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I clutched my hose and shirt as I clung to a trellis of white 

roses with bloody sharp thorns. My preoccupation with their 

pointed tips arose out of a desperate and urgent need to stop them 

from lacerating part of my anatomy; the part that dangled between 

my legs.  

 Thankfully the sun had set an hour before, no one would see 

my naked plight if they looked upwards. Over the balustrade of the 

balcony, where I’d been tipped without any care for my safety, an argument disturbed the 

serenity of the night. Florence is at its best at this time of day: when you can’t see it. My 

lover was busy criticising his wife for her lack of trust while she berated him for the tousled 

state of their bed which the servants had made only hours before.  

I’d discovered the people of Florence were passionate about three things: wine, 

fighting and sex. My interests were identical, just not in that order. 

The first sign of danger occurred with a cracking sound above my head, I recognised 

it instantly; the noise wood makes when it splits. I was too heavy for a framework designed 

to hold roses. The noise repeated as the gap between the trellis and where my knuckles 

scraped the wall, widened. As dried vellum curls, so did the wooden framework supporting 

me, until I my legs dangled in the darkness. 

In the bedroom the argument abated. The murmuring and slurping sounds led to 

one conclusion: my lover had assuaged his wife’s fears which would be instantly undone 

when they heard my screams as I plummeted to my death. I couldn’t remember what lay 

below me, something soft I hoped but as alternatives were rapidly disappearing, I let go. 

Water splashed around me and I swallowed stuff like overcooked spaghetti but 

turned out to be water lily stems. At least it stopped me screaming. I fought my way to the 
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surface of an ornamental pond. Nearby, so close I could have landed on top of it, a marble 

water nymph spouted water into the night. 

Above me, two naked forms peered over the balustrade of the balcony, the woman 

pointed at me and the argument resumed in earnest. From somewhere in the darkness 

shouts of alarm and the unmistakable thud of soldiers’ boots told me it was time to 

abandon my late night swim. 

I made my way along a wide driveway covered in pebbles designed to shred bare 

feet. The branches of a large cypress tree helped me escape over the high stone wall that 

provided protection from the violence and mayhem of Florence. I dropped down onto the 

cobbled street, thankfully deserted because of the curfew, and hurried along, secreted in 

the darker spaces nearer to the walls. 

My friend Francesco Straparola de Caravaggio might be right. My sexual adventures 

might lead me to a grisly and violent death unless I exercised some self-control. Trouble was 

there were so many curly black-haired, dark-eyed young men in Florence who were 

fascinated by my exotic origin. 

 The Italians called the Fae, le fate. They linked my people 

to destiny, hence the English use of the word. I’d quickly 

discovered how every family made small gifts to fate, to protect 

and guide their children when they were born. It proved a useful 

way to make a living. Better still, these sexy and passionate young 

men were fascinated by me because fate were supposed to be 

entirely female. They found me very willing to grant their wishes.  

Francesco, upon whose door these men came calling, did 

not approve. I’d known his father briefly when he’d visited 

London. Giovanni was a storyteller and, like others I won’t mention, was fascinated by my 

tales of life in the Fae realm. He’d published them on his return to Florence and made 

himself rich in the process. He’d died five years earlier and left his property to Francesco, 

who’d welcomed me as a friend of his father’s. 

At least initially. I was rapidly wearing out my welcome. 



 

FATE 

Florence is a violent place. Mobs rule the city. Grand Duke Cosimo II had abandoned 

his responsibility to rule the city and handed it over to his corrupt ministers who lived off 

the criminal activity. I mention this because the only people you met in the dark streets 

were members of these mobs. 

They’re not encounters you enjoy when you’re naked and, by implication, unarmed. 

When confronted, you run for your life. Such was the case that night. 

Having hidden in piles of filthy straw, scaled walls, clambered over roofs and, 

frightened an old woman in her courtyard, I returned home, filthy, bleeding from numerous 

wounds and exhausted. Bathed, patched up by Francesco’s beautiful wife and allowed to 

sleep until the heat of the day woke me, I felt more like my usual self.  

Francesco sat me down in his study and lectured me on my depravity. I tolerated it 

out of respect and because he was a good man. like his father. But he didn’t understand. 

‘Robin, find a good woman to care for you. Must you always chase the young men?’ 

I sighed, so did he.  

‘You came here to avoid your people. Yet your ancestry is public knowledge now, 

everyone talks of you.’ He sighed. ‘Not always for good reasons. The cardinal has offered 

money for your life after you deflowered his son.’ 

‘That’s not fair, his son was the one who seduced me!’ 

A tired shrug. 

‘But your infamy grows Robin. May your race not discover you here for this reason?’ 

I’d arrived at the same conclusion as I woke with every muscle in my body aching. 

‘But I don’t know anyone else I can trust Francesco.’ 

‘I have a friend. A good friend. A man I don’t want to offend.’ 

He made sure I understood the implication by raising black eyebrows. I nodded and 

smiled apologetically. 

‘He lives in Venice.’ 
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* 

 

I fell in love with the city-state immediately.  

 It was civilised but decadent, just 

like me. The eastern world met the west at 

this crossroads of trade where money 

ruled. I quickly earned a reputation, and a 

good living, as a sell-sword. Within a month 

I could name my price to protect merchants 

as they moved through its narrow alleys and travelled to the cities beyond the lagoon. Yes, 

Venice introduced me to happiness and contentment well enough. There were lavish 

parties, masked balls, concerts and boat races. There were friends who didn’t judge me, 

respect for my integrity as a mercenary and enough money to live well. 

There was also Leandro. 

 He owned a taverna in the corner of the 

Campo san Maurizio, underneath its impressive 

campanile, which on this particular night got lost 

in darkness. A storm was imminent and heavy 

clouds had turned the early evening into night, 

the top of the clock tower had vanished into 

swirling black cloud. I was escorting Signior 

Alesio, an elderly merchant, a regular client, to his home by the Grand Canal, next to the 

church of Santa Maria dell Giglio. He was a shrewd businessman, despite his advancing 

years, who’d taken a liking to me for some reason. He had his enemies though and that 

evening wasn’t the first time we’d had trouble. 

I knew we were being followed by two men who hung back in the shadows as we 

made our way along the narrow Calle dello Spezier from Campo san Stefano. I knew they’d 

wait until we left the narrow alley and attack in the space afforded by the market square. 

What I hadn’t anticipated was that four more men were waiting for me to arrive, they’d 
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clearly concluded I was more of a threat than they’d originally thought and decided greater 

numbers would by the deciding factor. 

When it’s you against six opponents you don’t hang around. Most people in that 

situation weigh up the odds briefly, perhaps try to negotiate and reason their way out of it. 

That’s what the four thugs in front of me assumed.  

They were wrong. 

I lunged at the nearest man, ran him through before he had chance to react. As the 

other three went for their swords I lopped off the arm of my second victim. By which stage I 

could hear the two who’d followed us sprint forward, I couldn’t fight in two directions so I 

grabbed the old man and flung him towards the vera da pozzo, a stone wellhead which 

covers the small reservoir of rain water and positioned myself in front of him. It placed us at 

a ninety-degree angle to the four remaining attackers. 

They fanned out now, alert to any move I might make, my element of surprise gone. 

They ignored the howls of one-arm who’d sunk to his knees to stare at the blood pulsing 

from his elbow. These were hardened murderers, not the amateurs I’d met before. 

The first to attack was big. I’m six foot but this guy towered over me and had the 

reach to match, the other three seemed to content to keep me penned in while the giant 

did all the work. As I’ve always said, size doesn’t dictate skill. His swordplay was 

conventional, lumbering; his greater reach had made him complacent. I couldn’t get near to 

cause any damage but he wasn’t skilled enough to penetrate my defence. Our clashing 

blades echoed around the small square, the steel reflecting lightning as it flashed across the 

ink-black sky. 

One of the other men, the ugliest by far, flashed a gap-toothed grin in my direction 

and decided to join in. Fighting with a sword is all about rhythm. Fighting two men means 

ramping up your speed whereas they need to coordinate their swordplay otherwise they get 

in each other’s way. It means understanding your partner’s rhythm. My training had 

involved painful days learning this concept. Mr Ugly was clearly more adept with a small 

weapon, the kind used to kill up close. The giant didn’t take kindly to his intervention. 

As a result they got in each other’s way. I stepped sideways, towards Mr Ugly, 

knowing he’d snatch the opportunity to move in for the kill. He obliged, I positioned myself 
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so he was now blocking the giant momentarily and as he glanced at his irritated comrade 

who snarled at him to get out of the way, I stepped closer. I kicked his knee, he crumpled 

and I jabbed my sword into his chest as he fell. The giant, committed to forcing the smaller 

man out of the way, collided with his collapsing corpse and stumbled. I lunged, my sword tip 

piecing the giant’s shoulder in the process, but the guy’s reactions were good. He thrust his 

sword at me as he went down, slicing it across my thigh. White hot pain flared but I shut it 

out. 

The other two men hurried forward to attack, flanking me instinctively. Neither were 

particularly skilled, I understood why’d they’d been happy to leave everything to the giant. 

Though I ignored the pain, my injury limited my movement. The lateral quadricep is the 

largest of the four muscles, we rely on it to twist and swerve, precisely what I needed to do 

to fight opponents on either side of me. My two opponents were clever enough to know 

that and use it against me. 

They danced around me, keeping just out of reach, making me stretch and pivot. 

Blood streaked down my leg, my hose stuck to me, limiting my mobility even more. I 

couldn’t keep doing this for long.  

Fights are often like theatre, you telegraph messages to your audience by giving a 

performance. I stumbled, winced and grunted loudly with pain. The thin, balding man took 

advantage of my weakness and stepped in for the kill, lunging directly to my chest. I stood 

up, swatted his thrust to one side and plunged my sword into his sagging belly. He crumpled 

to the ground. 

The other man, a kid really, greasy-haired and spotty, looked panic stricken as I 

turned towards him. He looked about to run, or piss himself first, until my giant friend 

regained his balance and staggered towards me. He was angry now, roaring his fury as he 

raised his sword to slice me down the middle. 

His battlecry wasn’t the only one that filled the square. Behind him another man 

appeared out of the darkness, an enormous sword in his hands. The giant pivoted in time to 

deflect the attack from this newcomer but the force of the onslaught made him stagger 

backwards. Surprise made the giant indecisive, he had to watch me while defending himself 
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against this wild-haired man with a massive pair of shoulders who wielded his huge weapon 

like it weighed nothing. 

The guy fought with the kind of ferocity I recognised. It lived in me, pushed so deep I 

only allowed it to escape occasionally because I could never guarantee I could control it. 

With our attention focused on this battle the kid decided I wouldn’t notice him creep up on 

me and try to run me through. A backward jab of my blade caught him squarely in the 

abdomen and he collapsed into a screaming heap, clutching at his guts. The one-armed man 

had disappeared. 

The giant gasped for air, his movement was sluggish, he hadn’t the stamina for this 

kind of work. It meant his swordplay slowed significantly, he left himself open and my new 

ally wasted no time in swinging his blade in an arc across the bigger man’s body, opening up 

his belly so intestines tumbled out and gathered around his feet. He looked down at them, 

astonished to see them there, looked up at the other man in surprise then collapsed on top 

of them. 

Signoir Alesio hurried towards me, thanking me profusely for saving his life before 

turning to them other man to give him a grateful hug and peck on each cheek. 

‘Leandro, how can I thank you?’ 

 Leandro. Like a lion. An apt name.  

It got a dismissive shrug.  

The old man ignored it. ‘I’m buying you drinks. And we 

need to treat this young man’s injury before he loses any more 

blood.’ 

Adrenalin was departing my blood stream like an unwanted party guest and my legs 

felt like jelly. I wobbled and the wild-haired man was at my side to catch me. 

‘I can see to your wound,’ he said and grabbed one of my arms, flung it around his 

impossibly wide shoulders and half carried me back to his taverna.  

Rain, in enormous heavy and cold drops, flopped onto us to soak us through by the 

time we’d travelled the short distance to the taverna. A handful of older men hovered in the 

doorway, chatting about the fight and voicing recriminations about how murderers could 
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attack anywhere these days and what was the world coming to? My guardian angel shooed 

them out and closed the door before setting me down on a wooden chair. Signoir Alesio 

wasted no time in opening a bottle of wine and poured three glasses and placed money on 

the wooden bar. He handed one to me and downed his own with a shaking hand.  

‘Take those off.’ 

I glanced up at the gruff voice and the big man hovering over me with a bowl of 

steaming water. His face was covered with beard, though down one cheek a white line 

showed how a deep scar prevented hair from growing there. Yet his olive-green eyes held a 

gentleness that belied the rough and belligerent exterior. 

He gestured at my blood-soaked trews and hose. 

Unusually for me I said nothing as I exposed myself. With more care than I’d 

imagined, he tenderly wiped the blood away and cleaned the wound. I stayed silent until he 

reached for a leather wallet and took out a needle and thread. 

He told me, in no uncertain terms, that if the wound wasn’t sewn up it would 

continue to bleed, get infected and eventually my leg would turn rotten and drop off and I’d 

likely die shortly afterwards. 

I let him practice his needlework.  

The wine helped. I was used to pain, my training had relied on it but when you’re sat 

amongst friends, it’s as though the brain feels lulled into a false sense of security and the 

pain feels worse somehow. 

‘I used to do this kind of work, there was no one else.’ 

His modest explanation meant little to anyone other than another soldier. Only we 

knew how men suffered on the battlefield, where treatment was brutal and frequently led 

to a slow and painful death. Men died where they fell but only after hours of neglect and 

pain beyond the capacity to bear, unless one of your unit could ease the suffering, or even 

save your life. I watched him work swiftly, methodically, objectively. When he’d finished he 

quaffed the waiting glass of wine and another three after it and visibly relaxed.  

Eventually we escorted Signoir Alesio to his home, the old man staggering drunkenly 

as he promised to make sure we were both rewarded for saving his life.  
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‘I have a fine bottle of wine from Abruzzo I’ve been waiting to open.’ 

Those olive-green eyes flashed. 

‘Such fine quality should always be drunk with new friends. What say you?’ 

I agreed. 

When two soldiers start drinking the conversation inevitably opens with the worst 

battles, the worst commanding officers you fought under and the nearest you’ve come to 

death. It’s a friendly competition and the conclusion is inevitable; you compare scars, an 

exercise enhanced by the consumption of more than one bottle of good wine. The 

competition exists here as well, you keep your best scar until the end, like in a game of 

poker. 

We finally agreed neither one of us could outdo the other and it led to a great deal 

of back slapping. I liked the man. His combat, in the service of the Doge, had taken him as 

far as Constantinople. He’d bought The Jealous Moor with his earnings and kept himself fit 

by carrying enormous barrels of wine on his back. He surprised me how he took the news of 

my heritage in his stride. 

‘I’ve never seen anyone fight like you before. I knew there was something unusual.’ 

His face, hidden by so much hair, was difficult to read but there was something in his 

eyes that intrigued me. Like so many of the men I’d encountered, his interest lay more in 

the cultural acceptance that le fate were supposed to be female. We concluded both races 

relied on men like us to fight their battles and that knowledge cemented our friendship. 

It led to him asking the question I knew he’d been eager to ask. 

‘The scars on your arse. They don’t look like war wounds.’ 

He grinned as he gestured at the neat white cross etched into one buttock. 

‘It was a war of a different kind,’ I laughed. 

Leandro gave a throaty chuckle. ‘A lover.’ He nodded knowingly. ‘She wanted to 

teach you a lesson? Yes?’ 

‘Almost.’ I wondered how he’d react to my next statement. ‘Except it was a man.’ 

The chuckle continued and he slapped me on the shoulder in a comradely fashion.  
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I woke the next morning with a headache and pain in my thigh that burned and 

pulsed like it was on fire. Every muscle ached but I tried my best to hide it as my host 

greeted me with a hearty meal. He’d insisted I slept in his spare room. The ham, eggs and 

fresh rolls were the best food I’d eaten in years. I couldn’t help but express my 

astonishment when he told me he’d prepared all of it, including baking the bread. 

‘I was the youngest of seven brothers,’ he said as though he needed to apologise. 

‘My mother needed to teach someone to cook, so, without any daughters, she chose me.’ 

After breaking fast we sat across a table and shared stories of our childhood. I kept 

mine brief and he didn’t pursue me on any detail, I liked that. 

‘Where are you staying?’ he asked. 

I explained how Francesco’s friend worried my violent career would affect his family 

and I was looking for accommodation. It provoked a beaming smile. 

‘Then, my friend, you will stay with me and help me here.’ 

I thanked him for his offer and for helping to keep me alive. 

‘I enjoyed the fight! There aren’t many of us real soldiers left. These days they carry 

swords a girl would use. The smallest of wounds and they run for help.’ 

I looked up at the magnificent sword hanging above his bar, a plain blade and 

pommel that disguised its ability to sever bones with one blow. That night he lifted one 

violent drunk by his trews and smock, carried him the length of the taverna and hurled him 

into the square, without any effort. I quickly understood how his taverna was so popular, 

men felt safe there. 

I helped as best I could but by the end of night as the last of the patrons stumbled 

into the night and Leandro closed the door, I slumped onto a chair, exhausted. 

‘Different to fighting eh?’  

He walked over and clapped me on the shoulder with so much force he almost 

knocked me over. There were no half measures where this man was concerned. He opened 

a bottle of his best wine and we sat and drank and relaxed. We didn’t say much, the wine 

was exceptional and I savoured every drop.  
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‘You know good wine eh?’ 

I nodded. ‘One reason why I stayed in the human realm when the time came to 

decide. My people can’t make wine.’ 

‘Then it must be a miserable place.’ 

I sniggered agreement. 

‘You don’t talk of your time there. I assume it isn’t just the lack of wine?’ 

He watched me over his goblet, those olive eyes not blinking. 

‘No. I left because I didn’t fit in. The penalty for being different.’ 

He nodded and sighed heavily. ‘Your race do not accept men who prefer men?’ 

‘Partly. Some powerful people decided they didn’t want me around.’ 

He continued watching me. I emptied my goblet and he refilled it instantly. 

‘Sometimes I wonder if I’d fucked girls then things might have been different.’ 

I’d never said that to anyone before. I frowned at the realisation. 

‘How did your fellow soldiers treat you?’ 

I sniggered. ‘So long as you fought well alongside them and didn’t let them down, 

they didn’t care. You know what soldiers are like, especially after a long campaign, they 

don’t care about the hole so long as they can get their dick in it.’ 

The big man snorted red wine down his nose and slapped his knee as his laughter 

filled the room. 

‘I like you Robin. It’s good to have another man here.’ 

We sank into a comfortable silence as we finished the wine, said good night and 

made our way to our rooms. I lay in bed with just a sheet covering me, it was a warm night, 

and I felt relaxed and content. I realised I had a smile on my face. It was a new sensation; 

one I’d forgotten. I’d exiled myself from my own race and resorted to being an outsider. My 

adventures in Florence were no more than frantic attempts to disguise that fact, they were 

the actions of a lonely man. 
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The door opened quietly, the moonlight spilling into my room shone onto Leandro’s 

naked body. I drew back the sheet in invitation. 

The way he looked, the way he fought, well, he fucked the same way. Wild and 

rough. Hours later, sweat glistening on our bodies, we lay together until we fell asleep. By 

then my smile had widened considerably. 

 

* 

 

  Venice went ever so slightly mad at Carnevale. 

 Perhaps because the winter was coming to an 

end and spring hovered at the edge of the 

lagoon. Perhaps because everyone loved to 

dress up and parade their new clothes for the 

world to see. More likely, inhibitions could be 

hidden behind masks; you could get away with 

acts that would earned you hefty fines, even get you thrown in prison if you didn’t have the 

money. 

 In the past I’d have indulged in the licentious delights of Carnevale with every ounce 

of energy I possessed. That Robin Goodfellow no longer existed and no one was more 

surprised than me.  

 ‘Keep still my lionheart, if you don’t want a bald patch in your mane!’ 

 My words earned an impatient sigh, shuffling of feet and words spoken through 

clenched teeth. 

 ‘Just hurry or we’ll miss the commedia’s performances. They’re the best part.’ 

 I ignored his petulance. 

 ‘Don’t know why you have to cut my hair again anyway.’ 

 His mumbled complaints were a sure sign he’d resigned himself to my dominance in 

the matter and I grinned. 
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 ‘Because I’m not walking alongside a ruffian. I have standards.’ 

 Even though I was behind him, as I trimmed the last few wayward locks of hair, I 

knew his disdainful snort meant a grin accompanied it.  

 I stepped in front of him as he stood up and brushed his clothes, handed him his 

golden Bauta mask. He looked at me the grin widened. I marvelled at 

the change I’d wrought on him; the trimmed hair and beard that 

emphasized his impressive bone structure, the quality clothes he 

wore, even the way he stood.  

 His look lingered and I knew what he had in mind. 

 ‘If you want to see these performers you’ve raved about for six months, we need to 

leave now.’ 

 He knew I’d read his thoughts, sniggered and punched my shoulder hard. It was 

permanently bruised these days, despite my requests to find another means of showing his 

affection. Still, who was I to complain about having a passionate lover? 

 Fog lingered at every turn until we reached junctions where wind from the lagoon 

wafted along the Grand Canal and into its many watery thoroughfares. As we reached the 

Piazzo san Marco the noise, the colours and thronged masses bewildered me, even in 

London I’d never seen such sights. Women wore grand costumes atop architecturally 

constructed corsets that made their dresses waft like sails on ships. Men, who interested me 

more, preened like peacocks in their doublet and hose, sporting impressively decorated 

codpieces that promised much. Masks, mimicking the characters of the Commedia dell 

‘Arte, covered every face.  

 Anonymity makes people do things they’d never dare at any other time. Women 

squealed, often with delight, as fingers found forbidden places to linger. Inevitable 

squabbles and arguments between men raised the volume and caused the fog to swirl even 

more. Street traders sold food and drink to the wealthy, entertainers juggled and gambolled 

for money while street urchins tried to steal whatever their grubby fingers could lift. 

 Familiar faces whirled around us, shaking hands, patting us on our backs, joking. The 

Jealous Moor had become a popular location. After years of self-destruction Robin 
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Goodfellow had rediscovered fun and mischief. My antics helped to lighten Leandro’s mood 

and the place in general, every night the taverna echoed to the sound of singing and 

laughter. Men felt comfortable there, after all their hosts were fearsome soldiers though 

Leandro and I carefully avoided defining the battles in which I’d fought. Our friendship, they 

reasoned, was borne from having fought alongside each other in the service of the Doge. It 

was a convenient lie. 

 Leandro’s assertions about the Commedia Dell ‘Arte 

were right. I don’t remember laughing so much as I did 

that night. Much of the hilarity of watching Arlecchino 

mock the decrepit Pantalone arose out of my escapades 

at the expense of Oberon, High Lord of the Dark Court. 

I’d considered myself clever, amusing him and the 

assembled courtiers whilst mimicking his increasingly 

paranoid behaviour. Yet as Arlecchino received his 

comeuppance, as Pantalone beat him with the batocci, the slap-sticks, and the crowd 

cheered at his humiliation, I remained silent. My humiliation went well beyond a mock 

beating; I’d been financially ruined, left friendless and forced me to leave the man I loved.  

 ‘What’s wrong?’  

 I stared into the anxious face in front of me, his mask held carelessly in his hand. 

 ‘You were happy earlier. Something’s happened. Tell me.’ 

 I forced a smile, it shrivelled and died. For six months I’d given my past life no 

thought, now, like a bad debt, it returned to hang around my neck. I shook my head. It was a 

long time ago and I had moved on. Except when your life is as long as mine, memories are a 

catalogue of mistakes you can’t erase, they rear up in front of you to make sure they’re not 

overlooked. 

 ‘What did I do?’ 

 He spoke the words with fatalistic, unquestioning acceptance and I patted him 

fondly on the shoulder. 

 ‘It isn’t you.’ 
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 He sighed with heavy relief and, realising nothing more was forthcoming, continued 

along the pathway that took us back to the taverna. We walked in silence as I tried to shake 

off the sense of loss that enveloped me, like the fog. The way I started to feel for Leandro 

pricked guilt and shame which had slumbered happily until that moment. I couldn’t reason 

away my infidelity, no matter how hard I tried. My heart remained stubbornly dedicated to 

Oisin, even though I hadn’t seen him for half a human’s lifetime. I hadn’t had chance to 

explain my sudden departure to him, he would have judged me harshly and abandoned me 

in return. Like everyone else in the Fae realm. 

 The Campo san Maurizio was dark, the February sky 

offered only an anaemic moon. As we entered the square I 

felt Leandro’s hand grip my forearm hard. I recognised the 

warning. 

 In front of us, with too big a gap to allow me to rush 

him, a figure lit a torch. It flared brightly as he held it above 

his head, his other arm hung uselessly at his side. I 

recognised the face with its vehemence. 

 ‘Did you think you could escape vengeance?’ 

 Leandro scanned the square while I held the attention of the dark figure. 

 ‘You want me to lop off the other hand do you?’ 

 Light caught the man’s curled lip. 

 ‘We’ve moved beyond such things.’ 

 ‘We?’ 

 A sickly sensation in my stomach turned into full-blown nausea as another torch 

flared in the darkness, illuminating three men with swords. Another torch, another three 

men. And another. Then another. 

 Leandro caught my eye as he tensed, ready to attack. 

 ‘I’m bewildered,’ I said loudly enough for each man to hear me. I hoped my ability to 

bluff might yet provide some sort of magical solution to the problem we faced. ‘Why should 
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so many of you want to harm us? One missing hand can’t provoke vengeance on this kind of 

scale surely? If it’s a question of money…?’ 

 One-arm smiled. It wasn’t an expression of amusement. 

 ‘You are sodomites. Degenerates. You claim to be men. Soldiers.’ 

 I really didn’t like where this was going. 

 One-arm nodded at Leandro. ‘I thought we’d taught him a lesson long ago.’ 

 Their eyes met. 

 ‘He looks like he’s forgotten it.’ 

 Dark eyes turned to me. 

 ‘But you. You’re different. Some say you are le fate. Perhaps you are. But they are 

women.’ A pause. ‘That might explain why the man at your side fucks you.’ 

 A low ripple of laughter. 

 My dark mood turned even murkier. ‘Step closer. Let me prove what I am.’ 

 A shake of the head as eyes narrowed. 

 ‘You should not have come here. We do not want your kind in Venice. In this world.’ 

 A murmur rose and fell in the darkness. There wasn’t going to be any negotiation 

here. That conclusion turned my blood to ice. I marvelled at the timing. Only moments 

before I’d bemoaned my life, realised how lonely I’d been and felt ashamed at my recent 

happiness. That was what life did to me, it built me up to tear me down. Life had given me 

months of happiness and now I was going to die in an insignificant square in a city where I’d 

found purpose again. 

 Well, fuck life. 

 With a roar ripped from my soul, I flung myself at one-arm with such force and speed 

I reached him before he could react. One hand grabbed the torch as I rammed my head into 

his belly, forcing us both to the ground. I was up again, faster than him, able to thrust the 

torch at the nearest man, flames caught his long hair and in seconds he ran in frantic circles 

as the fire caught hold of his clothes. His erratic dance caused those nearby to dodge out of 
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his way, giving me enough time to snatch up his sword, skewer one-arm and set about 

slicing body parts off each man who came within range. 

 Combat in any battle, especially at close quarters, is a succession of blurred images. 

A face screwed up in pain or aggression, often you can’t tell the difference, or a sword 

swinging in your direction while bodies bludgeon you in every direction; you lose 

perspective quickly. Your only goal, kill those trying to kill you. 

 Most of them weren’t skilled in battle. They were assassins, used to solo acts of 

secret and subtle murder, working together didn’t come easily. While they got in each 

other’s way, tripped and pushed each other to land the killing blow that would earn their 

cut-throat’s purse, I felled them. The square was soon awash with blood. 

 The chaos and carnage parted for a second as those nearest to me hesitated, waiting 

for others to risk their lives. Perhaps it was orchestrated but I doubted it. Leandro’s voice 

roared my name above the mayhem and I saw him, face bloodied, sword arm hanging 

uselessly at his side. They bent Leandro over the vera da pozzo, a 

small stone wellhead. A big man, with enormous muscles 

smashed him in the mouth and his cry for help stopped. Men 

strapped his arms to the base of the stone pillar, tore open his 

hose and stretched his legs wide and then tied them to the wellhead too.  

In that split second I realised their intention. Their raucous cheers and animated 

behaviour I recognised all too well. This was the lesson one-arm had mentioned; when men 

performed an act that ridiculed and violated something they couldn’t understand. 

Homosexuality was a crime in Venice, punishable by hefty fines and prison sentences. When 

local men turned vigilante their actions were ignored, whatever these men did to Leandro 

now would be ignored in the morning. As would my death no doubt.  

 The world around me, dim as it was, turned red.  

 Inside me, whatever it was that controlled my temper snapped. Like a twig. I felt it 

go. I don’t remember anything after that. 

 I never do.  
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 My military training was a brutal affair. The philosophy was to find your breaking 

point then push you beyond it and, if you survived, you found your ability to fight had no 

limits. No consideration for those who opposed you, no assessment of their might or their 

number. You treated death as insignificant, something to embrace. It offered release. 

Without those considerations all that was left behind was pure, undiluted rage. The driving 

force that turned soldiers into amoral killing machines. 

 A montage of images flashed before my eyes. The belligerence in the expression of 

the two men attacking with swords raised, their astonishment as their intestines flopped 

from their bellies. The fear on young men’s faces who saw my own expression, or perhaps 

the lack of one. The fountains of blood. The severed limbs. The slick surface of the square 

awash with gore. The dropped torches that returned the scene to darkness. 

 Darkness which couldn’t match the night-black depths pooling in my soul. 

 My legs buckled, I clung to cold stone to support me as I collapsed, crumpled in a 

heap surrounded by my victims. 

 I heard moaning nearby. 

 The noise made by those who Death hadn’t claimed yet, who hadn’t worked out he 

was waiting for their arrival. The finale of battle where choirs of men lament the futility of 

death.  

 I struggled to remember the battle I’d fought. They were all so alike.  

 I heard my name. The voice breathless, raspy and hoarse, its owner near to death. 

 I turned in its direction. Pain flared across my body. Only now was I aware of it. 

 I looked up, at the face staring down at me like the statues of saints in the nearby 

church. Blood dripped from his face onto mine. His beard matted with it, there was 

something wrong with his mouth. And his nose. I vaguely recognised the man. 

 He spoke. A croaked whisper. 

 ‘I’m done for Robin.’ 

 The name jarred. I was Puck. That was what they called me. I killed others to carry 

out my duty as a Trooping Fairy. Puck killed and maimed without hesitation. 
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 ‘Robin?’ 

 Like a snake sloughs its skin, Puck left me. I felt him slide into the depths of my brain 

where he’d wait to be summoned again. As he left, so reality swam to the surface and I 

recognised the face of the man looking down at me. 

 Pain is just a set of signals the brain sends the body. You ignore them. So the bastard 

who trained me used to say.  

 I struggled to my feet, sliced Leandro’s bonds with the bloody blade still in my hand, 

held him as he slumped into my waiting arms. We collapsed onto the cold stone of the 

square, his body slick with blood that leaked from every part of him, to merge with mine. 

 ‘How did you…?’ 

 He coughed wetly, phlegm and blood trickled out of the corner of his ruined mouth. 

 I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. I had no idea what I’d done. 

 ‘Get away.’ More coughing. ‘They. Will. Kill. You.’ 

 I told him I didn’t care. Wasn’t even sure I could travel very far anyway. And that I 

certainly wasn’t leaving him. Living was a pointless exercise and I’d had my share of it. 

 ‘Won’t. Die. Happy. If. They. Get. You. 

 ‘Happy?’ I almost laughed but couldn’t. Pain was a difficult signal to ignore. 

 ‘Soldier. We fight. We die.’ 

 I nodded. We understood one another so well. All the same, death was about to 

steal him from me and the fury it caused threatened to overwhelm me again.  

 ‘You better not die now. I want to be with you as you grow old.’ 

 His body sagged, his head tipped against my ribs. 

 I held him and wept. Tears testifying to the harsh injustices of life, nothing more. 
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 Fog silently crept in to the square to shroud the dead and dying. It hid my escape 

when voices raised the alarm. I left Leandro, with the sword I’d used in his hand. Let them 

try to work out what had happened. 

 I watched an anaemic sun struggle above the 

horizon, beyond the lagoon as I lay in a fishing 

boat that belonged to a regular visitor to the 

Jealous Moor. He’d done his best to patch me 

up and now ferried me away from Venice. He 

kept telling me with all my wounds I was lucky to be alive. As the Adriatic Sea buffeted the 

little boat, dashing me against its wooden sides, I disagreed. I didn’t want to be alive.  

Wherever I travelled I found trouble. Or trouble found me. Perhaps that my destiny. 

As the sun arced overhead and the sea punished me relentlessly I came to the conclusion I 

was never going to find happiness. I was damaged. A bad man. Trouble searched for those 

like me and when it found them, it punished us. 

 I decided in that boat to find somewhere to hide from trouble. To hide from myself. 

Could anyone thwart destiny? I was a member of le fate. If I couldn’t. No one could. 

 

This story unfolded organically. It helped me realise Robin’s affinity for other 

soldiers which would prove essential in The Knights’ Protocol novels. It also turned 

out how he hated persecution and unfairness and would fight against it. Finally, I 

realised how it was the moment when Robin turned into the bleak character we 

meet at the start of the first novel. He hates himself because he thinks he’s bad, 

because of Puck. Yet he’s capable of love and integrity – but blind to it. A 

damaged man who has convinced himself Fate will stop him from ever being 

happy. 

And why Venice? I love the city. The locations referenced in the story I know well. 

However, it was the sexual decadence of the city that made me think Robin 

would feel at home here. Plus it was the perfect place for a ‘sell-sword’. 

 


