour gaze reflected from the looking glass near the door. He chewed his lip a moment.




    It wasn’t until Lucien reached the kitchens that he became aware of the quiet inhabiting House Contadino like an elderly guest. He’d managed to walk off the greater part of his petulance, arriving at his destination in a curious state of mind. Camelia was there, humming to herself contentedly, her only companion a small boy sitting on the kitchen table. He gnawed mindlessly on a crust of bread and butter. The kitchen was a cavern of a room, packed full of blackened pots and pans of every dimension. Barrels and bins of produce littered the sides of the chamber. A selection of knives hung from hooks at the far end, glittering coldly in the autumnal light. It was tradition he be ushered out upon arrival, the porters griping there was little enough room without an Orfano underfoot. He’d not seen the kitchens so empty before. The room so often filled with industry did not suit being abandoned.




    ‘Where is everybody?’




    Camelia flinched and dropped a potato, before stopping it rolling under the table with a deft foot.




    ‘Porca misèria, Lucien. You scared me half to death!’ She was a large woman, tall with a hearty hourglass figure, blessed with a head of corn-blonde hair contrasting with deep brown eyes set in a broad honest face. Camelia was taller than some of the men in Demesne but didn’t stoop to soothe their vanity.




    ‘Sorry, I just… It’s strange seeing the kitchen so empty.’




    ‘Everyone has gone to help at House Erudito. It’s their turn to host La Festa this year. I’m looking after little Dino here and making some gnocchi.’




    Lucien crossed the kitchen, trailing fingers along the smooth wood of the long table. The room smelled of flour and a soothing chord of woodsmoke, oregano and other herbs he’d yet to learn the names of. Onions and garlic hung from hooks in the wall, someone had placed wild flowers in a cracked vase on the dresser, a tiny riot of blue and red petals. Camelia’s blouse sleeves were rolled up and she was grating potatoes into a large bowl with gusto.




    ‘Why do we have it?’ he asked.




    ‘La Festa?’ Camelia smiled. ‘Well, it’s a custom – we have it every year. And it gives Duchess Prospero a chance to wear one of those dresses.’ Lucien knew full well what she meant and coughed a barely concealed laugh into his fist. Camelia straightened a moment and stretched her back, then regarded Lucien with a curious look.




    ‘We celebrate the harvest and give thanks that we have enough to eat. Don’t your tutors teach you this?’




    ‘Why don’t we have a party to thank the farmers of House Contadino instead? Wouldn’t that be, I don’t know, more appropriate?’




    ‘Appropriate!’ Camelia broke into a wide smile. ‘You sound more like noble’s son every day.’




    ‘But it would, wouldn’t it? For the farmers,’ he pressed.




    ‘La Festa isn’t just about crops and harvest, it’s about being grateful to the king for finding us, for waking us from the deep sleep, for building Demesne for us. If it weren’t for him you and I might never have been born.’




    Lucien paused to consider this for a moment.




    ‘So what do the mimes and performers have to do with it then?’




    ‘They just add a sense of occasion. You know, fun. Don’t you like them?’




    ‘I think they’re a nuisance,’ he replied, crossing his arms over his chest.




    ‘Well, there’s many that might think you a nuisance too, young man, so mind your manners.’




    Lucien looked around the kitchens a while before letting his gaze come to rest on Dino. The boy looked at Lucien from under a heavy brow, continuing to worry the scrap of bread he was clutching in cherubic fingers. Lucien had never seen a child so small, so young.




    ‘How old is he?’




    ‘Dino? Why, he’s all of three, or thereabouts, we don’t know for sure because he’s…’




    ‘Orfano.’ Lucien took a step back, regarding the boy anew. He had dull grey eyes and soft brown hair. He looked completely unremarkable, could have been any child from any estate. Lucien pouted a moment, frowning at the small boy, the innocent usurper, before realising Camelia was watching him.




    ‘Don’t go gaining the wolf, or I’ll turn you out of here with a broom handle.’ She put one great hand on her hip. ‘And you’ll not get any dinner tonight.’ She gave a sigh and rubbed her forehead with the back of her palm, smudging flour onto her face.




    ‘Does he have any…? You know. Does he…?’




    ‘Yes, I know what you’re asking.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if he doesn’t grow those awful spines from his forearms like Golia. He also has trouble with his eyes.’




    ‘Trouble? How so?’




    ‘The place where your tears come from…’




    ‘Ducts,’ supplied Lucien, a rare flash of biology coming to him. Virmyre would be proud.




    ‘Yes, well, they don’t work. Dino’s tears are blood. The poor little thing. Fortunately he’s a stoical boy and isn’t given to crying too often. We have to keep giving him milk and ground beef to build him up.’




    Lucien scrutinised the infant some more. He’d not met any Orfani other than Anea and Golia. Everyone knew of the reclusive Orfani who lived with House Prospero, but he’d never bothered to learn her name, just as she’d never bothered to leave her apartment. He imagined her in an attic somewhere, talking to herself in a made-up language.




    ‘That said,’ continued Camelia, ‘he reminds me of you in a way. You used to sit right there when you were his age, good as gold, staring at folk, oh so serious.’ She smiled at Lucien kindly and he reciprocated with a touch of embarrassment. Camelia had always been someone he’d gravitated to. He invariably ended up lurking in the kitchen, getting in the way or peeling potatoes for want of an excuse to remain. Better busy in the kitchens than alone in his apartment. She’d sat through the night with him a few times when the pneumonia was on him, and sometimes to read to him, which no one else did except Rafaela.




    ‘I suppose you’ve come down here for gossip and tittle-tattle,’ said Camelia after a moment.




    Lucien leaned on the kitchen table, one hand resting under his chin. He looked at her blankly.




    ‘Surely you’ve heard?’ she asked. ‘A new Orfano was found outside of House Erudito. They’re saying it’s lucky he survived the night. It was dreadful chilly under the stars on those stone steps. They’re calling him Festo.’




    Lucien shrugged. D’arzenta hadn’t mentioned it.




    ‘There’s quite a fuss over who will look after him,’ continued Camelia. ‘Someone suggested Duke Prospero adopt him. Porca misèria, can you imagine? It took them an hour to get Duchess Prospero down off the ceiling.’




    Lucien wondered where the Orfano materialised from but knew better than to ask. He’d received more than his share of stern looks for making such enquiries in the past. He pushed the tip of his thumb into the corner of his mouth, testing how sharp his teeth were. He thought back to when he was three and found his memories of those times sparse, the few available to him cloudy and indistinct. Something didn’t quite fit.




    ‘Ella hasn’t always been my nanny, has she?’




    ‘What makes you say that?’ said Camelia.




    ‘Just a feeling. I mean, she’s much too young. She would have only been seven when I was a baby.’




    Camelia grinned and paused a moment, regarding the growing pile of shredded potatoes. She set down the grater with a clatter.




    ‘I see those lessons are paying off.’ She rested one hand on her hip and looked down at him. ‘Rafaela’s mother died when you were just four – it was she who looked after you when you first came to us. She was a lovely lady. Kind and patient. Rafaela looks just like her. Uncanny it is. Sometimes Rafaela walks through that door and, well, it’s like her mother never passed on. Of course, you’re probably too young to remember.’




    Camelia wiped her hands on a cloth.




    ‘Rafaela had been raised to see the care of the Orfano as a great privilege. She petitioned and schemed and argued for the right to keep on looking after you. She’d always helped her mother, you see?’




    ‘And they turned me over to a eleven-year-old girl? Just like that?’




    ‘Not exactly.’ Camelia broke some eggs and fetched a large wooden spoon from a dresser further down the kitchen before continuing. ‘You just about screamed the place down for about a month. You were unbearable. In the end they gave in to Rafaela. She was the only one who could do anything with you. I thought Mistress Corvo was going to throw you out of the window one night. Porca misèria, you were a noisy thing.’




    ‘Where’s Ella today?’




    ‘She’s at home. Her sister is ill.’




    Lucien blinked a few times. Ella had never mentioned a sister before. Suddenly he realised there was a whole side to Ella he knew nothing about. He was embarrassed to realise he’d never thought to ask.




    ‘Sister?




    ‘Yes. She’s called Salvaggia, about your age.’




    A bang and scrape in the corridor broke Lucien from his introspection and he suppressed a shudder. It came again with a constant even rhythm, growing louder with each iteration. A cowled figured emerged from under the pointed arch of the doorway, darkness releasing him into the well lit kitchen. The Domo turned his seemingly blind gaze toward them and approached, staff continuing to tap out the dull percussion of his stride.




    ‘Lucien,’ he droned in his flat voice, the head bobbing in the slightest imitation of a bow. Technically the Domo outranked everyone in Demesne barring the king, but he always nodded to the Orfano. ‘I had not expected to find you here.’




    Camelia stepped forward and slipped one arm around Lucien’s shoulders, pulling him close to her.




    ‘Isn’t he growing up to be a fine young man?’ she said. Lucien thought he detected a note of challenge in her words. The Domo simply stood in front of them, not saying anything. Behind them Dino smacked his lips and continued gnawing on the bread.




    ‘He is indeed growing up,’ said the Domo, the flat line of his mouth betraying nothing. His eyes were, as ever, hidden in the deep shadow of the grey hood.




    ‘I dare say he’ll make a fine addition to the castle.’ Camelia squeezed him, but Lucien could not drag his eyes from the looming presence that filled the kitchen. Another awkward pause and then the chief steward spoke again.




    ‘Perhaps he can be of some help. It occurs to me there may be a job he could perform admirably.’ And then the Domo turned abruptly, drifting from the kitchen, the hem of his dour robe sliding over flagstones, the staff resuming its plaintive clatter.




    ‘He’s a strange one,’ whispered Camelia. ‘They say he’s older than sin and twice as ugly.’




    Lucien sniggered, caught himself for a moment, then resumed laughing anyway.




    ‘What do you think he meant? About performing a job, I mean.’ Lucien chewed his lip, suddenly anxious.




    ‘Who knows what goes on under that hood. Best not to wonder at it.’




    ‘What will I do when I grow up, Camelia?’




    ‘I’m not sure.’ She narrowed her eyes a second, hands resting on her hips. ‘I’ve always known about the Orfano, but Golia was the first I’d ever seen. People say there were more back in older times. Then you came along, and Anea, and Dino. And now we have Festo.’




    ‘But why?’




    ‘I couldn’t say. And we’re told not to ask.’ Camelia smiled, stifling a laugh behind one flour-dusted hand. She was looking at Dino, who was holding out a soggy crust of bread to Lucien.




    ‘Looks like you’ve made a new friend.’




    Lucien nodded, noticing Dino’s shy smile.




    ‘Don’t you have somewhere to be? I’ll be in just as much trouble as you if your teachers find you down here.’




    ‘My testing isn’t until later.’




    ‘Well go and practise then, for goodness’ sake.’ She sighed. ‘You’ll be the death of me, Lucien Contadino.’




	He shrugged awkwardly. He’d always hated that expression. He didn’t want to be the death of anyone, certainly not Camelia. She pulled him close, kissing him on the forehead, before shooing him out of the kitchens. Dino waved, at Camelia’s insistence, dropping the crust of bread on the floor in the process. Lucien waved back and headed through the arch, into the labyrinthine corridors beyond, and on to his testing.
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    Camelia’s Tears


    HOUSE CONTADINO KITCHENS


    – Febbraio 315




    Lucien walked down the corridors of House Fontein, hearing his own footsteps in a daze. A few novices noted his slashed jacket, opened at the shoulder and across the breast. They avoided him, not wanting to speak with a strega, the bastards of Landfall. He heard their whispering as he walked on. Speculation had been rampant in the run-up to the testing, but they could not have dared imagine Lucien’s expulsion. Word of his failing would find its way into every corner of every keep by nightfall. The women of House Prospero would chatter breathlessly from behind fans in well-appointed salons, while the professori of House Erudito would shrug and grumble in lecture halls laden with dust and age. Even now, the many novices and adepts of House Fontein’s three schools would be delirious with the telling and retelling of such disobedience. The least of the novices would be bullied into running to other houses, spreading the word and bringing back new details, fabricated or exaggerated. Few would care. Only the members of House Contadino might spare him sympathy. They knew him best, for better or worse.




    Onwards he walked, into the chiaroscuro lamplight of King’s Keep, gliding dreamlike through the circuitous corridor linking the four houses. The wide passage was windowless, supported by thick columns, making it a claustrophobic nether world. Artisans from House Prospero hurried past, clogs sounding on the flagstones toc toc toc, aprons flapping at their knees, calloused fingers thrust into deep pockets. Scholars from House Erudito ambled toward private lessons for Demesne’s privileged few. The professori looked indistinct in their black gowns, pale faces standing out in the gloom. Some small few regarded Lucien with barely concealed distaste. Nothing new. Messengers bore scraps of parchment and lofty expressions, each trying to outdo the others with self-importance and pomposity. They stared each other down through white-powdered faces, pouting past beauty spots. They rushed as if the very stones of Demesne depended on their messages being delivered. Lucien was too stunned to give them one of his customary glares. The guards on the gateways mumbled to each other, shooting wary glances as Lucien approached. He barely noticed. His expulsion would mean an end to the indignities of Demesne.




	Thirteen years of schooling. Almost daily education in blade and biology, classics and chemistry, philosophy and physics, art and, very rarely, assassination. He had been given the best of everything in Demesne as set down by the king’s edict, even when he’d not wanted it, which had been often. Now he would be bereft of everything, all thanks to Giancarlo. Worse still, Franco would be consigned back to the oubliette. The whole affair had been as pointless as it was futile. Lucien groped at the hilt of his bone-coloured blade and found the scabbard empty. He remembered the ceramic weapon shattering, shards exploding across the floor of the practice chamber, just as his life was now sundered into parts across Demesne. Lucien chewed his lip and fixed his eyes on the flagstones in front of his feet, walking mechanically. The candles guttered and flickered around him, making the way ahead unclear, threatening to drown him in Demesne’s deep darkness.


    

	Finally he returned to House Contadino, his feet leading him back of their own accord. He tried to swallow and found his throat thick and uncomfortable. He was being thrown out. Exiled. He, an Orfano; the very idea of it.




	‘Lucien? What’s happened? You’re as pale as a ghost.’ Camelia stood before him. He was standing in the kitchen. Several other cooks, maids and porters looked up from their labours, nudging each other and speaking in low voices. The news had not raced ahead of him, it seemed.




    ‘Are you hurt? Your jacket…’




    ‘I’m fine,’ he said, his own voice sounding distant. ‘Small cut on the shoulder,’ he added. It occurred to him he was still bleeding, but it was something unremarkable, as if it were happening to someone else.




    The staff continued their work without a word, weaving between one another, vying for space on the long table. Lucien was no stranger to them, not always welcome but tolerated. He knew they thought him spoilt and privileged, just as he was aware there was an unspoken competitiveness between the staff of the four houses.




    He may be Orfano, but he’s our Orfano was the maxim. The nobles whined and complained about having the unwanted foundlings attached to their houses but couldn’t resist lapses of proprietorial braggadocio. The staff aped their attitudes in their own, less nuanced, fashion. Some even pretended to like him. Fewer still actually did, like Camelia.




    Lucien had eavesdropped enough to know the staff had nicknames for the various witchlings. Time spent listening at doorways had revealed Golia was ‘the lug’, unsurprising on account of his great size and apparent dull-wittedness. Lucien had received the less insulting ‘Sinistro’ on account of his left-handedness. Dino was referred to as ‘little Luc’. Nobody called Anea anything other than her name, which itself was a shortened version of her birth name. And there was the woman who lived with House Prospero, the nameless recluse. Festo had yet to earn an epithet, still too young.




    ‘Well you can’t stand there all day,’ said Camelia. ‘You’ll get blood all over my floors for one thing. And you look like you’re about to pass out. Can someone get him some coffee? Porca misèria.’ She was doing her best not to sound flustered. She was doing well. ‘Come on. Time to see Dottore Angelicola.’




    Lucien looked at Camelia, confusion crowding his features. How had he come to be here? Hadn’t he been going to his apartment to collect his things?




    ‘Camelia… I’m going to be exiled.’




    ‘What?’ The cook stared at him, eyes narrowed not comprehending.




    ‘I’m going to be exiled. I struck Superiore Giancarlo.’ The industry of the kitchen slowed. People were straining to hear. Somebody at the back of the room dropped a metal ladle which clattered on the floor. Lucien’s mind recalled his shattered blade – he flinched at the thought of it.




    ‘Well, isn’t that sort of the point?’ said Camelia. ‘You didn’t kill him?’ She swallowed. The silence in the kitchen was absolute. ‘Lucien, tell me you didn’t kill him.’




	‘No. But he tried to make me kill people. I refused. He smashed my blade.’ Lucien delivered each word without emphasis, as if he were mumbling in his sleep. ‘Then I hit him.’ His gaze was locked on a point only he could see. In his mind he saw the criminal collapsing onto his own knife. That terrible shudder passing through his body, impaling himself after slipping on the bloodied flagstones.




    ‘I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding,’ said Camelia, but she couldn’t keep the uncertainty out of her voice. By now the entire kitchen staff had gathered to listen, forming a wall of white jackets, caps clutched in anxious hands.




    Into their midst came the Majordomo, towering over everyone. He looked more grim than usual, cheeks and chin almost grey beneath the heavy cowl. A quartet of flies circled him lazily, nestling within folds of fabric the colour of wet ashes. Lucien wondered if the garment was held together with cobwebs and dust. The Domo grasped his staff of office in a skeletal hand, the veins thick and vulgar, his nails frayed and chewed. The porters and cooks shrank back, as if afeared he might spread some nameless contagion. All except Camelia, who stepped forward and placed one arm protectively around Lucien’s shoulders.




    ‘Lucien. I have been informed of the situation,’ said the Domo in his dull monotone. ‘Most regrettable.’ Lucien stared up at him. A tiny spark of the rage he felt for Giancarlo kindled in his soul.




    ‘I imagine you’re delighted,’ he whispered harshly.




    ‘Nothing could be further from the truth, Lucien,’ replied the Domo. ‘No Orfano has ever been exiled. Something I hope to address this very moment. I will persuade Superiore Giancarlo to drop his petition.’




    Lucien stared at the Domo. The darkness under the cowl was total, shielding the man’s eyes. Only the flat line of his mouth gave away any emotion, and there was precious little of that.




    ‘Liar,’ hissed Lucien. ‘You want me gone. You offered me a chance to fit into your grand scheme and I refused. Vai al diavolo. And Giancarlo with you.’




    The cooks nearby flinched at this. Some had already slipped away, out through the side door from where they fled to other houses, keen to share the unfolding scandal. The Domo let out a breath; his grip tightened on the staff; the flies took to wing, agitated.




    ‘Lucien, you are upset—’




    ‘Upset? I’m a good deal more than just upset. What happened to first blood? And when did the Orfani become the executioners of Landfall?’




    ‘It is regrettable,’ the steward droned.




    ‘Regrettable? We’re killing common folk like cattle now, are we? Just so nobili can pass their testings?’




    Several staff in the kitchen struggled not to stare open-mouthed at Lucien’s tirade.




    ‘He was determined to fail me, no matter how well I fought. You think I lack the stomach to kill?’ He stabbed one finger forward. ‘You’re wrong.’




    The Domo said nothing, grimace deepening.




    ‘One day you’ll need to make good on all the secrets you’re harbouring,’ sneered Lucien. Suddenly his shoulder was throbbing with pain. The Domo remained motionless. The remaining kitchen staff receded further away, gazes averted, busying themselves at the other end of the room. The Domo opened his mouth to speak just as a messenger in House Fontein livery came through the kitchen door.




    ‘You are requested in the grand hall of House Fontein, Majordomo,’ panted the youth. He’d run directly from Giancarlo no doubt, who even at this moment would be marshalling support for Lucien’s expulsion. The Domo paused, then turned and followed the messenger.




    Camelia laid her hand gently on Lucien’s shoulder, then pulled him close. Tears tumbling down her cheeks.




    ‘Porca misèria, Lucien. What will you do?’




    ‘I’ll leave. But first I need to find Rafaela. Do you know where she is?’




    ‘She’s at home. With her father. Her sister’s birthday is soon, possibly today, I think. She asked for some time off.’




    Lucien growled a curse. He turned, making his way out of the kitchen.




    ‘Lucien, wait. I’ll bring you some food. For the road.’




    ‘Thank you, Camelia.’ He turned to her under the arch of the doorway, trying to smile but failing. He swept his gaze over the kitchen one last time, then stalked away into the dark corridors of House Contadino.




    His ascent up the spiral staircase left him feeling weak, or perhaps it was the blood loss. Lucien opened the door to his apartment, looking over the deep armchairs where he’d spent so many winter’s nights, deep in sleep, deep in books and occasionally deep in conversation. Not nearly enough of the last. Pale grey light filtered in through the latticed windows. Outside promised chill winds and a threat of rain. He dragged fingertips across the spines of cloth-bound books. All were neatly ordered on custom-built shelves, the elegant craftsmanship of House Prospero. He turned his back on the sitting room and entered his bedroom. Warm clothes were pulled from a trunk and the bottom of his closet; thicker boots were pulled on. A waxed greatcoat he’d never worn was dragged out and tried on for size. He winced as the wound in his shoulder snagged and complained. He looked hideous, but it would have to do




    ‘Vanity is always the first casualty of survival,’ he mumbled before gathering up more items, small clothes mainly, stuffing them into a pillowcase. He swore as he again realised his sword was gone. The scabbard empty on his hip. A hollow vessel.




    ‘Headbutt, eh?’ It was Virmyre, pale blue eyes giving away nothing, his features glacial. The professore was famously as emotional as a rock. Virmyre leaned against the door frame with arms crossed over his chest, his black robes hanging like the folded wings of a great raven. He ran a hand through his black hair, shot through with stark white, then yawned expansively. ‘Not exactly in the syllabus, is it?’




    ‘Never was any good at following the rules,’ said Lucien. ‘Improvising always came more naturally.’




    ‘I had hoped we’d trained you to make your arguments in a more articulate fashion. Perhaps this failure is mine,’ said Virmyre, hand straying to his beard.




    ‘He set me up,’ growled Lucien. ‘He wanted me to kill people.’




    ‘You must be aware, Master Lucien, a sword isn’t just for show. What point in training you if you’ve not the will to use it?’




    ‘True enough. But I’ll not earn my place in Demesne killing farmers. Aren’t we supposed to give people trials?’




    ‘Only the nobili get trials,’ said Virmyre; ‘the commoners get—’




    ‘Murdered?’ Lucien eased himself out of the slashed undershirt, wincing. Transparent blood was weeping from his shoulder, turning blue after a few seconds.




    ‘Yes. Murdered.’ Virmyre let the word hang between them, then nodded.




    ‘I thought it was supposed to be a testing, not an execution.’




    ‘Giancarlo has a limited vocabulary; perhaps he muddled the two.’




    Lucien shook his head, lip curled at the mention of the maestro di spada.




    ‘So tell me,’ continued Virmyre. ‘You didn’t give up your values today, even when forced, even when provoked, so who really failed?’




    ‘True enough, but I’m not being tested on my values,’ said Lucien. He inspected the wound and a wave of nausea overtook him.




    ‘When word gets around regarding what you did, about what you refused to do, I’m sure Giancarlo will be forced to reconsider failing you.’




    ‘Giancarlo not only failed me, he’s expelling me. I’ll be lucky if I can even leave the Contadino Estate.’ Lucien slumped down on the bed. ‘I’m a failure, I always have been.’




    ‘You’re not a failure, Lucien,’ said the professore.




    ‘My days out there are numbered. Golia will come looking for me, backed up by others. They’ll come by night and I won’t see the following dawn.’




    ‘Have you considered bleeding to death?’




    ‘Trying it right now. How am I doing?’




    ‘Admirably, I’d say. Although I don’t have a great deal of experience in such things.’




    Lucien grinned at his deadpan mentor, shook his head.




    ‘How am I supposed to beat him when he comes? I’m no match for that sort of strength.’




    ‘Then you’d best be smarter than him. I’ve not spent the last thirteen years letting you grow up to be a dullard. You can’t beat Golia with strength, so outwit him.’




    Lucien slung the jacket onto the bed and ignored the throbbing in his shoulder. One of these days he’d repay Giancarlo in kind for every scar he’d ever inflicted. He looked up, eyes narrowed.




    ‘What is it?’ said Virmyre.




    ‘Someone’s coming.’




    Sure enough, footsteps from the corridor outside gave away the dottore. The grumbling man entered the sitting room without knocking before poking his head into Lucien’s bedroom.




    ‘I was sent for,’ he said simply. Angelicola was a shambles of a man. Permanent stubble and wild wiry grey hair conspired to make him look unkempt. The navy-blue doublet and britches he wore were out of date, thick with dust and dandruff on the shoulders. Threadbare elbows gave way to ragged sleeves. His boots were scuffed and long past polishing, his shirts were always rumpled and horribly stained.




    ‘Cook Camelia said I was to attend you. You’ve been injured, apparently. You look all right to me.’ He blinked small furious eyes under bushy brows, his overlarge aquiline nose making him look older than his forty-nine years.




    ‘Master Lucien was wounded at his testing,’ said Virmyre, ‘I’d like you to very carefully tend to him. Clean and stitch the—’




    ‘I don’t need to be told how to do my job by a professore! I actually work for a living.’ He swayed slightly and Lucien caught the slightest hint of wine, even across the room.




    Virmyre drew himself up to his full height, just a fraction taller than the ill-mannered dottore, and unfolded his arms. His jaw clenched and Lucien saw him take a long slow breath before trusting himself to speak. When he did the sound was low and controlled.




    ‘I think you forget yourself—’ his pale blue eyes were wintry ‘—and, more than that, you forget whom you address.’




    Angelicola blinked a few times and opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it. Something passed between the two men and Lucien saw regret pass across the aged dottore’s face like a fleeting shadow.




    ‘Now stitch Lucien up,’ said Virmyre, ‘before I lose all patience.’
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    Via al Diavolo


    HOUSE FONTEIN TESTING CHAMBER


    – Ottobre 307




    Lucien was unaware it was customary to arrive fifteen minutes early to a testing. A stricken-looking novice was pacing back and forth when he finally arrived at the antechamber. He was an older boy, possibly sixteen. The ghost of a moustache hung on his top lip. His cheeks had broken out in a riot of acne.




    ‘Where in nine hells have you been?’




    ‘Maestro di Spada D’arzenta was ill this morning. I was in the kitchens with Camelia. And Dino.’ Anxiety clenched at the pit of his stomach.




    ‘In the kitchens?’ The older boy sneered.




    ‘D’arzenta didn’t say anything about—’




    ‘You’d better get in there,’ grunted the novice, ‘and hope he doesn’t fail you immediately.’




    ‘No one told me – it’s not my fault.’




    He thought back to the previous year’s test with Ruggeri. D’arzenta had been with him every step of the way, and there’d been no chance of being late.




    The novice stalked off, his scabbard slapping against his leg. Lucien flicked his fingers from under his chin as he’d seen the older boys do.




    The doors to the training room were open, waiting for his entrance. Students were expected to present themselves in formal dress for tests, although Lucien couldn’t understand why. The clothes would invariably get spoiled, slashed open or, worse yet, bled upon. The tailors of House Prospero had taken to making spare sets of sleeves for jackets, leaving the stitching loose at the shoulder. It had saved them a lot of time over the years. Lucien wore a suit of charcoal-grey, with black leather riding boots and a thick leather belt. A simple white cravat completed the ensemble, managing to make him look paler than usual. He caught sight of himself in the mirror and wondered what Superiore Giancarlo would say.




    The circular training chamber stretched away from him. He seemed to himself an insignificant detail in the great space. Three banners were fixed to the wall above the dais, one for each of House Fontein’s three schools. Giancarlo, Ruggeri and D’arzenta stood stony-faced and serious beneath the banners. Light bled in weakly from overhead windows, outmatched by clusters of candles flickering on ledges built into the walls. The quiet strangled all sound in the room, becoming a ponderous weight that crushed Lucien’s hopes. To stop them shaking he pressed his hands to the seams of his britches.




    None of the other novices or adepts was present in the chamber except one. Carmine was roughly the same age as Lucien. He stood at one side of the chamber with a smirk playing on his lips. Where Lucien was slight, Carmine was sturdy. His light brown hair was cropped close in the fashion of all Giancarlo’s students. Lucien had not sparred against Carmine before and there’d been no chance to study the boy’s footwork or judge his form. His attention was brought back to the superiore, who was feigning boredom.




    ‘Tempo. Velocità. Misura.’ Giancarlo beat his scabbard against the palm of his hand, a dull slap accompanying each word.




    ‘The essences of a duellist, Lucien. And yet you come to me late, slouching along the corridors like a chambermaid, no doubt. Looking as if you fell from your wardrobe.’ Giancarlo sighed theatrically, then kicked the wooden stool at his feet across the room at Lucien, who jumped out of the way. Not fast enough. The seat struck his shin and he hopped about a moment, looking at his examiner, incomprehension clouding his eyes




    ‘Sit, bastard child!’ bellowed Giancarlo. His voice was like a thunderclap. Lucien swallowed, felt himself tremble. No one had ever spoken to him that way. He righted the stool, not taking his eyes from the maestro di spada as he lowered himself onto the seat. He allowed himself a glance at D’arzenta, who had hooked his thumbs over his belt. His knuckles were chalk-white, mouth a flat line, cheeks pinched. He looked ashen, clearly not recovered from the morning’s coughing fits. Ruggeri was his usual self, an unremarkable-looking man with the dark features and olive skin so common among the people of Demesne.




    ‘So, Lucien,’ boomed Giancarlo, his voice filling the chamber easily, ‘it seems your teacher tolerates your idiosyncrasies.’ He was advancing across the circular room. ‘I, however, do not.’




    Lucien realised Giancarlo had held his hands behind his back until that point. He had thought the superiore was affecting a patriarchal pose, but it was deceit. Giancarlo’s right hand bore long scissors, not unlike the shears Lucien had seen used by the tailors of House Prospero. Black enamelled handles entwined Giancarlo’s walnut-brown fingers. The blades champed together with a steely scrape.




    ‘The problem is this, Lucien.’ The superiore grabbed his hair roughly; Lucien suppressed a yelp. ‘The Orfani are supposed to be examples to the four houses.’ Lucien sat up straighter on the stool, his hair yanked upwards. ‘Better educated.’ There was a grate of metal on metal, then a fluttering of black hair fell past his eyes.




    ‘Highly trained.’ Another snip, another flurry of descending hair.




    ‘More fearsome.’ Again the slice of scissoring blades. Lucien closed his eyes.




    ‘More intelligent.’ Slice.




    ‘Attired perfectly.’ Snip.




    ‘Turned out in a manner befitting a gentleman.’ Scrape.




    Vice-like fingers held his head firm as tears tracked down his cheeks. He couldn’t explain the sensation, only that he felt shrunken somehow. Smaller and terribly self-conscious.




    ‘Now. That is a vast improvement, and you may actually be able to see who you are fighting. Not so much with that ridiculous fringe, I imagine. I nearly mistook you for your nanny when you walked in.’




    Lucien found himself on the floor, the stool kicked out from under him. His elbow had gone numb, smashed on the granite tiles. His cheeks were aflame with embarrassment. The shock disorientated him. From his sprawled position he caught a hint of movement in the unlit gallery above, but could not see who lurked there.




    ‘Begin!’ bellowed Giancarlo.




    Lucien staggered to his feet, struggling to draw breath. The blade edged from his scabbard with difficulty, his arm unresponsive. He willed feeling to flood back into the numb limb but it remained dull and painful. It was a ceramic blade of course, as for all novices. Matt black like the older boys carried with a hilt bound in soft leather stained red.




    Carmine had advanced quickly, then paused a moment, confused by Lucien’s strange grip. There wasn’t a single student in Giancarlo’s school who fought left-handed. Lucien used the moment to lunge in, the tip of his blade aimed straight for the boy’s breast. Carmine batted it aside clumsily. The shock rang along Lucien’s blade and rattled his still numb elbow, nearly prising the weapon from his grip. He backed off, breathing deeply, desperate for sensation to flood back into his arm. Carmine did likewise and circled, passing foot over foot, moving around him clockwise. Lucien was put in mind of the sharks Professore Virmyre admired so much, circling before closing in for the kill.




    Carmine thrust again, keen to win Giancarlo’s favour and draw the Orfano’s blood. Lucien threw up an ill-prepared parry, almost fumbling the angle and letting his opponent’s blade snag on his jacket sleeve. He stepped back, hoping to free himself but instead inviting Carmine’s boldness. Giancarlo’s novice stepped forward, a low thrust towards Lucien’s knees, lips drawn back from his teeth. Lucien sidestepped, breathing hard, a jagged edge of adrenaline making his hands tremble. Carmine followed up with a slash directed across his face, and Lucien’s attempted strike manifested as a graceless parry. At least it had broken the larger boy’s momentum. The opponents stepped away from each other, regarding each other. Lucien cursed under his breath. He had hoped he would be better than this. Or not so hopelessly outmatched.




    Carmine came for him, feinting slow for his front leg, before turning the attack into an awkward slash across his eyes. Rather than try and block, Lucien dropped to one knee, mashing the pommel of his blade into his opponent’s crotch. There was a strangled cough, then Lucien kicked Carmine’s leg away. The clatter of his blade hitting the polished flagstones filled the chamber; a muffled thump came after as the boy followed it down. Lucien stood over his opponent and extended the black blade in first position. The tip hovered inches away from Carmine’s throat.




    ‘Yield.’




    Carmine acquiesced, a surly and shocked expression frozen onto his features. Lucien held the pose a moment longer before holding out a hand to help him up from the floor. Carmine collected himself and stood without assistance, avoiding eye contact with the victor.




    ‘Vai al diavolo, you strega bastard,’ he whispered.




    ‘Well, at least I didn’t rip your jacket,’ mumbled Lucien. Carmine failed to not clutch at his britches, eyes bright with tears. Giancarlo turned to D’arzenta and frowned a moment, then regarded each of the duellists. Icy seconds passed.




    ‘I hope that was improvisation,’ said Giancarlo to D’arzenta, ‘and you’ve not taken it upon yourself to include an unwelcome addition to the syllabus.’ D’arzenta began to say something, then struggled to contain a fresh round of coughing. He withdrew to the wall, where he steadied himself with one hand. Giancarlo sneered at student and teacher alike before fussing with a crate at the back of the room. He pulled out a buckler and strapped it to his forearm. The superiore turned, looking sternly at Carmine before inclining his head to one side in a brief nod. Carmine retired from the centre of the room with a stiff-legged walk that would have been comical in other circumstances. Lucien was too distracted by the wisps of his own hair decorating the flagstones to notice the boy’s departure. So much black hair, and a year in the growing. A year trying to cover up his hated affliction.




    Why doesn’t your friend Luc have any ears?




    A good question.




    ‘So, Lucien, you have proved you are the match of your peers, even if you are somewhat unorthodox. Now I’d like to see how you fare when the odds are against you. It may so come to pass you will have to fight opponents better armed and better armoured than yourself. You will have to deploy all your learning and all your wit to overcome them.’




    The superiore held up the buckler. A small shield, it was just over a foot across, perfectly flat, and had been polished until it gleamed. Lucien shivered. He could see himself in the reflection, a badly made scarecrow that no amount of finery would disguise. His hair had been savaged and lay in scraps over his scalp. The puckered red holes of his deformity looked even worse than he remembered, contrasting with his pale skin, matching his red-rimmed eyes.




    ‘Begin,’ bellowed Giancarlo, but the sound came as if from a distance. Lucien’s eyes were haunted by the reflection on the buckler. Up close the instructor seemed a giant, not just tall but broad as well, his every step measured, each move self-assured, crowding down on the Orfano just as the silence had when he entered. Lucien prised his eyes from the mirrored buckler, looking to D’arzenta for some clue. The maestro di spada stood, left arm clasped across chest, his right hand clamped to his mouth, eyes like flint.




    Lucien was shunted back. Giancarlo had slammed the buckler into his shoulder. He would not get another warning like that. The Orfano looked down at the superiore’s footwork, trying to decipher which way he might move next, then met his eyes, looking for some signal or tell. Giancarlo raised the buckler and Lucien caught sight of himself once more, ragged and pathetic, ridiculous without the camouflage of his hair.




    A strike descended, and Lucien’s own blade met it, largely on instinct. He backed away from the superiore, eyes darting between the strands of hair on the floor and his reflection on the buckler.




    D’arzenta surrendered to a round of coughing that left him bent double, hand pressed against his lips. He was positively grey. Lucien backed off a few more steps, distracted by the wet rasping sounds. When the blade came he barely saw it. A jolt, and then a flood of sensation in his shoulder indicating he’d been struck.




    He stepped back, looking aghast at the ripped fabric of his jacket sleeve. The cut was above his bicep, crossing the top of his arm. Slowly the jacket became sodden with the pale blue strangeness that served him as blood. A tide of dizziness swept over him and he swallowed with a dry throat. D’arzenta stepped down from the dais, mouth open with shock. Ruggeri had turned away and was making to leave. Everyone moved with a dream-like languor. Lucien looked up at Giancarlo, who was sneering with disgust.




    ‘I’m failing you, Lucien. Your attacks, when you attack at all, lack vigour. Your concentration is worse still. Perhaps if you built on your footwork you might make a half-decent fighter, but I really rather doubt it. I wouldn’t trust you with a spear, let alone a sword. You’re the worst Orfano student ever to have lifted a blade.’




    Lucien didn’t hear the rest. The ground pitched and rolled under him, then he was rushing down to meet it, flinging up his good arm to protect his head. He rolled onto his back and stared up at the gallery, where Anea looked back from the shadows with an unreadable gaze. She stood slowly and sneaked away from her place of hiding.




    ‘You call this being ready, D’arzenta?’ grunted Giancarlo.




    The ashen maestro di spada said nothing, kneeling down at Lucien’s side, hands pressed to the wound.




    ‘This is pathetic,’ sneered Giancarlo before turning on his heel.




    ‘Vai al diavolo,’ Lucien whispered, and then nothing.
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    Over Rooftop, Under Moonlight


    DEMESNE


    – Febbraio 315




    Lucien woke to find Virmyre standing over him, a grave expression haunting his face. The wounded shoulder throbbed, his thoughts came slowly, torpid and unhurried. It was dark outside and the lantern on the dresser made a chiaroscuro of the professore. The sound of murmuring voices came from the adjoining sitting room, muffled by the closed door.




    ‘What’s going on?’ said Lucien, throat hoarse.




    ‘That idiot dottore gave you a sedative. A very strong one. You’ve been like the dead all day. I was beginning to wonder if you’d ever wake.’




    ‘It’s late?’




    ‘Yes. Very late. And if you’re found in Demesne after midnight they’ll throw you in the oubliette.’




    ‘They wouldn’t dare,’ replied Lucien, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. There was an unpleasant twinge in his shoulder. ‘Exiling me is one thing, but the oubliette?’ He felt his anger rise, but also a pang of fear. Giancarlo had proved he was capable of anything.




    ‘I think we’re long past the dictates of etiquette and history,’ replied Virmyre.




    ‘Who’s next door?’ Lucien asked, gesturing with a brief nod of his head. He stood and reached into his closet, beginning the unhappy job of selecting clothes for the road.




    ‘Master D’arzenta, Dino, Camelia and Massimo.’




    ‘What?’ Lucien turned to Virmyre. ‘Why are there so many?’




    ‘We barricaded the door to stop Giancarlo’s men entering the apartment. He was going to have you arrested in your sleep.’




    Lucien blinked a few times wordlessly. The professore’s face gave nothing away. Only his pale blue eyes showed his concern.




    ‘Figlio di puttana. Angelicola is going to be the death of me.’ Lucien resumed packing. ‘This is ridiculous,’ he muttered testily. He pulled on a heavy greatcoat. It was waxed and had a sturdy high collar. He’d never worn it before, thinking it bulky and crude.




    ‘Why is Massimo here?’ said Lucien suddenly. The boy was Lord Contadino’s personal aide and was regarded by him as indispensable. It was rumoured he received private duelling lessons from Ruggeri.




    ‘Lady Contadino decided she wanted a witness here if anything were to befall you.’ Virmyre cleared his throat. ‘No one in their right mind would move against Lord Contadino’s page. And D’arzenta is armed of course. There’s not many who’d be quick to move against a maestro di spada, even at a time like this.’




    Suddenly a booming sound came from next door, accompanied by muffled shouting.




    ‘What now?’ hissed Lucien. Virmyre opened the door a crack, peering through into the sitting room. He flashed a warning glance at Lucien, then closed the door, turning the key in the lock.




    ‘Giancarlo has returned. It must be midnight. Quickly, through the window. No time for goodbyes.’




    The sound of shouting increased from the next room. Lucien thought he could hear Camelia crying. D’arzenta was calling out in his most superior tone. He imagined he could hear the rasp of steel as his sword came free of the scabbard.




    ‘Avanti, Lucien,’ said Virmyre. ‘If they’ve brought axes they’ll be through the door in minutes. Let’s not give them anything to find.’




    Virmyre crossed to the windows and opened them. It had finally stopped raining and a full moon shone with harsh intensity from inky skies. The stars looked muted by contrast.




    ‘I can’t do it,’ said Lucien quietly.




    ‘You don’t have much choice. Climb up to the roof. I’ll meet you in the House Erudito courtyard. I’ll have a horse saddled, but you’re going to need to give me some time. Come on now, quickly.’




    Sounds of dull chopping issued from the sitting room. D’arzenta was swearing at the top of his voice. Virmyre held out a hand and gestured impatiently. In three quick steps Lucien was across the room and perched on the windowsill like a huge raven. The bulk of his bag lay in the small of his back, the strap straining across his shoulders. He realised he had no scabbard resting on his thigh, the reassuring weight of a sword painfully absent. He turned to Virmyre breathing hard, steaming in the night air.




    ‘What the hell is going on?’ he whispered.




    ‘Chaos,’ said Virmyre. ‘Now go.’




    Lucien’s fingers sought the gaps in the masonry, gingerly grasping coarse networks of ivy root, not trusting them to support his weight. His feet slipped and struggled to find purchase; his wounded shoulder complained spitefully. The walls of Demense were still slick and treacherous with the day’s rain. Underneath and far below men scoured the perimeter with lit torches and spears. Raucous voices carried through the gloom; muffled cursing could be heard from the surly guards. Lucien climbed up, whispering incredulously to himself as he went, shocked by the unfolding consequences of his final testing.




    So consumed with the climb was Lucien that he forgot Anea’s room was located two floors above his own. He glimpsed her through a gap in the curtains as he squatted on her windowsill to give his wounded shoulder a rest. Anea was tearstained and tired, folded in on herself on the couch. Professore Russo was comforting her, one arm holding the girl close. The Orfano girl was scribbling something in her book. Lucien felt tempted to knock on the glass and say goodbye, but just as he did so a corresponding knock sounded at the door, drowning out his own summons. Russo opened the door and stood at the entrance, arms crossing her chest and looking down her nose. There was a moment of conversation, and Russo’s temper flared, her hands going to her hips, chin thrust out defiantly. Insistent shouting came from the other side of the doorway, increasing in pitch and intensity. This would not end well.




    Lucien began to climb again. He wondered if there was a single room of Demesne that was safe tonight. The minutes stretched as he pressed on, relying on his right arm, his left almost useless except to steady himself. The rooftop overhang above was visible, signalling the end of his climb. His limbs felt like lead and perspiration leaked down his neck from his pallid brow. Angelicola’s concoction had slowed him, perhaps even inured him to his plight. Now, so close to the end of his climb, he realised how much danger he was in. A fall from this height would end any escape before it had even begun.




    With a grunt he pulled himself onto the uneven rooftop of House Contadino. It was a landscape of tiles and shallow sloping angles. The other keeps that made up Demense were of roughly the same height. Long-forgotten weathervanes rusted beneath the stars, encrusted with moss and guano.




    Lucien calmed his breathing, feeling his heart beat strong and steady in his chest. Far below, the men with torches continued their restless search, becoming bored or frustrated. Lucien rose shakily to his feet and set off toward the centre of Demesne, toward King’s Keep. Its two towers jutted up near the middle of the roof, slumped against each other like drunken lovers, upholstered in ivy which fluttered in the weak breeze. No light shone from their windows, each one a darkened eye. The moon made the rooftop unreal and dreamlike, a monochrome vista of tiled slopes and sinister statuary.




    He was halfway across the rooftop of House Contadino when a flicker of movement made him turn. Distracted, he lost his footing and fell, winding himself on the slippery tiles. His left shoulder sang with pain, settling into a droning ache. There was grit in his mouth, metallic and sour. He lay there for long moments, trying to suck the night air into lungs that refused to obey. Lucien listened, straining to hear footsteps in the darkness, but no one appeared. After a few anxious moments he pushed himself to his knees, wheezing with the effort, his ribs bruised. There was someone up here with him, he was sure of it.




    The Orfano looked around with caution, then began again, taking care with each step; he could ill afford another fall. He was close to where House Contadino merged into the King's Keep when the figure sprang on him. Lucien threw one arm out to ward off his attacker and tried to sidestep.




    Too late.




    The impact lifted him from his feet: he landed on his back with a thud, the bag of clothes slung over his back breaking his fall. He gasped with shock all the same. A hooded man pressed down on him, sour breath coming in gasps. Searching fingers sought Lucien’s neck. He tried prising his attacker’s hands away, but it was futile. In desperation he pushed his hands under the hood, attempting to gouge an eye, but his thumbs could find no purchase on the shadowed face. His attacker responded, squeezing harder on his windpipe. Lucien was beginning to black out when he remembered he wasn’t completely unarmed. The loss of his sword had preoccupied him, but he had other weapons.




    Lucien bucked his hips, forcing the strangler to one side, allow­ing him to bend his leg. His hand snaked down to the top of his boot, sliding the knife from its concealed sheath. Darkness blurred at the edges of his vision. And he thrust into the hooded man’s neck. There was a moment’s stillness. His attacker shuddered, then issued a dreadful cough. Lucien felt something hot and wet on his face. The man slumped to one side, clutching at the blade lodged in his throat with tremulous hands.




    Lucien stood over him, realising his attacker looked smaller in death than he had in life. Had he ever been a man? Was he a child, living rough on the rooftops? There was a final shudder and then stillness. Lucien drew the blade out of his attacker’s neck, cleaning it on the dead man’s clothes. His garments were old and weather worn, stained with bird droppings, rough stitching from hasty repairs. The jacket was held together by a rope faded to grey. He had no boots, thin feet blackened with grime. The skin on the corpse’s hands was calloused and wizened. No child then, but someone much older. Someone who had clung to life with a steely tenacity. Lucien felt a wave of relief; infanticide was not a sin he could live with. This death alone was weight enough on his conscience.




    Finally Lucien noticed the man’s nails. Not trusting what he was seeing at first, then fervently hoping it was some trick of the night or an accumulation of dirt. The man’s fingernails were black, his toenails the same. Not the deep brown of mud and soil, but a rich and lustrous black, like a beetle’s carapace. Lucien regarded his own fingernails and shivered. The man had been an Orfano.




    Lucien emptied his guts, heaving the contents of his stomach into one of the many gutters that criss-crossed the rooftop. He took a moment to compose himself then slumped to his knees, shivering in the moonlight, giving thanks the hood had fallen over the corpse’s face. He could well do without the accusing stares of dead men.




    At one time this man had lived in Demesne too, just as Lucien had. He’d most likely have been educated by House Erudito, fed by House Contadino, outfitted by House Prospero, trained by House Fontein. Just as Lucien had. He’d have attended La Festa and trained to dance with Mistress Corvo. He may have even lived in the very same apartment Lucien had grown up in. Now this nameless Orfano was a forgotten casualty of a rooftop brawl.




    No one would come looking for him, a luxury Lucien envied him for.




    Lucien pushed himself to his haunches, steadying himself with his free hand, the other still clutching the dagger, adrenaline far from spent. He shuffled forward and reached for the hood, intrigued yet simultaneously dreading what lay beneath the mean fabric.




    A rude exclamation issued from behind him. Lucien flinched, falling back, finding himself staring into the beady eyes of a jet-black raven. Lucien rolled over and gained his feet, swearing loudly, heart hammering in his chest. He dusted himself off, realising it was a hopeless endeavour. Blood had splashed across his coat, gleaming dark and red. He rinsed his face with rainwater from a meagre pool. A sudden pang of regret lanced through him. He’d spent that morning bending his will to not killing people, only to find himself covered in the blood of a nameless assailant. An assailant who had shared all the pain of being a strega. Someone who had borne all the crushing expectations of being an Orfano. A hated foundling. A feared witchling.




    ‘I’m sorry,’ Lucien said in a whisper to the corpse. ‘I’d have given you my coat if you’d only asked.’




    The corpse remained silent, face shrouded, hands still reaching toward the gaping wound which had spilled his life so quickly, blood tar-black in the moonlight. The raven perched on one dirty foot of the corpse and glared at Lucien balefully. Thunder rumbled in the distance like a protestation. More heavy weather was approaching from out at sea. Lucien frowned and moved toward King’s Keep, forcing the bested Orfano from his mind.




    The twin towers of the King’s Keep stood before him. Lucien circled them, worried that a light would appear in one of the many darkened windows, imagining guards of House Fontein swarming up the many staircases of Demesne. He was so preoccupied that the cupola’s presence caught him by surprise. He very nearly walked into it. It was octagonal, though its corners had been rounded, each side a large arched window. Tawny light filtered up from below. Lucien held his breath and dared himself to look down. Beneath was the sanctum of their mysterious monarch, home of the reclusive ruler.




    Nothing stirred.




    The room appeared to be a laboratory. Eight workbenches formed a hollow octagon, each in disarray, cluttered with glass containers full of opaque fluids or piled high with old books. Strange slates made of black glass collected dust, while silvery medical instruments sat in velvet-lined cases. The walls were hung with sheets of fine paper yellowed with age and covered with formulae and diagrams. One in particular depicted a crudely drawn tree. Lucien was so fascinated that he almost failed to notice the Majordomo enter. The hooded figure stood, head bowed in reverence, hands grasping his staff. A tiny movement of the cowled head indicated some conversation was occurring, the other speaker remaining unseen. Moments passed and then the Domo was gone, grey robes trailing floors thick with dust.




    Lucien couldn’t bear to move, curiosity burning, before it occurred to him that Virmyre would be waiting. He fled across the rooftops toward House Erudito with a chill in his heart. Something about that room had felt very wrong and he was grateful to be away from it. Fortune smiled on him then in the shape of a long disused tower with winding wooden steps. He descended into House Erudito, clinging to the shadows, using servants’ corridors and stairwells far from the main junctions. Hesitant and cautious, he worked his way toward the courtyard, toward Virmyre. And his freedom.




    But Virmyre was not the only one lying in wait for him there.
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    The Uninvited


    LUCIEN’S APARTMENT


    – Settembre 308




    Lucien woke with his heart pounding in his chest. He ran trembling fingers through his hair, reassuring himself the black strands had grown back. A year had passed since his failed testing with Giancarlo. The wounds of that event were not confined to his flesh and had been slow to heal. Outside a gale shrieked and moaned, gusting around the towers of Demesne. Rain drummed against the window, a constant percussion on the glass, trailing away in rivulets. He pulled the sheets up around himself as if the bedclothes might insulate him from his fears. Something banged in the wind – an unsecured shutter perhaps? He wriggled down under the blankets, his heart returning to a more restful pace.




    He’d done his best to be less than a shadow during the last twelve months, not venturing to the other houses for anything more than lessons. His absence from House Contadino’s kitchens was greeted with relief from the surly porters, although Camelia clucked and fussed as if he were her own. His fleeting visits were irregular; the words he managed to utter much the same. Lucien’s contact with people was largely restricted to his teachers, fellow students and Ella. His evenings were spent alone, perching on wide windowsills. He’d gained entry to an abandoned tower of House Contadino. His favourite companions were forgotten books taken from the House Erudito library. The Archivist Simonetti tried to engage him in conversation every so often, but the Orfano pared down his responses, not inviting anything more than pleasantries. Frequently disappearing for hours on end, Lucien would arrive at his rooms just in time for dinner, clothes ghosted with dust and cobwebs.




    The wind howled with renewed ferocity. The sound of wood creaking and slamming in the gale filled his senses. There would be no rest while the storm raged. Cursing under his breath he kicked the sheets to one side, leaving his bedroom, padding into the sitting room beyond, naked feet on cold tiles. The sky was a deep and impenetrable black, the light of the full moon held hostage behind hulking clouds. The source of the noise was obvious. One of the windows was open, swinging wildly at the wind’s insistence. It was a mercy the panes of glass had not been shaken out of the soft metal lattice. The last thing he wanted was a coterie of surly artisans trooping into his rooms come the morning.




    He crept over to the window, practically blind in the dark. Leaning out he pulled the shutter closed first, then locked the window after it. He pressed his fingers to the chilly glass, checking each pane remained in place. This was not a night to lose sleep. Tomorrow was his second testing, this time at the hands of Maestro di Spada Ruggeri. D’arzenta had quietly confided there would be no repeat of last year’s humiliation, but his words had failed to calm Lucien’s unease. His hand strayed unconsciously to his black ragged tresses.




    Something shuffled and scraped in the darkness. Lucien realised he was unarmed and cursed himself. He edged to the dresser blindly, one hand held out in front, stubbing his toes on solid mahogany. Numb fingers fumbled around, trying for matches. A yellow nimbus greeted him. The lamp took the flame despite his shaking hands. He peered into the gloom, holding the light before him, daring not to breathe. No cloaked assassin detached himself from the darkness to plunge a blade into his chest. Not that he was a difficult target – he’d just given away his position, and with no weapon to defend himself.




    ‘Regard Lucien!’ he called out, a bitter smile scarring his lips, ‘The poorest Orfano in Landfall. More witless than a dullard, more clumsy than an ox, and likely to get slashed open by Maestro di Spada Ruggeri in just a few hours’ time.’ He bowed theatrically, rose with a mocking wave of his hand and blew sour kisses to an imaginary audience.




    The imaginary audience squawked, the call raucous.




    Lucien started violently, dropped the lamp, scrambling to retrieve it. A string of uninventive curses escaped his lips, turning to thanks as the lamp stayed alight. Something in the darkness had called to him. He stared into the dimness of his sitting room, eyes straining, took a wary step forward. He’d taken to discarding his sword in the armchair of late, causing Ella to make pointed comments about how he treated his gear. Perched on the hilt of his blade was a great raven.




    Lucien had not seen a raven up close before. He found himself surprised at the bulk of the dark bird. It fussed and flapped, extending its wings, before settling down and regarding him with a steady gaze. There was a great age and weariness in those black eyes, Lucien thought. The raven called to him again and Lucien fled to his bedroom. He dressed quickly, throwing on a cloak before surrendering his rooms altogether.




    The long-case clock in the corridor had stopped. He could not guess at the time, but yearned to be free of his uninvited guest. His yearning was then replaced by desperation to be free of Demesne too. He drifted through House Contadino, no destination in mind, lingering at junctions and on staircases. After a time he found himself at the Contadino kitchens and then outside, through a concealed side door. He pressed on, grateful to find the storm departed. Dawn was insinuating itself across the horizon, revealing a day of pale greyness: indistinct clouds to the east, heavier, darker clouds to the west, retreating like slovenly bravos tired of taunting. Lucien crossed the rain-slicked grass, feeling blades of dull green swish and whip at his boots. He looked around in the predawn and his eyes settled on the squat presence of the sanatorio.




    It had been there all his life. No one spoke of it of course. He noticed adults did their best to avoid even the sight of it: a collective blindness, a shared denial. The building was apart from the four houses that clustered together around King’s Keep, yet made of the same stone, the same deep red tiles adorning the roof. The edifice consisted of one large circular tower, six storeys high. A spindly sister tower leaned against its north-eastern side. Buttresses embellished the base of the larger building, while hunched stone figures leered down from the roof. Suddenly Lucien knew exactly where he wanted to be.




    It didn’t take long to climb. The side of the sanatorio facing Demesne was decked in a riot of ivy, the many windowsills providing hand- and footholds despite being narrow. Lucien enjoyed climbing. It made sense to him on a level that nothing else did. Not swordplay or conversation. Not chemistry or art. Certainly not Demesne itself. There was just the steady precision of movement and the feeling of accomplishment when you reached the summit. There was no competition, merely terrain. There was no failure, only falling.




    He emerged on the roof of the sanatorio, looking around at his new fellows. Each was as tall as he, variously grinning or gurning, looking manic or pained in its stony way. Some were winged, most had tails. Lucien was fascinated, studying each one in turn, running his hands over the pointed ears, or tracing the tips of horns. He dared himself to push fingers into fanged mouths, snatching them away as if the gargoyle might suddenly snap down. The watchers’ tongues were silent, furred with moss and guano. He wondered how he’d missed such sculptures before, revelling in the uniqueness of each of them. It began to rain again, not as heavy as before, the heavens no doubt exhausted by the earlier storm. The landscape stretched away before him, the woodland at the back of the graveyard swaying silently in the dying wind, ancient oaks beside languid willow. Roads wound themselves between fields and hedgerows, stands of proud cypress following the gentle rise and fall of the island of Landfall. Slumbering farmsteads sent up traceries of smoke, exhalations from fires burning late into the night.




    Eventually he tired, squatting down next to one of the brooding presences, regarding Demesne. His home. A landscape of rooftops and towers lay ahead of him, crumbling masonry and dirty windows. Out of sight were courtyards and rose gardens, fountains clogged with leaf mould, statues embraced by ivy. Forgotten cloisters linked old rooms now carpeted only in dust. Bedrooms beyond counting, pantries and kitchens. And somewhere within the castle were the four great halls of the four great houses, each vying with each other for decor and taste. At the heart of it all was the circular keep of the king, their mysterious benefactor, saviour of their souls.




    If he even existed.




    Lucien snorted to himself. Probably just an old man given to ranting, weak enough to soil himself yet too strong to die. He sneered, becoming another gargoyle on the roof of the sanatorio.




    Faint at first. So faint he thought the wind had resumed its mournful din. Then louder, unmistakable. He gripped himself tightly. There was genuine fear and helplessness in that tone. He looked down between the curving stone keeps of House Contadino and House Prospero – he knew a direct gateway to the King’s Keep nestled between them. The triumphal arch, that was how he’d heard it described. The king would have visitors from the estates arrive at these portals, weighed down with gifts and tribute. This was over two hundred years ago, back when the king would still see people, before he became ill. So Virmyre had said one day after class.




    The wind blew harder, ushering another gust of raindrops. Lucien shivered. He could feel the rain coming through the fabric of his cloak, his shoulders damp. The Majordomo emerged from beneath the triumphal arch, hood pulled over his face as ever, covering his unseen eyes. Voluminous sleeves flapped and trailed in the wind as dew clung at the hem of his robes. It was strange to see him from this angle, so far above. He looked less imposing, furtive even. The great oak staff looked more fragile, as if it were just kindling pressed into service. It was then that Lucien noticed Superiore Giancarlo, attired in a black cloak that reached his boots. The maestro di spada gripped a girl. Lucien swallowed and felt himself shrink back against the statue beside him. The girl was blindfolded, gagged. Her wrists were tied. Even from this distance Lucien could see they were red raw where she had chafed herself trying to be free. She stumbled and fell, refusing to get up. The Majordomo stopped, said something to Giancarlo, the wind snatching the words away. The stout maestro di spada attempted to drag the girl to her feet but she remained resolutely prone.




    Lucien fingered the hilt of the dagger under his cloak, mind racing, trying to understand the scene below. Incomprehension etched itself across his brow, a crawling panic edging up his spine, forcing the air out of his lungs. The Majordomo gestured urgently with one cadaverous hand. He’d raised his voice, but Lucien still failed catch the commands issued.




    Giancarlo dragged the girl up by her hair, cuffed her twice and lifted her over his shoulder. He advanced toward the sanatorio, distaste evident on his features.




    ‘Some privilege this is…’ Lucien strained to catch the rest of the words, damning his deformed ears. Giancarlo continued walking in the wake of the Majordomo. They would be at the doors of the sanatorio itself in just moments, six storeys beneath his very feet.




    ‘I’d never have taken the position if you’d told me about this business before you made me superiore.’




    ‘We serve at the pleasure of the king.’ The Majordomo’s voice was a bored monotone.




    ‘I don’t think I care too much for the king’s pleasure,’ grunted Giancarlo.




    ‘Not the pleasure you might assume; he seeks only to practise his science.’




    They were right below Lucien now, knocking on the iron-studded double doors of the tower, waiting in the chill wind. The captive wriggled on Giancarlo’s broad shoulder, moaning weakly through her gag. Lucien tried to guess her age, certainly not more than twenty. Younger than Ella, but older than Anea. He clung to the statue feeling numb and helpless, as cold as the stones of the sanatorio itself.




    ‘There is much more to this than just you and I, Giancarlo. Not a one of us would be here without him.’ The Majordomo stood with both hands clutching his staff in front of him.




    ‘If anyone finds out there will—’




    ‘It is a small price to pay, no?’ interrupted the Domo.




    And then the doors to the sanatorio creaked open. Lucien nearly slipped, engrossed in the conversation between the two men, craning his neck over the edge of the tower. He saw Giancarlo enter as the Majordomo looked around. The occupants of Demesne slumbered on, peacefully ignorant of the unfolding event. The many people of the estates were tucked up in their hamlets and villages, too far away to see the abduction. Lucien gasped. Abduction. The word sat in his mind and curdled, a foul and unbidden thing. He was witness to something unnatural.




    A roof tile underneath Lucien’s boot moved just as the Domo disappeared from view, a horrible grating sound. Lucien flinched, edged back. The tile loosened then plunged over the edge. He stared after it, eyes wide, paralysed with disbelief. Had they closed the doors to the sanatorio yet? Would Giancarlo come to the roof to investigate? The questions tumbled over themselves as the tile continued its descent and the light on the horizon broke through the cloud, the first sliver of sun.




    The tile impacted on the stone steps of the sanatorio, shattering into numberless pieces, an explosion in terracotta and umber. Lucien could never be sure how loud the sound really was, but to him it was as if the universe ended. A flock of birds took to wing, the sharp crack rolling across the farmland surrounding the castle. He imagined it shaking raindrops from tree branches, rattling glass in windowpanes, rousing babes to wakefulness.




    The doors groaned on their hinges and Lucien froze. Six storeys below him the Majordomo reappeared. The narrow face under the hood regarded the fragments at his feet, then the cowled dome angled upward. Lucien dared not move for fear of freeing another slate. It was in that moment Lucien realised he’d never really seen the Majordomo’s eyes before. The ancient official always kept the heavy edge of his hood drawn low. Those speaking with him would see the tip of his nose and nothing above.




    Lucien waited, watching the narrow chin beneath the sombre hood, the old man’s gnarled hands clutching his staff. For the tiniest fragment, like a sliver of time itself, Lucien was sure the Domo knew. His chest began to hurt; he’d forgotten to breathe. The Domo turned to his left and then right before going on his way, one foot idly pushing fragments of tile to one side. Lucien remained huddled against the gargoyle, eyes pressed together tight, waiting for someone to emerge on the roof.




    No one did.




    There was hell to pay when he eventually appeared at the House Contadino kitchen porch that night. The sun was descending and the day, such as it had been, was ending.




    ‘Lucien, you’re soaked through and you look like death. Where have you been? They had every guard in Demesne looking for you.’ This from Camelia, who had taken him to his rooms and then insisted on shooing Giancarlo, Ruggeri, D’arzenta and Virmyre away. Lucien had looked on incredulous as the simple cook gave each their marching orders. No mean feat.




    ‘You can shout at him after I’ve made sure he doesn’t have pneumonia.’ They’d not liked that. All of them protested except D’arzenta, whose face showed only concern. Giancarlo complained with his usual vigour, but Camelia remained unperturbed.




    ‘I said after,’ she boomed. ‘You’re in House Contadino now, so behave yourselves. That is all, gentlemen.’




    Lucien shivered in his cloak, looking miserable.




    No sooner had the irate teachers left than Rafaela barged into his apartment, her deep-brown hair tangled and windswept, boots muddied, skirt spotted from the road. Lucien had never seen her look furious before, but he saw it then. Her nostrils flared, her jaw was set. The silence stretched between them, then snapped.




    ‘I’ve spent all day traipsing along cliff paths, checking you hadn’t fallen in the ocean.’ She paused to gasp, but this broke and became a sob, ‘Twice we thought we found a body washed up on the shore.’




    Tears appeared at the corners of her eyes. She dashed them aside with the back of her hand, trying to marshal anger now fled.




    ‘One of the guards broke his wrist climbing down the rocks,’ she said, voice unsteady, ‘only to find a sheep’s carcass tangled in seaweed.’ She paused again, her anger coming back to her. ‘Have you any idea how many people have been worried about you?’ Her red-rimmed eyes confirmed there had been at least one.




    Camelia knelt down next to him and pulled off his sodden garments.




    ‘He’s not said one word since he got back. Wherever he’s been, whatever he’s been up to, well, it’s fairly shaken the words out of him.’




    Lucien thought it peculiar that Camelia spoke about him as if were not there. She stood, spiriting his clothes away, departing for the kitchens, where water was being heated. Rafaela threw a blanket around his shoulders. He was grateful to be free of his nakedness as much as the warmth the blanket provided. He pulled on small clothes as if in a dream before Rafaela led him to the sitting room and lit the fire, casting concerned looks back over her shoulder. Lucien perched on the couch, glassy-eyed and unspeaking.




    ‘So, are you going to tell me where you’ve been hiding all day? I’ve heard of one or two Orfano who wanted to miss their exams before, but nothing like this.’ She sat down next to him, one arm slipping around his narrow shoulders, the other hand pushing his fringe back from his face, hazel eyes full of concern.




    ‘You’re shaking like a leaf,’ she whispered.




    ‘I…’ The word lodged in his throat as if he might choke on it. ‘I saw something.’




    Rafaela’s eyes narrowed.




    ‘Tell me, Lucien. Tell me what you saw.’




    ‘I…’ He faltered, sickness uncoiling in his gut, his breathing ragged. He was remembering, remembering the gag, the blindfold, the sound of her voice. Remembering his own inaction, his disbelief, his fear. He saw her lying in the long grass as Giancarlo struggled to lift her.




    ‘I believe I may be able to help,’ droned a voice from the door. Lucien shuddered, recognising the dreadful monotone instantly. Rafaela stood and bobbed a curtsey, a look of confusion and curiosity on her face. She glanced at the dishevelled form of Lucien and back to the Majordomo.




    ‘It seems Master Lucien has had quite an ordeal.’ She smiled blandly.




    The blanket fell from his shoulders as he stood, before making his way to the armchair where the raven had settled. The armchair where his blade rested in its scabbard. It called to him now. He drew the weapon in one fluid motion, pointing the tip at the Domo. He caught sight of himself in the full-length glass near the door. Ashen-faced, naked but for his small clothes, ridiculous, like drowned vermin.




    ‘Get out of my rooms. Right now. I don’t want you anywhere near me.’




    The Domo remained, unperturbed by the blade that had appeared at his throat. His robes were dry now, not the dew-drenched attire of that morning. The hood still obscured his eyes. Then he stepped back, bowed and departed. The only sound in the room was the crackle of burning wood in the hearth. The tip of the sword wavered: Lucien’s arm ached from holding it. Rafaela took it from him gently, prising the hilt from his chilled and trembling fingers.




    ‘What happened, Lucien?’ Her voice was the sweetest whisper. He turned to her, the words sticking in his throat.




    ‘I had a nightmare. When I woke up there was a big raven.’ He swallowed. ‘It came through the window last night. I ran away, and then I was too scared to come back.’




    The lie didn’t make sense, even to Lucien, but it would have to do. There was no telling what the Domo would do if he feared his secret compromised. Better to keep that dark truth from Rafaela’s ears, else she might fall victim to abduction. Her ignorance might be all that kept her safe.
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    A Stallion Aflame


    HOUSE ERUDITO


    – Febbraio 315




    Lucien emerged into the moonlit courtyard warily, his breath steaming in front of him. He still clutched his dagger, blood staining the creases between his fingers. The iron stink of it repulsed him, so different from his own. There was a bitter taste he could not rid himself of. The wound in his shoulder continued throbbing, the pulsing of his heart providing a rhythmic counterpoint.




    The night sky was smudged with ash-coloured cloud. Stocky barrels lurked in the corners of the courtyard holding a vigil, while a cart missing a wheel waited for an artisan’s attention. A selection of buckets lay discarded around the base of a well, waiting for the dawn, when they would be pressed into use again. The stables stood on the far side, a feeble light escaping from above the door. Nothing moved; a cemetery hush weighed on him.




    Lucien fretted. If Giancarlo’s soldiers had chopped down the door to his apartment there was a good chance the encounter could have descended into combat. Virmyre, D’arzenta, even Dino could be dead this very moment.




    He shivered, making his way on silent feet around the edges of the courtyard, remaining in shadow, not daring to walk out in plain sight. This was his life now, existing at the edges, fearing danger at every corner. He pressed on, eyes restlessly roving over every door, each portal threatening to disgorge soldiers at any moment. Soldiers all too keen to spill the blood of the troublesome witchling.




    The courtyard remained silent.




    The stable was home to around twenty horses, including Lord Contadino’s splendid black stallion, a much-admired thoroughbred. Lucien slipped in through the doors and pulled them closed. The wooden bar slotted into the metal hooks, preventing any unwelcome guests. The warm smells of straw and manure greeted him, not unpleasantly. Two battered lanterns spilled yellow light down the center of the stable, revealing the only visible occupant. A scrawny stable boy lay in a heap of blankets with a sheepdog curled up around him. He opened one bleary eye toward Lucien, then closed it and rolled over. An empty jug lay discarded in the straw, relieved of the small beer inside. A few of the horses whickered, eyeing Lucien with interest.




    ‘Virmyre?’ he whispered, not daring to call out. The professore appeared from one of the stalls. He was his usual unreadable self, although his hair was a mess.




    ‘What happened back at the apartment?’




    ‘Never mind that,’ growled Virmyre, ‘What in nine hells happened to you? Are you hurt?’




    Lucien realised he must look terrible, covered in the outcast Orfano’s blood.




    ‘I was attacked on the roof.’ He paused to chew his lip. ‘There was someone up there. Living up there, I think. He attacked me.’




    ‘Are you hurt?’




    ‘Just bruises. I… I had to kill him.’




    ‘Were you seen? Were you heard?’




    ‘No. He was alone up there.’




    Lucien pressed fingers to his neck, remembering the constricting grip of the Orfano, then the awful sound of the man dying with a blade lodged in his throat.




    ‘Where’s this horse? I’d better make my exit before things become worse.’




    Virmyre took a saddle down and placed it on a roan horse that looked at Lucien with large bored-looking eyes.




    ‘So I’m going to be a horse thief in addition to being an outcast?’




    ‘No. This is my horse. Now it’s your horse. He’s called Fabien. Try and look after him. Or find someone that can.’




    ‘But you don’t ride.’




    ‘I used to, back when my wife was alive. I keep meaning to go riding again, but…’




    Lucien stood in the dimly lit stable watching Virmyre attach the bridle and fasten the straps, feeling overwhelmed by the older man’s generosity. A knock at the door startled both men and they ducked down into the stall. Lucien pulled his knife free of its scabbard an inch before Virmyre laid a hand atop his and gestured he calm himself. The stable boy huffed and grumbled, shrugging off the blankets, pushing himself to his feet reluctantly.




    ‘Who’s there?’ he called out in a rough voice thick with sleep.




    ‘It’s me, Camelia.’ The lad shrugged and lifted the bar from the door.




    ‘This is a stable, not a common room,’ he grunted sourly. Camelia calmly cuffed him about the head, then pushed a small jug of cider into hands.




    ‘Mind your manners, you little beast.’




    The stable boy resumed his pose amidst the many blankets. His dog yawned and regarded the newcomer, tongue lolling from an open mouth. Virmyre led the horse out of the stall as Camelia gave a sob and hugged Lucien to her fiercely. The sound of her distress threatened to undo Lucien’s resolve. He felt his throat grow thick while his eyes prickled with tears.




    ‘What…?’ said Camelia, ‘Why are you covered in blood. Look at you. Porca misèria. You look like death warmed up.’




    ‘I’m fine. I ran into some trouble. I’d better go before I cause any more.’




    ‘Too late.’




    It was Dino; he’d appeared at the stable doors like an apparition, dressed in black with only his pale face catching the meagre light. He clutched a sword cane in his hand with white knuckles, his expression grave.




    ‘Golia is heading this way. He’ll be here any second.’




    Camelia tied a sack to the saddle and grasped Lucien’s head, planting a kiss on his forehead as silvery tears tumbled down her broad cheeks. Virmyre tried to lead Fabien out into the courtyard, but the horse stubbornly refused to move. It swung its head from side to side, making a dreadful noise. Other horses in the stables called out in answer, as if aware of Lucien’s plight.




    ‘What’s got into him?’ asked Lucien.




    ‘They’re here,’ hissed Dino. He drew the slender blade from the cane and stepped out into the courtyard, only to come stumbling back in moments later, nose bloodied. He collapsed in the straw and stared up, ferocity blazing in his eyes.




    Golia filled the doorway with his bulk, sword drawn, a cruel smile sketched on his vulgar lips. Three years older than Lucien, he was a slab of man, shoulders hunched unnaturally and heavy with muscle. His neck was almost as broad as the crude bulb of his head. He wore his black hair in a close crop, the way all of Giancarlo’s school did. Golia hulked over all of Demesne’s inhabitants with the exception of the Majordomo. As ever, he wore a hooded voluminous tunic in the black and scarlet of House Fontein. Wicked spines sprang from his forearms, extending back to his elbow. People whispered they were poisonous, a rumour Golia had not discouraged. The Allatamento novice from Lucien’s testing accompanied him. The boy lurked behind House Fontein’s favourite Orfano, struggling to see past. Golia pointed one hand at the stable boy and stared at him.




    ‘Be somewhere else,’ he grated.




    The boy complied, grasping blankets and cider jug, slinking out into the courtyard followed by his faithful companion.




    ‘Lucien was just leaving,’ said Virmyre. ‘It would be unfortunate if anyone prevented him.’




    Golia made an unpleasant hacking sound. Lucien realised he was laughing. He’d not heard it before and had no wish to again.




    ‘What do you intend to do, Professore?’ said Golia. ‘Bore me to death with one of your lectures?’




    Virmyre snatched up a nearby pitchfork and calmly extended the tool in front of himself, the twin tines gleaming in the lantern light.




    ‘Leave this alone, Golia.’




    ‘I’m afraid not. I’m under orders from Superiore Giancarlo. Sinistro is to be arrested.’ Golia smiled at Lucien. ‘And if he’ll not come willingly…’




    And then the Orfano lunged forward, lashing out with his blade. Camelia gave a shriek, falling as she tried to retreat.




    ‘Get on the damned horse!’ hissed Virmyre before lunging forward. Golia parried the strike from the pitchfork casually, sneering back at the professore. Lucien clambered up into the stirrups, almost missing his footing. Golia had moved into the stable now, grinning at Lucien as he closed with Camelia. The Allatamento novice pressed in behind him, clutching a blade in both hands. Lucien cried out impotently and caught his breath. Dino dashed forward, chin dark with his own blood, eyes shining with fury. He parried Golia’s strike with the slender blade, turning it to one side. Golia followed up with another, but Dino slipped back and sketched a deep slash across the back of his opponent’s hand. Golia swore, thrusting forward, but the younger Orfano danced away, kicking Golia in the knee, eliciting a grunt. A heavy backhanded swipe resulted in Golia’s blade lodging in the wooden wall of the stable, but Dino had already ducked under it and rolled forward. The novice dared to step from Golia’s shadow a moment, but there was no one within reach to attack. He hopped about from one foot to the other and paused.




    Camelia scrambled back on hands and knees, Virmyre helping her to her feet. They didn’t dare to take their eyes from the fight between Dino and Golia, who even now was wrestling his blade free. The horses in the stalls stamped their feet and whinnied, clearly rattled. The smells of fear and pungent sweat misted the interior of the stable. Fabien backed up, away from the melee, clearly unsettled by Golia. It was not uncommon for creatures to be skittish or antagonistic in the presence of streghe. Golia in particular never failed to unnerve them.




    Virmyre stepped forward as if to sweep the hulking Orfano out of the stables with a broom. The pitchfork bobbed back and forth in a series of jabs. Frustrated, Golia held his ground and struck the haft of the fork with a backhanded blow of his sword. Suddenly Virmyre found himself wielding nothing more that a stick. The head of the fork shot across the stable, clattering against the side of the stall, narrowly missing Dino.




    Golia grinned. The advantage his, he hefted his blade up for one of his characteristic hammer blows. Only a brute like Golia could reduce the art of sword fighting to such crude strikes. Lucien feared for the professore, waiting for the blow that would surely cleave him from collarbone to sternum. Virmyre could only watch, frustrated at his lack of a weapon.




    Golia’s blade reached its apex and connected with a lantern high overhead. The glass shattered with a crack and the whole device pitched backwards, tumbling down, igniting like a comet.




    It landed on the shoulders of the Allatamento boy, still lurking in Golia’s shadow. The boy released an inhuman howl as the burning oil splashed over him. Golia looked aghast, confusion creasing his slab-like features. The stable was filled with the scent of burning hair. Then, inevitably, the smell of scorched flesh. The novice, screaming like the damned, fled across the courtyard, pitching himself down the well in frantic desperation. For a moment his agonised howl intensified. There was a muffled splash as he finally reached the bottom of the shaft, then silence.




    Everyone in the stable stared after the young noble in shock, then Golia turned, still blocking the door.




    ‘You’ll pay for that, Sinistro,’ he grunted, not noticing the flames licking around his boots. Virmyre called out as the fire took hold. Lucien beat his heels against Fabien’s sides and the horse shot forward, then stalled as Golia blocked the way. The roan, finding his hooves surrounded by fire, reared up and lashed out. Forelegs smashed into Golia’s bulky shoulder, almost lifting him from his feet. The strega staggered back into the courtyard, losing his footing and crumpling to the ground, sprawled across the cobbles. His sword skittered from his hand, far from reach.




    Virmyre was doing his best to escort Camelia from the infernal scene. They emerged into the cool air of the courtyard clutching each other, wide-eyed with shock and struggling with lungfuls of acrid smoke. Virmyre’s sleeve was smouldering.




    Inside, Dino ran from stall to stall, unfastening the catches and urging the now terrified horses out of the blazing stable, now far beyond redemption. Dino coughed and retched, the fire threatening to overtake him at any point, smoke making his eyes smart.




	Lucien urged the panicking Fabien into the courtyard, where the horse wheeled and stamped. He’d never been much of a horseman so could do little but cling on, bending down close over the horse’s neck. He prayed he wouldn’t be thrown onto the cobbles and stamped on by metal-shod hooves. Golia crawled away, keen to be spared a similar fate.
   



	Into this devastation came a full unit of guards, spilling from doorways brandishing halberds, the officers shouting with swords drawn. They were a cacophony of blind obedience, caught up in the fervour of hunting a hated strega. Virmyre and Camelia found themselves surrounded by surcoats, breastplates and helms.




    Viscount Contadino’s perfect black stallion erupted into the courtyard, the jet horse looking newly arrived from hell itself, wreathed in yellow and orange flames and shrieking. The doomed creature raced across the yard and out through the gates, into the dark, quiet countryside, where it receded from sight like a lantern growing small in the distance. Everyone looked on, shocked into immobility. Lucien felt his blood turn icy.




    ‘The madness is upon us all,’ grated Virmyre. The spell broke and the guards rejoined their purpose, but less sure of themselves now. Virmyre shouted and harangued them. The stable roared and spat with great sheets of flames, falling in on itself with a dreadful groan. People were appearing at the windows overlooking the courtyard, calling out in dismay. Presiding over everything from a balcony high above was the hooded figure of the Domo. Lucien pressed his fingertips to his chin and flicked them at the gaunt spectre, then put his heels to the horse’s sides. He squeezed his knees together and hoped he wouldn’t slip.




    How Lucien got past the array of halberds was pure fortune, helped in no small part by wildcat slashes and threats from Dino. The younger Orfano trailed curses, blade dancing in his hand. Lucien managed to control the roan, pleading in hushed tones lost in the melee. Fabien headed out of the courtyard, keen to be away from the din and clamour. More people had emerged from Demesne, attempting to quell the flames with a chain of buckets. In the morning they would wonder at the corpse they found in the well shaft, and declare the entire night cursed.




    Lucien glanced back over his shoulder, unable to tear his eyes away from the unfolding scene, even as Fabien carried him into the safety of the countryside. Standing in the centre of House Erudito’s courtyard was Dino, bloody tears tracking down his pale, perfect face, his chin smeared with more of the same. He raised his sword to a vertical position before his eyes in salute. Behind him were Virmyre and Camelia, holding each other close, glad to be alive amid the turmoil. Maestro Cherubini was clucking around them, dressed in a satin nightgown. The guardsmen provided a backdrop of halberds and the scarlet and black of House Fontein. Some pursued him as far as the gates, shouting for his return, others busied themselves putting out the fire. Golia had dragged himself to his feet, spending a moment to glower at Dino before retreating back into the darkness of Demesne.




    Lucien struggled to gasp down air as Fabien pounded the road, dark trees looming ahead of them, the stars above glittering coldly. He cursed himself for his inaction. The wood­land near the graveyard rushed to meet him and the horse galloped freely, on and on, hooves like thunder. Lucien wondered at what had passed, dismay and shock buffeting him, regret and remorse threatening to drag him from the saddle.




	Lady Allatamento would be hearing word of her son’s death, while Giancarlo would learn of Lucien’s escape, and somewhere in the deep darkness of the night a stallion had burned to death.
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    The Blind Quartet


    KING’S KEEP


    – Febbraio 309




    Lucien had done his utmost to avoid the Majordomo in the five months since witnessing the abduction. He realised he was most at risk of an impromptu audience when alone in his apartment and lowered his profile to the point of invisibility. Lucien restricted himself to familiar groups and safe locales after the episode at the sanatorio. Anything to steer clear of another confrontation with the gaunt shade of the king’s will. There was the cruel weight of the Domo’s secret to bear and a lack of anyone to tell. Who if any would believe him?




    The House Contadino kitchens had been his first refuge, the porters and cooks surprised at his reappearance. Camelia was delighted of course, although she took pains to hide it. He’d applied for additional lessons from Maestro di Spada Ruggeri, in part to make amends for missing his testing, but also from a genuine desire to improve. It also placed him within House Fontein, where the Domo rarely appeared. He spent as much time in the library as possible, even helping Archivist Simonetti. Other times he lurked around Professore Virmyre, offering his help as a laboratory assistant. Lucien’s scheme paid off. He’d not been cornered by the hooded old man since that dreadful night, the events of which were still etched into his mind, painfully and precisely, revisiting him in dreams with impunity.




    ‘I can’t get over the change in you, Lucien,’ said Rafaela one morning. He was attempting to clamber out of his nightshirt without appearing naked. He’d recently become very self-conscious in front of his nanny. So self-conscious in fact he’d stopped using the term nanny altogether, instead settling for ‘maid’ when forced to use a title at all. When they were alone together she was simply his Ella.




    ‘Well, I just thought, seeing as I’ve failed the last two testings, I need to attend more lessons.’ He flashed her a smile. ‘Obviously I’m not a natural with the blade, which means I have to work harder at it.’




    He’d spent days rehearsing this justification and felt suitably pleased he’d had the chance to use it. Rafaela arched an eyebrow at him. He couldn’t decide if it was incredulity or something other.




    ‘Hmm. I’m not sure where this new Lucien has come from, but I think I like him.’




    ‘Not new, just, I don’t know…’ he floundered, looking away embarrassed, searching for a shirt.




    ‘You should make sure he stays. It would be a pity if he vanished before we could get to know him properly.’




    He blushed of course. He was always blushing these days when Rafaela spoke to him. She was seventeen now, and he never quite knew what to do with himself in her presence. Technically she worked for him, but she was also there to discipline him when he forgot his manners. The relationship was baffling. The only person he had attempted to discuss it with was Professore Virmyre. A thoroughly bad choice as it turned out. Virmyre had coughed into his fist and suggested he talk to Camelia, and they’d drifted into an uncomfortable silence.




    ‘So, what does today hold for young Master Lucien “Sinistro” Contadino?’ She curtseyed with mock solemnity, then flashed a taunting smile.




    Sinistro, his new nickname, given to him by Master Ruggeri on account of his left-handedness. Lucien was ambivalent about the epithet, but the name had taken on a life of its own. The other students at class had adopted it immediately, thinking it vexed him. They’d been disciplined repeatedly for using the word strega in class, but that didn’t stop them inventing a battery of other pejoratives.




    Perhaps it was just as well. Lucien didn’t consider himself an Orfano. Poor with the blade and unremarkable at many subjects, ‘singularly unspectacular’ had been Superiore Giancarlo’s latest rebuke. He could reinvent himself as Sinistro, become more than the sum of his abysmal testings and ragged reputation. As Sinistro he could rise above being ‘the boy who ran from the raven’. Lucien was tied to incompetence and insecurity; Sinistro didn’t have to be fettered by such labels.




    ‘I’ve got the day off,’ he replied cheerfully, having negotiated his way into his britches without loss of dignity. ‘Think I’m going to practise some forms with D’arzenta. After that Professore Virmyre said we should attend a lecture by Dottore Angelicola. They say he has a corpse to dissect.’




    ‘And I suppose you’re dying to see it, you grotesque child.’




    ‘Virmyre says it’s biology. I have to go. I think it’s disgusting actually.’ He wrinkled his nose and grimaced.




    ‘Mind that the dottore doesn’t dissect you. You know how he is about Orfano.’




    ‘It’s fine. My scalpel is bigger than his.’ Lucien drew his sword with a flourish and sketched out a few thrusts and parries. Rafaela rolled her eyes.




    ‘And after that?’




    ‘After that I’m going to help Camelia out for a bit. We’re having gnocchi tonight.’ He grinned. The prospect of spending the afternoon in the kitchen pleased him no end. Rafaela said nothing, smiling at him warmly. He continued dressing himself, tucking a knife into the top of his boot and concealing another within his jacket, recent additions to his armoury at D’arzenta’s insistence.




    He was careful to leave his apartment the moment Ella did, for fear the Majordomo would appear, like the dreadful raven, as if from nowhere. He checked himself briefly in the mirror by the door, content his long black hair hid his deformity. He’d even consented to let Camelia cut off the worst of the split ends, making him look halfway respectable.




    Lucien locked the door to his apartment and strode along the corridors, jogging down stairs, arriving at the junction where House Fontein connected to King’s Keep. The guards nodded to him more from duty than respect. Lucien flicked a lazy salute in a way he knew infuriated the career soldiers.




    They muttered between themselves and tried to ignore him.




    ‘You could use a shave,’ he drawled and went on his way, knowing the guards would be flicking their fingertips from under their stubbly chins behind his back.




    The centre of King’s Keep was a largely unknown quantity. Each of the four houses adjoined the central structure, linked to each other by a poorly lit corridor that ran the circumference of the keep at ground level. There was the usual stifling bureaucracy of the gate guards, who insisted on doing searches. They had nothing better to do after all. Gate duty was seen as punishment among the soldiery, given to those too lazy, too incompetent or too old to be effective. Outbreaks of corruption would occur every now and then, only to be rooted out by Giancarlo. The guards were, in truth, as decorative as gargoyles but much less useful. No one really believed that inter-house squabbles would escalate into assassination. Only the Orfano were watched closely, and Lucien tired of the suspicious gazes lingering on his every step.




    The grand corridor of the King’s Keep was also the main artery into the king’s own chambers. Doors fully twelve feet high towered over passers-by, leading to the heart of Demesne. The passage itself was ribbed with buttresses supporting the outer wall. Lucien imagined being inside the hollow chest of some giant petrified snake. It was here, in this dank gloom, that Lucien saw the Majordomo.




    And he was not alone.




    Behind the hooded figure were three women and a man, all wearing fine clothes, tailored in the same cut, the style antiquated. All were elderly and bore traces of dusty neglect. There was a perverse formality about them, as if they were ancient quadruplets whose parents still dressed them, twee and yet sinister. All wore tar-black spectacles which reflected the lamplight. Lucien crept closer, his curiosity outweighing his desire to flee the lurching presence of the Majordomo.




    Hiding in the shadow of one of the corridor’s buttresses, Lucien studied them. Each of the bespectacled strangers had a hand extended to rest on the shoulder of the person in front. The foremost rested her hand on the Majordomo’s shoulder, creating a sombre chain of seemingly sightless individuals. Each clasped a violin in their left hand, surprising since instruments were such a precious rarity in Demesne. Lucien furrowed his brow in confusion, forcing himself against the cold stone, desperately hoping to avoid detection. The Majordomo busied himself at the doors to the King’s Keep with an unusual two-pronged key. Some mechanism inside the lock churned, followed by the sound of grinding. Metal chains rattled from behind the thick wood. Lucien waited, suddenly much too warm, heart beating loud in his ears.




    The doors opened inward, their ancient oak grating on the flagstones until they came to rest with a shudder. The Domo led the blind quartet into the king’s chambers, his staff tapping and rasping on the stone floor, its amber headpiece winking in the gloom. Lucien stared after them, his pulse racing, not daring to breathe. The corridor was deserted. He set off, closing the distance between his hiding place and the cavernous entrance at a flat run. The rattling of chains greeted him, loud and fast. The mechanism had been released. And then the doors swung shut, booming closed in his face. Lucien hit the wood and bounced back, his pride receiving the greater wound.




    ‘Fine,’ he muttered, resuming his spot next to the buttress. He glowered at the offending portal, wondering who else had been privileged to pass beneath the ancient arch. A few people passed by, eyeing him warily, but none challenged him. Being Orfano, he could generally do as he pleased.




    It was impossible to gauge how long he stood there. The darkness combined with the muted music made Lucien feel as if he were outside time itself. He found himself floating, anxieties and curiosities holding him in place, becalmed on an ocean of worry.




    The doors grated inward again, hinges groaning, the grease on them long dried to a black crust. The Majordomo appeared, an ashen shade, his amber-topped staff clasped in his hand as ever.




    ‘I had wondered if you might still be here.’ That bored flat monotone. Lucien stepped out of the shadows, slouching insolently.




    ‘I want to see the king,’ he said, thrusting his jaw out, trying for a pugnacious mien. His fingers trembled and sought the comfort of his blade, the worn leather of the hilt reassuring.




    The Majordomo started laughing, a horrible thing. Wheezing wet exhalations filled the passage until the tall figure coughed loudly, folding at the waist. The laughing, if indeed it had been been laughing, was replaced by a dreadful hacking. The Domo held out a hand to steady himself on the wall, then regained his composure. Lucien stepped closer, his hand still clasping the hilt of his blade. The Domo reached beneath his robes. Lucien nearly drew on instinct, the urge to unleash his blade almost painful to resist. The emaciated long-fingered hand brought forth a handkerchief. Lucien sighed and stepped back, tension draining out of him. The Domo dabbed the corners of his mouth a few times.




    ‘Are you ill?’ Lucien felt like an idiot the moment the words took shape.




    ‘Old. Ill. Name me the difference.’ The Domo was more phantom-like than ever in the gloom.




    ‘How old are you?’




    ‘It becomes so difficult to count. Not more than a hundred and one by my reckoning.’




    Lucien took a step back, a sneer coming to his lips. He was positive the Domo was telling the truth. He’d been mocked enough to know the distinction between sincerity and sarcasm.




    ‘I assume I can share this little secret with you,’ droned the Domo. ‘After all, you kept the business at the sanatorio to yourself, no?’




    ‘I didn’t tell a soul,’ Lucien whispered. ‘I guessed you’d kill anyone who knew about it. I can’t stop you killing me, but you don’t have to hurt anyone else on my account.’




    The Domo paused to consider this for a moment. His hand dabbed the corners of his mouth with the kerchief again. He nodded slowly, and an insinuation of a smile stole over his parchment-like lips.




    ‘Perhaps you have a sharper mind than I gave you credit for.’




    ‘You hurt anyone on my account and I’ll see you dead.’ Lucien’s hands were trembling freely now, equal parts fury and cold fear.




    ‘And possess some measure of conviction too, it would seem.’ Another ghost of a smile from the Domo, this last a definite mockery.




    ‘Why are you so old? Why don’t you die like other men?’ asked Lucien, sounding affronted.




    ‘Curious too.’ The Domo wheezed once before continuing. ‘The king. He has magics from a time long ago. A time before we washed up on these shores. He can alter people to his choosing. Make them live longer, encourage certain attributes. I may be over one hundred years old but I feel no older than fifty-five.’




    ‘Why the coughing then?’ Lucien pressed.




    ‘I am ill. The king can do many things, but he is far from expert on diseases. Especially his own.’




    The Domo resumed coughing, more violently this time. His staff clattered to the floor, the sound reverberating down the corridor. He reached out a withered hand for the wall, already beginning to fold in on himself. Lucien caught him as he fell, struggling under the weight. It was unnatural one so thin could weigh so much. Lucien lowered him to the ground as delicately as he could, grunting with the effort. He stood there waiting for help. None came. The shadow of an idea scuttled across Lucien’s mind, the dagger beneath his jacket sang to him. It would be the work of seconds. He thought back to the night on the sanatorio roof; the sound of the girl resisting Giancarlo still haunted him. Mere seconds, a sharp knife, and the king’s steward would never again spirit away the helpless.




    A procession of troubling thoughts trampled the urge to kill: where would he conceal the corpse? Would he be a suspect in the murder? Would Giancarlo continue the abductions in the Domo’s absence? It was too much for one Orfano to take on, or so he told himself.




    Lucien struggled under the weight of the man, dragging him to House Contadino past startled gate guards to a small sitting room. There was no one there of course; all the servants who rested here were at their tasks. Lucien was sweating freely as he hefted the long-limbed bulk of the Domo onto a couch. Once this had been a windowless storeroom. Dilapidated furniture had been given a new lease of life by house craftsmen. A particularly hideous candelabra dominated a scuffed sideboard. Lucien lit the candles, grateful for the warm light that infused the room. He turned, seeing the form of the Majordomo sprawled across the couch, chiding himself for not killing the bastardo. He most certainly deserved it for the part he had played outside the sanatorio that night.




    Another idea slithered into his mind, unwelcome but difficult to resist. Lucien peeled back one of the Domo’s voluminous sleeves to find short spiny growths extending from his forearms, flattened backwards, running toward the elbow. Lucien forced down a surge of panic. Golia and Dino had the very same spines.




    Bile soured his throat as he lifted the heavy cowl of the robe, forcing it back above the line of the Domo’s nose. He fell back with a cry, his scabbard catching a low table awkwardly. Unsure of what he had seen, he crawled across the carpet, lifting the hood once more. There were human eyes, but all were small and mismatched. Lucien counted six of them scattered across a high forehead and felt his stomach turn. The Domo’s eye sockets were just two twisted indentations. The man had a narrow face, his chin and nose pointed, skin leathery and deeply lined.




    Something happened to the Domo’s chest just as Lucien was about to withdraw in revulsion. It came again, a twitching movement, like something stirring in sleep. Too great a movement to be the rising and falling of breath. And there was the smell. An unwholesome scent permeated the room, not of unwashed flesh, rather the sweet tang of rot. Three flies drifted in lazy spirals above the Domo. Lucien looked toward the door, plucking at his lip with forefinger and thumb. He knelt quickly, retrieving a knife from his boot. It was simple quick work to cut open the fabric. Starting under the Domo’s chin, Lucien split the garment to the navel, sawing through the rough weave. He dropped the knife, holding the back of his hand to his mouth. His stomach protested and he ran to the side of the room, heaving into the bucket of firewood.




    For long shaking seconds he stood, bent over double, hands clutching his knees, trembling with the force of his unease. Cold sweat sprang out across his brow.




    ‘And now you know what I am.’




    ‘Hardly a surprise,’ grunted Lucien. ‘I can’t believe I didn’t realise sooner.’ The acid foulness of vomit stained the air between them.




    ‘You and I are much alike, Lucien.’




    ‘No, we’re not. We’re Orfano, and that’s where the similarities end.’




    The Majordomo had recovered himself, the cowl pulled down over his many eyes, sleeves smoothed down over his forearms. He held the cut fabric of his robes together with a massive fist.




    Lucien’s curiosity could brook no further silence.




    ‘What were you doing with that girl?’




    ‘Ah, the girl.’ The Domo bowed his head a moment. ‘Her mind had fled. She was a danger to herself and her family. That is why we have the sanatorio; it is for the sicknesses of the mind. The king has no jurisdiction there; he deals only in the flesh.’




    ‘She was suffering from madness?’




    ‘Yes. It is an unfortunate side effect of this island. The damp settles on weak lungs while the winters unsettle the mind.’




    ‘So, so you weren’t ab—’ Lucien paused. Remembering the harsh texture of the gargoyles beside him. How Giancarlo had cuffed the girl into submission. The rope burns on her slender wrists.




    ‘Abducting her? No.’ Another grim smile from beneath the cowl. ‘But there are many in Landfall and Demesne who are ashamed of madness.’ The Domo sat forward, pressing his fingertips together. His fingernails were ragged and chewed. ‘They fear the diseases of the mind are contagious. This is not the case. People fear things they do not understand. This is why we take people at night.’




    Lucien said nothing, not sure what he was hearing. The Domo fetched up the knife from the dusty floorboards, then stood, towering over Lucien. He offered the hilt toward the boy.




    ‘There is no need to be afraid, Lucien. I am sorry if you have been worried by this thing.’




    Lucien took the knife, not returning it to the sheath in his boot. He turned the blade over in his hands, looking at the inscrutable darkness beneath the cowl of the Domo.




    ‘And if I succumb to madness?’




    ‘Then I’m afraid you’ll go to the sanatorio too, although I find that outcome unlikely. Both your spirit and your mind are too strong, Lucien.’




    The steward turned his back and passed through the doorway, leaving Lucien wondering how much truth, if any, he’d just been told.
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    The Macabre Machine


    THE CEMETRY


    – Febbraio 315




    Lucien awoke on the cold floor of the mausoleum, just a dozen feet away from the final resting place of Stephano, sixth and longest-reigning Duke of Prospero. A flag lay atop the sarcophagus, a neatly folded triangle of purple and black. The house had flourished under Stephano’s guidance: craftsmanship had reached new levels of wonder, old methods refined, the prosaic now meticulous. Goods and artefacts commanded prices impossible to imagine just a decade ago. While Stephano was most certainly a buffoon in the public realm, he was a canny operator in his office. Few who left that room could claim the better part of any bargain struck. There was little House Prospero had not been able to achieve when combined with his wife’s hungry ambition. The duchess had brought a battery of schemes and plans to the wedding bed, not discounting a wealth of rumour and scandal. Never overburdened with chastity, it was told Salvaza counted Duke Emilio Contadino among her conquests, which made her marriage to Stephano all the more intriguing. Jealous members of other houses would sneer the word mercantile behind their hands, a pejorative for the newly rich. House Fontein had been forced to strike up an alliance in order to retain some standing. Contadino on the other hand had been relegated to a house of farmers and dullards. Some whispered that Lord Contadino’s reduction in influence had been a vengeful scheme long harboured by Salvaza Prospero. One did not bed her without some cost or consequence, it would seem. Lucien tried to imagine what it would be like to marry into that empire of commerce, being wed to Stephania. Small chance of that now he was outcast. His goal was not one of attaining status, but simply surviving. Beyond that he simply wished to see Rafaela one more time.




    An unkindness of ravens heckled outside the mausoleum, their voices carrying over the windless skies. Lucien shivered and felt ridiculous. The graveyard was barely twenty minutes’ ride from Demesne. The complete darkness of the countryside had made escape impossible. He’d ventured beyond Demesne’s environs just a handful of times, and always by daylight. The poor visibility, combined with a lack of destination, had delivered him here. The sepulchre was a welcome refuge, shielding him from the night and the questing gazes of House Fontein.




    He pined for hot water and soap, for plush towels and freshly baked bread. A curse escaped his lips as he pushed himself to his feet. His bruises grumbled, making themselves known across his back, writhing pain on his ribs. His shoulder had resumed its familiar dull ache. The rain, so prevalent these days, was absent, leaving a sombre but unthreatening grey sky. The sun itself was no more than a wan white disc at the edge of the world. He’d need to leave now if he were to escape the search parties sent by Giancarlo.




    Head bowed, he approached the vast sarcophagus of Duke Stephano, laying one hand on the chilly stone. He thought about the night of La Festa.




    You’ll take care of her, my boy? Tell me you’ll take care of her? the duke had all but begged, drunk and farcical in a powdered wig.




    Tell me you’ll take care of her. You two have a chance I never had. You’re the same age. Don’t make the mistake I did.




    Lucien felt a powerful pang of regret. He’d not made the same mistakes as the duke, but had created an entirely new catalogue of failures.




    ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, kissing his fingers and laying his hand gently on the corner of the sarcophagus. He turned his back and chewed his lip, ignoring hunger pangs.




    The cemetery was a study in stillness. Mist ghosted around headstones strangled with bindweed. Mourning angels presided over the scene, hands pressed together in reverence. The statues had been sculpted from the same dark grey stone as Demesne itself. A path of white gravel neatly bisected the tangle of dew-slicked grasses. Other mausoleums hunkered nearby, coated in moss, spattered with guano. Wrought-iron gates decked with tenacious ivy led to the road. And his escape.




    The ravens called out in boisterous rude greeting, drawing his attention to the stand of trees beyond the cemetery wall. It was here he’d tied up Fabien, out of sight and sheltered from the worst of the downpour.




    Lucien retreated back into the cover of the sepulchre.




    A thin wisp of smoke wound its way into the skies, a single tendril drifting above the trees. Someone was cooking nearby.




    But who cooks in a graveyard?




    He gathered up the sack of food Camelia had given him and unsheathed the dagger from his boot. The trees whispered, confiding to each other as the Orfano set out toward the telltale plume, dew soaking his boots. Lucien climbed the wall easily, one handed, not wanting to trouble his left shoulder. He pressed on, fighting his way through a weeping willow, the limbs clinging and dragging at him like an intoxicated lover. All around were the trunks of dead trees swarming with woodlice; spiders picked their way across the woodland floor, beetles marched across leaf mould. Miniature life teamed and floundered. The ravens above had fallen silent or taken to wing. He was just moments into the woods when he stumbled across the discovery, able to do nothing but stare in disbelief.




    In front of him was a filthy man crouched by a mean fire pit. Fabien, Virmyre’s beautiful roan, lay on the ground, its throat a ragged wound, as if a large stake had punched a hole through the creature. The leaves nearby were splashed with congealing crimson. The roan was missing a foreleg, now sizzling over the meagre flames. The smell of blood was overpowering.




    ‘You bastard! You killed my horse.’




    The man turned to him, saying nothing. Any further rebuke from Lucien died on his lips. He shuddered, stomach knotting, a thick surge of bile in his throat. Two sets of eyes, one pair below the other, stared back. One of the four was an odd blue, the rest three shades of unwholesome green. He looked to have lost his teeth, his lips forming a puckered arsehole below a broken blunted nose. The skin around his eyes and neck was deeply lined, his head bald and massive.




    This creature was old.




    Suddenly Lucien understood why the fire was so poor. The man had no hands. His wrists extended to black points, sharp and shiny, not unlike his own black fingernails. The right limb was splashed with gore, clearly the source of the roan’s demise. The grotesque didn’t move, only blinked and shivered, chest rising and falling, each exhalation making the sphincter of his mouth tremulous. He was stripped to the waist, skin raddled with discoloration, bruise-purple and jaundice-yellow. Four atrophied arms extended from his broad chest, hanging across his stomach. Each terminated in a withered child-like hand.




    Lucien recalled the day the Majordomo had collapsed, remembered the horrors hidden beneath the ash-grey robes. The Domo and the wretch who crouched in front of him had much in common.




    Lucien cut four skewers from some wood. He passed them over the flames a moment, burning off splinters, then ran the skewers into slender cuts of the dead roan. He took a moment to bank the fire up. Finally he set the meat above the flames. The toothless man watched with jealous fascination, his many eyes lingering on Lucien’s clever fingers. They waited beneath the trees as Lucien thought of the Orfano he’d killed on the rooftops of Demesne. He’d not been given the chance to feed that starving wretch but saw no reason the man before him should go hungry.




    The meat sizzled, browned. Lucien gave the man a skewer, which he struggled to grip between the two pinions of his misshaped limbs. The flaccid ring of a mouth stretched open to reveal mandibles which tore and worried the horse flesh. Lucien looked away, unable to eat or even speak. After a few moments came a wheezing rasp. The grotesque was pointing an appendage at the remaining skewers. Lucien passed another and deliberately looked away, struggling to conceal his revulsion. Gratitude welled up in his chest as he studied his own fingers. Always a symbol of his difference, a source of embarrassment, they were now cherished in a way he’d never considered.




    Lucien stood and busied himself, removing the saddle from the still-warm body of his short-lived mount.




    ‘Not like I was much of a horseman anyway,’ he mumbled. ‘Still, you deserved better than this, Fabien.’




    He snatched a glance over his shoulder as the grotesque kept eating. How many more of his kind had been made outcast, hidden away on this windswept isle? How many had been too twisted and warped to serve any purpose? Lucien tugged and fussed with the saddle, performing a quick inventory of his possessions. A gentle tap on the shoulder brought him around sharply, his dagger clenched in his left hand. The wretch shrank back, a manoeuvre that looked as redundant as it was ridiculous; he had to be over six and half feet tall.




    ‘Sorry. You startled me.’ Lucien looked at the roan. ‘You shouldn’t have stolen my horse. I would have given you food. You mustn’t steal horses.’ He felt absurd, doubting the wretch even understood. He looked up into the mismatched eyes, studying the strange topography of a face wrought hideous.




    ‘You’re an Orfano, just like me. And this is how they treat us. Forced to live in graveyards and dine on horse meat.’ He regarded the roan. ‘Porca misèria. Virmyre will kill me for this.’




    Lucien shook his head, wondering how far it was to the next town. The deformed Orfano loped away, then turned, a wheezing sound escaping the crude ring in his face. He waved the cruel spikes of its arms in agitation. Lucien realised he was being beckoned.




    The track through the copse of trees was indistinct. Branches had been cut back long ago but since grown anew. The yellowing grasses had been trampled underfoot. Brambles conspired to entangle. Lucien followed, keeping his distance, not re-sheathing his dagger for fear of the destination. Suddenly the rude path ended, and they were at the edge of a clearing. Weeping willows formed the edges, while older oaks towered over all, shedding leaves as winter approached. Coarse grasses grew to chest height, now yellowed with the advance of the season. Not a clearing, Lucien realised; it was in fact a second cemetery. The sanatorio was monstrous for being in plain sight, but the secret graveyard affronted Lucien more. Unease constricted about him, but the faint sting of curiosity also piqued.




    The headstones were simpler here. No angels watched over the resting dead, no elaborate crosses decorated the rows of graves, and there were certainly no mausoleums. Lucien spent long minutes resting on his haunches, reading inscriptions. He knelt and scraped moss and guano from where chiselled details had been obscured. The other Orfano stood mute, expression unreadable, seemingly rapt with Lucien’s investigation.




    ‘There must be nearly sixty graves here,’ said Lucien, as much for his own benefit as for his new companion. He was still undecided if the huge Orfano understood a single word.




    ‘And I’ll bet they’re all streghe. Every one.’




    Lucien kept reading, advancing from grave to grave, then doubled back and rechecked his earlier findings. The wretch scratched at himself and looked around, wishing to be back at the fire perhaps. And the horse meat. He hummed to himself tunelessly, an unkind dirge from his ring-like mouth.




    ‘They’re born every three years on average,’ offered Lucien. ‘They die at various times, presumably due to complications from their deformities.’




    Lucien eyed the wretch and wondered how he’d survived so long.




    ‘Or perhaps due to more direct action.’




    The wretch gave an excited hoot, loping back to the path they had emerged from. The wind exhaled and set the willows to whispering. A raven called out, remaining hidden from view. The sun had continued its shallow climb while he’d been here, lost in the details of the dead.




    Someone approached, and not alone.




    Lucien collapsed down behind a gravestone, waiting, feeling cold sweat in the small of his back. His throat was suddenly dry. The silence of the secret graveyard was broken only by the beating of his heart.




    The Majordomo appeared at the entrance to the clearing, carrying a body. Lucien’s eyes widened with horror. The wretch scampered in the Domo’s wake, subservient, trailing him like a favourite hound. Lucien’s panic mounted as he realised the Orfano could give him away at any moment, bounding over and drawing the attention of his master.




    Instead the wretch began to dig with the spikes of his arms, Lucien’s presence apparently forgotten. The Orfano loosened the surface of the ground, then used both limbs in concert to lift the earth. The Majordomo let the body slump to the ground without ceremony or care. Lucien stole a glance from his hiding place, face pressed against the gravestone. The corpse was familiar to him. His hooded assailant, so keen to throttle him in the gutters of the rooftops, now dead by Lucien’s desperate attack. Seeing the corpse in the dawn light gave new fuel to his shame. Time ground on all too slowly, fraying Lucien’s nerves. He dared to think of sneaking away, but chose stillness over stealth. The Domo had always been preternaturally efficient at detecting him. The wretch continued digging, his breathing becoming more laboured, his wheezing more pronounced. Lucien squeezed his eyes shut, praying the Majordomo was too preoccupied with the burial.




    There was a break in the work and Lucien risked another glance. The Domo had grasped the slain Orfano and was depositing the corpse in the crude grave. The wretch loped about, excited hooting escaping the ring of his lips. He dropped to his knees and looked up at his master expectantly. The Domo produced a loaf of bread, placing it between the deformed man’s limbs. This was how the wretch survived, Lucien realised. Another pawn in the Majordomo’s great game. Another cog in Demesne’s macabre machine. Lucien clutched himself, drawing his knees to his chest. Small wonder the Domo’s influence extended beyond the castle walls. Lucien doubted that any corner of Landfall was free of his unholy jurisdiction.




    A sharp snap broke the stillness, ravens gained the skies, exploding from the trees in a flurry of black wings. Lucien pressed his face against the gravestone, one eye straining to see what had happened.




    ‘No more need for you, my friend,’ said the Domo. ‘The endgame is upon us, for better or worse.’ He turned and disappeared among the trees, back along the path, staff holding back branches. Lucien willed himself to stillness, certain Demesne’s steward would return at any moment.




    The skies lightened, the disc of the sun became visible over the tops of the trees.




    Lucien stood, satisfied he was alone, clutching his knife, for all the small protection it might afford him. He approached the grave cautiously, well aware of the sight waiting in the rude earth. The slain Orfano and the gravedigger lay together in a twisted embrace. In life they had most likely never known each other. Now they had been discarded callously into the same grave.




    Lucien made his way back to the fire pit, now smouldering weakly, stamped out by the Majordomo, no doubt. He retrieved the saddle, slung it over his good shoulder with a grunt. Flies buzzed about the corpse of the slaughtered roan, gorging themselves on the congealing blood. Spiders and their various cousins in the order of insects had joined the gathering, already returning the horse to earth in tiny increments.




    ‘Virmyre is going to kill me, assuming no one else does first.’




    Lucien froze in the shadow of the cemetery wall as two House Fontein guardsmen appeared at the gates. The men looked bored and unhappy, their halberds dull in the flat light. The scarlet and black of their uniforms were more subdued than usual, mud-spotted from the road. No guard would relish hunting down a highly trained Orfano. The guards were merely a deterrent, bullies kept in line by tyrants.




    Lucien swore as one happened to look up and spot him. Disbelief gave way to anger, and they clutched their weapons more tightly. Lucien turned on his heel and ran, struggling under the weight of the saddle, cursing his luck. Or the lack of it. He longed for a scabbard and a blade at his hip, feeling naked without them. Behind him stifled shouts, the clattering of men in breastplates scaling the cemetery wall. Lucien ran, feet tumbling over themselves. The branches of the copse conspired to hold him back, roots foxing his steps, leaving him sprawling. He emerged from the copse in a tangle of limbs, some of them his own. He took a moment to pick himself up. A surge of elation.




    The dull scar of the road cut through the land among patchwork fields and ragged hedgerows. Farmsteads clustered at junctions in the distance. Lucien turned and listened, hoping the guards had given up and turned back to Demesne, reporting to their betters.




    It was a short-lived hope.




    The guards emerged, muddied and red-faced, exhalations steaming on the chill air. One was missing a helmet, spewing curses and indignation. Their eyes fell on him and Lucien ran, with only the open road ahead of him and nowhere to hide.
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    Diplomatic Intervention


    MISTRESS CORVO’S STUDIO


    – Settembre 309




    Mistress Corvo, his dance teacher, was a woman in her late fifties. Unmarried and always attired in black, she was emaciated and wizened. Despite this she was possessed of a vigour that few within Demesne could match. Lucien surmised she sucked the marrow from children’s bones to sustain herself. There could be no other explanation. He’d said as much to Rafaela, who’d chided him when she finally stopped laughing.




	 ‘You should be grateful you have the luxury of such lessons; there’s many that don’t,’ Rafaela told him one morning.




    ‘Have you ever learned?’




    ‘To dance?’




    ‘Of course.’




    ‘When would I find the time?’ She shook her head, then set down a pile of fresh bedding on the chest in his bedroom. ‘Between keeping this place and helping Camelia I barely have five minutes to myself.’




    ‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ he replied, feeling a twinge of guilt. ‘Maybe I could ask Mistress Corvo to—’




    ‘That’s a sweet gesture, Lucien, but there’s no need.’




    He’d felt curiously raw following her refusal.




    ‘Lucien, will you pay attention!’ His focus snapped back to the gaunt dance teacher in her studio at House Erudito. He couldn’t shake the feeling: there was something unseemly about her. No one that thin and corpse-like should have so much vitality. She was given to grinning inanely in the presence of nobles, resembling an awful skull, hair gathered up in a bun at her crown. Thick blue veins ran through her hands and up her age-spotted arms. Technically she was part of House Erudito, on account of her status as a teacher, but she spent the greater part of her time clucking around Duchess Prospero. She doted on the duchess’s daughter Stephania, a regular attendee of her classes.




    Mistress Corvo treated Lucien no differently to how she treated any other student, which is to say she castigated him in the most caustic language available.




    ‘Lucien, another blessed hour in your presence. And to think, I could be teaching a dozen young ladies to walk like princesses.’ She rounded on him, slapping and prodding him into posture. ‘Instead I’m teaching an ape to walk. Never let it be said I do not suffer for my art, no?




    ‘No, Mistress Corvo,’ he managed from gritted teeth.




    ‘There are some men who are fair of feature and move with beauty. You are not one of these men, Lucien. Nor will you grow into one, I think. Still, we must work with what we have.’




    Lucien hated the dance studio: full-length mirrors greeted him at every turn. Mistress Corvo insisted he tie his hair back during lessons. While this did not reveal his missing ears, he could not find any peace. His self-consciousness manifested with greater intensity with each passing year. Now eleven years old, he wondered if he could bear to make it to his teens. He squeezed his eyes shut to be spared his reflection for a second, took a breath, then set his gaze on the withered teacher




    She had been especially exacting of late, abandoning their work on a tarantella to teach him a rather more sedate gavotte. He’d not minded. The constant rattle of the tambourine with its effete ribbons, so essential for the tarantella, had tested his nerves. She’d even foregone her attempts to make him do ballet, much to his relief.




    ‘I can’t bear it,’ she shrieked one afternoon. ‘You’re beyond incompetent. You make the incompetent look graceful. I’d rather teach servants.’




    ‘Maybe you should, and stop torturing me with this horrible shit,’ he muttered. Not quietly enough, as it turned out. He’d been barred from lessons for a week and forced to help muck out the stables. Not much of a punishment, as he rather enjoyed it.




    Now he was learning to dance with a partner, and he suspected he knew why. Noble children were often called on to dance with each other at La Festa. The idea of performing like a trained dog mortified Lucien. The dance teacher had icy-cold hands, and Lucien recoiled from touching her. Her breath was strangely odourless, and being so close to her filled him with disgust. He never embraced anyone except Camelia, who occasionally swept him into a bear hug.




    ‘I see no reason you shouldn’t learn some court dancing now that you’re eleven,’ snapped Mistress Corvo. ‘A boy like you will be quite sought after next year.’




    ‘Only if I grow some ears,’ mumbled Lucien sourly.




    ‘What?’




    ‘Ah… I said, “I hope I get taller next year.” ’




    Mistress Corvo squinted at him, opening her mouth to say something, then thought better of it.




    La Festa del Ringraziamento was the one time of the year the Orfani were officially gathered together in the same room. Twelve months from now he’d be made to dance with an empty-headed noble’s daughter, probably a halfwit from House Allatamento. Golia would be there, glowering at Giancarlo’s heels like a wolfhound. Anea would put in the slightest of appearances. She stayed as long as etiquette dictated and not a minute longer.




    Lucien hated La Festa. He loathed that moment of walking through the double doors, being announced by the steward of the house, only to find himself staring back into the dismissive faces of courtiers and pages. Worse still, he never knew what to say, either to his peers or anyone else. He’d be fussed over by some teachers and blanked by others. The nobles of the four families would try to outdo each other in their finery, duelling with sharpened slights and veiled put-downs.




    Duchess Prospero would wear a gown that would reveal more than it concealed, and would flirt with and tease anyone who caught her eye. The more elderly duke would get slowly fuddled on strong wine, before stumbling to his rest. Their daughter Stephania would lead a procession of noble girls, all whispering spitefully behind their fans.




    Duke and Duchess Fontein, on the other hand, would mark out one corner of the hall as their sole domain. Those breaching the threshold would earn sour looks and barbed compliments for their pains. Even Ruggeri and D’arzenta shunned their company, but Giancarlo would remain by their side, ever the faithful retainer.




    Lord Contadino would endure the night but take no pleasure from it. It was common knowledge he preferred the comfort of his privacy. His wife would charm the various guests and earn the admiration of the courtiers anew. Often she’d sing, unaccompanied, to rapturous applause.




    Maestro Cherubini would be found presiding over a great flock of teaching staff from House Erudito. The professori would do their best to act as a collective charisma deficit. Some called them eccentrics; Lucien called them embarrassing.




    Messengers and aides of every stripe and persuasion would haggle and threaten and cajole for an invite to La Festa. If only Lucien could palm off his invitation on someone who wanted it. Small chance of that. No Orfano had ever missed the event – it would be a scandal should he fail to attend. And yet Lucien couldn’t find it in himself to care this year. Superiore Giancarlo had declared his testing would be held three days prior to La Festa. All his thoughts were turned to scissors, stools and humiliation.




    Lucien waited in the antechamber of the training room, bent double at the waist, struggling to draw breath. He feared he would lose the meagre breakfast he’d picked at just an hour earlier.




    ‘Just nerves,’ Ella had said. He’d not replied, blushing furiously. Being nervous at all was bad enough; in front of Ella had increased his shame sevenfold.




    ‘You’ll be fine,’ she soothed, brushing his epaulettes with a firm hand before straightening his cravat.




    ‘I don’t care about “fine”. I just want to pass this year.’ He rubbed his shoulder, remembering where Giancarlo had injured him at the second testing. She squeezed his hand, concern glimmering in her eyes.




    ‘Just do the best you can. That’s all anyone can ask.’




    ‘Giancarlo doesn’t care for my best.’




    She sighed, then stepped forward, soft lips brushing his cheek. Lucien was suddenly breathless. The scent of her hair, of her skin, while subtle had struck him like a hammer blow. The gesture had arrived unbidden and he was blushing furiously in response.




    ‘Be careful, Lucien.’ Her voice was just above a whisper, eyes now downcast, worry evident in the set of her shoulders. She retreated from the antechamber, drawing the doors shut behind her. Lucien waited, chewing his lip, the heat of hers still burned on his cheek, a sun-warmed touch that lit him like a candle. Thoughts of the impending test crowded in on him, stifling the wonder of Rafaela’s affection. He swallowed on a dry throat, not able to meet his own gaze in the floor-length glass. Anxiety ambushed him: he worried he’d arrived late or even confused the day. Did anyone await him in the training chamber? Might he be able to return to his apartment? Would he see out the day unbloodied?




    Finally he was summoned.




    The circular training chamber was now familiar to him, the three identical banners of House Fontein the only respite from the grey walls and flagstones. Giancarlo indicated he sit on a rough wooden stool provided by a scurrying novice. There were a good number of them present this year, all of them from Giancarlo’s school. They variously sneered or primped themselves, looking haughty and superior. D’arzenta stood to one side, cold and furious, head bowed as if in great concentration. He knew what was coming, just as Lucien did. Maestro di Spada Ruggeri stood on the dais, occasionally glaring at the students when they became too boisterous. Behind everyone, leaning against the far wall with his arms crossed, was Golia. He looked more thuggish that usual, his blunt features impassive.




    Giancarlo began to lecture the students on practicality and appearance, ignoring Lucien entirely. Then he brought forth the scissors, brandishing them like a short blade. He turned to Lucien as if noticing him for the first time.




    ‘Ah, Master Lucien. You arrived on time this year. Small wonder you arrived at all.’ Giancarlo turned to his students, who sniggered on cue. The superiore continued his lecture on the virtues of appearance while shearing off the longer sections of Lucien’s hair. The scissors cut especially close to the sides of his head, laying bare his disfigurement for all to see. Lucien sat, not hearing the words only the steady steely scrape of the metal blades. His upper lip curled with hatred. A single tear tracked down his cheek before hitting his chest, now covered in slivers of coarse black hair.




    He’d expected this. And Giancarlo was more thorough than he had been the time before, taking his time to shear every lock




    ‘Now, Lucien. Now you are ready to fight. Like a man, I would hope, rather than a boy masquerading as a woman.’




    All the adepts and novices laughed at that. All except Golia, who simply looked bored. If any emotion crossed his features then it was one of irritation. D’arzenta caught Lucien’s eye and nodded almost imperceptibly. Lucien dried his eyes on the sleeve of his jacket and felt a calm descend on him.




    They’d spent many hours training for this.




    The maestro superiore di spada and the student took their positions, Giancarlo strapping a shiny buckler to his left forearm, just as he’d done before. He gave Lucien a fencer’s salute, a mocking grin fixed on his tanned face. Lucien caught sight of his own reflection in the surface of the buckler. His black hair had been ravaged completely. When offered a shield of his own, Lucien flicked fingers from beneath his chin, glowering at the novice who held it.




    ‘Well, well, it seems your etiquette is the equal of your swordplay, Lucien,’ sneered Giancarlo. ‘Perhaps I can carve some manners into you.’ Another round of laughter from the boys, and then the fight began.




    Giancarlo opened with very basic attacks, smiling as Lucien threw up the correct parries and ripostes. Lucien pressed in, only to be turned aside by the buckler. The sight of his reflection drew his eye, the distraction costing him a slash across the ribs, ripping fabric but not the flesh beneath. Giancarlo grunted in satisfaction, then renewed his assault, thrusting at the Orfano’s chest. Lucien struggled to turn the blade aside in time, feeling the point score him deeply. His shirt became damp, but he couldn’t tear his eyes from the superiore to see how much blood he was losing.




    ‘Perhaps now is a good time for you to quit, Master Lucien?’




    The pack of novices brayed and heckled, cheering on Giancarlo. A few dared to boo before finding themselves sent out by D’arzenta.




    The pain of his wounds called out to Lucien – an irresistible song but not one of defeat. One of fury. The Orfano launched a series of deft strikes, slashing high, low, high, low, thrust, altering the tempo of each attack as he went. His gaze was fixed on the superiore, no longer daunted by his reflection. Giancarlo’s mocking expression changed to one of surprise, then concentration. All eyes followed the fighters, every breath in the chamber baited. The superiore batted aside a thrust with the buckler, managing to parry the following strikes. He’d given ground and was backed up against the far side of the circular room. A cruel smile stole over Lucien’s lips; the watching novices were silent, ashen-faced and incredulous.




    Then Giancarlo counter-attacked, wiping the smirk from Lucien’s face, threatening to disarm him. A few of the adepts glanced at each other, knowing full well the superiore was using moves far above Lucien’s syllabus. The Orfano fell back under the onslaught, throwing up parries where he could, dodging back when he couldn’t. Then Giancarlo’s blade snagged Lucien’s forearm, opening a shallow cut. The Orfano stifled a curse and retreated, the biting sting all too familiar. Giancarlo had height advantage, reach advantage, and was undeniably stronger. He was all but implacable. Lucien surrendered more and more ground to the superiore until there was nowhere left to go. The wall was at his back, just inches away.




	Giancarlo grinned, hefting his sword above his head, bringing it down like a hammer strike. The novices gasped. Giancarlo had disarmed Lucien. Worse still, the Orfano’s ceramic blade had fractured as he had parried. The weapon tumbled from numb fingers, shattering on the granite floor, breaking apart in three distinct shards of polished black.




    Across the chamber D’arzenta pressed one fist to his mouth. The students were rapt, keen to see the pale blood of the Orfano spilled. Giancarlo stepped in smoothly, kicking Lucien’s feet out from under him, shoving him down onto the polished floor of the training chamber with the buckler. Adepts and novices around the chamber winced, jeered or gestured with down-pointed thumbs. D’arzenta looked on with narrowed eyes. Giancarlo could have stopped there, his point made, his victory assured.




    But he pressed on.




    Lucien had been expecting all of this – the stool, the scissors, the rampant unfairness. He’d expected to be barged to the ground by the larger man. Expected Giancarlo’s blade to open his flesh.




    Giancarlo swept the blade down at the supine boy, eager to add to his scars. And his shame.




    Instead the sword chimed like a bell, blocked by a thick steel dagger. Lucien had smuggled the forbidden weapon under his jacket, fully aware he would be failed for using it. It barely mattered. Giancarlo’s eyes widened in confusion, then narrowed in contempt.




    ‘Orfano are not permitted to bear steel weapons. I’m failing you.’




	Adepts and novices around the chamber stared open-mouthed. Giancarlo withdrew and sheathed his sword.




    ‘And I will petition for your exclusion from further lessons. Such disobedience will not be tolerated.’




    The boys on the dais were caught up in a frenzy of whispering, incredulous that such a thing should occur. D’arzenta stepped down and began to protest in a loud voice. Ruggeri endeavoured to silence the students. Lucien wanted to mash his fist into every face of every one who had dared to laugh at him. But most of all he wanted to hurt Giancarlo. He wanted him dead. The chamber was filled with the sound of outrage and disbelief; only Lucien remained close-mouthed, consumed with fury at being cast out from his lessons at House Fontein.




	Three great detonations sounded, silencing everyone.




    All eyes turned to the balcony above, where the Domo stood.




    ‘This is no testing at all,’ said the ancient steward. ‘There will be no expulsion.’




    ‘You don’t dictate to m—’




    Giancarlo was cut off by another impact of the staff, booming from the floor of the balcony. It were as if the Domo had summoned thunder.




    ‘I will dictate as the king sees fit, you will carry out the king’s wishes, or I will find someone else who can.’




    Giancarlo looked up at the Domo, impotent with fury, then swung a hate-filled gaze at Lucien. The Orfano approached, closing with the superiore until only a hand’s width separated them.




    ‘Vai al diavolo,’ whispered Giancarlo.




    ‘You first,’ replied Lucien, ‘and don’t even think about cutting my hair again, you piece of shit.’ These words loud enough for Giancarlo’s ears only. Deathly quiet filled the space, dense like smoke. The students were aghast, some blinking, others open-mouthed in surprise, gaping like landed fish. Golia grunted something. He pushed past the smaller boys, shouldering through the larger ones, exiting through the door at the back of the chamber. Some flinched, others swore, all called after him with angry bravado.




    Lucien looked up at House Fontein’s novices and spared a look at the balcony. The Domo had departed as silently as he’d arrived. And then the Orfano was gone, sweeping out of the training chamber, kicking the doors open as he went.




    One year later he’d do the very same thing at La Festa.
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    Master Esposito


    THE EASTERN ROAD


    – Febbraio 315




    Lucien had not known about the road that ran behind the cemetery until the moment he broke free of the weeping willows. He hoped the road led somewhere useful, or at least somewhere less dangerous. He ran, feeling the weight of the saddle pressing down on his shoulder, the sack of food slapping and catching on the back of his leg. He was struggling to believe his luck could turn quite so sour. Losing his horse had been unthinkable, being discovered by the Majordomo even worse.
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